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Volume Five
Chapter One
Don’t Mess With Texas

August 10, 2025

USS Texas SSN-775

East China Sea

Three months—that was how long the Texas had been on station, sowing chaos and spreading terror throughout the East China Sea. Since their arrival, they had managed to sink eighty thousand more tons of Chinese warships and another one hundred and thirty thousand tons of cargo and freight. Captain Kurt Helgeson’s little squadron of underwater warriors, comprised of his own ship, the Texas, two Los Angeles fast-attack submarines, the Cheyenne and the Tucson, and his two remaining Orca II autonomous underwater vehicles or AUVs, was wreaking hell on the Chinese. However, their romp these last three months across the East China Sea hadn’t been without cost.

The Texas had lost one of their Orcas from the constant aerial ASW drones above them and a second in a battle against their primary target—the Chinese Type 095 sub they’d been sent to sink. They’d had to use the Orca to draw off a pair of torpedoes that had been fired at them by the Type 095 in a duel that had nearly cost them their lives. They had been on a near-twenty-four-hour stalk with the Chinese sub, which had resulted in Helgeson having to sacrifice the Orcas to save the Texas and hopefully rescue the Illinois in the process. Unfortunately, the newest Chinese torpedo had sniffed the ruse out and sunk the Illinois and the Orca. Helgeson knew it was only dumb luck that had saved his own boat during that engagement.

During the battle, Helgeson had been certain they had landed a torpedo hit on the Type 095—they’d heard it impact. What they hadn’t heard was the accompanying breaking-apart noises one usually heard as the sub was crushed from the sudden loss of its pressured hull. He wasn’t certain, but there was a possibility the bastard might have escaped to fight another day.

“Sorry to interrupt, Skipper. Latest comms traffic from 7th Fleet. We’re retracting the comms buoy now,” his comms officer said as he handed him a clipboard with several sheets of paper attached to it.

Taking the clipboard, Helgeson leafed through the papers. His heart sank when he saw a report letting them know of not just one other submarine loss but two.

“Bad news?” asked Kristin Evans, the XO of the Texas, as she walked up next to him.

He handed her one of the reports. “They got the Springfield, and the Jefferson City.”

“What? How?” was all she managed to stammer out. Each sub loss was a real blow to the community. Each time they served on a sub, that group became family, and as they served on more boats over the years, their family grew.

“Same thing that almost got us a few times. Those damn ASW drones that fly up and down the coast. Between the drones and those autonomous ASW catamaran ships they keep cranking out, they’re making it damn hard and costly to keep running these kinds of missions near their coastal waters.”

As the war progressed, the Chinese AI, Jade Dragon, had employed a series of surveillance drones to cover more and more of the waters off the coasts of China to hunt American submarines. The aerial drones were now being augmented with autonomous catamaran ships outfitted with specialized sonar equipment and torpedoes. Working together, they were succeeding in turning some areas off the Chinese coasts into no-go zones for allied submarines.

“I wish there was a better way for us to go after that specific threat.”

Helgeson shrugged. “In a way, it creates a unique opportunity for us. If the enemy thinks those zones are safe for their ships, then they’ll be a target-rich environment for us. Let’s just hope Big Navy figures that out and decides to keep the rest of the force away from them and let us focus on it—we’re better suited to operate against it. Plus, we can’t keep losing subs like this. We aren’t going to have any left.”

Looking through the rest of the papers on the clipboard, he saw they had received a new set of orders—actually, a modification to their existing ones. 7th Fleet wanted them to pick up some passengers and ferry them to Taiwan. Apparently, the SOF community wanted to start placing some assets on the island.

*******

Twenty-four hours later, Helgeson studied the plot table, making sure they were at the exact location they were supposed to be. In another five minutes, they would surface the boat. If all went according to plan, his passengers would be waiting to be picked up. They’d be on the surface just long enough for the operators to store their gear and climb aboard before they’d submerge again.

“Chief of the Boat, bring us to periscope depth,” Helgeson called out.

The command was echoed, and the Texas began a slow, steady, and controlled rise to periscope depth. Once they were at the appropriate level, the new and improved periscope was raised above the waves. Built into the masts of the periscope was a suite of electronic sensors that immediately began a sweep of the area, looking for any trace of electronic activity within a hundred-mile radius of the Texas. If there was a UAV out there sending or receiving data, this device would detect it. It also carried out a single 360-degree ground and air radar sweep of the area, giving the Texas a detailed view of everything in their vicinity. If a hostile ship or aircraft was nearby, then they’d scrub surfacing and go deep to avoid detection.

“The coast looks clear, Captain,” Lieutenant Imus said as he craned his neck over the captain’s shoulder.

“Very well, Lieutenant. COB, bring us to the surface and prepare to bring aboard our guests.”

With the order given, the Conn was abuzz with activity. Orders were given and repeated back for verification. A call went out over the ship’s 1MC, alerting the crew about what was about to happen and letting other stations on the sub know what to do. Once the Texas broke the surface, they were on the clock. They needed to get their guest aboard the boat as quickly as they could and get back beneath the waves and to the safety of the deep.

“XO, you have the Conn,” Helgeson announced and then turned to head to the sail and the entrance where the special operators would enter the submarine.

“XO has the Conn,” announced the COB loudly as Commander Evans walked over and took a seat in Helgeson’s chair.

As he made his way through the boat, Helgeson still found himself in awe of how incredible this new sub was. Everything about it just seemed futuristic, from the redesigned hallways and bulkheads to the overhead lighting. Unlike previous sub designs where one could see pipes, cabling, and everything else along the walls and the ceiling of the boat, the Texas had smooth walls that were slightly curved—it made it seem more like they were aboard a spacefaring starship than a submarine. Anything that needed to be accessed was discreetly hidden behind these easily removable panels. The lighting inside the sub was also improved greatly because of the panels, which covered up all of the normally exposed wiring and had built-in LEDs. During the daytime hours, the lighting was kept at a certain level, while at night, the lights were dimmed to let people’s bodies notice the difference. It hadn’t seemed like a big deal to Helgeson at first, but the lighting cycles actually had a noticeable effect on his mood and how his mind handled the day-to-day stresses of being under the waves in a tight space.

The big brains had spared absolutely no expense on this boat. One thing Helgeson was very pleased with was a tried and tested concept Russian submarines were known for. The US Navy had quietly “borrowed” the concept for this one-off, highly modified Seawolf. Instead of the standard hull design the Navy had used for more than seventy years, the Texas sported a double titanium pressure hull. That meant that it could go deeper than any boat in the American Navy, and in a pinch, it could sprint to nearly forty-five knots. If that Type 095 was still alive, Helgeson would find it and put it on the bottom.

Once Helgeson reached the lockout room, he saw what had to be two teams of special operators they had picked up. He greeted them briefly and asked the commander of the group to come find him once they had had a chance to settle in. He wanted to go over the mission orders and talk next steps. Approaching a hostile shore to insert SOF forces wasn’t exactly a risk-free endeavor.

When Helgeson returned to the Conn, he saw that Evans had already gotten them back to a depth of two hundred meters. They were moving at thirty knots as they looked to put some distance between themselves and the pickup point, in case it had somehow been under surveillance.

Thirty minutes later, a SEAL commander by the name of Walt “Jank” Jankowski poked his head on the bridge. “Hello, Captain. You asked for me to come see you.”

Nodding, Helgeson turned back to Evan. “XO, you have the Conn again. COB, with me; I want you in on this. Let’s go, Commander. We’ll head to the officers’ wardroom.”

Helgeson, Jankowski, and Master Chief Petty Officer Melvin Schmall made their way to the officers’ wardroom. Helgeson had asked Schmall to come along because he had a lot of experience helping to insert special operators on land. During his first ten years in the Navy, he’d spent some time in the SEALs, delivering team members to the coast in underwater submersibles and vehicles. When Schmall could no longer work in the SEALs, he had transitioned to the silent service, having spent a lot of time with them during his SEAL years. When Helgeson’s previous COB hadn’t been able to deploy for medical reasons, Master Chief Schmall and two others had been offered as alternatives. Knowing the Texas might be involved in this very type of mission in the future, Helgeson had chosen Schmall. Three months later, he was glad he had.

Entering the wardroom, Helgeson thought he’d see two SEAL officers. Instead, he saw a SEAL officer and a pair of Army soldiers he hadn’t expected. When everyone had arrived and was in the sail, they were still in their wetsuits, so Helgeson had assumed they were all SEALs.

Seeing Helgeson’s perplexed look, Jankowski offered, “Ah, yeah—not all us monkeys are the same. This here is Major Thorne, and Chief Warrant Officer Four Smith.”

The Army soldiers stood, offering a handshake. “Hello, Captain. I apologize for the secrecy. I’m the Bravo Company CO for Operational Detachment Alpha 7322. This is my assistant team chief, Warrant Officer Four Smith. We’re… part of your other mission assignment.”

Helgeson lifted an eyebrow at that. “Huh, you don’t say. I saw something hinting at some sort of special assignment that would be delivered in person. I suppose you’re the one carrying the orders?” Before the Army officer could reply, Helgeson pulled a folder marked classified out from under his arm and placed it on the table between them. “This is all I’ve received about your pickup and mission. If there’s been an amendment to our orders, then I need to see it and verify its authenticity.”

Commander Jankowski nodded and pulled a set of orders out of a sealed bag, handing them to Helgeson. The Army major did the same.

Before taking the two sets of orders to read over and verify, Helgeson looked at Major Thorne and Chief Smith. From a glance at the left breast pocket and above on their uniforms, it was clear these guys had a lot of schooling and experience under their belts. His father had served in Special Forces, so he knew better than most what all these badges meant. They each had the Special Operations Diver badge, along with the Pathfinder badge, Military Freefall Parachutist badge, Parachutist badge, and a Combat Infantryman badge with a single star on it. It was obvious to him these guys had likely seen a lot of combat as of late.

Helgeson handed the orders to Schmall. “Run these down for me, COB, while I talk with these gentlemen. Let me know if they check out.”

“Sure thing, Cap’n,” Schmall replied as he snatched them up and headed for the comms shack.

Returning his gaze to the operators sitting opposite him, Helgeson said, “OK, let’s dish, gents. What’s going on?”

Jank laughed at the informal comment before turning serious. “Sir, call me Jank; everyone does. I’ll go over my mission and let the major say his piece.”

Jank spent the next thirty minutes going over his team’s job. Their primary objective was to assess a handful of beaches that could be used as potential amphibious landing sites. This involved taking samples and seeing what kind of soil, rock, sand, and dirt made up the composition of the ground surface. This information was incredibly important to know. If the soil was soft and loose, then it wouldn’t be suitable to land track vehicles, particularly heavy ones. If the soil was made of hard mud, it might work better for tracks than it would for wheeled vehicles. They also needed to identify what kind of defenses had been built around each possible landing zone. Was it heavily protected by cement-reinforced machine-gun bunkers? Were there heavy mortar or artillery units and teams nearby? How far away were reinforcements? What kind of reinforcements were in the area and what routes would they need to take to reach the landing zones? All that information had to be figured out well in advance of any decision to launch a seaborne invasion.

When Jank had finished detailing his mission, Major Thorne explained his. Unlike the SEAL team, his mission wasn’t focused on the beach area. His ODA team’s job was arguably much harder, and they’d be staying behind enemy lines, not returning with the SEALs. They’d been given two Commander’s Critical Information Requirements or CCIR missions. The first was to identify any HQ-9 and HQ-12 SAM systems that might be near the possible seaborne landing zones so they could be eliminated prior to any seaborne invasion. Their second and arguably most challenging mission was to identify any local resistance groups and look to grow and mentor them into effective guerrilla forces that could harass the occupation force and be ready to support the invasion and sow general chaos in the enemy rear areas and supply routes.

When the COB came back, he let Helgeson know their orders checked out. They were legit. The Texas had been reassigned to support the infiltration of both their groups.

*******

ODA 7322

“OK, so this isn’t something I ever thought I’d end up doing when I went through the Combat Diver Course,” Sergeant Rusten Currie commented as he finished stowing his gear in the crew quarters they were going to be staying in.

“Maybe so, but this is cool as hell,” added their medic, Sergeant Mark Dawson.

This was the first time any of them had ever linked up with a submarine for a mission like this outside of a training exercise. Typically, if they had to do a water insertion, it was utilizing a riverine craft or RIB of some sort. Meeting up with a submarine for a real insertion behind enemy lines was a first for them.

Major Thorne commented, “Yeah, well, there’s no other way for us to get inserted in Taiwan. We clearly can’t HALO or HAHO in, so this seems like a pretty good alternative if you ask me.”

“Hey, as long as they get us there, I don’t really care. I’m eager to get back on land,” Currie commented. “By the way, sir, what more can you tell us about this contact we’re supposed to meet?”

“You know, that’s a good question. All I was told was the contact was likely a member of their intelligence service and he’d be the one to connect us with the leadership still in charge on the island and any resistance forces still fighting,” Thorne explained.

“Huh, so you’re saying we’re going in kind of blind on this one?” Dawson joked sarcastically.

The others laughed, knowing this was how things worked sometimes. You had to stay Semper Gumby and be ready and able to adapt and overcome. At the end of the day, if the source didn’t work out, it wasn’t like they couldn’t continue on with the rest of their mission.

When combat operations in Venezuela had ended, their company, along with Charlie Company, which had stayed in Colombia, had immediately been deployed to Okinawa, Japan. Their ODA had taken on a couple of 1st Group members who spoke Chinese, and the rest of the team had undergone a couple-month crash course in the language as well. Then they had been deployed to augment and support 1st Special Forces Group as Big Army prepared to pivot everything to Asia. Now they found themselves being sent into Taiwan to begin preparations for its eventual liberation.

When newly promoted Major Thorne had returned from his briefing with the ship’s captain, he’d informed them it would take close to three days to get them on station. They’d deploy the SEALs first, then move further down the coastline and drop them off. It should be a simple handoff, assuming they didn’t run across any juicy naval targets along the way. Thorne told them the captain had made it clear he wouldn’t shy away from sinking a PLA warship or two, even if it meant delaying their arrival by a day.

“Well, I don’t know about you guys, but I have a couple of really good books I downloaded on my Kindle device. If you need me, you know where to find me,” Currie joked as he stretched out on his rack with his e-reader in hand.

“Suit yourself,” Dawson replied, pulling out a deck of cards. “I’m feeling kinda lucky tonight. Who’s in?”

Despite the extremely cramped quarters on the sub, they managed to play a wild and raucous game of poker. True to his word, Dawson cleaned house. Before a big mission like this, it was always a good idea to let off some steam—there was no reason to live on an adrenaline rush until it was necessary.

*******

Regardless of the years of training and nearly a year of combat, it was still nerve-racking to plan an attack on an adversary that was actively trying to kill you. The Texas was less than sixteen hours from reaching the infiltration point to drop the SEALs off when they detected a large grouping of PLA warships moving steadily through the center of the Taiwan Strait.

The Dallas and the Lubbock were the only Orca IIs they had left. Helgeson had placed the Dallas six thousand meters in front of them and four thousand meters to their left. The Lubbock had been positioned similarly except on the right. This helped to expand their search capabilities immensely. It also gave them enough of a heads-up on this approaching PLA naval force for Helgeson and his officers to devise a battle plan to fully exploit all of the Texas’s weapon capabilities.

Tensions were high. It felt like a typhoon was racing toward them at flank speed on the surface of an angry sea. The Dallas and Lubbock were already detecting the fleet’s ASW assets—everything from their helicopters to their autonomous catamarans that had been sinking so many of the American subs as of late. They were clearing a path, dropping sonobuoys and dipping sonars, listening and searching for any possible threats to their charges.

Captain Helgeson knew the next few hours would be critical to their survival. He made sure to eat some food from the galley and grabbed a second mug of Death Wish coffee, a brand that was extra-caffeinated. He needed to keep his mind sharp. One of the lieutenant junior grades had made it his mission to make sure there was always a fresh pot of Death Wish available at all times to the members of the Conn. Helgeson had developed a habit of pushing everyone to their maximum abilities. People didn’t always know what their limits were until those limits were tested, and Helgeson tested them hard and on a regular basis. Some crews would despise a captain for that, but not his crew. They had come to respect the hell out of him and knew what he was doing was pivotal to keeping them alive. After their first mission, he had earned their regard, and they’d charge the gates of hell for him if he so ordered.

“What’re we looking at? Do we have a disposition of the enemy fleet yet?” Helgeson asked as he walked up to the sonar tech’s station. They’d been repositioning the Orcas to get a better look at what kind of warships they were dealing with.

Sonar Technician First Class or STS1 Vanderhaden removed his headphones, turning his head to look away from the computer screen he had been so intently looking at. “Yes, Captain. We’re starting to get a solid picture of their fleet. It’s big, sir. I can get you the individual ship names if you’d like, but basically, utilizing the library of ship names and the sounds of their screws, the Dallas was able to detect and delineate a single Type 052C destroyer, two Type 052D destroyers, four Type 054A frigates, and four Type 056 corvettes. These last eight ships appear to be the bulk of the ASW support for this fleet. However, the real prize they’re escorting appears to be one of those new Type 60 Dingyuan-class battlecruisers, the Zhanmadao.”

Helgeson lifted an eyebrow at that. “Wow, this is a big fleet we stumbled upon. This must be their East Sea Fleet they’ve been keeping bottled up within the Taiwan Strait.”

Just then, the other junior sonar tech next to Vanderhaden ripped his earphones off. “Holy cow, the Lubbock just caught the acoustics of the Type 003 Shanghai. It’s trailing just behind the battlecruiser—we almost missed it.”

Vanderhaden whipped his head around in surprise as he grabbed for his headphones. He held them tight to his ears for a moment as he adjusted something on his controls. A few seconds later, he turned to face Helgeson, his headphones still on his ears. A smile spread across his face. “The kid’s right, Skipper! It’s the Shanghai. I’ll be damned—we almost missed it, but it’s there, following right up close next to the Zhanmadao like it’s trying to hide its acoustic noise with the battlecruiser.”

Helgeson’s teeth began to show as a wicked grin spread across his face. “COB, bring the boat to battle stations. We’re going hunting.”

The lights across the sub changed from their standard lighting configuration to a constant red light as a soft tonal warning sounded twice, letting everyone know they needed to report to their battle stations. Hatches were closed, crewmen were woken up, damage control stations manned along with their weapon systems. In minutes, every department across the boat reported to the Conn that they were ready.

Commander Evans walked over to the large plot room at the back end of the Conn. This was a brand-new room built into the sub. It was a twenty-first-century-looking CIC with computer monitors mounted on the walls and several weapon technicians manning stations. STS1 Vanderhaden had moved from his sonar station to take one of the empty seats in the plot room as he brought up his station.

“Captain, the boat is secured and rigged for attack, torpedoes. All stations report ready for action,” Master Chief Schmall informed him. The COB was staying on top of the crew like white on rice. The former SEAL ran a tight ship when it came to the enlisted, something Helgeson had come to appreciate.

Turning to face his XO, weapons officer and tactical action officer or TAO, he asked, “Thoughts? How should we best prosecute this attack?” As captain, he valued their opinions, and more than that, he wanted to get them involved in these kinds of decisions. Soon they’d be getting promoted and taking over command of their own subs, so Helgeson felt it his duty to prepare them.

Lieutenant Jay Munn suggested, “I propose we place the Dallas here and let her sink as close to the bottom as she can and lie in wait. On the opposite side of the strait, we have the Lubbock sit here. As the fleet sails past them, we have the Orcas each launch a spread of torpedoes against a frigate and two corvettes. They’d need to cut the wires so they can reload and begin their sprint and depth change to this location here, six kilometers further away and a depth of five hundred meters. It’ll throw their ASW assets completely off.” He paused for a second and then added, “Captain, if they can get repositioned to this location before their torpedoes are detected, it’s going to sow chaos in the convoy when they fire off their second barrage of torpedoes. Their ASW assets are going to be split going after contacts on either side of their fleet, leading them to believe they’re under attack by at least two submarines. It’ll force them to rush the Shanghai and the Zhanmadao out of the strait to get into open water.”

“And right into our loving arms,” Commander Evans said, finishing his thought for him. She turned to Helgeson. “I like it. It’s bold, Skipper. They’ll never expect something like this. Plus, when the Orcas get their second shots off, it’ll place another eight torpedoes in close proximity to the Shanghai, forcing their hand.”

“If we do that, then I highly recommend we initiate the attack here and we do it in the next hour,” Lieutenant Adam Watts chimed in.

Helgeson raised an eyebrow at the proposal, asking, “You want to initiate the attack with cruise missiles instead of torpedoes? Why?”

The others at the plot table had the same quizzical looks on their faces as they waited for Lieutenant Watts to explain. The submarine-launched cruise missiles did give the Texas the ability to really reach out and touch someone while not directly placing the boat in immediate danger. As the ship’s weapons officer, if there was truly someone who understood the sub’s weapon capabilities, it’d be Lieutenant Watts.

“OK, so this modified Seawolf has ten bow torpedoes with a rotary magazine containing thirty-five Mk 48 torpedoes. Then we have another twenty UGM-84 Harpoon II SLAM-ERs. We can fire our first volley of ten SLAMs here. This is also where we fire off our complement of UGM-109B Tomahawk antiship missiles. That’ll force the defenders to deal with a multipronged cruise missile attack in addition to the torpedoes. Now, once we’ve fired our first volley, we move to a new firing location here while we’re reloading. Once in position, we fire our second volley. At this point, we dive and go deep. We hit flank speed, sprint like hell and get beneath the thermocline, put as much distance between us and the two launch points as possible and circle back to a new attack position with our torpedoes. While we’re repositioning, we use that time to reload our tubes with Mk 48s and prepare to fire again as the fleet tries to race out of the straits,” Watts explained, walking them through his proposed attack.

Helgeson lifted his chin as he thought the proposal over. A lot was riding on what he did next. It was an outlandish and audacious plan, that was for sure. It was only possible because of recent weapon modifications made to the bow torpedo room. No previous American submarine had ten torpedo tubes, let alone a rotary reload system. It was an entirely new concept and opened up a new set of tactics and ways to employ their weapons.

Helgeson growled in frustration at the situation. “Damn, I wish we had our other Orcas right now. We’d really be able to lay a hurt on them. XO, give Eng a heads-up—looks like we’re going to see just how much speed we can pull from his glowsticks,” he said, referring to the uranium fuel rods used to maintain the nuclear fission in the boat’s reactor.

Then the voice of reason interrupted his train of thought, and Helgeson turned to hear his COB add his two cents. “Captain, I’m not opposed to us attacking these ChiCom bastards. A carrier and that last battlecruiser are too big a target to let go by. However, it does need to be said, Skipper—we have two SOF teams on board right now and our attack is likely going to seriously jeopardize our ability to insert them and therefore their mission. There’s a lot riding on these two teams completing their objectives.”

The XO really should have been the one to mention this, but seeing that she hadn’t, his COB had apparently felt he should. Maybe it was his own SOF background, but their mission was just as vital as sinking the PLA warships.

Grunting at the counsel, Helgeson only shook his head. He’d practically forgotten about them until the COB had brought it up. He wasn’t used to ferrying SOF guys around. The Texas was supposed to be prowling the seas, sinking PLA warships, not being a taxi for SEALs and Army ODA teams.

Biting his lower lip, Helgeson blew some air out and then cursed a few times under his breath. “Damn, COB, you had to remind me of those guys. Having them on board changes things dramatically.”

“How so? We have a chance to sink the Shanghai—it’s worth more than some SEALs carrying out a beach reconnaissance or an Army SOF team doing some recon inland,” countered Evans skeptically.

Helgeson shook his head in disagreement. “No, XO, it isn’t. If anything, that ODA team’s mission is more important than the SEALs’ mission or sinking the Shanghai.”

“Sorry to interrupt, Captain, but how do you figure?” Lieutenant Munn countered, almost in disbelief at what he was hearing.

“Last night I was reading up on their mission—what little I’m allowed to know of it. They’re to make contact with some resistance groups on the island and then work to develop a guerrilla force to counter the PLA presence in preparation for us reinvading the place. They also have some CCIRs to look for some of those HQ-12 radars and some new ballistic missile early-warning radars their AI is apparently using to track some sort of new weapon platform the Space Force has been using. As to the SEALs, their job is to do some prep work as the Marines plan an amphibious assault on the island,” Helgeson explained. As he told them a little more about their guests’ missions, they started to understand how this attack could seriously impede it from happening.

Still, Helgeson knew they couldn’t let these prize targets slip by unmolested. They’d never be able to live with it, having them in their sights and letting them escape. Over the next twenty minutes, he devised a new plan that would leverage their two remaining Orcas, getting them as close as possible to the Shanghai and then unloading their torpedoes on the carrier at near point-blank range. This way, they could take their strike at a high-value target without risking the SOF teams’ insertion.

If they had to sacrifice their last two Orcas to sink the Shanghai, it was a trade worth making. To maximize the Orcas’ chance of success, the Texas would fire off their SLAMs from a distance of twenty-eight kilometers and then look to escape the area by diving deep and making use of their improved engine to put as much distance as possible between themselves and the hornet’s nest they were about to poke.

With the new plan in place, they moved to put it into action. It would take the two Orcas three hours to get in position and then an estimated two more for the Shanghai to cross within their programmed kill box. Assuming, of course, that neither of them were detected. While the Orcas were on the move, the Texas made best possible speed to their launch position.

*******

Type 60 Battlecruiser Zhanmadao

East China Sea

Senior Captain Guo Jingyi ran his fingers across the blade that his ship was named after. The zhanmadao was an anticavalry sword, long and elegantly designed to slice through the legs of horses. It was a brutal weapon, and so was the ship he commanded. The Dingyuan class was designed for war; the weapons she could bring to bear against China’s enemies were as formidable as any he had ever seen in his twenty-seven years of service to the People’s Liberation Army Navy. The Zhanmadao was designed for one singular purpose—to close with China’s enemies and put them to the sword. If there were gods in the heavens, he would get his chance to slice through his enemies today.

“XO, status report.”

Though his tone was calm, the ice in his words made his executive officer stiffen. On a warship, it was beneficial if the commander and the executive officer got along. It was better if they were friendly. Captain Guo Jingyi and Commander Wu Feng had no such relationship. Guo found his XO wanting in all respects. He came from a connected family and had been given all the opportunities that Guo had had to fight for his entire life. It was by sheer force of will that he had clawed his way to command this ship.

Men from privileged families had sailed to senior rank and lived comfortable lives with perfect wives, fancy automobiles, and summer cottages on the coast. Not Guo—he came from a fishing village downstream from a factory that had polluted the water and destroyed his family’s livelihood. The water had poisoned his mother and father and many others in his village. After he had watched them die an agonizingly slow death from disease, he had run as far away as he could until he was able to join the People’s Liberation Army Navy. When he was allowed to test for a commission in the Navy, he had poured his heart and soul into his studies. His determination had paid off, and he had been accepted into a commissioning program and eventually into surface combatant school. He’d excelled in every assignment he’d been given, his potential only surpassed by his ambition. While his peers had all gotten married and started families, he’d studied and volunteered for deployment after deployment, until finally he had been offered command of this vessel. On the Zhanmadao, Guo ran his crew harder than any captain in the navy. Any man on his ship who failed in his duties or qualifications was gone—there were no exceptions.

“Sir?” His XO’s words snapped him from his thoughts. He was annoyed, not so much at his XO, as he usually was, as that he’d allowed his mind to drift.

“Apologies, XO, my mind is focused on many things. Please, continue.”

His tone softened; he wanted this fool to be sharp, not walking on eggshells.

“Yes, Captain. As I was saying, all departments report ready for action. The Shanghai has ASW sorties pushed out one hundred kilometers in all directions and the corvettes are pushed ahead in a picket line with their sonars actively searching.” His XO paused for a second before adding, “Sir, I’m concerned.”

“Concerned? Why?” Guo hissed, with more venom in his voice than he’d meant.

“We have no submarines screening our flanks or our rear. The Americans have pushed a lot of their remaining submarine force into the Pacific and into our own territorial waters. We are partially blind with no subs of our own.”

Instinctively Guo knew this to be true, yet as he felt the vibration of the Zhanmadao beneath his feet, it was as if it was talking to him, assuring him his ship had nothing to worry about. Guo had no concerns, only a desire to hunt.

“Commander, every sensor in this fleet is attuned to the air, surface and three hundred fathoms down. If there are Americans beneath the waves, we will find them and kill them. You’d do best to focus on that and stop worrying like an old woman.”

“Yes, Captain.” Wu bowed his head slightly, then went about ensuring the bridge crew was prepared for what he knew was coming.

*******

USS Texas SSN-775

East China Sea

Helgeson was at the master plot. On the one hand, this new tech was amazing; on the other, he missed the old analog tables. Yet this table was a marvel of integrated technology. It afforded him a 360-degree virtual view of the world around him, even at his current depth of eight hundred and fifty feet beneath the surface. If he donned the VR headset, he could actually look around outside the boat with the sonar arrays embedded into the hull’s anechoic tiles. The “big brain” of the ship’s computer could generate a real-time virtual rendering of the world outside the Texas. More than once when he had the headset on, he’d been startled at how real the ocean seemed. The boat had been nearly bumped by a whale a few weeks ago, and when he’d put the goggles on to look around, he’d been absolutely amazed to see the whale just off the starboard bow. The virtual rendering of the animal was so vivid and lifelike.

The officer of the deck was at the plot with him, intently working on his tablet. The tablet let him scroll through the different layers of data that the plot processed and stored; at any given moment, with the touch of a button or the swipe of a finger, the plot could display the current status of the reactor, how much desalinated water the boat currently had, the status of weapons, even who hadn’t read or replied to the last dump of familygrams when they were at periscope depth.

“Skipper!” OC2 Allen said a little too excitedly.

“What have you got?” asked Captain Helgeson, raising an eyebrow.

“Sir, the Dallas has initiated her attack. Lubbock is also spooling up its attack computer. They’re green across the board and have adjusted their attack vectors to hit the fleet from its starboard quarter.”

Helgeson looked to his command tablet, found the window he wanted, and tapped it. It showed him what Allen was seeing but in 2-D. The Orcas were communicating with the Texas by a narrow-beam laser in burst “beams,” as their big-brain computer called it. The green laser was able to transmit data over large distances due to the power the microreactors aboard the Orcas could generate to push the beam through the deep. To him it was all ones and zeros, but the real-time data that could be sent back and forth was a huge boon for the Texas, especially during battle.

He saw that the Orcas had determined the greatest threat to be the Type 60. The Dallas took the lead and angled itself for the most likely first-hit probability in its attack scenario. Helgeson saw that the Lubbock had positioned itself across the strait as programmed. Then, just as predicted, the frigates and corvettes had adjusted their formation to provide screening support for the carrier. It was a perfect setup for Lieutenant Munn’s attack. Helgeson briefly looked up at Lieutenant Munn and smiled, then reached up and grabbed the 1MC, taking a deep breath before he spoke.

“All hands, this is the captain. Dallas and Lubbock are about to begin their attack. When they commence firing, the Chinese fleet will break for open water at flank speed. Once they cross into open water, we will launch our attack in earnest. Things are going to get hairy in the next hour. I need you all to do your jobs, remember your training, and pray to whatever God you believe in. I’ll see you on the other side—God bless Texas. That is all.”

Helgeson placed the 1MC back in its cradle. He briefly closed his eyes and took in a deep breath of the recirculated air, once again making the mental switch and preparing himself for battle.

*******

Orca Dallas

East China Sea

Dallas’s combat information systems were now all online and she was processing nearly five terabytes of information a second. The acoustics of the Chinese ships, the salinity of the surrounding sea, temperature variances of self and programmed targets, weapon statuses of loaded torpedoes, all possible angles of enemy evasion while reloading, and probable enemy countermeasures. If the computer that ran the Dallas could smile, it would be smiling with satisfaction right now. It had no thoughts of its own; it was simply a weapons platform with a preprogrammed mission set and a left and right lateral limit of mission variances. In its “brain,” Dallas noted that the closest frigates were altering course slightly and angling back toward the larger ships. It adjusted the targeting coordinates in each of its torpedoes and set two to wake homing and two to immediate active homing. It verified the weapons had received the new instructions, and a fraction of a second later, the Dallas fired her four Mk 50 lightweight torpedoes.

As soon as the weapons cleared the tubes, Dallas’s microreactor went into overdrive. It increased its speed to thirty knots, while simultaneously reloading four more Mk 50 lightweight torpedoes. As soon as the torpedoes were loaded, the tubes were flooded, readying the Dallas to fire a second volley. The targeting AI was taking in enormous amounts of data, and based on that data, it made a last-second microadjustment to the torpedoes, having them zero in beneath and amid each programmed target. When the Dallas received verification from Lubbock that it had initiated its attack almost simultaneously to Dallas’s, the second volley of torpedoes was sent on its way while the Orcas went about reloading for what would hopefully be at least one more volley.

*******

Type 60 Battlecruiser Zhanmadao

East China Sea

Senior Captain Guo nearly jumped from his chair as the klaxon came to life. The 1MC loudly announced, “Action stations, torpedo! Action stations, torpedo!”

“Sonar! Direction and bearing of weapons?” demanded the XO. This made Guo smile. It seemed in a pinch, the man wasn’t useless after all.

“Sir, weapons bearing eight-seven degrees, range four thousand meters and closing!”

“Sir, torpedoes in the water, bearing two-seven-zero degrees, three thousand, seven hundred and fifty meters and closing, speed thirty-six knots!”

“Are we being targeted?” demanded Guo, fighting to keep his voice calm.

“Negative, sir. The weapons appear to be aimed at our escorts.”

“Can you identify the type of weapons?”

“Not specifically, sir, but their acoustics aren’t those of a heavyweight weapon.”

For a moment, Guo was puzzled. Why would anyone fire a weapon that couldn’t outright kill one of their ships? Anything short of a 530mm weapon would bounce off the Zhanmadao. Unless…

“Communications, get me the Shanghai now!”

“Sir, the Shanghai has ordered all ships to flank speed and head for open water!”

“No, damn fool! We have to evade, tell them!”

“Sir, Shanghai repeats, flank speed, and head for open water!”

Guo was furious. This was a mistake. If they made for the open water, they’d be an easy target. He’d be damned if he was going down without a fight.

“Weapons! Fire two Yu-7 torpedoes along the last known bearings of those weapons. Prepare to launch the Type 87 ASW rockets and prepare the depth charges!”

“Aye, Captain!”

“All ahead flank!” Guo then ordered, wanting to get his ship moving so he’d have the ability to maneuver should he need to.

As the engines revved up to maximum power, the ship, despite its size, literally launched itself forward as it ramped up to maximum speed. Guo felt himself pressed against his seat, forcing a smile to spread across his face. He marveled at the awesome power of this thirty-two-thousand-ton warship as it lurched forward, cutting through the sea as it made a sharp turn to match the bearing of the Shanghai. Guo watched as the bow of his own ship dipped into the sea and a massive plume of water washed over the deck as he cut through the ocean. The Shanghai was only eleven hundred meters off his port bow now. Seeing the massive carrier sprinting for all she was worth, Guo bit into his lower lip nervously; he knew they were now in a fight for their lives. Right or wrong, the captain of the Shanghai was turning tail and running, hoping like hell his escorts would be able to finish off whoever was trying to sink them while he did what he could to save one of the last two carriers the Chinese Navy still had.

Guo turned to his sonar operators, barking, “Sonar, find me something to kill!”

*******

USS Texas SSN-775

East China Sea

Helgeson watched in near real time as the Orcas prosecuted their attack on the Chinese fleet. As Munn had predicted, they made for the open sea. The AUVs fired two salvos each of their Mk 50 lightweight torpedoes, putting sixteen fish in the water in a very short period of time. The speed and violence of action caught the Chinese by surprise. Thirteen of the sixteen fish found their marks, putting two of the Type 054A multirole frigates on the bottom. Another two of the four ASW frigates were sunk and a third was taking on water and fighting for her life. The fourth frigate seemed to have stayed back to render assistance and search for survivors. Surprisingly, the Orcas had evaded detection and were now sprinting at flank speed beneath the thermocline to catch up to the Texas.

“Weps, status of our missiles?”

“Sir, all weapons loaded, outer doors open, weapons show ready in all respects.”

“TAO, disposition of remaining enemy ships?”

“Sir, the Type 003 is directly ahead of us on a near-perfect intercept course. Distance is forty-two kilometers, speed thirty knots.”

“Distance to the destroyers, and the Type 60?”

“Sir, the destroyers are spread out in front of the Shanghai. The Type 60 is parallel to the carrier.”

“XO, COB, meet me at the plot.”

Helgeson walked over to the plot and pulled up the current tactical overlay. Pulling the screen down until the Texas was at the bottom, he hit play on the scenario Lieutenant Munn had programmed. They all watched the display as it played out. When it finished, he glanced at the countdown timer in the corner of the table.

“We have exactly eight minutes and thirty-eight seconds given our distance and closing speed. Any last-minute ideas?”

Helgeson made eye contact with each one of them, holding their gaze until they shook their heads. Finally, his eyes met Commander Evans’s.

“Sir, just one last thought. If we’re going to proceed and take the SEALs and Green Berets to their mission after this, speed is going to be our ally. I propose a slight modification to our plan.”

Helgeson furrowed his brow, then nodded. “OK, let’s have it, XO. We’re short on time.”

“I say we fire both salvos of missiles at once,” Evans began, a serious look on her face. “Since we’re going to have to go into a hover to fire the Tomahawks, it only makes sense to kick out the Harpoons at the same time. Once we’ve cleared all the Tomahawks, we haul ass to our secondary position and reload all tubes for our second Harpoon attack. While we’re doing that, we can position the Orcas here and have them lay down two more spreads of torpedoes each. This will maximize the confusion within the PLA fleet, and just when our first attack and the Orcas’ attacks are hitting, we’ll be launching our final volley of Harpoons. Then we dive and go to flank speed for the thermocline before we go quiet and let the Orcas loiter and take shots as needed from just above the thermocline, giving the PLA something to go after while we can slip away and get around to the other side of Taiwan to prepare for our next mission.”

Helgeson thought about her plan for a second. Then he smiled at her. She’d just made up for her earlier tactical lapse in not recognizing the importance of the mission of the SEALs and the ODA team they had on board. She’d gotten her head back in the game and had likely come up with the best strategy to sink the Shanghai.

“I like it, XO. TAO, have OC2 Allen push the new commands to the Orcas. Let’s get to it, people—we don’t have much time left.”

The COB looked at Helgeson and smiled. “Don’t mess with Texas!”

The Texas angled up ten degrees and leveled off at one hundred and fifty feet. Her speed was an even twelve knots. In the Conn, the atmosphere was tense. Most everyone had tunnel vision on their assigned stations. Helgeson’s eyes were watching the clock. He had been gripping the arm of his chair so tightly that his knuckles were white. Looking down, he relaxed his grip, then felt the pounding in his head again.

Damn it. Not now, he thought to himself. Looking at the clock again, Helgeson watched it count down the last few seconds. Three, two, one…

“TAO, begin firing all VLS pods, then fire all tubes. Once the VLSs are complete, close the VLS doors and reload all tubes for the same mission!”

His commands were echoed across each station, setting into motion the largest, most complex attack the Texas had ever initiated. Now it was in the hands of fate and the battle-tested efficiency of the crew of the USS Texas.

Helgeson felt the deck shudder as the ten upgraded Harpoon antiship missiles were ejected from their tubes. Once the Harpoons had been fired, the six vertical launch pods began to eject their six Tomahawk antiship missiles. It was going to take the sub three minutes to launch all thirty-six Tomahawks. Looking at his command tablet, where he’d left the weapons status page open, Helgeson was pleased to see how damn fast the rotary magazine was at reloading the tubes. It worked just like a wheel gun in the old west. The fact that the tubes automatically shut and purged the water for the autoreload was a time-saver, and he was thankful for it.

“Sir, tubes one through ten are reloaded, weapons ready in all respects. All Tomahawks have been fired, VLS doors have been closed,” declared Lieutenant Watts, the excitement clearly evident in his voice.

“Outstanding. Fire tubes one through ten! Then launch countermeasures! Officer of the Deck, take us twenty-five degrees down angle, make your depth six-zero-zero feet! All ahead flank once we’ve completed the firing sequence.”

As the commands were echoed in the Conn and the final cruise missiles were ejected from their tubes, the bow of the Texas angled sharply down as she began to accelerate to forty-four knots. The acceleration was like nothing any of them had felt before on a submarine. The rpms that the counter-rotating impellers inside the pump-jet propulsor achieved were simply mind-boggling. The microreactor increased power to the impellers, and the speeds the Texas could generate made her one of the fastest things underwater.

Helgeson looked at the timer. The second salvo had just broken the surface; traveling at high subsonic speeds, they’d reach their targets in just under three minutes.

“TAO, load tubes one through six with those improved Mk 48s, tubes seven through ten with the CATs.”

“Aye, sir! Load tubes one through six with improved Mk 48s, tubes seven through ten with the CATs.”

CAT stood for Countermeasure Anti-Torpedo. It was a canister that was loaded into a torpedo tube. The canister contained two lightweight antisubmarine, antitorpedo torpedoes. They hadn’t used them yet, but in theory, anything that could distract a torpedo about to climb up their backside was a good thing, and he wasn’t taking any chances with a Type 60 above them—that, and the ChiComs’ ASW game had gotten much better since the start of the war. That damn AI calling the shots had become a severe pain in the ass for the US Navy.

*******

Type 60 Battlecruiser Zhanmadao

East China Sea

Senior Captain Guo was furious. He’d watched helplessly as the frigates and corvettes were hit repeatedly by torpedoes and blown from the water. The ASW helos from the Shanghai seemed completely unable to find the damned American submarines. Each time they’d gotten a possible location, they’d dropped a mixture of Yu-7 and Yu-11 torpedoes, only to have them lock on to nothing and drift harmlessly away into the abyss. He knew it had to be their Orcas. Even if he found one to kill, there would be no joy in it, knowing there were no Americans on it to put on the bottom. As he was about to ponder putting his fist through something, the klaxon blared again.

“Vampire, vampire, vampire!” the radar technician shouted loudly to be heard over the other commands and shouts throughout the CIC.

Wu, Guo’s XO, began to speak but was cut off. Guo had had enough; he was taking control now.

“Distance and bearing,” he demanded.

“Sir, distance twenty-eight kilometers, bearing dead ahead!”

“Vector our ASW assets along that bearing, fire torpedoes along generated bearings and set to active homing. Prepare antiship missile countermeasures. Find me that damn sub!”

As his commands were echoed, he motioned to the wall-mounted digital display and barked at Wu, “Assessment? Where do you think that submarine is?”

Wu looked like a different man to Guo. He seemed to be more alive, not the sheepish simpleton Guo had always thought he was. He seemed almost confident, now that they were in the heat of battle. This was the Wu he wanted to see more often.

“Sir, the sub is likely located—”

“Vampire, vampire, vampire!”

Wu was cut off by the second announcement of incoming missiles. Guo’s head snapped to the radar operator once again. “Bearing?”

“Sir, same bearing.”

“What?!” he exclaimed.

“Yes, sir, same bearing. Same pattern. Oh, the count just jumped from ten to forty-six new contacts. Speed five hundred kilometers per hour and closing.”

Guo looked at the clock on the wall. The first ten missiles had been detected fifteen seconds ago—that meant they’d be in range of their close-in weapon systems in less than forty-five seconds. The CIWS would already have begun tracking the missiles, and in another twenty seconds, it would begin to shoot them down. This didn’t make sense—it was stupid to fire missiles that could be easily shot down. What the hell were the Americans up to?

“Sonar, find me that submarine! Begin dropping depth charges, set to variable depths below one hundred meters!”

With his commands being echoed, he looked at his XO. He, too, now wished they’d had a submarine escort beneath them.

*******

USS Texas SSN-775

East China Sea

Helgeson looked at the timer on his tablet, then glanced at the timer on the wall.

“NAV, what’s our depth?”

“Sir, current depth is five-niner-niner feet.”

Helgeson turned to Schmall. “COB, fifteen degrees up on the bow. TAO, fire tubes one through six. Cut wires on tubes one and two and set to active homing once they clear the thermocline. Set weapons three and four to wake homing. Set weapons five and six to cruise at launch depth until they’re one thousand meters from targets, then go to active homing. Reload tubes one and two, same mission.”

He barely heard the crew echoing his commands as he set the timers on his tablet. He was now firmly in the zone and already thinking about his next move and anticipating the move of his opponents.

*******

Type 60 Battlecruiser Zhanmadao

East China Sea

As expected, the CIWS began engaging the incoming missiles. Even on the bridge, he felt the vibration of the Type 730 as the 30mm cannons spat fire into the sky. They would lay down a wall of steel and rip the incoming missiles to shreds. Even if the weapons were programmed to attack from different vectors, the crisscrossing of the weapons would decimate the incoming threats. Looking around the room, he saw the XO’s head snap to the side. He watched him pick up a phone, then he turned on the bridge mic.

“Bridge, CIC! Two torpedoes in the water! Bearing four-five degrees starboard, distance two thousand, three hundred meters, speed thirty knots. Weapon is actively homing!”

“CIC, Bridge. Can you identify the weapons?”

“Bridge, CIC. Yes, sir, American Mk 48 heavyweight torpedoes.”

Guo smiled to himself. There it was—now the attack made sense. The missiles were a diversion so they could get their torpedoes away. But the torpedoes had gone into active homing too soon. He knew the American subs had four tubes, so that meant they’d fire two more shots and would have to reload. He had to act quickly, but he had some time.

“Right hard rudder! Report all bearings as relative. Fire torpedoes along generated bearings!”

He was on the hunt! An American submarine—the game was now afoot. Just then, he saw a bright flash out the portside window. The Shanghai had taken a hit just below the flight deck amidships. A huge fireball blossomed from the hit, followed by thick black smoke.

“Damn them. Hard left rudder, cross behind the Shanghai!”

“Hard left rudder, aye!”

“Bridge CIC, torp—”

The call was cut off as the entire ship shuddered from a monstrous explosion beneath the Zhanmadao. Guo was knocked off his feet.

“Damage report!” Wu demanded. “All departments, damage report.”

Guo tried to shake the cobwebs from his head, but the ringing in his ears was tremendous. As he scrambled to his feet, he saw the Shanghai take another hit, this time from below the waterline. It was as if the water around the ship was bubbling. No, he realized—it wasn’t bubbling, it was boiling. He’d never seen anything like it. The water was actually boiling. It caused the back of the carrier to sink a dozen or more meters into the water before it popped back up. Guo immediately knew the ship had taken some serious damage from the hit. Its speed was bleeding off and it looked like it might be coming to a halt.

“CIC, Bridge. Where in the hell did those torpedoes come from?!” Guo roared angrily.

“Bridge, CIC. Directly astern, Captain. We couldn’t hear them, so we have no bearing from which to backtrace them.”

Guo was about to tell the helm to alter course when he was knocked to his feet a second time. As he was falling, he saw the sky. That seemed odd to him until he realized the front of his ship had been lifted from the water. Then he felt the explosion. Then he felt nothing at all.

*******

Two Hours Later

USS Texas SSN-775

East China Sea

Lieutenant Munn and OC2 Allen finished their report to Captain Helgeson and Commander Evans. The cruise missiles had all been shot out of the sky save for one, which had scored the first hit on the Shanghai. When the Texas had fired its torpedo spread, Helgeson had targeted the Shanghai specifically, hoping that at least a few would score hits and cause what was left of the fleet to turn back for the homeland. In the meantime, once the Orcas detected the Chinese ships altering course and firing their close-in weapon systems, they defaulted to a preestablished attack pattern, increasing their speed and pushing their microreactors to their mechanical limits. Once they were in firing range, they fired two additional salvos of torpedoes at the Shanghai and Zhanmadao from behind. Their weapons had been set immediately to active homing with the wires cut.

As the torpedoes from the Texas were trying to sneak through and get to their targets, the Chinese ships had unknowingly presented their backsides to the Mk 50 torpedoes from the Dallas and Lubbock.

“Lieutenant Watts, Petty Officer Allen, you are both to be commended for your actions today. I’m recommending you both for the Bronze Star with Valor device. Petty Officer Allen, I’m also going to recommend you for direct commission. Your preprogramming that secondary mission in the Orcas to attack aft once we were engaged was brilliant, and I want to thank you for what you did today.”

Petty Officer Allen blushed. It seemed he wasn’t accustomed to praise coming directly from the captain. “Thank you, sir. I kind of anticipated what you would order me to do, so I programmed that attack scenario into the Orcas. I’m just glad it worked.”

“Lieutenant Watts, your plan today was flawless. It demonstrated out-of-the-box thinking and an absolute mastery of your role as the weapons officer of the Texas. When the time comes, I intend to recommend you for promotion and get you to XO school as soon as possible.”

“Thank you, sir. I guess all that time spent in the simulator on Isla Socorro paid off.”

Helgeson then turned his attention to his XO. “Commander Evans, your last-minute suggestion to change the plan was also instrumental in the success today, and with that, I’ll give you the honors.”

Helgeson pulled out eight three-by-five-inch Chinese flag magnets and tossed them to her. As the officers and senior enlisted in the wardroom began to clap, Evans walked over to the wall and started a new row on the board, commemorating the ships that the crew of the USS Texas had sent on eternal patrol.

“COB, I think it’s time you and I take a walk and go talk to our guests about how we’re going to insert them behind enemy lines.”


Volume Five
Chapter Two
The Warsaw Ghetto

August 13, 2025

“Warsaw Ghetto”

Tarbagatay, Russia

It had been three months since Pasha Glazkov of the Russian “Vozdushno-Desantnye Voyska,” the elite Russian paratroopers, had been to what he had once derisively called the “Warsaw Ghetto,” the old abandoned airfield the Polish 25th Air Cavalry Brigade had called home since they’d first deployed to the Russian Far East. Pasha hardly recognized the place. The last time he’d been here, it had been a largely empty swath of land just east of the NATO main staging ground, more affectionately called “Fortress Selenge.” Now it was a bustling air base with all the infrastructure and equipment necessary to conduct helicopter assault operations. He was shocked to find that not only were the Polish operating out of the Ghetto, but the Latvian Special Operations Command had sent three Mi-17s and three squads of Special Forces troops to ride in them also. Pasha’s Latvian was rusty, but he could clearly make out the motto “Drošais Uzvar!” (“Who Dares, Wins!”) painted on one of the operations buildings. It was hard to imagine what three helicopters could do in the face of the horde, but every NATO member was sending whatever they could to stop the Chinese.

“Pavel Makarovich Glazkov? What are you doing here, you ugly dog?” asked a familiar voice from the Polish 7th Airmobile Regiment Headquarters.

“Miroslaw, they let your lazy ass out of the hospital?” replied the Russian paratrooper. As the two closed and embraced in a bear hug, the Polish Uhlan grunted at the blunt pain from the bullet wound he had received three months prior.

“Tak, not only have they let me out, the butchers have cleared me for combat,” Miroslaw “Miro” Gallas said nonchalantly.

“I don’t know if that’s a tribute to your incredible healing, the skill of the doctors, or the desperation of the situation,” replied Pasha with concern. He’d started to grow fond of his NATO counterparts as the war continued to drag on.

“I’m afraid it’s all of the above,” agreed Miro. “We haven’t had much news out of the valley, but we can see with our eyes what’s happening. We’re crammed in here to capacity as units fall back and fresh units and replacements arrive from Europe. It’s the same over at the fortress. Units that were forward-deployed are showing up in pieces and parts, if they show up at all. It’s clear that NATO is pulling back on all fronts. Have you heard from Mattia or Niklas?”

Pasha didn’t think there was any point in lingering on bad news, so he just came out with it. “Da. Sadly, Mattia is dead. The Chinamen were able to get a helicopter strike on our artillery. We got most of the helos, but the Italians were nearly wiped out.” Miro furrowed his brow at the news. Pasha continued, “Niklas and I were there for the battle, on the front lines as the horde launched their offensive.” Pasha relayed his tale of the battle, from the probing attacks of the night before, to the full-blown invasion, to the retreat through the mountains.

“You hiked through the mountains all the way to Shibertui?” asked Miro skeptically, finding it hard to believe such a feat could have been done, even by the rugged paratrooper and German supersoldiers, as they liked to think of themselves.

“No. That was our original plan, but the skirmishing in the valley continued and from the signals we could pick up, we could tell NATO was pulling back. Instead of pushing on to Shibertui, we took one of the offshoot valleys northeast directly to Mukhorshibir’, where Niklas’s unit was headquartered. We made it there just in time to pull out with them. Niklas and his unit made it back to the fortress. I’m heading back there this afternoon.”

“I’m surprised the VDV isn’t bringing you back to your old platoon,” Miro commented.

“Ah, that’s complicated right now. There’s a lot of chaos going on out there, and to be honest, I like my position with the Schnelle Kräfte. I’m not officially in the chain of command, but I still have a place in the unit. It gives me a lot of flexibility. As far as my old unit goes, they too are in the fight, and they have grown past me in my absence. No matter what happens to me between now and returning to my unit, I know I will be eyed suspiciously as the lieutenant who abandoned them at the start of the war.” Pasha looked off to the “chicken coop” where the Polish helicopters were sitting.

“It’s true, then, what Sun Tzu says,” replied Miro. “In chaos there is opportunity. When you get back, you’ll have more than enough combat stories to keep your command entertained for days.”

“Yes, they’ll never believe the one about the crazy Polish zealot who got shot during our extraction on the opening day of the war.”

“Or the crazy Polish captain that saved your life that night,” replied Miro with a wink.

“What about you?” asked Pasha. “What have the Uhlans been up to?”

“We’ve been making spoiling attacks along the Chinese western flank. We’ll fly an insertion in the middle of the night, fight the Chinese from the ground for a little while and then establish air superiority long enough to withdraw again as soon as is practical or when our mission is complete. I haven’t been on the ground with the men yet, but they’ve let me man one of the window-mounted PKs for some of these operations.” The Mi-17s of the 25th had window-mounted PK machine guns to provide covering fire during ingress and egress. Fortunately for the Poles, they hadn’t had to assault a prepared defense, so those guns remained quiet during the operation.

“If and when I get my next debrief with Major Bessanov, I’ll see if he finds any value in my liaising with the Uhlans. Maybe you’ll be one hundred percent combat-ready by then,” said Pasha. “Maybe the Germans will find some value in such cooperation, and I can pry Niklas away from his squad.”

“It’ll be nice to get the band together again,” replied Miro. “It’s truly unfortunate about Mattia.”

“Eto voyna, my friend. It’s war.”

*******

September 16, 2025

40 Miles Southwest of Tarbagatay, Russia

Pasha looked out the tiny porthole in the side of the Polish Mi-17 helicopter. All he could see was the black of the night. Inside the troop compartment, he couldn’t see much of anything either. He had trained his entire career to jump out of an Il-76 troop transport and bring death to the enemy below. Riding the helicopter to the battlefield made him feel vulnerable. Then again, he’d never jumped out of an Ilyushin on a combat mission. Perhaps riding the white bouquet to the ground while under fire would make him feel just as vulnerable.

“Two minutes!” called out Captain Bogdan Krawczak from the front of the compartment. The helo buffeted in the air, shaking everyone inside. Again, Pasha looked out the window. This time, he was rewarded with a flash of orange. There was a Mi-24 gunship flying ahead of them, preparing the landing zone for their insertion. Pasha recalled the briefing earlier in the evening. Intelligence reports indicated that there was a platoon-sized concentration of Chinese troops staging reconnaissance operations in the area. Drone footage had pinpointed the exact location of the enemy encampment, and Captain Krawczak’s company was being sent in to root them out.

“Get ready!” shouted the captain. Pasha felt the weight of his rifle and checked his helmet strap. He and Miro had rehearsed the process for dismounting the Mi-17, but this was the first time he’d be performing the maneuver under fire. He’d trained some on the process in the airborne school where the Russians were beginning to field airmobile units, but his brigade hadn’t been chosen for the transition.

How many different ways could there be to exit a helicopter? thought Pasha. He was confident that he wouldn’t embarrass himself. Before he felt the helicopter touch down, he watched his friend Miro stand and slip through the door. Each man in the helicopter rose in order and disembarked the helo onto Russian soil.

Pasha followed the man to his right and made it to the ground without incident.

“Squad, on me!” yelled Miro, and the men quickly assembled into formation. As Pasha took his position in the squad, his eyes were drawn to the massive fires that had erupted along the hillsides. The gunships had laid down incendiary rockets into enemy concentrations, and even with the dampness of fall, the forested hills burned. As they ran toward the fires, more explosions rocked the ground as the gunships continued to hit the Chinese camp.

Miro signaled for the squad to take cover under a ridge near the foot of the hill, then called in his position to Captain Krawczak. This was their staging point. Once the rest of the company reported in, they would begin their methodical climb up the hill to find and destroy the enemy. As the men of the headquarters squad caught their breath, Pasha moved nearer to his friend and called out, “I bet you wish you were with Zyta Gawronska right now,” referring to a young woman Miro had once dated.

“Not at all,” replied Miro, grinning. “I’m here with my best friends in the world”—he gestured to the men of the squad—“I’m doing what I love most, and I have been blessed by God to be here right now in this very moment with them. I wouldn’t trade this for anything.”

Pasha wasn’t sure if this was just bravado for the sake of the mission or if Miro’s zealotry was so deeply held. Before he could spend too much time contemplating it, he was interrupted by the radio.

“First Platoon, advance!” ordered Krawczak.

“Firing,” called out Miro, and his squad rose from their covered positions and began firing short bursts in the direction of the enemy camp. As the rifle fire echoed around them in the hills, the radio came alive again.

“Moving,” called out Lieutenant Karol Wesolek, who was in command of First Platoon. Pasha caught movement in the trees to his left as the Uhlans took up positions ahead of his squad.

“Get ready,” called out Miro to his men.

“Firing,” came the call from Lieutenant Wesolek as his men began to lay down suppressive fire.

“Move!” ordered Miro urgently to his men.

Pasha and the rest of the squad climbed over the ridge and advanced up the hill, passing the area where Wesolek’s men were now occupying. It was imperative that Miro’s squad not drift to the left; otherwise they could wind up catching a bullet from Wesolek’s squads.

“Contact right!” shouted an Uhlan to Pasha’s right before firing a burst in that direction.

Given that Miro’s squad was on the far right flank of the attacking company, it was imperative that they keep the enemy in front of them. If they slipped by along the right side, they could outflank the Poles and spoil the attack. Even if the Uhlans managed to take the hill, they would still have suffered significant casualties because of this simple mistake.

“Pasha, take Barela and Karpinski and seal off that right flank,” ordered Miro, who then radioed a status report to Krawczak.

Pasha made eye contact with the two Polish privates and nodded. They hadn’t advanced more than two meters before rifle fire erupted from the trees. Two of the three men took cover behind the trees. The third fell dead between them before he could react to the enemy fire. From their left, the rest of the squad followed the tracer rounds to their originating positions and began to lay into the enemy position. The Squad’s UKM machine gun joined the assault, adding a considerable weight of fire.

“Follow me!” shouted Pasha. He wasn’t sure if he was talking to Barela or Karpinski, but it hardly mattered. With the Chinese taking cover from the suppressing fire, Pasha and Barela shifted right and closed with the Chinese before Pasha ordered the Uhlans to take cover. Without any specific targets, the fire from the squad slowed and finally stopped. Pasha and Barela scanned the battlefield, looking for any Chinese movement.

Crack! A single shot rang out as Pasha hit a ChiCom soldier. The shot caused a repeat of the scene as more people joined in. Pasha’s round wasn’t a tracer, so the Chinese were having a hard time finding him right away before he and Barela repositioned. When the Chinese did start shooting, they concentrated their fire on where Pasha had been a minute earlier. From where he was crouched, Pasha thought the incoming fire was considerably less than it had been last time. The enemy was losing soldiers rapidly.

The Polish soldiers laid into the Chinese positions again, forcing the enemy to keep their heads down or risk getting them shot off. While this was happening, Pasha and Barela took advantage of the distraction their comrades had provided and advanced right for the known enemy position. Pasha kept an eye to his right flank but hadn’t seen any new threats. If there were anything further to the right, they’d need to redeploy this whole side of the attack. The Polish fire waned and then stopped, likely to reload their rifles. Pasha knew once the firing had stopped, the remaining Khans would probably poke their heads up to look for a target to shoot at. Pasha peered out around the tree he’d taken cover behind and urgently looked for more Khans to shoot at. Instead, all he saw was dead bodies.

As he was looking at the group of deceased soldiers, the bark of the tree he was hiding behind exploded as a Chinese bullet lodged itself in the trunk, just missing his head.

“Govno!” he exclaimed, going prone and rolling to his left, scanning for another tree to get behind. He heard the report of a rifle, this time coming from his left, not in front of him. He looked over to see the grinning Uhlan curl his left hand into a fist and bump it twice on his chest. Where the hell did he pick that up? wondered Pasha. The gesture was a show of loyalty but was more at home in Russian street gangs than in the military. He returned the gesture and the two men again advanced on the Chinese position. He’s probably been watching too many Russian movies, Pasha thought. He did appreciate the man’s attempt to bridge the culture gap, though.

Miro had advanced with the rest of the squad, and soon he was on the radio, reporting that the area was clear. They’d secured the hilltop, eliminating at least one Khan outpost. As soon as their captain was satisfied that the Chinese infestation in their little part of the world had been eradicated, he called in for an extraction. There was no need to wait around and see if the Khans would send reinforcements. They’d accomplished their task.

Second Squad of Lieutenant Wesolek’s First Platoon was left on a nearby hill to keep the area under surveillance. They’d direct artillery or air strikes if they spotted any large groups of Khans sent to investigate what happened. Hopefully, the Chinese would have learned their lesson and would avoid the area.


Volume Five
Chapter Three
Into the Breach

Belitung Island

Java Sea

Belitung Island was the back door to southern China and the South China Sea. It was situated where the Java and South China Seas met. When the war had started, Belitung Island had been immediately seized by Chinese Marines, who had fortified the island, enabling them to control access into the area while choking off one of the busiest sea lanes in the world. This instantly gave the PLA a sizable airfield and a forward operating base for their missile boats to harass and interdict allied shipping. Those Type-022 missile boats had terrorized the shipping lanes for more than eighteen months. Steadily, NATO forces were now engaging and pushing them back.

During the opening day of the Battle of the Java Sea, the Chinese used the Type-022 to good effect, sinking several NATO frigates and destroyers. After that initial clash, however, the NATO ships had been able to gain the upper hand. With the addition of airpower operating out of Bali, the allies were able to pick up incoming missiles at greater ranges. This allowed the NATO SAM systems to track and destroy the slow-moving JY-83 missiles. These new NATO tactics had allowed the surface vessels to locate and engage the small Chinese boats at the maximum range of their Harpoon missiles. Even when the Chinese were able to escape, they were forced to withdraw from the field to rearm. Originally, they would fall back to the safety of Belitung itself. But after more than a year of war, the allies flying out of Australia had begun to achieve air dominance. Soon Australian F/A-18 Super Hornets armed with Harpoons were the hunters and the missile boats the prey. This forced the missile boat squadrons to fall back to Riau Island, four hundred and fifty miles to the north.

While pushing the missile boats deeper into the South China Sea reduced the threat to allied shipping and global trade, the PLA still controlled Belitung, and their land-based CJ-10 cruise missile batteries and HQ-9 SAM batteries continued to maintain their control of the sea lanes.

When the NATO task force in the Indian Ocean had cleared the Chinese naval threat out of the area, they had set sail for Australia to begin devising a plan to retake the South China Sea. To that end, they had dedicated the largest European amphibious force ever to sail under NATO colors and led by non–US Navy commanders—a British admiral with experience in carrier aviation and an Italian officer with amphibious operational experience would lead the task force. Both the British and French were unable to retask their own carriers to participate in the operation. They were still off the shores of Venezuela for the time being. Soon they’d shift with the rest of the American Navy to the Pacific.

Without the British and French carriers, the task force for this next operation would include the pride of the Marina Militare, the Italian aircraft carrier Cavour, as well as the older Giuseppe Garibaldi, which had been hastily put back in service at the onset of the war. These carriers would provide air cover and close-air support for the battalion of Italian Marines on board the three San Giorgio–class amphibious transport docks. The Italians were supported by thirty-two hundred Royal Australian infantrymen on board the two giant Canberra-class helicopter landing docks. Once the landing forces were ashore, the Australians would assume command of the ground operations.

This massive force had stayed to the east of the operation in the Flores Sea while they built up their forces. With the submarine threat mostly swept aside in the opening days of the campaign, and the surface threat having been slowly destroyed or degraded, the time had come for the Marines to do what Marines do best: conduct an amphibious assault against an enemy that was waiting for them.

*******

Chinese Sub

Type 095A

Southeast of Belitung Island

Captain Chen paced along the narrow passageway. There wasn’t enough room in a submarine for much pacing, yet after weeks of lying in wait, he’d found himself more and more prone to wearing out the steel decking. His boat had been sitting on the seabed since they’d first entered the Java Sea after sinking a Spanish submarine that tried to open the Sunda Straits up for the NATO flotilla. From the scattered radio signals they had intercepted, they understood that NATO had sent a submarine screen in to clear out the sea, and from what he had seen, they had done a pretty good job of it as more and more of the Chinese Navy had to retreat further into the man-made island bases they had built over the last decade.

“Captain,” said a petty officer who had appeared at his side. “Sonar reports that contact Sierra 1 is the Australian frigate HMAS Parramatta.”

“Very well,” replied Chen. Given the monotony of the past few days and the need to keep sound to the very minimum, Chen had ordered that the sonar room use the intercom only to relay amphibious assault ships. All other contacts would be reported quietly and in person.

“More frigates,” grunted his XO. “I swear that’s all these NATO forces can put to sea.”

“Oh, there are bigger fish up there—we just need to be patient and wait for them to come to us. And when they do come, the first sign will be a frigate just like the HMAS Parramatta up there.” Chen gestured overhead, in the general direction of their Australian guest.

“And what makes you so sure those big fish will come this way?” asked the XO.

“Because there is only one reason to dedicate the forces we’ve seen in theater. They are here to take Belitung Island. But in order to do that, I am betting my commission that they will have to land Marines to get the job done.”

“I suppose they could just use airborne forces and bypass us all together,” offered his XO.

“They wouldn’t have invested so much effort in getting rid of the submarines and surface units if they were going to make an airborne assault. Besides, the rule of available force indicates that they’ll use naval infantry. They’ll want those airborne forces for battles more inland—battles for which these marine forces are ill suited.”

The XO grunted at his assessment but didn’t object to his logic.

*******

Java Sea

NATO Screening Force

Chen was correct in his assessment. The HMAS Parramatta was the lead frigate in the screening force of surface units that was sweeping the sea ahead of the amphibious task force. The picket ships would be on the lookout for any threats to the fleet: air, surface, or subsurface. F-35 strike fighters operating off the Cavour would fly combat air patrol or CAP over and ahead of the fleet, challenging the Chinese to meet them in the air. While the F-35s flew high above, the AV-8B Harriers flew repeated strike missions against Hanandjoeddin International Airport on the northwest side of the island and targets near the landing zones in preparation for the marines’ landing.

The latest intelligence report Chen had received of the battle raging above him was a summation of the air attacks against the Hanandjoeddin Airport. It described a fierce air battle around the airport. Apparently, the interwoven pockets of anti-aircraft guns and artillery systems had proven to be deadly against the older Harrier attack aircraft. Flying against a more sophisticated integrated defense system had proven to be too much for the 1980s-era fighters. What Chen found humorous was that they had dubbed it the “Italian turkey shoot.” As he finished reading the report, Chen felt disheartened that the high-flying F-35 stealth aircraft had managed to take out the HQ-9 SAMs and many of the other air defenses that had torn the Harriers up.

Chen knew once the air defenses were finally neutralized, it wouldn’t take the allies long to finish destroying the rest of the major defenses meant to hold a landing force at bay. What annoyed him the most was the report about an American Ohio-class ballistic missile submarine that had joined the fray and delivered a devastating land-attack cruise missile barrage against the island. The attack had been launched from the safety of Subic Bay in the Philippines, nearly a thousand miles away. It pained him that a juicy target like that was nowhere near him. He’d have loved to put one of those subs on the bottom. As it was, the defense of the area, such as it was, would have to rely on his ability to sneak his way in close enough to interdict the troop transports before they could land their forces.

*******

Aboard the Italian Carrier Cavour

Vice Admiral Andrew Key looked at the damage assessments from the various attacks across the Riau Islands. They’d managed to cause significant but not irreparable damage. What he wouldn’t give to have the Queen Elizabeth or the Prince of Wales. Heck, even the French carrier Charles de Gaulle could carry more fighters than the smaller carriers he had to work with. They’d lost most of the Garibaldi’s Harriers, reducing the amount of aid the ship’s airwing could provide down to just a few aircraft. At best, he was going to have to relegate her to ASW duties, which her helicopters could thankfully still perform.

When Admiral Key had been placed in charge of the NATO Southern Fleet, he had hoped he would be able to get some additional carrier support from somewhere. The loss of a few American carriers at the outset of the war and a few more still undergoing repairs was being felt around the world. There just weren’t enough carriers, which meant he had to make do with what he had.

For the moment, the airfields on the island were neutralized. They’d managed to take out a number of aircraft on the ground, and the few that had made it into the skies had quickly been shot down by the F-35s. With the air threat largely defused, at least for the time being, and with no sign of any Chinese naval activity looking to challenge them, Admiral Key gave the order for the fleet to move in. It was time to get the landing ships moved into position so they could begin the next stage of the operation: capturing Riau Island.

The sandy beaches on the sparsely populated southeast side of the island would soon be the site of the first amphibious assaults since World War II. Key was glad it was the Aussies who’d be in charge of the ground war. It wasn’t that he thought less of the Italians—the Pacific was just more the Aussies’ domain, so it only seemed fitting to let them lead the ground war. Besides, they were landing the largest contingent of forces.

During the next twelve hours, the fleet moved toward the island. Then, as the amphibious assault ships approached the beaches, the Chinese launched a final gambit to stop the landings. Admiral Key saw from the latest intelligence report that a group of Chinese ships had sortied out of Yulin with a surface action group or SAG consisting of destroyers, frigates, and corvettes. Given the composition of the ships and the types of weapons they carried, Key figured the plan was for the Type-022 missile boats to harass his ships to try and get them to deplete their missile defenses.

This had been a tactic he’d seen them run during a couple of other naval engagements during the war. They’d rush in some missile boats and try to saturate your defensive systems, and once you’d expended a large number of missiles, they’d look to land the real damage if they still had some of their hypersonic missiles or even the YJ-83s. Since Admiral Key was unsure how many of these other missiles, if any, might be part of this little task force, which meant he’d need to make sure they kept some of their missiles in reserve just in case.

Admiral Key watched as their two fleets came in range of each other. He’d ordered their F-35s to get airborne and see if they could take a few of the ships out. Then, as if the fleets had crossed some sort of unspoken line, the first volleys of missiles fired. As Key watched the threat board identify the incoming threats, he had to give it to the Chinese—they were going for broke. Within minutes, two hundred and twenty cruise missiles were heading straight for his screening force, a lot more than he had anticipated. What concerned him most was the forty newer supersonic YJ-18 antiship cruise missiles. Then, right on cue, once the Chinese had fired their initial volley, they turned north and began a mad dash to escape the wrath of any of his surviving ships.

The presence of the YJ-18 missiles made a significant difference in the effectiveness of the Chinese attack. The lead ships of the picket, the HMAS Parramatta and the German frigates Sachsen-Anhalt and Rheinland-Pfalz, were each struck with at least two of the missiles. Additional YJ-18s took out the Spanish corvettes Rayo, Relámpago and Tornado. Once the supersonic missiles had hit, there was a lull in the battle, allowing the NATO ships to fight fires and flooding before the slower YJ-83 missiles arrived on the scene. By this point, the NATO SAM screens were online and shooting down the incoming missiles at a maddening pace. In the end, only the Greek corvette HS Daniolos was struck by the larger, slower missiles. NATO lost seven ships in the screening force, but their more valuable carriers and amphibious assault ships escaped unscathed.

The Italians launched a single F-35 to fly along the reciprocal bearing of the incoming missiles to use its radars to scan the seas for the warships that had fired on them. Once the enemy fleet had been found, the sailors aboard the Cavour had begun to arm the other F-35s of the air wing with the American-provided joint air-to-surface standoff missiles (JASSM). Once they were armed, the air wing would set out to sink the enemy fleet.

In short order, the Italians launched their first-ever combat carrier attack. During World War II, they had started to build two carriers; however, neither of them had been completed prior to Italy’s surrender. Leveraging targeting data from the lone F-35 tracking the enemy fleet, the Italian fighters fired the stealthy cruise missile from more than a hundred miles away. The missiles would descend to a lower altitude and begin their race towards the fleet.

The missiles came at the Chinese ships from their southwest, about 220 degrees relative to their position. This was a significant departure from the 135-degree bearing where the search plane was orbiting. It was just another minor point to try and shave a few seconds off the enemy’s detection time. Regardless of any tricks or ploys, sooner or later the Chinese were bound to detect the incoming threat, and when they did, the radars on every one of the ships would light up just as their NATO counterparts had done an hour before. One of the Chinese ships screening for the force had visually spotted one of the missiles. Knowing an attack was underway, the ship had turned its radar on, activating their missile defense system. In seconds, the alert had been sent across the enemy fleet, and soon dozens of missiles were being fired in hopes of intercepting the stealthy cruise missiles.

By the time the allied counterattack had finished, the Chinese had lost two of their Type 052D destroyers, four of their Type 054A frigates, and three of the Type 056 corvettes. With the rest of the flotilla limping back to Hainan Island, the amphibious forces continued their lumbering journey towards Belitung Island and the Marines waiting for them.

*******

Chinese Sub

Type 095A

Southeast of Belitung Island

From deep under the surface of the sea, the battle played out as a series of sounds collected on the Type-095As hydrophones. Captain Chen’s submarine was able to detect the Chinese flotilla approaching from the east of Belitung Island. They had identified each of the vessels as they dashed into the Java Sea. They still didn’t have the full composition of the enemy forces in the screening force when their navy brothers on the surface launched their attacks. That had annoyed Chen, but there wasn’t anything he could do about it now.

Once the NATO forces detected the incoming attack, however, it was easy for the Chinese sub captain to understand what was happening. The sounds of screws turning for flank speed were undeniable. The sonar room hustled to match names and classes to the engine sounds as the ships tore to port and starboard, trying to get away from the incoming missiles. Soon the task switched from identifying which ships were on the board to identifying which ships were being removed from the board as they sank to the bottom of the sea.

There was about an hour of calm, and Captain Chen’s men had a good feel for what was left in the screening force when once again, the hydrophones were filled with the chaotic noise of battle. This time, it was their brothers-in-arms that were fighting for their lives. Given the range of the attack and his knowledge of NATO tactics and weapons, Chen correctly concluded that it was an air attack on the Chinese surface group. When the restless quiet returned, Chen’s XO frowned.

“That won’t be enough to stop them,” he said.

“Look on the bright side,” replied Chen. “One of those big fish is now one hundred percent going to sail right up to Belitung Island, and when it does, we will pay back our enemies threefold for what they did to us today.”

*******

Java Sea

NATO Amphibious Assault Force

The NATO amphibious task force made full speed for their objective in the wake of the escorts repelling the Chinese attack. While there was an acknowledgment that additional dangers could be lurking in the sea and air, it was decided that no more time could be spared securing the area. The sweeps of the air, surface and underwater avenues of advancement needed to be enough to conduct the operation. Additional threats would be dealt with as they arose. After a day of steaming at twenty knots, the outer ring of defensive ships unknowingly crossed over one of the world’s most deadly submarines.

The onslaught of air attacks provided by the Italian carrier aircraft was unrelenting. Suspected defensive positions on the island were targeted for destruction, and with the exception of some MANPADs launched by enemy soldiers, the enemy wasn’t showing any air-defense capabilities. The strategy from here was to use the CH-53 and CH-47 helicopters to land forces in LZs along the southeast of the island, significantly inland from the beaches where slower and more vulnerable seaborne landing craft would be positioning men and equipment. Once the beachhead was established, reinforcements would be ferried in from nearby Bali, while the established troops would fan out, expanding their area of control and destroying any Chinese defenses they encountered. All of this would be done under the protective umbrella of NATO air dominance.

The first hitch in the plan was a nasty surprise. As the NATO forces closed on the island, the Chinese launched a salvo of thirty YJ-18s. These were the land-based versions of the new Chinese antiship cruise missile. The Chinese had installed them during the initial occupation of the island, before NATO had had significant intelligence resources dedicated to the theater. That failure had caught NATO in a precarious position. Most of the ships from the screening force had redeployed to form part of the protective ring of escorts for the main amphibious ships. However, they lacked one thing that was instrumental in defending the fleet: SAMs.

Most of the SAM magazines on these ships had been drastically depleted in the defense against the surface warships that had hit them the day before. They were still effective ASW platforms, but they were a liability against an air attack such as the one currently underway. As a result, the YJ-18s were able to pick off additional escorts, including some of the more potent ASW units. Even with NATO destroyers and frigates on fire and sinking, though, the center held. The Chinese missile attacks had blunted the attack, but just like the naval force before them, they had only slowed the enemy down.

*******

Chinese Sub

Type 095A

Southeast of Belitung Island

The missile attack caught Chen by surprise. He had no reason to know about the SSM launchers hidden on the island. When the data started to come in and it was obvious to any observer that the NATO forces were under a missile attack, Chen assumed that this must have been an air attack from their man-made island bases in the South China Sea. It didn’t matter where the missiles came from, though; all he knew was that they helped him achieve his objective. What he feared most was detection by the enemy frigates or the helicopters they carried. Each ship that was eliminated reduced the threats to his submarine.

It wasn’t long after the missile attack that the intercom broke through the silence.

“Captain, Sonar,” came the voice from the speaker. “Positive contact of HMAS Canberra and an as-yet-unspecified San Giorgio–class amphibious transport dock.”

“I thought we’d find their aircraft carriers first,” replied his XO, almost glumly.

Chen had to stifle a laugh before he replied, “Patience, XO. They are moving the amphibious assault ships to the front of the formation to reduce the distance between the ships and the island. They need to reduce the transit time as much as possible before they start launching the boats and helicopters. There’s no reason to expose the aircraft carriers. They’ll be at the rear of the center formation, providing air cover.”

Using the intercom, Chen transmitted, “Sonar, this is the captain. Keep feeding us those tracks. There will be more to follow.” He turned back to his XO. “Now for the hardest part…the waiting.”

As the minutes and hours played out, they finally had a firm fix on the entire amphibious assault force. In anticipation of this situation, Chen had loaded five of his six tubes with the encapsulated version of YJ-18 missiles. The sixth tube held a standard 533mm heavyweight torpedo. The aggressive side of his personality had considered loading that tube with another missile. Ultimately, he knew he needed to maintain at least one torpedo on hand in case he had to engage a submarine threat.

“Weapons, prepare to fire tubes two and three on target seven. Prepare to fire tubes four through six on target eight.”

“Captain,” responded the weapons officer after a mere second to confirm the command on his firing console. “Ready to fire.”

“Fire!” ordered Chen. No sooner had the tubes pushed the missiles out with a rush of compressed air than the sonar room called on the intercom.

“Captain, Sonar! Torpedo in the water, zero-nine-zero degrees true!”

After sitting on the bottom of the Java Sea for the past week, Captain Chen’s boat snapped to life.

“Helm, come to two-seven-zero degrees! flank speed now!”

Where the hell did that sub come from? Chen wondered.

“Weapons, fire tube one along the reciprocal bearing of that torpedo.”

“Captain, Sonar. Incoming torpedo, range one thousand meters.”

Chen shouted, “Deploy a noisemaker! Helm, come hard to one-nine-zero degrees and bring us down to four hundred meters. Let’s see if we can lose that torpedo below the thermocline.”

*******

U-39

Java Sea

Southeast of Belitung Island

“She’s running, sir,” said the sonarman, telling Captain Johan Lassen what he had expected to hear. It had been two days since U-39 had been ambushed by a Chinese Yuan-class submarine working in concert with an older Song-class submarine. This time, it was just Captain Lassen and his Type 212 submarine against what he now knew was one of the enemy’s most formidable attack submarines.

“Torpedo in the water, bearing two-two-zero.”

“It’s just a snapshot,” replied Lassen’s XO calmly.

“It’ll punch a hole in our boat either way,” said Lassen. “Weapons, release the decoy. Helm, take us above the layer, depth forty-five meters.” The incoming torpedo hadn’t gone active with its sonar yet. Lassen was making a gamble that if they got above the layer and gave the torpedo a more tempting target in the depths, the torpedo wouldn’t find him. Minutes later, the gamble paid off. The torpedo passed harmlessly beneath the boat, detonating on the decoy.

“Sonar, time to detonation on our torpedo?” With the Chinese submarine making thirty-five knots, the closure rate of the torpedo was only twenty knots. This caused the delay between the Chinese torpedo hitting the decoy and the German torpedo reaching the Chinese submarine.

“Twenty seconds, sir,” came the reply. “Sir, the signal’s getting really fuzzy out there.”

“Those would be the Chinese noisemakers,” said the XO, stating the obvious.

“Detonation!” said the sonarman.

“Any sounds of implosion or venting?” asked the captain over the intercom.

“Negative, sir, I’m unable to verify any damage at this time.”

“Damn it. This is one of those situations when no news is bad news,” said Lassen. “Helm, make your depth zero-seven-zero. Let’s renew the hunt.”

*******

Chinese Sub

Type 095A

Captain Chen was well aware of how lucky he’d just gotten. The incoming torpedo had bit on his decoy, but Chen truly believed that what had saved him was the speed of his boat. Unfortunately, he’d have to shed that advantage soon if he wanted to hide in the depths again. He had no doubt that every sonar screen on every ship in the task force had just witnessed his ungraceful scramble off the seabed. He knew that the skies would be full of helicopters looking for his boat. The only hope he held was that he could move in closer to the island and count on land-based air defenses to keep those helicopters away.

“Helm, Bridge. Come to course three-three-zero, speed fifteen knots.”

“We’re still cavitating,” said the helmsman, referring to the turning of the propellers creating bubbles, which would then collapse, generating sound that could be more easily tracked than if the boat slowed to a speed that prevented the formation of the bubbles.

“I understand, Helm. We need to put more distance between ourselves and our advisory.” Chen didn’t like to explain himself, but he understood the helmsman was only doing his job. Ever since the torpedo had first been reported, Chen had actively considered what had fired on them. There had been no splash reported, which meant it wasn’t a helo that had dropped a torpedo on them. That meant it had to be another sub, a sub that up to this point they’d had no idea was in the water.

Who’s out there? he wondered. It couldn’t be an American or British sub. We’d have detected a nuke boat…ah, it must be one of those newer diesel-electric boats from the NATO task force.

Well, let’s see if you can keep up with us before your battery is sucked dry, Chen thought as he saw their own speed settle in at fifteen knots and holding.

*******

Java Sea

NATO Amphibious Assault Force

Above the waves, the advantage of sub-launched antiship missiles was immediately felt. The missiles had burst out of the water already inside the defensive screen. This gave the NATO ships precious little time to respond. Any ships to the west of the missiles would be completely useless in responding. The missiles would hit their targets before the friendly SAMs could intercept. The east side of the protective ring of escorts was equally useless. Most of the escorts were too far west to catch the high-speed antiship cruise missiles.

Once out of the water, the five missiles came streaking toward their two targets so fast that the only defensive systems able to engage them were the French-built Typhoon remote weapon stations on board the HMAS Canberra. The 25mm cannon managed to stop two of the three missiles heading towards her, but the third made it through, striking the ship along the starboard-side freeboard. The strike was high enough to prevent flooding, but it set a massive fire in the hangar deck, destroying several helicopters.

On the Italian San Marco, the first missile hit on the port side where the island met the flight deck. The resulting blast cut the bridge off from the rest of the ship, destroying several of the helicopters that were preparing for flight operations. The second hit the portside waterline amidships. The ship immediately started taking water. Damage control parties on each of the massive ships ran to make repairs before the sea claimed them.

The task force commander wasn’t about to let the damage to two of their five main amphibious assault assets stop the invasion. The fleet slowed to accommodate the damaged ships, and helicopters transported the wounded to various escorts, but the fleet pushed on. Once they were twelve miles offshore, the attack began in earnest.

The air strikes went in first, along with a naval bombardment of known or suspected enemy positions. The modern five-inch guns carried by the NATO frigates and destroyers were a far cry from the sixteen-inch monsters fired from American battleships in World War II. On the other hand, today’s guns and munitions could be fired with pinpoint accuracy. They were as capable of preparing the field for an assault as any land-based artillery. The southwest of Belitung Island was being hammered in preparation for the amphibious assault.

While the shells were still landing, the first of the CH-53 and CH-47 helicopters were leaving the decks of the three fully functional amphibious assault ships. At the same time, landing craft laden with heavy equipment, troops, and lighter equipment were leaving their host ships and heading for the shore.

Despite a hit on its freeboard, the HMAS Canberra was able to launch its boats from the well deck. As the fires on the hangar were contained by the shipboard fire protection system and strategically placed damage control parties, it became apparent that in spite of the damage, the Canberra would still be able to place all of her infantry on the beach.

On board the San Marco, the news was considerably grimmer. The fires on the island had completely destroyed the bridge, hampering flight operations. The flooding to the port side was also problematic. The ship was low in the water as counterflooding was used to keep the ship from capsizing. As the campaign began, it was unclear if the San Marco would survive the day, much less contribute to the invasion itself.

While the amphibious vehicles were hitting the beaches, the helicopters came in over the tree lines north and west of the beaches. They flew in fast and low, touching down for just long enough to disgorge their human cargo, then pulling up and wheeling around to head back to the ships to retrieve another load. The massive CH-53 would flare as it descended to the landing zone. Before the wheels had touched the ground, troops were spilling out onto the ground and sprinting to predetermined rally points. Machine gunners in the doors of the helos prepared to lay down fire on any movement they saw outside of their direct landing zone. The marines on the ground would rally and take cover, forming into squad-sized elements to establish 360-degree security over their tiny patch of ground.

As the second wave of choppers headed in, a MANPAD came streaking out of the tree line striking a CH-47 in the rear engine. As the engine failed, the helicopter started a counterclockwise death spiral. The helo hit the ground on the beach, killing the crew and soldiers inside as it burst into flames. A nearby Harrier was directed to fire a barrage of rockets into the area the MANPAD had been fired from. While the position was being hammered with rockets, a nearby squad of soldiers advanced towards the location to finish off any remaining PLA Marines.

With the helicopter soldiers making their landings and clearing out any resistance near the shoreline, the larger landing craft ferrying the heavier equipment made their approach to the beach. Again, the Chinese had a nasty reception set up for the incoming boats. Much like the SSM launchers that had fired on the escort ships as they approached, the Chinese had hidden fixed artillery pieces further up in the hills. As the landing craft neared the beach, the artillery opened fire on them.

The response from the naval gunfire was immediate and devastating. The advanced radars on the NATO ships could pinpoint the guns as soon as the first rounds left the barrels. A Chinese gun would be lucky to get off three shots before they were hit by NATO counterbattery fire. Unfortunately for the men in landing craft, those three shots could be devastating. While some of the landing craft were taken out, the Chinese couldn’t stem the tide of the NATO assault. The men on the beach would link up with the men deployed past the tree line and they would begin the assault on the rest of the island, encircling the defenders and raining naval bombardments and precision air strikes on them until they surrendered or died.

With the ground force ashore, the NATO ships would spend a day or two on station before rotating out to head south to Bali to resupply. This kept constant pressure on the Chinese while reinforcing NATO troops were being flown in via helicopter and additional equipment brought ashore. Then the massive amphibious assault ships would sail to Jakarta some two hundred miles away and pick up additional soldiers and equipment, ferrying over a second wave of reinforcements to support the attacking force.

By the end of the week, there was no remaining organized Chinese resistance left. What little remained had dispersed into small bands of fighters who decided they’d continue the fight to the death in smaller hit-and-run fights. Once the first cargo planes landed at the newly repaired Hanandjoeddin International Airport, NATO officially declared Belitung Island secured. Now they’d begin to turn the island into a base of operations and staging area to further liberate the South China Sea and threaten the soft underbelly of China.
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The Black Berets

42nd Naval Reconnaissance

Kliuchevoi, Russian Far East

Captain Boleslaw Tikhomirov peered through his binoculars. He could see the Chinese outpost clearly, but he needed to make sure that there were no surprises. The old lady who had called it in had been very precise in her report. That had surprised Tikhomirov. The Spetsialnaya Razvedha (the Naval Special Forces) had infiltrated the occupied countryside and brought cell phones out to the various hamlets and villages in the surrounding area, encouraging the local population to call in any Chinese activity and provide them with a basic report. This had yielded a lot of valuable information. The report on the outpost was exactly what they were looking for. Tikhomirov hadn’t expected much from the locals, but he should have realized they hated the invading Khans as much as he did.

Tikhomirov and his detachment had been observing the outpost from afar for two days now. The Chinese forces were oblivious to the Russians perched on a forested hill a mile to their north. Although it defied every tenet of maintaining security, the Chinese had fallen into the habit of looking to the south and east, where the enemy stronghold of Vladivostok lay.

“These Khans are stupid and lazy,” said Private Myagkov, one of Tikhomirov’s soldiers.

“Don’t let them lull you into becoming stupid and lazy yourself, Private. That will be the last mistake you make. But what exactly brings you to this conclusion?”

“They haven’t varied their patrol patterns since we first put eyes on them. They are as predictable as the tide.”

“Very good,” replied the captain. “We can’t assume that they will continue to do us this favor, so we’ll have to plan on a contingency. Tonight, shortly after their guard change around 2330 hours, we will launch our assault. We’ll give the outgoing patrol enough time to cover a few miles, then we’ll hit the outpost, get what we came for, and get out. If the patrol makes it back before we’re done, we’ll engage them and mop up the entire unit.”

The soldiers nodded and began their preparations for the nighttime assault. Once the sun had gone down, Tikhomirov’s team split into two groups, one moving southwest, the other southeast. They would catch the outpost in a classic pincer move, with Tikhomirov’s eastern force assaulting first and the western force engaging once the enemy was focused on the initial attack. At 2330, like clockwork, a squad of Chinese infantry rambled in from the west and their relief squad set out to the south. After giving the Chinese squad roughly twenty minutes to put some distance between themselves and the outpost, the Russians made their move.

Sprinting from their concealed positions to a ridgeline they had selected for the assault, Tikhomirov’s men attracted the attention of a Chinese sentry. A spotlight momentarily blinded them as they hit a valley before the ridge. A light machine gun opened fire on the hill where they had just been. The gunner was a few seconds too slow as they’d moved to another position outside his field of fire.

“Not so stupid and lazy now, are they?” Tikhomirov laughed as a string of tracer fire flew over their heads.

“The old adage must be true,” replied Myagkov, “it’s better to be lucky than good.” The two of them laughed before they got down to business. The men went to work, with Tikhomirov splitting his force again in two, sending three men north and taking the others south with him. Once they had put some distance between the two teams, they simultaneously rose and laid into the Chinese position. This had forced the defenders to take cover from the hail of bullets being fired at them. Thanks to many hours of observation, the Russians knew exactly where their trenches and foxholes were. After the quick barrage, the Russian soldiers ducked down under the ridge while the spotlight swept wildly above them.

A burst of gunfire tore at the earth to Tikhomirov’s left, nearly catching him in the side.

“Bleen!” shouted the captain, damning the enemy that had nearly ended his life. He rolled to his right and returned fire at the unseen enemy. “Myagkov, I have flankers to the south!” he shouted over the sounds of the battle. Now he tried to make himself small in facing the southern attack. The ridge would protect him as long as the Chinese didn’t advance out of their defensive positions. His partner in the assault team created some separation from the captain in the hopes of getting the enemy into a crossfire. Given how obvious this attack position looked, Tikhomirov had anticipated that the enemy had a plan for clearing it, and he’d planned for how to deal with that as well.

“Here they come!” shouted one of the soldiers on the northern team. Tikhomirov couldn’t turn to face the advancing threat without exposing himself to his unseen attacker. He had to trust in the plan he and his men had put together.

His ears could hear incoming and outgoing rifle fire and the constant chattering of the Chinese LMG. He caught movement forward and put a burst of 7.62mm into it. He was rewarded with a loud, sharp scream. He had no idea how many more Khans there were left or how close they were to his position. Still, he had to trust his plan and that his men would be victorious.

Then the LMG went quiet. At first, Tikhomirov thought the gunner was reloading. But soon, the screams and cries of the advancing Khans told him that the LMG wasn’t just out of ammo but out of luck. The western force was now attacking them from the rear. From the sound of it, they were cutting the enemy down like spring wheat.

“Clear,” whispered his teammate, who had maneuvered to the now-dead body of the flanking soldier.

“If there were any others, they fled,” shouted one of his soldiers.

With his flank secured, Tikhomirov took a firing position along the ridge and quickly scanned for targets. He saw a Chinese soldier fumbling for the rifle he’d dropped during the attack. He fired a single round, striking the man in the head, killing him instantly.

“Let’s move!” he shouted, and his team scrambled over the ridge and down into the basin below. “We need to make this quick. Get as much food and ammunition as you can carry. Myagkov, on me. We’ll keep an eye out for the squad still out on patrol.” The battle had lasted all of five minutes, but there was no telling how far away the other patrol had made it before the shooting had started.

As it was, it didn’t matter after all. The Russians had raided the supplies and were pushing off to the east before the patrol made it back to the camp.

*******

Fetisov Stadium

Vladivostok, Russian Far East

Major Tolya Kapriyanov sat across the desk from his brigade commander, Colonel Jaroslav Kazarezov. The two had been friends for nearly twenty years. This was their second combat tour together. They had come up together as junior officers and had a similar career trajectory right up until the 2008 Russo-Georgian war.

“Tell me, Tolya, how are your men holding up?”

“As well as can be, given the circumstances.”

“I’ve heard good things about your Captain Tikhomirov. It seems the raids in the countryside have been successful.”

“Da, comrade Colonel, he’s a good officer. The raids are keeping the men busy, and they’re bringing in some food and weapons. The trouble is that about fifteen percent of the individual rations are rancid, and of course, the Chinese rifles are incompatible with our own.”

“I suppose we shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth,” grunted the colonel. “We can stockpile the Chinese rifles and ammo closer to the city center. If it ever comes time to use them, we’ll be in pretty bad shape. Either way, make sure you get all of your men familiar with those rifles. If we need them, I don’t want everyone fumbling around as if they’ve never seen one before.”

“Agreed. How are food stocks holding up in the city?” asked Tolya.

“It’s getting desperate. The civilians that we’ve taken in are straining the supply. We’re diverting everything we can to keep the troops fed, but even so, we’re not going to last much longer before things get grim.” The colonel didn’t need to spell it out. Tolya had already heard the rumors of pets going missing and children organizing rat hunts. He tried not to think about how long it would take before people started to contemplate the unthinkable.

“Do we have any hope for relief from our American ‘friends’ in Korea?” asked Tolya, shaking away his darker thoughts.

“I’m afraid all the invasion of the Democratic People’s Republic has done for us is tighten the noose,” replied the colonel. “The Chinese have reenforced their gains to the west. With more Chinese troops in the territory between here and the Tumen River, the smugglers that were coming in from Korea have all but disappeared. It looks like the Chinese aim to hold them at the river, and it doesn’t look like the Americans are going to contest it at this point.”

“And the—”

“Before you ask,” cut in the colonel, “no. The negotiations with the Japanese haven’t gone anywhere. It seems that one hundred years of being poor neighbors to each other have left us holding an empty sack. They have the ships to move the 39th out of Sakhalin, but they won’t risk an engagement with the Chinese on our behalf. They have opted to use their ships to help the Americans move more soldiers to Korea.” The colonel shook his head dismissively before adding, “Sooner or later they are going to realize that we are going to stand together or fall separately.” The two men considered this in a moment’s silence.

“You know, Tolya, never in all of our time together did I think it would come to this. From the height of glory, charging down the ramp of the Saratov onto the beach in Abkhazia, Georgia. From capturing and holding Poti…” The colonel trailed off, remembering the operation seventeen years earlier when the Russians had landed to support the local population seeking to secede from Georgia to join the Russian Federation.

“I can see how you’d think of it that way,” replied Tolya. “But for some of us, the glory of those days was very short-lived.”

“You did the right thing that day. You put the lives of your men ahead of your own career ambitions. Not many men would have done the same.”

“We saw that firsthand,” replied Tolya bitterly. His mind drifted back to when he was a young senior lieutenant leading a platoon in battle. The landing on Abkhazia had gone smoothly, but the attack on Poti had run into some trouble. Having occupied the rail station on the north side of the Georgian port facility, Tolya’s platoon had run into a strong Georgian force dug in at the last warehouse facing the water. Tolya had known that those men were desperate. There was nowhere to fall back to. They had the Russians advancing to the front, and the water blocking the rear. They would have to surrender or die, and thus far, they had made it clear they weren’t going to give up anytime soon.

“I know it doesn’t mean anything, all these years later,” said Colonel Kazarezov, “but calling for naval gunfire support was the right order. We all knew it even at the time.”

“Everyone except Captain Belevich,” said Tolya. When Tolya had gotten on the radio and called in a strike on the warehouse, his company commander had interceded, belaying the order and commanding Tolya to assault the facility. The order had been reckless and unnecessary. Tolya had gotten on the radio and asked for a clarification. Captain Belevich had repeated the order. Now sure that he’d heard the captain clearly, Tolya had had the temerity to repeat the enemy force composition. There appeared to be at least a company of men in the building, and Russian tactics called for a two-to-one numeric advantage when assaulting a prepared defense. The attack would be certain to fail and would likely get many of his men killed.

“You were in a tough spot, with no good options,” Kazarezov sympathized.

“I did what I had to,” replied Tolya. He’d told his platoon to take up positions in the train depot facing the enemy-occupied building and detached a squad of four other men whom he would lead in an assault on the warehouse. Once engaged, he would again call for naval gunfire support and fall back to the depot. This would allow him to follow the letter of Captain Belevich’s order, though not the spirit.

His men had opened fire on the warehouse. The combined weight of the platoon’s worth of fire had pushed the Georgian soldiers back while Tolya and his team had sprinted from the depot to a tank farm in between the two buildings. Once there, they’d taken cover behind the massive storage tanks. From the company briefings, Tolya knew that these were oil storage tanks. There was no real danger that enemy rifle fire could ignite them. But an RPG, on the other hand… he’d tried not to think about it. After a pause to allow his team to catch their breath, the train depot had again erupted with AK fire. Again, the team had sprinted, this time covering the remaining distance and hitting the warehouse proper. They’d breached a side door and sprayed rifle fire. There had been no response, and they’d taken cover, entering the building that housed a hundred men hell-bent on killing them.

Tolya picked up the radio transmitter and this time made the call for fire on the primary Navy frequency, bypassing his chain of command. He told his men that they needed to get the hell out of there, but as they made a run for the door, they were cut off by rifle fire. Georgian soldiers had gotten between them and their line of retreat. That forced them to fall back deeper into the warehouse. Then one of his men, Corporal Semichayevsky, took a round to the back. Tolya grabbed him and pulled him clear of the fire and into a stairwell. He knew that this was a bad place to be; in less than a minute, the warehouse would become hell on earth.

Knowing they couldn’t get out in time, Tolya told his men to take cover and they waited for the Navy to rain 130mm and 76mm rounds down on them. When the first rounds came sailing in, it sounded like a roaring train right up until the first explosion. The explosions ripped through the entire warehouse as the cruiser Moskva, the destroyer Smetlivy, and the corvette Mirazh pumped round after round into the target. From the stairwell, Tolya could hear the rounds impacting and exploding. He could see plaster falling from the walls as the building shook. The dust quickly cut visibility to less than a meter. The sounds of the rounds going off and men screaming filled the warehouse. In that chaotic mix, Tolya covered Corporal Semichayevsky to protect him from the falling debris.

Realizing what was happening, the hundred or so Georgian soldiers fled the building. They ran from every exit. A few made new exits out of windows or collapsed walls. Tolya could hear them being gunned down by his men in the rail depot. Still, the rounds continued to tear at the building.

“Lieutenant Kapriyanov,” said Corporal Semichayevsky, barely audible from the chaos surrounding the stairwell they shared. “I’m afraid.”

Tolya looked at the young man, barely more than a boy. He was pale—unnaturally pale. Tolya had seen the wound, he knew that Semichayevsky—no, Yuri—had lost a lot of blood. As the rounds pounded their shelter, Tolya watched as Yuri slipped into unconsciousness. When the shelling finally stopped, he rose up and away from Yuri and confirmed his worst fear. The boy was dead. There was no twinge of sadness or regret. Instead, Tolya was filled with rage. A rage against the men who’d pushed him into this situation. A rage at the Georgian soldiers who were dug in here, and a rage against a captain who forced his hand.

Tolya came out from under the stairs and opened the door to the stairwell. He called out, “Detachment, on me!” He saw movement to his left and took a fraction of a second to determine that it wasn’t one of his men. He fired a burst from his AK-105 rifle, killing the man instantly. He heard one of his men call out behind him, but instead of forming up, Tolya continued deeper into the rubble. He found a Georgian cowering in a corner, clearly shell-shocked. He fired a burst into the man and continued past. As he crossed into what appeared to be an office, he was tackled from behind.

A man was attempting to get his arms around Tolya’s throat, but the barrel of his rifle had prevented it. Tolya slipped his right arm down to his boot and pulled out the eighteen-centimeter knife that he kept there. With a complete lack of elegance or grace, Tolya repeatedly stabbed the man behind him. He could feel the resistance as the knife punched through the uniform, skin, and muscle of his assailant. He could hear the man’s screams. Even so, the enemy wouldn’t let him go. The Georgian knew that his only chance was to hold on and pray that he could choke the Russian.

Tolya’s vision grew dim. The barrel of his rifle had slipped to his shoulder, and his attacker was cutting off the flow of blood to his brain. He stabbed again and was rewarded with the wet sound of impact and another groan from the Georgian. As his vision had failed, he had seen the silhouette of a soldier enter the office from the opposite side. He’d lost sight as he heard the sound of a gunshot.

“No matter how we got here, my friend, we are here now. It won’t do any good to dwell on the past,” said the colonel, bringing Tolya back to the present.

“If there’s one thing I’ve learned since that day, it’s to let the past die,” replied Tolya.

“I’m afraid that I’m asking you for another impossible mission,” said the colonel. “I need you and your men to hold Noviy should the Khans come for it this winter.” He looked to Tolya, trying to gauge the man’s reaction, but there wasn’t one. “You have the most capable unit that’s still intact. You’re the best bet that I have. I wish I had better news or easier orders,” he said, almost apologetically.

“No, my friend. These are not easy orders. But they aren’t the same as Captain Belevich’s orders either. These are neither needless nor reckless. They may be impossible, but I will die following them because I know that they are necessary, and I know that you wouldn’t be giving this order if you didn’t believe that as well.”

“It would be my preference for you not to die while following them, Tolya. Let’s try to live through this so that the next time we reminisce, it will be a joyful experience for both of us.”

With that, Tolya shook hands with the colonel, then grabbed his cover and left the office, heading back to his men on the frontier of their besieged outpost.
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ODA 7322

Nan’ao Township, Taiwan

Major Thorne saw they had just about reached the beach. This was the most dangerous part of their mission: the exfil from the water to land and the subsequent linkup with their local contact. After exiting the Texas, they’d placed their RIBs on the wings of the sail along with their equipment. The Texas had then submerged to a depth just below the water to allow their RIB to essentially piggyback on the wing for a few kilometers to get them a little closer to the shore. When they had reached twenty kilometers from the coast, the agreed-upon distance, they’d cut the tether and floated free of the sub. A short distance later, they had seen the rest of the sail submerge and disappear into the deep.

They’d started their specially designed outboard motors and headed for the coast. They got within four kilometers of land, and while it was still dark, they donned the rest of their scuba gear and hopped into the water along with the equipment they were bringing with them. After sinking their two RIBs, they made the rest of the distance to the shore swimming on the surface and dipped below the waves once they were within the final kilometer, just to make sure their approach would go undetected. Now, with the dawn no more than forty-five minutes away, they had to get on land.

Lifting his head slowly out of the water, Thorne surveyed their surroundings. He pulled a specialized pair of thermal binoculars up to his eyes. Pulling his scuba facemask off, he put the binos to his eyes and started scanning the beach and the forested tree line near the campground for any possible signs of life. Not seeing any heat signatures, he depressed his throat mic, sending a single chirp to his team. Seconds later, eleven other heads surfaced from beneath the water, their rifles raised and their eyes scanning the sectors in front of them.

They placed their feet on the ground; they could practically walk out of the surf at this point. The Special Forces operators removed their scuba masks and swapped them out for their helmets with NVGs attached to them. Now that they could see their surroundings as clear as day, the team advanced rapidly out of the surf and onto the beach. They grabbed their drag bags and, in groups of four, covered each other as they exited the water and ran toward cover. Then those soldiers covered the others as they advanced off the beach. In short order, the operators swapped out their scuba gear and wet suits for their full kits: IBA, helmets, and weapons ready to rock and roll. They found a spot to bury their scuba gear and strapped themselves up with the gear they’d brought with them for this mission.

The sun was just now breaking through the darkness, illuminating the area around them. Ready to move inland, they found themselves huddled along the side of a small stream that led from the nearby mountains and dumped into the beach and ocean they’d crawled out of not long ago. The stream fed deeper into the campground and into the nature preserve. Surveying the area around them, Thorne saw it was empty. No one appeared to be utilizing the campground. It didn’t surprise him. The PLA hadn’t exactly been gentle with the population. Many tens of thousands of Taiwanese had died during the initial siege. Instead of trying to invade the island right off the bat, the PLA had seriously destroyed the island’s infrastructure. That caused the population to feel the costs of the war immediately with hardly a shot fired. When the PLA did finally invade, they met resistance, but nothing like they would have prior to degrading the population and forcing the military to expend valuable resources trying to keep them alive.

Thorne didn’t know how many other ODA teams were being inserted onto the island. That was compartmentalized. What he did know was that they weren’t the only ones. His team had been assigned one particular area to operate in. That told him there were other teams they didn’t want them bumping into. He just hoped that, collectively, they were able to make a difference.

“Sir, we’re ready to move out to the rendezvous point,” Chief Smith told him.

“Good copy. Let’s move,” Thorne replied into his throat mic at barely above a whisper.

He saw his two best troopers, Dawson and Currie, head out on point, one covering the other as they steadily advanced further down the creek bed. The plan was to stay in the creek until they got toward the end of the campground. They were given a specific set of coordinates to head to and wait. Their contact would meet them there when the time was right.

Four hours later, after a few kilometers of some tough hiking through some thick vegetation, they made it to the coordinates they had been given and scouted it out before they officially placed their marker, letting the contact know they’d arrived. This was perhaps one of the most dangerous parts of the mission—the linkup. For all they knew, it could very well be a setup by Jade Dragon. They didn’t think that was the case, but they couldn’t rule it out either.

Thorne had the team spread out when they’d reached a few hundred meters of the meet location. As the team took up defensive positions, they prepared themselves for imminent contact with the enemy. When their resident sniper was in his hide and ready, Thorne told Smith to set the signal.

Chief Smith stealthily crept towards the tree on which they had been told to leave their mark—a cut on the bark, but not just any cut, a cut in a certain pattern. That would let their contact know they weren’t a PLA SOF team trying to lure them out into the open. The ODAs weren’t the only ones playing cat and mouse in this game of global war.

Once Smith had placed the mark, he stealthily moved back into position fifty meters away and readied himself for possible contact with the enemy should this mission have turned into a trap. The entire team sat silently waiting.

The clouds that had been threatening rain for most of the day finally released their water. The rain came down in slow spurts at first, then it became a steady drumbeat as it made its way through the forest canopy to eventually reach the ground below. Despite the rain, the operators stayed still, silent in their positions, ready to lay waste to anything that threatened them.

*******

Looking at his watch, Thorne saw they had been in position for coming up on two hours. The rain had been falling for most of that time and showed no signs of letting up. Closing his eyes, he remembered the message the contact had sent: be at this location by no later than ten minutes from the time currently on his watch. Thorne hoped nothing had happened to the contact. If they had to, they could carry on with their mission; it’d just be a lot harder. He was abundantly glad he had four guys from First Group. Three of the four were of Asian descent, so that helped, and all four of them spoke Chinese fluently. They’d also done some past training missions in Taiwan prior to the war, so they were familiar with the country and its people.

Then they spotted movement.

“One, Five. I’ve got two tangos approaching the RP.”

“Five, One. Are they PLA?”

“They don’t look PLA, but I can’t say for certain. They’re both armed. How do you want me to proceed?”

Five was Dawson, Four was Currie. They were tricked out in their ghillie suits, just meters away from the tree they had marked with the sign for the contact. Watching their location, Thorne could see the two approaching figures were practically on top of them. When they reached the tree, one of them ran his hand across the marking they had placed on it. That was the signal.

“Take ’em silently.”

In a blur of action, Dawson and Currie materialized from the ground near the two individuals, who looked momentarily stunned. Before they could react, Dawson and Currie had their hands on their mouths and knives to their throats. Dawson was their language savant; the guy knew eight different languages, to include dialects of both Chinese and Korean. He rapidly asked them the challenge questions and waited to hear the response, all while sliding his knife onto one of the men’s throats, ready to take action if they didn’t know the responses.

Moments later, Dawson and Currie lifted themselves off the figures and held a hand out to help them up. They sent a quick message letting Thorne know this was their contact. Thorne and the others cautiously moved forward. When Thorne reached their presumed contact, the man extended his hand and in flawless British English said, “Welcome to Taiwan, Major Thorne. My name is Colonel Chiu Teng-hui. I’m from the National Security Bureau. I am very, very glad you and your men were able to make it. If your team will follow me and my bodyguard, we’ll lead you to our facility.”

“Facility?” was all Thorne managed to say in surprise. He had been told their contact might be a member of either the Taiwanese Special Forces or possibly their National Security Bureau, which was essentially their version of the CIA.

Smiling at the question, the man replied, “Yes, Major, our facility. Did you think we didn’t have a series of tunnels and bunkers built across our homeland in preparation for something like this happening one day? Come, we have a lot to talk about and I have a lot to show you.”

“Well, Colonel, we came here to cause some chaos and kill ChiComs, so lead the way.”


Volume Five
Chapter Six
Pacific Pivot

Oval Office

White House

Washington, D.C.

“Madam President, he has to go. Right or wrong, he’s become too big a distraction and right now, aside from winning this war, your administration needs to start pushing through some of its domestic agenda items. Our party has control of both chambers of Congress, but we know that typically changes during the midterm of a new administration. Our time to strike is now,” Noah Medici explained as he implored the President to heed his words of advice.

Maria turned to her longtime aide and current head of legislative affairs, Hanna Hoover. “What say you, Hanna?”

Hanna lifted an eyebrow but held her tongue for a second, likely weighing her options. She had originally thought she was going to become Maria’s Chief of Staff, not Noah. Noah hadn’t been working with Maria for very long or throughout the campaign like Hanna had. He had come on board during the transition team a few months prior to the election, and his influence had only grown from there.

Blowing some air past her lips, she finally opined, “That’s a tough one, Madam President.”

“Please, Hanna, when it’s just us in private like this, call me Maria. We’ve known each other for a decade.”

“Yes, Madam—I mean Maria.” Hanna blushed slightly. “Sorry, old habits and all. Back to Blain. From a legislative position, I haven’t had any congressional leaders mention to me that they’re holding anything up for us or not willing to work with us because you haven’t fired Blain. On the contrary, he seems to have broad support from both sides of the aisle. They seem to believe he and Vice President Madden bring some much-needed foreign and military policy experience to the administration in the midst of a global war. If we weren’t at war…well, then things might be different.”

“Oh, come on, Hanna, you know that’s malarky,” Noah shot back angrily. “Senator Hastings said flat out he wants Blain fired over that debacle of an amphibious invasion in Venezuela. That thing was an utter mess, and so far, hardly anyone has been held accountable for it.”

“That’s not fair, Noah, and you know that,” Maria countered. “I fired the three-star general in charge of that landing force, along with the commander of SEAL Team Three and Marine Detachment One. I’ve also sacked another twenty-one colonels, captains, generals and admirals in the last four weeks for failures during and leading up to this war. Plenty of people with rank on their collars have been held accountable for their failures. I find it hard to believe that our domestic agenda items are being placed on ice because I won’t fire my National Security Advisor—a man who, I might add, has chosen to serve his country rather than cash in as a lobbyist or work for some large corporation. Now, let’s try this again. Why is our agenda stalled?” Maria demanded.

Noah shot Hanna a dirty look. Maria figured he’d probably had something worked out with Hanna prior to the meeting but, Hanna being Hanna, always looking out for number one, she had decided to position herself ahead of him.

“It comes down to money, Madam President,” Hanna began. “The national debt is currently $34 trillion. With the spending bills that just passed, we’re on track to run a deficit of $3.2 trillion this fiscal year. This includes the massive increase in war spending. The infrastructure project that passed your second month in office added $900 billion, the industrial buy-America program was another $670 billion. We also have a Medicare shortage of $430 billion and a Social Security shortage of $234 billion that need to get addressed. No matter how we slice it, we just don’t have the money to get our other domestic agenda items passed. We could push for minting trillion-dollar platinum coins or printing even more money and using that printed money to buy up our debt. But doing any more of that than we already have runs the risk of runaway inflation worse than what we’re already seeing.”

Maria sighed loudly. “Hanna, when the DOJ and Treasury seized Chinese-owned properties and assets at the beginning of the war, how much did we seize?” This had been a controversial move Maria had initiated during her first week in office. Once the Chinese had nationalized American and European factories at the outset of the war, it had given her the justification to retaliate and do the same. She wasn’t about to let the Chinese government further profit from this war by utilizing its sovereign wealth fund and state-owned private equity firms to scarf up businesses, land, and property within America while the country continued to recover from the war they’d initiated.

Hanna opened her folder up and sifted through a couple of pages of notes until she found what she was looking for. “All told, we seized just north of two trillion. Most of what was seized would need to be sold off at auction to realize any actual funds. It’s also conceivable the Treasury could take in more than what these assets are currently assessed for.”

Maria smiled as Hanna spoke. “Excellent work, Hanna. Thank you for that. OK, so since we’re operating with a negative budget this year, let’s get the Treasury to start liquidating these assets and apply these funds toward meeting our budgetary shortfalls. We still have an ongoing budgetary problem that needs to be fixed. Let’s meet with congressional leaders next week and see if we can push through those revenue drivers. A national sales tax like we had previously talked about would be far better than raising taxes across the board. It’ll bring in far more revenue than what our current tax structure is, and right now we need to figure out how we’re going to increase revenue to fund this war. If we don’t find a way to bring the country’s fiscal house back in order, we’re going to have bigger problems to deal with than just this damned AI. We could be facing an economic collapse if our currency were to go sideways on us while we’re fighting this war.”

The trio talked a bit longer about the rest of her legislative agenda. It was a challenge trying to keep the nation moving forward domestically while at the same time fighting a war that was spanning multiple continents. Now that the war in Venezuela had ended, it was time to start figuring out how many of those units could be shifted to fight in Asia and how quickly they could get them there.

As their conversation ended, President Delgado excused herself and Noah and they headed off to their next meeting.

When the President walked into the Situation Room, the people in the room stood. “As you were, gentlemen. Please, take your seats. What’s the status of Venezuela?” Delgado asked quickly.

Jack Kurtis, her Secretary of Defense, spoke first. “We’ve largely secured the surrender of nearly all the Venezuelan and even Chinese forces in the country. We are still experiencing some pockets of resistance, but nothing substantial. Now that most combat operations are over, we’re transitioning our force structure to an occupation and stabilization force.”

She held her hand up to stop him from going any further. “OK, what does that mean in plain English? We’re not going to strip Venezuela of all combat troops and hope things turn out OK, are we?”

“No, ma’am, not at all. We’re just changing the composition of the troops deployed there. As we speak, we’re moving III Corps back to the deepwater ports of Maracaibo so the heavy armor can be shipped directly to Korea. We’re doing the same thing with the XVIII Airborne Corps. In fact, to rapidly move some fifteen hundred helicopters we’ve got in-country, the Navy’s come up with a clever idea. They’re essentially going to cover the decks of every Marine amphibious transport ship we have along with a few large cargo ships—”

“Sorry to interrupt, Jack, but how is the Navy managing to do that without making multiple trips across the Pacific?” Maria quizzed, impressed with the creativity of the proposal.

“That’s a good question, Madam President. When the idea was first pitched, we originally shot it down for that very reason. It wasn’t feasible to support multiple treks across the Pacific like that, not with our limited ability to provide ASW support to them. Thankfully, before Sasebo had gotten nuked, the five amphibious support ships had been moved back to Hawaii. Once we relocated those ships to Venezuela, we had the ships we needed. The Navy covered the decks with as many Army helicopters as we could for the cross-Pacific transit. Meanwhile, to get as many troops as we possibly can to Korea, we’re throwing them on every cruise ship we could commandeer. Since we can’t technically give the soldiers a real R&R between campaigns, we came up with the idea of leveraging the cruise ship industry to provide a modified R&R experience while we move them to Asia. This way, the soldiers will have a place to relax, unwind, enjoy some shows and drink safely on the ships.”

Jack continued, “We believe it’s going to take us roughly three days to get everyone and their equipment loaded in the ports. Then it’ll take another sixteen days to transit the Pacific and another three days to off-load the equipment in Korea. In a little less than a month, we’ll have moved roughly seventy thousand combat troops and their equipment out of Venezuela some eight thousand miles across the Pacific to Korea.”

“Just so long as we aren’t shortchanging the forces still on the ground, that’s all I’m concerned with right now. We fought a hard campaign and lost a lot of people to achieve it. I will not allow that loss to be in vain,” the President said harshly.

Jack nodded in agreement. “No, ma’am, we are not going to shortchange them. We’re going to keep most of 7th Special Forces Group along with 5th Special Forces Group there. A handful of their ODA teams are going to Korea to help assist 1st Group just like 1st Group did for them. We’re also going to keep the Marines in Venezuela. They lost a lot of good people taking that ground. We’re going to keep them there while we reconstitute their numbers. Once their units are back to operational strength, we’ll look to redeploy them to Asia.”

The President shifted in her chair, this time looking over to Blain Wilson, her right-hand man so to speak. “How are things going with NATO in Russia?” She still detested the idea of them having to work with Russia.

She saw that Blain had a look of tough determination on his face, but his lone eye betrayed his true feelings of uncertainty. “I’d say it’s rough right now. They are getting the absolute crap kicked out of them on nearly every single front. That said, they’re completely murdering the PLA for every inch of ground they take. The casualty rates on all sides are starting to mount to unheard-of levels. I’m honestly not sure how much more the NATO side of things can sustain. I know the Russians are moving damn near their entire Western Army force to the east to deal with China. But NATO, I think they may be spent after these latest offensive pushes by the PLA.”

One of the other generals at the table asked, “Are the Italians, Germans, or Poles able to send any further reinforcements?”

“When I spoke with them, they assured me they’re doing just that. They’re stripping other units at home to send forward as replacements. They’re also trying to drum up recruitment to replace the losses they’re taking and grow their militaries. I think they’re going to announce a conscription in the coming days to fill in the gaps,” Blain answered.

The President sat back in her chair for a moment, thinking. Then she looked back at her generals. “How are our conscriptions going?”

General Kilbourne from the Army answered first. “The Army is meeting and exceeding its recruitment numbers. The draft is helping, but to be honest, we haven’t had to rely on it like we’d thought we would. We have more than five thousand young men and women signing up each day to join the Army. With those kinds of numbers, we’re filling out our ranks very quickly. Our biggest challenge now is getting them all through basic training. That’s the biggest bottleneck we’re dealing with.”

The President’s tone turned hard as she replied, “Get that bottleneck fixed, General. If you have to, pull some of the recovering wounded and make them drill sergeants instead of going back to their units. We need those soldiers. This war is about to get a lot more dangerous now that it’s moved to Asia. President Yao has shown no qualms about slaughtering tens of thousands of his soldiers to achieve a single victory. That damn AI of theirs has probably got more tricks up its sleeve for us too.”

The generals spent another hour briefing the President on the war and what was going on, getting her approval for certain actions or informing her of others. Once things appeared to have wound down, she dismissed everyone but Jack, the Chairman, and Blain. She needed to talk to them.

With the room cleared, she asked, “What’s the status of Cicada? How’s our operation against their chip manufacturers going?”

Jack smiled at the question. “We’re early into the campaign, but I’d say it’s starting to have its effect.”

“How so?” asked the President.

“For one, we’ve blown up a lot of tunnels and bridges in and out of some of the areas of China where they’re mining these rare earth minerals and materials. We’re already seeing them having to reroute traffic through all sorts of austere roads to get them out of the provinces. This is slowing them down a lot. Second, a few days ago, we managed to take out their largest chip-producing factory. It was a huge sprawling compound, incredibly well guarded. I don’t think any of our normal aircraft could have penetrated the layer of defense they erected around it. The whole place is a smoldering ruin now,” the SecDef explained.

Blain interrupted to add, “There was a cost to that success.”

“A cost—such as?”

“We lost one of our Archangels during the attack,” Blain said, saving the SecDef from having to deliver the news.

The President didn’t say anything right away. She just drummed her fingernails on the table for a moment before responding. “If we’re going to win this war and outfox that AI, then we’re going to have to throw down some of our best people and aircraft to get the missions done. If that means some of them have to die to do it, then some of them are going to have to die for their country. We are not going to yield to this AI and its Chinese overlord. We will defeat them, and we will defeat them by outfoxing them and outworking them. Is that understood, gentlemen?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the SecDef replied. “You want me to tell Space Force to keep the pressure on them? No matter the costs?” Jack looked a little concerned. The US didn’t have a lot of these advanced quasi-spacecraft yet. They had a lot of them in production, but those were close to a year away. Some might get done in the coming months, but the bulk of them wouldn’t be ready for at least six months and then a little longer to get their pilots trained up on them.

President Delgado leaned forward, closing the distance between her and the SecDef. “I want scalps, Jack. If we have to lose every F/S-36 to achieve it, then so be it. We’ve got more than two hundred of them in production right now. Bring me scalps, gentlemen. Bring me results. Dismissed.”

*******

When she got up, Blain, Jack, and the Chairman both looked at each other, a little surprised by her viciousness. They could tell the war was starting to eat her up inside. The Marine losses in Venezuela were unbelievable. Nothing like it had been seen since World War II, and unfortunately, Blain knew a lot of the blame was falling on his shoulders despite him having nothing to do with it. He suspected someone within the White House was trying to drive a wedge between him and the President. The question he kept asking was who and why would they want to do that? Especially now, in the midst of such a dire war with China—one where victory was still not certain.

*******

Two Hours Later

Presidential Study

Maria placed her coffee cup down as she rubbed her temples, a tension headache threatening to turn into a full-blown migraine. Following her earlier meeting in the Situation Room, she’d been given a follow-up report to her questions about NATO and the war in the Far East.

General Yeager, the NATO Commander and the de facto military commander for the allied war effort along the Sino-Russian border region, had sent a comprehensive and grim report of the Far East, explaining the situation in more detail than President Delgado had previously received. It answered her questions—but it also created more, like how in the hell had they somehow found themselves intertwined in a global war of survival with Russia on their side—as opposed to the adversary she knew they damn well were? Despite having been forced to accept the situation, she was finding it harder to keep her emotions in check.

As President, she knew if the world couldn’t stop Jade Dragon, it would mean not just the end of the democracies of the world, it would likely mean the end of free thought, the ability to formulate an opinion that hadn’t been engineered and manipulated by the desires of Jade Dragon. It could mean the end of humanity itself.

Still, the memories of what Russia had done to Ukraine felt like yesterday. She didn’t like how world events had somehow brought Russia, NATO, and America into an uncomfortable and awkward alliance in this war with China.

Blain’s going to need to explain the details of how this drug deal with Satan transpired, she thought angrily, gripping the handle of her coffee cup in a vise.

Suddenly, her hold on her emotions loosened, and she shouted several curse words angrily as she threw the cup against the wall, shattering it in a loud thwack.

A Secret Service agent barged into the room moments later, his pistol drawn as he looked for her and any potential threats. “Are you OK, Madam President?” he called urgently before relaxing when he saw she was alone.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just lost my temper. You can call the rescue party off.”

Now she felt embarrassed by her actions when two more agents ran into the room to make sure she was OK. She waved them off, insisting she’d gotten angry and thrown a cup and there was nothing to get excited about.

As they left, Maria felt self-conscious and reminded herself not to throw any objects against the wall when an agent was standing outside the door. She’d slipped, allowing her raging emotions to guide her actions—something that couldn’t happen again. It reminded her of an ROTC instructor from college. He’d always told them that good leaders make decisions based on the facts they have on hand. Poor leaders make decisions based on the emotions of the moment. Try as she might, her emotions tended to get the better of her when the word “Russia” was mentioned.

During her first deployment to Iraq, the Special Forces unit she’d been assigned to as a civil affairs officer had participated in many operations in the Polish zone of south-central Iraq, just south of Baghdad. She’d worked with a handful of Ukrainian soldiers in Diwaniyah at Camp Echo and had stayed in touch with a few of them over the years, their friendships growing over time. When she’d later learned they’d both been killed during the invasion of their home country, their loss had only fueled her mistrust and hatred of their ally of convenience and how that had transpired.

Two days after the election, the former President had invited her to the Oval for a private conversation and coffee. He had broken the news to her as the incoming President about the deal he’d accepted that now saw the two adversaries needing to work as allies to counter the Chinese war machine that, in those early days, did seem unstoppable.

He mentioned historical precedents, citing President Roosevelt’s understanding of the inherent conflict between American democracy and Soviet communism. Roosevelt had counted on using US military aid to the Soviet Union as his bargaining chip in postwar Europe. She’d kindly reminded Alton of how well that had turned out for the half of Europe the Soviets had dutifully turned into good communists. He’d assured her this deal was different.

She’d never say it publicly, but she had never felt more betrayed or stabbed in the back by her government than she had in that moment. Soon, she’d become the head of the very government she felt had normalized or forgotten what the Russians had done just a few years prior. What truly galled her, considering she had no say in the matter, was that she’d have to become the face of the government that accepted and implemented the deal’s details once the war had ended.

Maria sighed angrily as she pushed those thoughts out of her head. She had to refocus her attention on the here and now and not the past. Breathing deeply, she calmed her anger, allowing her mind to find its balance.

Control what you can control, let go of what you cannot—this was a phrase she said to herself a lot. It helped to ground her decision-making process, accepting that some decisions were out of her hands, like this NATO plus-one deal the previous administration had saddled her with.

As she finished reading General Yeager’s assessment, Maria’s stomach churned. She had to reference a Google Earth map to find where this latest round of fighting had taken place, underscoring how remote these terrible battles were from the rest of civilization. Yeager’s report spoke of a series of battles near a small city named Tarbagatay, in the vicinity of Ulan-Ude in eastern Siberia. It had been the site of some of the fiercest fighting to date.

If the casualty assessments were accurate, and she had no reason to believe they weren’t, then it appeared this AI’s strategy in the Far East was to simply overwhelm the Russian-NATO lines through sheer numbers. Considering nearly seven thousand NATO soldiers and another nine thousand, six hundred and forty Russians had died during the multiweek battle for this area, she’d begrudgingly come to acknowledge a point the Russian Foreign Minister, Vyazalov, had made a few months back. “If Jade Dragon wants something, then that something is part of its strategy to win, so we should deny it. But if Jade Dragon is willing to sacrifice the lives of hundreds of thousands of soldiers to capture some territory or resource, then it should be incumbent on the world to do what we must to stop it from acquiring it.”

I may be stuck with this deal, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it, thought Maria. Perhaps I can add a few tweaks of my own to it…make it a bit more what I would have insisted was included.

Maria wrote a personal note to circle back with Blain on this issue. She knew he’d been heavily involved in the crafting of the deal. If a modification could be made, he’d likely know how to make it and get the Russians to agree to her changes.
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Chapter Seven
Royal Caribbean

327th Infantry Brigade, 101st Airborne

Panama Canal

Leslie Sabo Jr. was enjoying his Santa Fe omelet with two pieces of thick-cut maple bacon and a single buttermilk biscuit covered in sausage gravy. It tasted delicious, especially when it was washed down with a fresh glass of orange juice. For two days, Sabo had been enjoying the hell out of this little R&R trip, even if the final destination was Asia and the battles that awaited them there.

Their ship, the Spectrum of the Seas, was a Royal Caribbean cruise ship. It was a massive vessel, measuring some 1,139 feet with sixteen passenger decks capable of housing 4,905 people at maximum capacity. While the Army might have tried to pack more soldiers on board, all the equipment the soldiers needed to travel with made that impossible. After months of combat and a bloody fight in Venezuela, the idea of using commercial cruise ships to transport most of the soldiers from South America to Asia was a dream come true. It gave the soldiers fifteen to eighteen days of R&R on the ships to rest and recoup before the next set of combat operations.

The units held formations twice a day, usually to put out some information that was utterly useless, but on occasion, they’d get some real news about the war. To make sure they weren’t getting crazy on the ship, every platoon had a mandatory two hours of PT. Most platoons actually did three or four. It wasn’t all gym time. Sometimes it was running on the ship’s track; other times it was a yoga or Pilates course, though that was more to admire the ladies leading them than for physical fitness. A lot of guys took to hitting the weights hard. Some guys just spent time alone in their own thoughts. Others would dive into a book or an e-reader and lose themselves in a good story while still others would make jokes and act like juvenile idiots all day. The point was to relax, and relax they did. From the full-course meals to the evening shows to the casinos on the ship, it was a party almost nonstop. It helped a lot of soldiers to be able to decompress from what they’d just gone through.

While the soldiers around Sabo were eating breakfast, Lieutenant Branham walked up to Staff Sergeant Peters and the rest of the NCOs. “Morning, Sergeants. I just got back from an officers’ call with the brigade commander. He told us the G1 just finalized a slew of promotions. Needless to say, we have a fair number of them within our platoon, so after breakfast, come find me and let’s look at getting them taken care of this afternoon. Oh, one other item: at 1400 hours, we’re going to hold a battalion-wide awards ceremony. Don’t ask me why, just make sure all your troopers are present in the main theater, got it?”

“Awards ceremony? That seems odd to do right now,” commented one of the sergeants to no one in particular.

Staff Sergeant Peters grunted at the remark. “Sergeant, you’re using your brain again. I thought I told you to cut that out. You know how this works—the Army tells you what to do, you do it. Other than that, you don’t bother trying to figure out why it’s doing what it’s doing. We leave that kind of hard thinking to the officers, so they leave us alone.”

This drew a few laughs from the others at the table.

A week after the surrender of the Venezuelan and Chinese forces, most of the fighting across the country had ended. There were still a few rogue elements here and there, but by and large, nearly all the units had surrendered. The men and women of the 101st Airborne had been hit hard. Between losses from Cuba, El Salvador, and now Venezuela, the division as a whole was down to seventy-three percent. Some of the brigades were closer to fifty percent. That was when the new replacements had started to show up. Soldiers fresh from basic and advanced individual training or AIT had arrived by the thousands in Venezuela. As they showed up at airports, members from the brigades they were assigned to were there to greet them and whisk them away to their new units. A few weeks later, the divisions leaving for Asia were plussed up to one hundred percent and boarded the ships they were now on.

Later that afternoon, during the award ceremony, Sergeant Leslie Sabo Jr. found himself standing at attention in front of the entire battalion. The XVIII Airborne Corps commander, Lieutenant General Tackaberry himself, was standing next to him, reading off a citation for the Medal of Honor. The division commander, Brigadier General Dowdy, held the medal for the three-star general to place around his neck.

“You know, World War II was the last time a general got to award one of these personally, so I take it as a great honor that the President has delegated that responsibility to me. She obviously couldn’t be here to do this herself, but she did send along a private message we’ll play for each of you later. You earned this, son. Your selfless service and dedication to your unit saved the lives of a lot of people during Operation Libertad. When you disabled those armored vehicles with your SMAW, all alone like that…well, a lot of soldiers out there right now wouldn’t be here on this ship if it wasn’t for your bravery. I’m glad to have you on our side,” the general said to some cheers and jeers from his fellow Screaming Eagles. It wasn’t often that members in their ranks were awarded the nation’s highest honor.

The award ceremony went on for another two hours as they awarded one more Medal of Honor, seven Distinguished Service Crosses and forty-two Silver Stars. They had over six hundred Bronze Stars with “V” devices as well; those would be handed out by the company commanders along with the Purple Hearts, of which there were a lot to catch up on from the last six months of combat. Some soldiers had two or three medals coming to them that they didn’t know they’d been put in for.

When Sabo was alone on the stage with Staff Sergeant Alvarado, the other MOH awardee, General Tackaberry asked them a very serious question. “Fellas, I’m going to level with you. We’re on our way to Korea. The fighting over there is even more intense than it was in Venezuela.” The general looked like he was trying to fight back some emotions as he turned away for just a moment. Wiping a tear away as he looked at the three of them, he continued, “What you guys did was above and beyond the call of duty. We asked more of you than any nation has a right to. I’ve been told to offer you guys the opportunity to stay with your units if you’d like. However…” His voice cracked again. “However, I ask that you don’t.

“I know this is the hardest decision you’ll ever make. I can’t guarantee any of you will live more than a couple of days once we land in Korea. It’s going to be a real meat grinder, what’s coming next. But you guys have earned your ticket out of here. If I had my way, I’d order you guys placed on a helicopter to Panama and a first-class flight home. But I don’t get to have it my way. I was told to offer you boys two choices: stay with your unit or go home. I’m imploring you, please, go home. Rally the people back home. Inspire people to join our ranks and be the leaders we need at basic training bases across the country. You’ve done your part in combat. I’m now asking you to bow out, with dignity and honor, and carry the fight for us back home.” The general turned away as he wiped a tear from his cheek. He then walked away for a moment and briefly sobbed.

General Dowdy, their division commander, leaned over and whispered, “He just learned that his son, a captain in the 3rd Infantry Division, died just hours before his helicopter landed on the ship. His son finally succumbed to his injuries from a few weeks ago. We tried to talk him out of doing this, but he insisted on going through with the awards ceremony.”

That last piece of information caught Sabo and Alvarado completely off guard. Now they felt their own twinge of emotions. The man had gone on and read off all the heroic acts of nearly fifty soldiers and awarded them all these medals when his son had just died hours earlier. The kind of emotional fortitude that must have taken spoke volumes to them.

Sabo motioned with his head for Alvarado to talk privately, away from the generals. “What do you think, Staff Sergeant? I’m kind of torn. I want to stay with my unit, but he makes a damn good point about us trying to train and inspire the guys coming after us. It sounds like this war isn’t going to be over in six months. Hell, we could probably get back into the action again in six months or a year if we wanted,” Sabo explained. After they talked privately for a few moments, they agreed with the general’s suggestion to return home and look to rally more people to the cause. They’d take the general’s offer. As much as it pained them, he had a point. It was what John Basilone had done when he’d received the MOH after the Battle of Guadalcanal in World War II—he had gone back stateside and then joined another unit later on. He’d died, of course, but he hadn’t balked at doing his duty stateside either. Neither would they. Their story wasn’t over, not by a long shot.


Volume Five
Chapter Eight
Homefront

Robotics United Corporation

Polk County, Florida

Following the successful test of the Jackal XD500 at Fort Benning, Georgia, nearly seven months earlier, Lauren Heigl, the senior engineer and part owner of the Institute for Human and Machine Cognition or IHMC, and her Australian partner, Terrance Mulloy, were approached by SpaceX founder Elon Musk and asked if they would like to form a joint partnership to produce these quadpedals for the military en masse. What sealed the deal for Lauren was that Musk had much bigger visions for these machines after the war was won, so they’d agreed. Days later, Robotics United Corporation had been formed and a 200,000-acre tract of land in a depressed part of Florida had been secured and immediately turned into a massive sprawling factory.

“What do you think of the factory so far?” Elon asked Lauren as they walked inside the partially finished building, hard hats on.

“I love it!”

The eccentric billionaire and inventor just smiled. “In a few months, this factory will start building the tools needed to win this war. Then we can get back to our bigger mission.”

Lauren lifted an eyebrow at his comment. “Colonizing Mars?”

“This war has taught us one thing, Lauren. Humanity is fragile. Earth is fragile. In less than a few hours, more than thirty nuclear weapons were used—weapons that could have led to the destruction of us all. If that’s not a case for becoming an interplanetary species, I don’t know what is. But first, we must put that dream aside to help our country defeat this AI. Then, with your Jackals, we are going to tame Mars and build a future for our children and grandchildren.”

The enormous factory was being broken down into multiple different sections. Each section focused on building one of the three modules that could be fitted to the Jackal. The rest of the factory floor was dedicated to the construction of the quadpedals themselves. To speed things along once the factory was ready to start operations, the Tesla factories in California and Texas had stopped production of vehicles and were building the component parts to the quadpedals and shipping them straight here for final assembly. The Gigafactory in Nevada, which had been producing batteries for the Teslas, had been completely repurposed to produce the batteries needed for the Jackals and was likewise sending them straight to Florida. In a couple of months, once the factory was ready to go live, this facility would start producing upwards of three hundred Jackals a month. Within three months they had plans to push that number to a thousand.

If the Marines had had these when they’d landed in Venezuela, they never would have suffered such terrible losses. The Pentagon was now fully behind getting this tool built and into the hands of the troops on the front lines as soon as possible.

*******

General Dynamics Electric Boat

Groton, Connecticut

The construction cranes lowered the last piece of the new roof in place. With that now secured, the welders and other construction workers went to work on sealing up the massive indoor drydock facility. It had taken them months to salvage what they could from the ruins of Building 1 and Building 2. Once everything of value that could be salvaged had been, what was left of the rubble had been removed and a new, more modernized structure had been built in its place. With work crews running seven-day shifts, twenty-four hours a day, they got the new buildings and the automated processes inside completed in six months—a record no matter how you looked at it. A lot of this had been made possible by a group of more than nine hundred German and Dutch engineers and specialists who had flown over from Europe to help the Americans get this critical piece of naval infrastructure operational.

Once the submarine shipbuilders were up and running, these new buildings would be able to crank out four subs apiece in the indoor drydocks, with an additional eight more in outdoor drydocks. That meant they’d be able to get production ramped up to sixteen submarines at a time once things were running at full speed. With round-the-clock shipbuilding crews and help from NATO allies, they were going to cut the production time of a Virginia-class attack submarine from sixty months down to twenty-two months. The Navy would still be left with an enormous submarine gap for the foreseeable future, but they would be on a path of underwater dominance within a decade.

*******

USS Doris Miller

Newport News, Virginia

Admiral Graham looked at the massive sprawling shipyards that constituted Newport News. Donavan, the lead engineer for Huntington Ingalls Industries, and one of their senior executives walked alongside him as they made their way towards the Doris Miller.

“I need a no-BS assessment, Donavan. How soon until I’m going to have the Doris ready to sail?” Admiral Graham asked, his eyes taking in the massive ship as it sat alongside the pier.

The ship was abuzz with activity, with cranes bringing equipment and supplies on board and workers coming and going from the different gangways connecting the ship to the pier. The Doris Miller technically wasn’t supposed to be ready to start its shakedown cruise until 2027 and it was scheduled to have its final release to the Navy a few years later. With the loss of several carriers during the opening hours of the war, the new Ford-class carriers were being pushed through construction at an incredible pace.

Donavan eyed the big ship with the admiral as they walked towards it. “I’d like to take another year on it, but I know that’s not going to happen. Best guess, around December.”

Admiral Graham stopped walking. He stood there looking at the large ship, hands on his hip. Then he looked at the other equally massive ship next to it, CVN-80, the Enterprise. “And the Big E?”

“Again, the Navy is going to have to waive all sorts of regulations for us to even hand this over to you. It’s technically not done either. We can release the Enterprise in October. Oh, and before you ask me about the Truman, she’ll be ready to sail on October first. All repaired and back to one hundred percent,” Donavan explained.

When Admiral Graham turned to look at Donavan, he walked a little closer to the man so neither of their aides or assistants could overhear. “Donavan, I know we’re putting your company and your people under an enormous amount of pressure and stress right now. I wish there was something I could do to alleviate some of that, but there isn’t. This war…let’s just say it’s not going very well for us right now. I’ve got the President breathing down my neck to get ships out of the yards and into the fight, and I’ve got to somehow figure out how to transport an army of one hundred and thirty thousand soldiers, tanks, helicopters, and all their equipment and gear from Venezuela to Korea with a naval force that’s been cut in half since the start of this war. Hell, I don’t even have enough fighters to fully field the air wings that’ll be flying on these ships.”

Graham paused for a second. It was clear some of this news was coming as a real surprise to the shipbuilder. “I don’t know what you have to do, who you have to hire, who you have to fire, but you have to find a way to get me more ships in the coming months. This war may be won or lost in the next several months, and I don’t want that outcome to have been determined because the Navy wasn’t able to carry our end of things. Can you handle that for me?”

Donavan looked a little shaken by what Graham had just said, but he nodded. “Nathan, just after Pearl Harbor, the Navy was in a similar situation. We shipbuilders stepped up our game to meet the Japanese threat. We started producing carriers and warships at an unprecedented rate. Our facility, like many others, took a few hits during the opening day of the war. We’ve made repairs and we’re operating at a higher pace and efficiency now than we were prior to the war. You can count on us, Nathan. You can count on me to get this done.”

*******

Hilton Garden Inn

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

It was almost two in the morning as Leslie Sabo Jr. lay in bed with nothing but a pair of Tommy John underwear on, listening to the sound of a police siren outside and the occasional traffic noises that went along with a downtown city that never slept. Looking to his left, he saw the naked body of a beautiful woman who’d so graciously wanted to show her appreciation for all he had done for his country.

Earlier that evening, Sabo had given a thirty-minute inspirational speech during a Tony Robbins event at the hotel. He’d been invited to regale them with tales of the event that had led to him being awarded the Medal of Honor and the importance of perseverance through adversity, even when you were scared and overwhelmed. His thirty-minute speech had turned into forty-five minutes and culminated in a standing ovation. It had also helped sell over $4.3 million in war bonds. The entire thing was so inspiring and engaging that, unbeknownst to him, it had already gone viral on YouTube and was spreading like wildfire across social media.

Later that evening, Leslie found himself not only surrounded by some incredible and influential people; he also had some of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen fawning over him like he was the last man on earth. Leslie wasn’t the most attractive guy in the world, so for him, it was a first having beautiful women throwing themselves at him.

Lying naked on the bed next to this beautiful brunette, Leslie found his mind kept going back to his old unit. I can’t believe I left them to go on this boondoggle of a PR tour, he thought regretfully. They must think I abandoned them… Looking at the woman next to him, he should feel better. He should feel safe and accomplished. After all, he was still serving his country, just in a different capacity. But he didn’t feel any of that.

Since returning to the “real world,” Leslie and the other MOH awardee had been on every morning and evening TV show you could think of. Then they were making the rounds on the podcast networks, sharing their experiences and encouraging people to join the military and defend the country. They were also selling the hell out of specialized war bonds.

The President and Congress had authorized the Treasury to create a series of war bonds that were being specifically used to fund the war effort. Just like during World War II, many of the MOH awardees were now pulling duty either selling war bonds or giving inspirational speeches to any group that would listen. That or they were being pulled into the military’s Training and Doctrine Command or TRADOC as drill sergeants and instructors to bring their experience and knowledge to the next generation of soldiers that would be headed off to one of the frontline units.

Leslie heard there was a Florida National Guardsman who had been awarded the MOH for actions during the invasion of Cuba. He’d heard the Guardsman was still with his unit in Venezuela. A couple of others had somehow managed to stay with their units as well. Leslie knew he should be enjoying the hell out of the opportunity he’d been given. The problem was he just couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d abandoned his platoon. Hearing General Tackaberry’s impassioned plea for them to return home and learning how the man had lost his own son just hours earlier had made it almost impossible for him to say no. Still, he hoped his friends made it out of this war alive now that he wasn’t there with them.

One of the biggest adjustments he’d made thus far was dealing with how much of normal everyday life seemed to carry on while the men and women of the military were fighting and dying abroad. People still went to Costco to buy groceries; they went to the movie theater to see the newest thriller like nothing was going on. The other day when he’d gone to the mall to purchase a new pair of running shoes, he’d seen people everywhere talking, shopping, eating, and generally having fun while being completely oblivious to the very dire situation the country truly was in with this war against China. It was as if they didn’t believe it affected them, so they didn’t care. Leslie wasn’t sure what to think of that. There was obviously a disconnect between the society he was sworn to protect and the reality of what was happening abroad. Somehow, someway, he felt like his new mission within the military was to figure out how to bridge that divide and let the folks back home know how dangerous this war was and that, if the Chinese weren’t stopped, it wouldn’t be long before the fighting arrived in America.


Volume Five
Chapter Nine
Occupation Duty

PLA 6th Armored Division

Barinas, Venezuela

Captain Li Qiang looked at his surroundings and realized things could have been a lot worse. For the time being, he was alive. So were the others in his tank crew, which was more than could be said for the rest of his battalion. He’d only seen one other tank crew from his battalion and that was it.

“You have a smoke?” a fellow captain named Kwon asked as he walked up next to him. Kwon was from Nanchang, the capital of the Jiangxi Province, while Li was from Weifang, in the Shandong Province along the coast of the East China Sea opposite the Korean Peninsula.

Feeling around inside his uniform blouse, Li found his pack of cigarettes and pulled it out. He fished one of the Marlboro Reds out for his friend. It was a pack the American interrogator had given him the other day when they had last spoken. Placing one in his own mouth, Kwon produced a lighter and lit both their cigarettes for them. One of the few luxuries the Americans have given me, Li thought as he placed the disposable lighter back in his pocket.

“How do you suppose the war is going?” Kwon asked, his eyes shifting around them, searching to make sure no one nearby heard him.

“Comrade, you do not need to worry about the political officers. The Americans have separated them into a different camp. As to the war—does it matter? Our part in it is over. We are now prisoners and will sit in this camp until it is done, eventually repatriated back to China,” Li replied. He blew some smoke out his nose before taking another deep pull.

His friend looked at him skeptically, almost suspiciously. “Do you not care how the war is going?”

Li motioned with his head for Kwon to walk with him. The two of them strolled along the perimeter of the prison camp. The camp was massive. It housed some six thousand prisoners. Holding them in place was a double-layered fence of concertina wire roughly twelve feet in height with guard towers every two hundred feet. Running freely between the two fences were more than a handful of military dogs—dogs that would tear their flesh apart until the guards regained control if they managed to breach the first layer of the fence.

“Kwon, of course I care about how our side is doing. But do you think the Americans are going to tell us truthfully how things are going? I think not. Second, we are now prisoners. Worse, we are prisoners being held in Venezuela. We are more than fifteen thousand kilometers from China. We have been abandoned—at least until the end of the war. We fought hard, Kwon. We did our duty and we killed many of our nation’s enemies. At the end of the day, it just wasn’t enough for us to win.”

The expression on Kwon’s face told Li his friend was having a hard time accepting this new reality. He then added, “Kwon, I want you to look at our present situation with the perspective I have decided to take. Our part in the Third World War is over. But we’ve been given something that hundreds of thousands of our dead comrades never had.”

“Oh, really? What’s that?” Kwon defeatedly asked.

“We’ve been given a second chance at life—a chance to have lived through this terrible war and somehow, someway, survived when so many others did not. One day…we will go home. We’ll find a beautiful woman and start our own family. That, Kwon, is my only goal in life right now and what I am holding on to to get me through our time in this prison,” Li softly explained to his friend.

For perhaps the first time since Li had met Kwon, the deeply depressed man smiled. He thanked him for giving him something to hope for, something to believe in. The two of them walked the rest of the perimeter of the camp for a little while longer, smoking cigarettes and talking about what they would do once they returned home.

*******

Bravo Company, 124th Infantry Battalion

Barinas, Venezuela

Sergeant First Class Jeremiah “Ski” Grabowski felt strange not wearing his body armor and carrying his rifle with him. He still had his sidearm strapped to his hip holster. Soldiers with a pass to go into the city didn’t need to wear their full combat kit if they weren’t on duty.

The taxi they rode in made a turn and drove halfway down the street before it pulled up to the entrance of Hotel Abana. Once the vehicle came to a stop, Ski pulled a five-dollar bill out and gave it to the driver. It was more than enough to cover the short trip and give the man a good tip.

Hopping out of the car before he had a chance to grab his day pack, Sergeant Jamie Roberts had a mischievous grin on her face as she hurried him along, “Come on, old man. We’ve got some catching up to do.”

Ski was out the door, hot on her heels as they headed into the hotel. They walked up to the reception and got a room for the next two nights, the duration of their pass.

Once the elevator door closed and it was just the two of them in private, Jamie attacked him with a ferociousness he hadn’t seen in a woman in God knew how long. When they reached their level, they stumbled out of the elevator, kissing and grabbing each other’s bodies. By the time they had gotten inside their room, they’d already managed to get half their clothes off, leaving a trail of it on the floor until they were in front of the king-sized bed.

Jamie finished stripping her underwear off and practically shoved Ski onto the bed. God, this may be a huge mistake, but wow, I’ve wanted this for a while, Ski thought as Jamie began to crawl her way up his body, kissing him the entire way.

When their lips met, they kissed passionately. They started slow and then made love like it might be the last time either of them would see each other. What felt like an eternity but was likely just a few minutes caused a wave of emotions to wash over Ski. He felt so relieved and excited, but then the ever-present thought came back to his mind that it wouldn’t be long before the two of them would be back in harm’s way.

Laying her head on his chest, Jamie looked up at him. Seeing that faraway stare in his eyes, she asked, “Where are you, Jer? You seem like you’re anywhere but here with me, right now.”

Blushing slightly at the question, Ski knew she was right. His mind was a long way off. He was already contemplating their next set of orders—a set of orders she didn’t know about yet.

“I’m sorry, Jamie. You’re right. I shouldn’t worry about the future or what’s coming next. I need to be focused on being here with you, right now. This is what’s important.” He squeezed her tight, which made her snuggle in closer to him if that was possible.

He loved the feel of her body tight against his. Not just because they were naked and just had sex. He just missed feeling this close, this intimate with someone. He’d lost his first marriage to his PTSD and drinking. Heck, he’d lost several years and several more relationships because of that. When he’d left Florida to join an ashram in Bhutan for four months, it had really given him the time and space he’d ultimately needed to overcome those PTSD demons that had haunted him for so long.

Ski had sworn when he came home, if he ever found another woman to love again, he’d do whatever it took not to lose her. Lying next to Jamie, though, he wasn’t sure how he could protect her knowing where they were headed next.

Jamie grabbed Ski’s face and held it in her hands. “I’ve wanted this for a very long time. Thank you for arranging for us to get this pass together. I know it probably wasn’t easy and we might get in trouble if people found out.”

“Actually, it was Captain Hobbs who arranged it. I think he secretly knows we’ve had the hots for each other and wanted us to have some time alone before we leave for Korea.”

Jamie laughed at that. “Yeah, he’s a smart cookie, that guy.” She suddenly sat up. “Hey, did you just say Korea? That’s where we’re going next? Do you know when we leave?”

Ski grimaced. He hadn’t meant to mention Korea and he certainly didn’t want to talk about it. He sighed as she waited for him to respond. “Oh, Jamie. There are some big changes coming in the next few days. When we get back from our pass, you won’t believe what’s next.”

“Well, apparently Korea is, so spill the beans.” As she spoke, she started to run her hand over his body again, apparently frisky for round two. Ski had to remember he was sixteen years older than Jamie. She had a bit more energy and stamina in that department.

“Hobbs told me our entire division is rotating to Korea in a week. Now that I’m the first sergeant, I’m supposed to get the company ready by making sure we’re fully staffed up and all promotions and awards have been handed out for actions up to this point. Battalion wants all our paperwork in order before we leave Venezuela so they can close out this chapter in the battalion’s books, so to speak. Oh, I do have some good news for you, Jamie.”

“Really? Well, don’t hold out on me,” she teased, continuing her relentless physical pursuit.

Ski tried not to moan or get too distracted. “When we get back from our pass, you’ll be getting promoted to staff sergeant and taking over a squad, not just a fireteam anymore. I’m moving you up in the world.”

Jamie smiled, climbing on top of him. “It’s about time you promoted me, Ski.”

He knew this little tryst was likely their last. There was no way they’d be able to sneak off like this once they deployed to Korea. If Ski wanted this relationship to continue, then he knew what he had to do. He had to talk with Hobbs as soon as he got back. Time was short.

Ski must have had a worried look on his face. Jamie stopped moving and questioned him on it.

“What’s going on, Ski? You’ve got that look on your face like your mind is somewhere off in the distance and not here with me.”

I guess this is it. Now or never—tell her how you really feel and lay it all out there…

Looking into her eyes, he said, “Jamie, I know our relationship or dating, or whatever this is, is all screwed up and crazy, but here’s the deal. I’ve known you since you joined our Guard unit three years ago. I’ve thought you were a crazy smart, beautiful woman who’s really going places. During these last ten months, we’ve grown even closer. Combat has a strange way of doing that to people. But more than that, I’ve come to really respect you as a woman, a soldier, a friend, and now a lover. But I want more than all this, Jamie. I don’t know how to say this any other way, so I’m just going to say it. I think I’m madly in love with you, and while I don’t have a ring with me, I’d be the happiest man alive if you’d do me the honors of marrying me and being my bride once we’re able to figure out how to make this being married and in the same unit or at least same battalion work.”

There, I said it. I spilled my heart out to her. Now it’s her turn.

For a second, Jamie just looked at Ski, her eyes searching his as if she was trying to see into his soul. Then her eyes moistened as she realized he’d really meant every word of it. With tears running down her cheeks, she said, “Yes, Jeremiah Grabowski. I will marry you! Now make love to me, mister, before I change my mind!”

*******

72 Hours Later

Captain Henry Hobbs walked up to First Sergeant Grabowski with a slight smirk on his face. “I take it she said yes?”

Hobbs knew Ski and Roberts had been into each other. They’d done an incredibly good job of keeping it discreet, but that was only going to last so long.

Smiling from ear to ear, Ski replied, “She did indeed. I guess the next question, Henry, is what do I, or in this case, we, do about it?”

“Ha—well, first, let me say congratulations, my friend.” Hobbs shook his hand and slapped him on the shoulder. He guided them into his office and then closed the door so no one else could hear the rest of their conversation.

“OK, first things first, Ski. Do you guys want to get married now, here in Venezuela before we deploy, or what do you want to do?”

“Oh man, that’s a good question. I don’t know. How would we even make this work?”

Hobbs reached for his cup of coffee before he answered that question. “Well, one of you would need to transfer to battalion or possibly to the brigade headquarters—that or another battalion entirely. Then again, there’s another path you could take that might give you the best of both worlds.”

Ski lifted an eyebrow at that. “Oh, do tell.”

“Well, you were awarded the Medal of Honor. You weren’t given a choice of returning home like the other awardees. You could request a transfer back to some Guard position back home—you know, handling issues for all the folks deployed and whatnot. If you and Jamie get married, that’d be an easy transfer to get approved. Then you’d both be back in Florida together, away from all of this.”

Ski thought about that. It was a very tempting and generous offer.

“Oh, and before you give me some spiel about abandoning the company on the eve of our deployment to Korea, save it. You’ve done your time. Heck, you’ve already earned two Purple Hearts in this war, the MOH and a second Silver Star. Jamie, she earned the Distinguished Service Cross. You both have done more than enough. Get married tonight, then let me try and work it with the colonel to get you sent back to Florida.”

A big grin spread across Ski’s face as he replied, “OK. You sold me, but only if you’ll be my best man.”

“Done. Now let’s go find the chaplain and figure out how we get you two married so I can create the justification for why you guys can’t deploy with us and should go back to Florida, where your skills can be better put to use.”

*******

C. Battery, 2nd Battalion, 116th Field Artillery Regiment

Port of Maracaibo, Venezuela

After spending the last seven days traveling through some challenging roads and terrain, the 2nd Battalion, 116th Field Artillery Regiment, had finally made it to the Port of Maracaibo. Upon their arrival, the artillerymen found the situation near the port to be a complete and utter mess. There were rows and rows of tanks, Strykers, Bradleys, JLTVs, and now Paladin self-propelled howitzers waiting to be loaded up onto the roll-on, roll-off cargo ship. As soon as a RoRo pulled in, it was hastily loaded and pushed away from the pier and another ship was brought in.

Once Staff Sergeant Rob Fortney had gotten their howitzer parked, Specialist Tony Davis and Private Xavier Cheng began the process of cleaning their vehicle out and getting it ready to travel on a ship. They’d been given a prep list of what to do to help the stevedores prepare to load their howitzer onto the ship. The first thing they did was empty the vehicle of all its ammo, powder bags, and anything else that could explode or fire during its ocean transit. Then a large water truck came over and they had four hours to wash the vehicle down as well as they could, getting all the sand, dirt, and muck rinsed out from within the tracks and the gear wheels. Then some guys from the maintenance unit came over and did a full fluid change on the vehicle. Everything from oil to transmission fluid to coolant to freon. They went over the vehicle, noted any damage and made any necessary repairs in the allotted time they had.

Five days had passed since they had pulled into the port facility and gotten their vehicle prepped for shipment. Once the stevedores had signed off on their work, they took charge of the vehicles. The artillerymen were now officially free—free to spend seventy-two hours in the city of Maracaibo and party it up. They’d been given three days to eat, drink, and have sex before they’d have to return to being soldiers again.

Fortunately, no one partied too hard or ended up in the stockade needing to be bailed out. No one showed up in a local hospital or at sick call either, another small miracle considering how many soldiers, sailors, and airmen were occupying this particular city. At this point in the conflict, the brunt of the combat power was being relocated out of Venezuela and sent to Asia. The new soldiers showing up, the ones largely fresh from training or Army Reserve and National Guard units that hadn’t seen combat, were taking over the occupation mission. By and large, the Venezuelan people were done with the former regime. They wanted nothing to do with the Chinese or the politicians that had led them into this disastrous war. As far as they were concerned, the Americans, French, and British soldiers were liberators, not conquerors, and they treated them as such. There were still a few renegade Venezuelan and Chinese holdouts, but not many.

The battalion finally held its first full formation, something it hadn’t done in more than four months. The commander gave them a speech about how proud of them he was, how good of a job they had done, how many fire missions they had performed, and how many rounds they had fired. Those were some incredible statistics when everything was added up. They also paid their respects to those who had been killed during the Venezuelan campaign. Just as Fortney thought the near hour-long formation was coming to a close, they announced they were going to hand out some awards. The commander let them know many of the awards and the promotions would be handled later in the day by their battery commanders, but he wanted to handle this batch of awards himself.

To his surprise, Fortney found himself along with the other gun chiefs from the battalion on the stage being awarded a Silver Star. For Fortney, this was his second award. During the battle for Barinitas, their battalion had played a critical role in helping to beat back an enemy force that had outnumbered the American blocking force by more than ten to one. It had been a hellacious forty-eight-hour fight, but somehow, they had managed to hold the line. The battalion had been singled out for a Presidential Unit Award as well.

Later that day, when their battery CO held their own formation, Fortney learned he was being promoted to sergeant first class. The rest of his gun crew was also being promoted one grade up in addition to each being awarded a Bronze Star with Valor device for the Battle of Barinitas. When the promotions and awards had been handed out, the commander said they were being given another forty-eight-hour pass to have fun in the city. Then they were going to board a plane and head back to Florida for a two-week R&R at home before flying as a unit to Korea, where they would be mated up with their howitzers and thrown back into the next battle. Sadly, their time in this war wasn’t over just yet.


Volume Five
Chapter Ten
It’s Working

Camp Williams

Bluffdale, Utah

Dr. Ashton Rubenstein looked at the latest set of data that had been brought in overnight. A pair of Space Force F/S-36 Archangels had just completed another bombing mission over western China. The volume and granular detail of the SIGINT or signals intelligence information their attack missions were bringing back from each mission were starting to paint a very promising picture of what was going on inside China.

I think we finally found the chink in your armor, Jade Dragon…

For the past few months, the Air Force and Space Force had been leveraging their B-21 and F/S-36 platforms to specifically go after the Chinese ability to build or acquire microprocessors and computer video cards. Just like the crypto mining craze of 2020 and 2021 had driven up the price and scarcity of chips during that period, the Pentagon was artificially creating the same kind of shortage across China by cutting off their access on the open market. Next, they began the process of systematically destroying not just the Chinese ability to build these components but the mines where the raw materials were gathered and the roads, rail, bridges, and tunnels used to transport those raw materials to the factories for processing and then to transport that finished material to the next factory to build the chips.

The battle plan Cicada had drawn up was so simple, it just might work. The only kink in their plan was the occasional loss of an Archangel or B-21. They had already lost two Archangels and three Raiders—a total of six billion dollars in aircraft, not to mention incredibly difficult-to-replace platforms.

“Excuse me, Dr. Rubenstein. The National Security Advisor, Mr. Blain Wilson, is here to see you,” one of his assistants announced.

Looking up from his report, Ashton nodded. “Excellent, please take him to the conference room. I’ll be there momentarily.”

A few minutes later, Dr. Rubenstein walked into the room to meet with Mr. Wilson. He was surprised to see Admiral Peter Thiel, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, with him. They must be stopping at more than just this facility for the admiral to be coming along.

“Dr. Rubenstein. It’s good to see you again,” Mr. Wilson offered as he stood and extended his hand. Admiral Thiel did the same.

“Thank you for coming to see me, Mr. Wilson. Again, I’m sorry to have to request an in-person meeting. What I want to discuss with you is too sensitive to discuss even over secured communications, at least until we finish this next round of security updates.”

Wilson and Thiel nodded. They knew Jade Dragon’s capabilities better than most, so they didn’t balk at the request despite its inconvenience. If Rubenstein needed to meet, that likely meant the discussion concerned something very sensitive and valuable.

“OK, I’ll get right down to it. As you know, we’ve spent the last few months going after the Chinese ability to produce computer chips needed to build aircraft, helicopters, tanks, ships, cruise missiles, drones, unmanned aerial fighters, and now these damned Kamikaze drones. In the last two months alone, we’ve dropped their production capabilities by more than sixty percent. We’ve also effectively cut off their ability to purchase them on the open market by working with our allies and partner nations. This is having the desired effect on their industry.”

Rubenstein brought up several images of a factory that produced main battle tanks. “As you can see, this factory builds tanks. What you’re looking at is a parking lot of half-finished vehicles. They haven’t placed the turret on the chassis yet because they need to finalize some aspects of the chassis and the turret. They can’t finish that last part until they have more chips.”

Admiral Thiel interrupted, “How exactly do you know that’s the case, though?”

“That is a good question, Admiral. Back in 2021, during the COVID-19 pandemic, we had the same chip shortage. Ford, GM, Chevy, Toyota, all the manufacturers had the same problem. They had half-finished vehicles waiting on several key chip components so they could finish the vehicles off. Looking at the visuals of what we saw then and comparing them to what we’re seeing at the Chinese factories building their tanks, infantry fighting vehicles, and every other armored vehicle, aircraft, and other tools for war, we’re essentially seeing the exact same visual pattern. It’s also being backed up by the signals intelligence being collected during each Archangel mission. Complaints from manufacturers about equipment shortages, not enough room to store partially finished vehicles, anxiety about what’s going to happen if they don’t meet their building quotas, etcetera, etcetera,” Rubenstein explained thoughtfully.

Wilson smiled excitedly as he scribbled a few notes on his pad of paper. Turning serious again, he asked, “Doctor, if they have all these half-finished vehicles bunched up like this, is it possible for us to carry out some air strikes on them? I mean, this seems like an awfully big target-rich environment to be ignoring.”

“He does make a good point, Doctor. Do you know if Space Command or the Air Force are targeting these vehicle storage yards?” Admiral Thiel inquired.

Doctor Rubenstein shrugged, giving them a look that said, Why are you asking me? I’m just a scientist. “Um, I’m just the consumer of the information the military collects, and occasionally I point them toward where to go collect more. You guys are the ones who tell them what to blow up. If I could, I would like to offer a suggestion.”

Admiral Thiel kind of blushed at the comment from Rubenstein, then nodded for him to go ahead. He’d need to speak with the Air and Space Force people about hitting those bunched-up vehicles.

“Mr. Wilson, Admiral, my biggest suggestion right now is to keep doing what you’re doing. Do not let up. Stay focused on going after this singular piece of the puzzle to the Chinese war machine. When…or if Jade Dragon figures out how to work around this, then we can look to make another adjustment and refocus our attacks.”

Mr. Wilson then placed his pen down and asked a pointed question of his own. “Doctor, I agree with you about staying focused. But I’d also like to push you and Cicada a bit further. We have to do more to counter JD than just going after China’s supply and production of computer chips. We need to destroy the enemy’s will, and their ability to wage war. Can you task Cicada with helping us design a strategy and plan to attack the Chinese government’s ability to feed its people?”

The question caught Rubenstein by surprise and unnerved him to the point that he wasn’t sure how to respond right away, so he just stared at Wilson for a second. It was one thing to attack combatants or those supporting them, like a factory. But causing a famine…that was a line he didn’t feel comfortable crossing.

“Doctor, I can see you’re struggling with my question. Let me rephrase what I’m trying to get after,” Mr. Wilson said as he stood up. He paced behind his chair for a moment like he was thinking about how to explain. “China is a very large and very populous country. This is a key driver for why they’re invading the Russian Far East. For lack of a better term, there’s an old German word that explains the PLA’s present strategy: Lebensraum, or living space. The Far East will provide the Chinese with something a population of nearly two billion people desperately needs—arable land to farm and thus alleviate some of their agricultural problems with feeding a population that size. I’m going to skip the resource-rich aspect of the Far East and just focus on food. They need the land for cultivating pigs, chickens, cattle, etcetera.

“You see, Doctor, Yao’s hold on China is tenuous at best. If they can’t feed their people, then their ability to maintain control of the cities and provinces will fall apart. What I would like Cicada’s help with is figuring out how we can create manufactured food shortages in certain regions of China to further target key wartime production,” Mr. Wilson explained thoughtfully, like he was lecturing to a group of university students.

Now Rubenstein understood what he was going for. He wanted to create a food shortage in specific regions of China, not the entire country. Morally, he abhorred this proposal. Logically, the more he thought about it, the more he understood it. If they could create some artificial food shortages in addition to the chip shortages, it could cause serious internal problems for the government and further disrupt their war machine.

“Mr. Wilson, I see where you’re going with this. While I have some moral objections, I don’t disagree with its logic. I’ll task Cicada with identifying which regions would cause the most problems for the PRC and impact their war production the most. As you know, some regions in China are more critical to certain aspects of their military production than others. If I can, I have a couple of concerns I’d like to bring up before our meeting ends.”

Wilson leaned forward, his interest piqued. “OK, you’ve got my attention, Doctor.”

“Sir, after further analysis of some data from the last nine months, I’m fairly confident Jade Dragon is getting ready to release a new weapon. If this is true, it’ll likely change the trajectory of the war yet again.”

Wilson and Thiel gave each other a nervous glance before they looked back at Rubenstein. “OK, why don’t you start by telling us what you believe Cicada has uncovered?”


Volume Five
Chapter Eleven
The Long Knives

Medici Residence

Wesley Heights, Washington, D.C.

Noah Medici gently cut into his Ora King salmon dish with his fork. The fresh fish with the delicate sauce it was topped with smelled and looked incredible as it sat on a beautiful bed of rice with some freshly chopped vegetables on top. With several flaky layers of fish gently heaped on his fork, Noah lifted it to his mouth, breathing in its beautiful aroma before his tongue began the process of tasting this beautifully prepared piece of salmon. As it melted in his mouth, his brain was bombarded with sophisticated flavors.

“I’m glad you’re enjoying your dish, Noah. Now let us get back to the reason for our meeting.”

The woman sitting opposite Noah was named Donna Keene. She was the CEO of Leidos Holdings, a $21.2-billion-a-year defense contractor and a large donor to President Delgado’s campaign. The man sitting to her right was Cory Igor, the CEO of Lockheed Martin, a $73-billion-a-year defense contractor. Opposite Cory and to the left of Noah was Congressman Jedediah Marx, the Majority Whip and the second most powerful man in Congress. Next to Jed was Hailey Adams, one of the most beautiful women in media. She hosted the most-watched Sunday morning show in America and one of the most influential radio shows in the country. Last but certainly not least was Secretary of State Hayden Albridge. His attendance at this dinner had been the hardest to keep secret.

Noah placed his fork down on his plate and smiled gently at Donna. “Yes, you are right, of course. Please, do enjoy your food while we talk. This is, after all, a dinner meeting.”

The others smiled. Noah could tell they were more interested in the topic of tonight’s meeting than dinner, no matter how good it was or how well it had been prepared.

The six of them sat at a circular seventeenth-century oak table in Noah’s dining room. His abode was a beautiful five-bedroom, eight-bathroom, seven-thousand-square-foot home his wife had had professionally decorated and designed to impress those lucky enough to be invited in and made them feel woefully inadequate in the presence of the home’s owner. Noah wasn’t like most Washington politicos. He didn’t come from old money and hadn’t previously served in government. Noah was new money. He’d bet on cryptocurrency in its infancy and cashed out during the first peak, raking in $368 million. Had he stayed in longer, he’d arguably be one of the richest people on the planet. Still, the kind of money he now had bought his way into a lot of political circles.

Noah was also a data whiz. He’d used that knowledge along with his wealth to help build several nonprofits and super PACs, all with the aim of one day obtaining an ambassadorship or a coveted White House appointment. When President Delgado’s insurgent campaign had taken off, it was Noah’s behind-the-scenes efforts that had really pushed her over the edge. That success, plus calling in a few political markers from those now seated at the table, had helped him secure the most coveted White House position of all—White House Chief of Staff, the gatekeeper to the President. But that position also came with strings—strings that were being pulled right now.

“You were supposed to stop or at least minimize the President’s attack on the administrative state. Your failure cost us dearly,” Cory chided Noah as he reached for his glass of wine.

Noah bristled at the comment but held his tongue.

Hayden stepped in to defend him before he could respond. “Cory, first, that’s not fair. Second, there’s more to the picture that you aren’t aware of. The President had to make those changes whether any of us wanted them, liked them, or agreed with them. Period. There was no question about it. It had to happen.”

“And why is that?” Cory shot back angrily. “Do you realize the intricate network that my company had built over the last three decades across the DoD, DHS, and your own organization, Mr. Secretary? That’s going to cost us billions.”

Noah turned to Congressman Marx. “Jed, do you want to explain to Cory or should I?”

Jed only shook his head in disgust as he explained how Jade Dragon had built social profiles not just on every elected leader and military commander across the military but also across the senior executive services of the government and the government service employees across the DoD, DHS, DOJ, DOS, CIA, and NSA. The only way to defeat Jade Dragon and attempt to throw the AI off was to start over with new leadership and people in these positions who didn’t have a long history within the government that Jade Dragon could build a predictive profile around.

Donna gulped down the rest of her wine as she listened to Jed explain everything and then commented, “Is this Jade Dragon really so powerful? I mean, did we really have to gut so many of our government agencies to throw it off? How is that even going to help?” It was clear she was having a hard time accepting how things were playing out.

Noah tried to explain, “Donna, look at it this way. Assume you get up every day at six a.m. You have your regular morning routine you go through before heading to work. Once at work, you have a set routine you run through, a schedule that’s more or less curated for you by your assistant and some of your senior management, right?”

She nodded in agreement.

“What happens when you swap out several of your assistants and schedulers with someone new?”

She laughed. “Things can get a little messed up until we get them trained on how things are supposed to work.”

“Exactly. Now, take your situation and replicate that across the entire government. For better or worse, we humans are predictable animals. We like schedules, we like routine. We run our businesses on them. Our government runs on them, our military runs on them. Well, Jade Dragon has spent more than a decade studying and observing every aspect of that. Every aspect of not just how the government, military, and your own companies run and operate, but how we humans do. It so thoroughly understands human behavior that it’s able to predict with 99.1 percent certainty how we’ll respond to almost any given situation. This is why China was able to so thoroughly kick our ass during the opening days and months of the war.

“It knew from our response to COVID-19 how we would respond to COVID-24. It unleashed that on us nearly a year before the war started and in the midst of our presidential election. It knew it would sow fear and chaos, it would wreak havoc on our supply chain, and it would kill a lot of people. Then, while we were weak, Jade Dragon guided the Chinese Navy to land an incredible first strike against us. This is why we had to address the administrative state. We have to find some way to throw this damn AI off and give ourselves a way of outsmarting it,” Noah finished explaining.

Cory was still angry but appeared to understand. He sighed indignantly. “When is our guy going to replace Wilson? We’re seven months into this new administration and we still don’t have one of our key players in place yet. I’m trying to be patient here, but my patience is starting to run thin.”

“I agree with Cory. Hank was part of the transition team. He was supposed to be the NSA. Blain hanging around was only supposed to be for a month, two months tops to allow Delgado to get on her feet. You were supposed to have gotten rid of him by now. What’s the holdup?” Donna pressed.

Retired Lieutenant General Hank Akerman was supposed to have been Maria Delgado’s National Security Advisor. He’d retired from the Marines twelve years ago, then gone on to work for Raytheon, and was a regular on a number of TV shows when it came to national security issues. He had been a key advisor and spokesman on Maria’s campaign. It had long been expected that he was going to become her NSA. He’d been in a bit of competition for the job with George Millet, a former diplomat who was similarly well connected in D.C. circles.

Akerman likely would have won out, especially once Jack Kurtis had become the Secretary of Defense. Akerman was the man picked by the powerful defense industry to represent their interests on the National Security Council in the new administration, and these power brokers were growing tired of their pick not being there.

Noah tried his best not to squirm in his chair at the questioning. He knew they were getting anxious. He didn’t have any good answers. He frankly didn’t like the arrangement between Blain and the President, but he didn’t have a lot of say in it either.

Hailey leaned forward, her blouse ever so slightly exposing her cleavage for him to see. She smiled coyly as her seductive lips parted, her tongue gently brushing the bottoms of her upper teeth as she spoke. “Noah, I seem to remember having run a couple of articles and talk pieces specifically for you about Mr. Wilson over the last few months. Under any normal circumstances, those should have sunk the man and led to his firing. Can you perhaps explain to us why they haven’t?”

Hayden chuckled slightly at Hailey’s question, causing the others at the table to turn and look at him quizzically. He held up his hands in mock surrender. “I’ll let Noah explain this one.”

All eyes turned back to Noah. Before he answered, he stood and walked over to his wet bar. He pulled out an expensive bottle of bourbon and brought it over to the table, pouring each of them a finger before he sat down. Downing his own, he poured himself a second and began to explain the seemingly odd yet special relationship the President and Blain had, how the President had delegated so much of the day-to-day wartime management to Vice President Madden and Blain directly, and how Blain and she had a private two-hour meeting twice a week that even he wasn’t allowed to attend. He told them how Blain could bypass him to talk to the President whenever he wanted and often did, how the two had breakfast together several times a week, and how even the first gentleman and Blain’s wife often met with their kids weekly.

What became clear from the picture Noah was painting was how incredibly tight and close Blain and the President were. This was not something they had seen coming or known about in advance. Some of them knew the President and Blain had a history together, having served in Iraq, but they were unaware of how close that relationship apparently was. This was certainly going to complicate things.

Hailey then offered, “You know, this just came to me. You said they meet regularly each week. It wouldn’t be hard for me to start a rumor that the two are having an affair. An allegation like this would most certainly force her to fire him if only to end the story and get the coverage to move on.”

Cory and Donna seemed to be warming to the idea when Congressman Marx intervened. “Come now. Let’s not have any more talk like that. Remember, Maria is our candidate, our person. The last thing we want to do is plant a story that will wound or destroy her presidency. We all agree and want Hank to be the NSA for our obvious reasons, but let’s not forget something—Maria is on our side. She’s our candidate that we helped to put in the White House. While Blain Wilson is not our choice for NSA, he also hasn’t been the worst person for the position. It’s obvious the President and Blain have a close relationship, so trying to drive a wedge between them is not going to work. Let’s try something different.”

Donna pouted. “OK, what’s your proposal?” she pressed.

“I can push the story of him napping harder,” Hailey suggested. “Noah, you said Robotics United Corporation is producing a new quadpedal machine that would have prevented the slaughter at the beach if the Marines had had it with them during the invasion? Perhaps I can get access to their plant, run some sort of story on what they’re doing and then weave in a narrative about how Blain could have integrated some of their quadpedals for the invasion, but he had snoozed during that part of the brief and missed it. His inattentiveness cost the lives of seven thousand Marines. Then we can go after the President and ask her why she’s willing to hold the generals accountable for their actions but not her National Security Advisor. I could make something like that work.” A devious look spread across her beautiful face.

The others around the table nodded in agreement—all except Hayden. He was the lone voice of dissent. With their plan in place, the group of Washington power brokers moved on to other topics of discussion.
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Chapter Twelve
Operation Sabre

20th Fighter Wing

Osan Airbase, South Korea

Looking at the faces of the pilots before him, Colonel Tim “Joker” Hatfield saw a lot of empty seats and more than a handful of new faces. The war had taken a brutal toll on his fighter wing. He’d started the war with forty-eight pilots. He was now looking at thirty-five. Heck, he’d lost two of his own wingmen. Fortunately, one, Peanut, had been recovered and was back with them again. He’d even lost an aircraft himself over Cuba. Getting replacement F-16s was finally happening, but it still wasn’t replacing the full numbers of the ones they’d lost. He had pilots without a plane for the moment, and that was a problem.

Clearing his throat, Colonel Hatfield started the briefing. “Listen up, y’all,” he said, his Southern accent coming out. “The 51st Fighting Wing has been going toe-to-toe against the PLA Air Force since the start of the war. Since things kicked off with Korea, their op tempo has really kicked into high gear. We’re new to this AO, so we’re going to listen to what they have to say about the Chinese and get a feel for what we’re up against. When Colonel Gabreski is done, I’ll go over what our new assignment is. We’re going to be supporting Operation Sabre, which I’ll explain in more detail soon.”

Colonel Hatfield nodded toward his friend and counterpart, Colonel Gabreski, to start.

The colonel spent a few minutes explaining the aircraft they had been facing off against, the majority of which were PLA J-10s and J-11s. They had been running across the occasional J-20 or J-16, but that was usually when the enemy ground force was up to something. When he got done going over what kind of aerial threat they were likely to face, he went over the SAM threat they had been encountering. It was pretty similar to what they had been dealing with in Cuba and Venezuela, so nothing new on that end. If anything, it sounded like the SAM threat was a lot less prevalent here than it had been in Venezuela.

When the wing commander for the 51st had finished giving them a brief overview of their new area of operations, Colonel Hatfield began to go over the details of Operation Sabre and the role they would be playing in it. They would be performing a two-part mission. Their primary mission would once again be a suppression of enemy air defense or SEAD mission. They’d also support the air-to-air missions, providing air cover for the helicopter force that would be leading the coming attack and the armored divisions following in their wake. The coming offensive was going to be a massive operation involving more than eighty thousand allied forces.

*******

Eighth Army Headquarters

Camp Humphreys, South Korea

General Baxter looked at the map, then at Colonels Angelo, Izutsu, and Michel. “The three of you are certain you can secure these objectives and hold them long enough for the engineers to get the pontoon bridges built?”

The three colonels looked at each other and collectively nodded.

Baxter turned to Generals Dowdy, Chiswell, Le Borgne, and Kishi. “You’re certain your forces are going to be able to grab and hold your objectives until those bridges can get built and General Ota’s forces can relieve you?”

Major General Dowdy was the senior general of the group. He looked at his compatriots, and they nodded in agreement. “We can, and we will.”

Baxter then looked at his air groups. “A lot is going to ride on you Air Force guys being able to keep those enemy fighters off our backs and the skies clear. Is there anything that may cause you guys an issue in doing that?”

Colonel Angelo responded for the Air Force. “I don’t believe so. We just had a B-2 and B-21 mission hit the enemy airfields in the immediate area, which should degrade their ability to respond to air attacks during the operation. We had initially planned on Colonel Hatfield’s wing continuing to provide the SEAD missions, but we’re going to switch them around to a purely ground support role. This will give your units additional close-air support to call on throughout the operation.”

“Excellent. Colonel McPeak, are your attack helicopters going to be able to cut us a path into China to land our initial forces and then support our guys on the ground?”

The Army helicopter pilot lifted his chin as he replied confidently, “We will. We’re going to get your guys situated on River Drive first, then we’ll skirt the city to start landing the initial battalions at their primary objectives. I’m not going to lie and say this will be easy, but we’ll get it done.”

General Baxter looked at his military commanders and then at the map. They had spent months planning this offensive and getting the various units moved into position. It was now time to execute.

*******

Bravo Company, 3rd Rangers

It was still dark as the SB-1 Defiant helicopter continued to approach the Chinese border. The Army Rangers tucked inside watched in amazement as a pair of A-29 Super Tucanos dove out of the sky, releasing several pairs of five-hundred-pound bombs and sending large plumes of smoke up. Next came a wave of twelve Japanese Bell AH-1 Cobra attack helicopters. They’d lined themselves up abreast of each other as they led the way towards the Chinese border. Then, as if on cue, they unloaded their rocket pods on the apartment buildings facing the river. Then they started firing their chin guns, sending another wave of deadly munitions at the enemy. The barrage of fire was relentless and horrific.

When the attack aircraft and helicopters had finished their deadly bombardments, the Defiants swooped in fast and low to deliver their human cargo. The helicopters were on the ground for less than a minute and the stick of fourteen Rangers was out the door, guns up, looking for targets.

“Contact right!” shouted Staff Sergeant Amos Dekker as he squeezed the trigger, sending a couple of bullets into the chest of the Chinese soldier who’d just exited the front entrance of a building fifty meters from them.

“Get that entrance cleared!” yelled one of the sergeants. Three Rangers ran toward the building Dekker had pointed out before more PLA soldiers could emerge from it.

Pop, pop, pop.

Bullets rained down on them from nearby buildings, causing the Rangers to scatter and look for better cover as they ran from River Drive, the road the helicopters had just landed them on. As the American soldiers returned fire, Dekker heard the thumping of helicopter blades nearby. The second wave of Defiants was inbound with the next group of Rangers.

Damn, we have to take some of these machine gunners out or those helicopters are toast, Dekker thought, when all of a sudden, a stream of 30mm red tracer fire zipped high over their heads, ripping into several of the apartments from which machine-gun crews had been shooting down at them just moments earlier.

Holy crap! That’s freaking awesome! Dekker thought as he realized there was an Apache gunship hovering across the river. The pilot was using their chin-mounted 30mm chaingun to systematically shred the machine-gun positions in apartment buildings along the river.

While one platoon was now filtering into the apartment block that was their objective, Captain Allen Meacham ran up to Dekker, dropping to a knee next to him. “The major wants us to grab that building right there.” Meacham pointed to a three-story building a couple of hundred meters further down the road. It was at the end of a block of apartments and a bend in the four-lane highway that led out of Dandong City.

Dekker said the only thing a Ranger could—“Hooah!”—and shouted orders to his squad leaders. “On me!”

Jumping up from his covered position, he bounded forward towards a group of vehicles parked on the side of the road. The vehicles had been shot to hell and gone. They were partially covered in debris, dust, and dirt.

Dekker reached the side of a GMC Sierra when a string of bullets slammed into the side of the truck bed. He was kind of surprised to see a full-sized American pickup truck in a Chinese city. Then again, GM had plants in China, so it really shouldn’t have surprised him, but it did. Just like the signs for McDonald’s, KFC, Subway, and other restaurants scattered throughout the city, GM was commonplace.

Thunk, thunk, thunk.

The sound of the bullets hitting the metal exterior of the truck was a deadly reminder of the enemy’s intent to kill him.

Taking a step back as he raised his own rifle, Dekker found the cluster of soldiers shooting at him. His ACOG sight helped him accurately acquire them as he fired several controlled shots at them. The first couple of bullets hit the first guy squarely in the center of his chest, likely in the man’s chest plates. But the third shot hit right at the base of the neck. The man clutched at the wound, but blood gushed through his fingers.

At this point in the war, most of the Chinese soldiers, like their American counterparts, were wearing body armor. The type of plates the PLA soldiers wore would typically stop the standard NATO 5.56x39mm round. However, the newly issued Sig Sauer 6.8mm rifles packed a hell of a lot more punching power. The newer bullets were more likely to pierce the body armor and plates.

Dekker looked to his right as he heard a loud grunting thud. It was Sergeant Bean. His lumbering six-foot-four frame had just slammed into the hood of the GMC Sierra. He flicked the bipod down on his light-medium .338 Norma Magnum machine gun and cut loose with a three-second burst. A stream of flame six inches long shot forth from the barrel of his machine gun as the large projectiles raced across the distance between him and a handful of ChiCom soldiers firing their own machine gun at them.

Bean let the gun cool for a second before he shifted the barrel to the right slightly and cut loose another couple-second burst from the massive machine gun.

Ratatat, ratatat, ratatat.

Dekker joined in, though he was a bit more precise in his shots. Bean would suppress the enemy while the riflemen focused on taking them out or closing in on them.

Bean’s hail of bullets had caught a few ChiComs attempting to relocate their machine gun to a new position. As the soldiers went down, another soldier made a move to retrieve the now-silent machine gun to get it going again. Dekker placed his ACOG’s red dot over top of the man’s center mass and pulled the trigger twice, sending several rounds into his chest. The guy fell backwards as the machine gun clattered to the ground.

We need to get to our objective. We have to secure that building before the enemy can reinforce it, he thought, knowing he’d need to lead this charge.

Taking a breath as he readied himself, Dekker shouted, “Let’s move!”

As he leaped forward with six other Rangers, another twelve or so guys laid down a torrent of suppressive fire at the enemy. Dekker and the six others crossed maybe fifty meters of ground before they took up positions against another row of parked vehicles.

“Bean! Get that machine gun going again. Teller, get us some smoke rounds out there!” Dekker shouted. He grabbed for one of his own smoke grenades. Pulling the pin, he threw it for all its worth.

Thump, thump, thump.

Specialist Teller had unslung his M320 grenade launcher and started lobbing smoke rounds in front of the apartment buildings on their right flank. A handful of PLA soldiers were bracketing them in a crossfire between their main objective and themselves. Teller then shifted fire and landed a few smoke rounds in front of the building they were going to assault.

There was a short distance between their covered position and the building they needed to secure. The smoke screen Teller had just laid down was starting to obscure the enemy’s view—exactly what Dekker had wanted. More fireteams from his platoon were using the cover to get closer to the building they needed to take.

Zip, zip, zap, zip.

Machine-gun bullets were still crisscrossing through the area, albeit a little less aimed with all the smoke obscuring the soldiers shooting at them. A handful of them slammed into the Toyota Camry Dekker had taken cover behind. He could feel the heavy slugs hammering the vehicle, chipping away at the metal frame and the plastic molding of the rear door and quarter panel. Dekker was glad he was hiding behind the engine block right this moment.

Looking back toward the rest of the platoon, Dekker saw them charging toward him. He knew he needed to get up and provide covering fire for them. Pivoting on his rear foot, he got up, stepped back from the Camry a couple of feet and fired several rounds over the hood of the vehicle. He’d focused his fire on the enemy soldiers who were firing in his direction from the building they needed to capture.

Dekker spotted Meacham as he slid behind the burned-out wreck of what used to be a Chinese ZBD infantry fighting vehicle. He was on the radio, yelling something to be heard over the roar of gunfire and chaos.

Overhead, Dekker heard a loud screaming noise. He caught a glimpse of something moving fast. Whatever it was, it was gone before he could get a good look at it. Then he heard the sound of not just one but multiple jet engines screaming overhead. This was quickly followed by the loud thuds and explosions of some large bombs. Dekker wasn’t sure what kind of bombs these were, but they were loud. In the distance, he caught sight of a handful of black plumes rising into the sky. He figured they must have been five-thousand-pound bombs judging by the sound and the size of the plumes.

“Bean. Bean! I need you to get ready to bum-rush that building with me, got it?”

“Got it, Sergeant!” Bean responded with a big grin. He slapped another belt-fed magazine in place, giving him a fresh set of fifty bullets.

“Teller, try and land an HE round in one of those front windows they’re shooting out of. Then we’re going to run like hell until we’re against the outer wall of that thing. Got it?” Dekker instructed as he placed a fresh magazine in his own rifle. The last thing you wanted to do was run dry during a charge like this.

Specialist Teller pulled an empty smoke shell out of the M320 and dropped a fresh HE one in its place. “Got it. Let’s do this,” he shouted when he was ready to roll.

Dekker turned to the rest of his team. “This is it, guys. I want everyone to run like hell but keep shooting at them. We need to keep their heads down. Once we reach the wall, start tossing frags inside the building. We need to clear that first floor before they have a chance to toss their own frags back at us. Once your grenades go off, we go in and clear the first floor. We got to do this quick—we have to push through and clear the second floor and then the third floor. Everyone understand what’s happening?”

They all nodded, grim looks on their faces. Most of them swapped out their magazines for fresh ones. Everyone wanted to make sure they had a fresh magazine in place before they charged forward.

Depressing the talk button on his throat mic, Dekker said, “Captain, we’re going to bum-rush the target and take it. I’m going to need some covering fire. Once we’re inside, send the next squad in to back us up. How copy?”

There was a momentary pause. Dekker could see the captain was talking to someone else. Then he heard him talking down into his neck. “That’s a good copy, Dekker. Good luck; we’ll cover you guys.”

A minute went by as everyone got ready for what was about to happen next. Just then, a group of six Japanese Cobra attack helicopters flew overhead as they headed past the city toward where he knew the 101st Airborne had assaulted. Following not too far behind them were four Japanese CH-47 Chinooks and three Black Hawk helicopters with a Japanese red circle painted on their sides. Two of the Black Hawks had big red crosses on them. A string of tracer fire flew up after the helicopters. They took evasive maneuvers as two of the gunships broke off from their escort mission to go attack the ground guns shooting at them.

“OK, on me!” shouted Dekker as he jumped up and used his hand to push himself up and over the hood of the Camry he had been using for cover. Once on his feet, he sprinted to cover the hundred-meter distance.

Teller fired his 40mm grenade right into one of the windows the ChiComs had been shooting out of. The grenade exploded inside the room in a flash of tiny fragmentations. Sergeant Bean had his .338 Norma Magnum tucked in his shoulder, sending controlled bursts of automatic fire into the doorway of the building while the other soldiers with Dekker fired at anything that moved.

One of the soldiers running next to Dekker grunted and fell to the ground. Dekker turned and was about to stop to grab the man’s uniform to help him up when he realized he was dead. More than half the man’s face was missing. Then an explosion went off near Dekker, throwing him sideways, and suddenly everything went black.

Dekker wasn’t sure where he was or what had happened. As his senses returned, his ears were telling him the battle was still raging around him. He attempted to focus his mind, but the more he tried, the more his head hurt. It didn’t just hurt, it felt like something was hammering itself into his brain.

“Pour some water on his face, that ought to wake him up,” a familiar voice said off in the distance.

Seconds later, a splash of water doused his face. Dekker’s eyes shot wide open. “What the hell happened?” was all he managed to stammer as he tried to move.

“Whoa there, tiger. You got knocked out. Welcome back to the land of the living,” the platoon medic explained.

Rubbing his head, Dekker felt like he’d been hit by a baseball bat or something. His head was pounding. The sound of gunfire and explosions that continued to erupt around him only amplified the throbbing inside his head. It was clear they were still in the thick of battle.

Sitting up, he looked around and saw the rest of the platoon had made it to their objective, the three-story building they had been assaulting. He also saw a handful of wounded guys either lying down outside the front of the building or sitting against the wall, kind of like how he was.

“Have they cleared the first level?”

Staff Sergeant Drake, their platoon medic, nodded. “Yeah, they’re clearing the third floor right now. How are you feeling? Are you OK? I’ll move on to some of the other guys if you’re all right.”

Looking at a couple of the wounded, Dekker did a quick check of himself. He didn’t feel like he had any broken bones or pieces of shrapnel stuck in him somewhere. “Yeah, I think I’m fine aside from the headache. Focus on the other guys. By the way, see if we can get a nine-line called in if you haven’t already. I don’t want our wounded sitting around any longer than necessary.”

“I’m already on it,” the medic replied as he moved over to check on the next wounded soldier. “If your head is really pounding, then chances are you may have a concussion and a TBI. I’d like to have you fly out with the wounded when our bird arrives.”

Dekker wasn’t sure about that. Before responding, he stood up, suddenly feeling a little lightheaded as he did. He grabbed for the side of the building, steadying himself. He then threw up a couple of times.

Drake saw him vomiting and paused what he was doing. “Ah, Sergeant, you’ve clearly got a concussion. I can’t force you, but will you fly back to get checked out?”

Dekker shook his head, immediately regretting it as his world began to spin again. He reached for his CamelBak hose, filling his mouth with water. He sloshed it around to clean his mouth before spitting it out.

“I appreciate the concern, Staff Sergeant, but I’d rather save the bed space at the CASH for the guys who are in bad shape. I can get this concussion checked later if I still need to. I’m going to go check on the captain. You’re doing a good job, Drake. Keep it up.”

Before his medic could argue with him, Dekker grabbed his rifle and made his way into the building to check on the rest of his guys. By the time he made it up to the second floor, the fighting for the place appeared to have ended.

“Where’s Captain Meacham?” Dekker asked one of the soldiers helping a wounded comrade down to the ground floor, where their medics were.

“He’s up on the roof. You should check the place out, Sarge. It’s pretty incredible.”

Making his way up there, Dekker saw how shot up the place was. The enemy had fought hard over each level of this building. In the end, it wasn’t enough—not when going up against a platoon of highly trained Army Rangers who’d been battle-tested for the last eight months. When Dekker reached the top of the building, he observed what was practically a field of dead Chinese soldiers strewn about it.

“Check it out,” Meacham called out to Dekker.

Turning, he spotted his friend. Facing the highway that led further out of the city, the platoon’s resident sniper and his spotter had set up an overwatch position. They’d shoot any PLA soldier they happened to see, which right now was a lot as the city was still crawling with them. Not far from their sniper team were two of their machine-gun teams. They’d gotten themselves positioned to provide interlocking fields of fire, protecting the approach to the building they now occupied. Meacham, however, was looking in the opposite direction, toward the river. Walking over to join him, Dekker saw what he was watching.

“Damn, that’s impressive. I don’t think I’ve ever seen something like that before.”

Several hundred American, Japanese, South Korean, British, and French combat engineers were all working together as one combined team to set up a series of pontoon bridges across the Yalu River.

“How far across is the river?”

Meacham put his pocket binoculars down as he turned to face him. “Nearly eight hundred meters.” They stood there for a moment in silence, just watching as the engineers worked feverishly putting together one bridging segment after another. The first bridge was nearly complete, and a second, third and fourth one weren’t far behind.

Even while the engineers worked on building the hasty bridge, an occasional rocket or artillery shell would land in the water nearby, sending a geyser into the air. Dekker saw a new eruption happen maybe forty or fifty meters away. Two of the engineers clutched at an arm or a leg, clearly hit by a piece of flying shrapnel. The wounded men were helped back to the Korean side and replaced by two fresh soldiers. They weren’t going to be stopped by any artillery or rocket attacks.

Meacham turned to Dekker. “Hey, I’m glad you’re all right. When I saw you get tossed about like that, I kind of feared the worst.” He held Dekker in a stare for a moment before looking back at the river.

“Thanks. I don’t even know what blew up near me. Strange how it happens like that. One moment you’re there, the next, you’re just…gone.”

“Yeah, well, I’m glad you’re OK. We got lucky. We only lost one guy charging this place and another guy clearing it. We sustained seven more wounded, but that was it. The major said the other platoons have secured their objectives as well. The Japanese…well, let’s just say they’re pushing beyond their objectives. I think they’re trying to clear the entire city on their own as they seek some revenge for being nuked.”

Dekker shook his head at the news. He didn’t blame them. Still, he wished they’d just stick to the plan. Deviating from it meant they could set themselves up for a big problem should they run into trouble.

Pointing off in the distance behind the engineer units, Meacham exclaimed, “You can see the tanks and mech units starting to show up.”

“Hey, what’s that other bridging material? It looks different than the pontoon stuff,” Dekker asked. To the far side of the current pontoon bridge being built, a lot of material was arriving by truck. It was being hastily unloaded and carried over to the water’s edge. A different engineer team with some equipment Dekker hadn’t seen before was starting to assemble this new piece of bridging equipment.

“Huh, that looks to be a Bailey bridge, if I’m not mistaken. It’s a bit sturdier than the pontoon ones. It’ll let our guys cross a lot more vehicles at a time than the pontoons.”

“Interesting. How do you know so much about this engineering stuff?” Dekker wasn’t aware of Meacham’s knowledge in this field. It was suddenly coming in handy right now.

“When I was in college, I was actually an engineering major. When I first went to officer basic, I went in as an engineering officer before I was able to attend Ranger selection. My first duty assignment was with the 70th Brigade Engineer Battalion, the Kodiaks.”

“Wow, all the way up there at Fort Wainwright, Alaska. Brrrr. Too cold for me.”

“Ha, too cold. You wait until winter arrives here, my friend,” laughed Meacham. “Hey, back to business. I need you to work on getting the wounded out of here. Get them on either a nine-line or a vehicle back across those bridges to a field hospital. Also, I want the platoon plussed up on ammo. God only knows if the PLA is going to launch some sort of counterattack in the near future. If they don’t, we’re going to get too many soldiers and armor across the river. Then they won’t be able to dislodge us.”

“Staff Sergeant Drake is already on it. I’ll circle back with him right now and make sure it’s getting taken care of,” Dekker said before turning away to make it happen.

During the next hour, the engineers finished assembling six pontoon bridges, enabling the Japanese 7th Armored Division to begin to ferry their vehicles across the river. It was slow going at first, just two vehicles on the bridge at a time, but it was steady and consistent. While that was happening, four Bailey bridges were finished. These bridges were a lot firmer and could support a lot more vehicle traffic at one time.

For the moment, the engineers had the tanks using the pontoon bridges while the JLTVs, trucks, fuel trucks, and light armored vehicles used the Bailey bridges to accelerate the rest of the division’s equipment and personnel across the river. At this point, another Japanese infantry brigade filtered into the city of Dandong and assisted in clearing out the remaining PLA holdouts and expanding the perimeter much further out.

*******

2nd Squadron, 17th Cavalry Regiment

Sitting in the troop compartment of the SB-1 Defiant, Major General Roy Dowdy was able to see firsthand the destruction of the city of Dandong. He also saw the bridges spanning the Yalu River and dozens of units lining up behind each bridge as they waited their turn to get across. It was quite a traffic jam. It was also a perfect target for the Chinese if they were able to take advantage of it.

“Where’s the airport?” Dowdy asked one of his operations officers.

“It’s over there.” The officer pointed.

Following the young man’s finger, Dowdy saw where he was pointing. Sure enough, there was the PLA Air Force base, bombed out and looking like hell. Their pilot started taking them closer to it. The base had been heavily fought over by his troopers and had fallen a few hours ago. His soldiers had now expanded the perimeter by a couple of kilometers.

“The 326th Brigade Engineer Battalion arrived an hour ago with some of their equipment,” said Dowdy’s operations officer. “Their first order of business is to get us a single operational airfield and parking ramp. Once the Air Force can start landing planes, they’re going to bring in some fuel trucks and tankers. The 101st Aviation Regiment commander wants to get the base turned into a helicopter forward operating base. This will allow their Apaches to better support the Japanese armor units.”

“This is excellent, Jim. Stay on it. The sooner we can get the rest of the division fully deployed forward to this position and the base fully operational, the better. You see those tanks forming up over there?” Dowdy pointed to a group of what looked like at least a hundred tanks and a few hundred other armored vehicles. “They’re gearing up to punch a hole right through the Chinese lines. We need to get the division ready to help them exploit any opportunities they may create. Got it?”

“We’re on it, sir.”

The helicopter circled the area a bit longer before heading back to the 101st forward headquarters. The staff had a lot to still prepare and not a lot of time to get things ready.


Volume Five
Chapter Thirteen
Convoy Duty

Task Force Dupre

USS Hue City

The waters between the island of Tanegashima and the mainland of Kagoshima were unusually calm for this time of year, and Captain Michael Dupre couldn’t be happier. After the hell he’d gone through the last ten months, he felt he was due some peace. Following the end of hostilities in Venezuela, Dupre’s force was retasked with shepherding a large convoy of allied troops and materials from the ports in Venezuela through the Panama Canal and then across the Pacific to the new battle lines in Korea.

Sitting in his captain’s chair, Dupre looked at the large digital map board on the wall of the combat information center or CIC. Anchored in the center of his convoy were the Marine amphibious assault ships USS America, Belleau Wood, Saipan, Essex, and Kearsarge. The flight decks of the mini-aircraft carriers were covered with the Combat Aviation Brigades of the 1st Cavalry, 1st Armor Division, 4th Infantry Division, and the 10th Mountain Division. Some four hundred transport and attack helicopters covered the decks of the Marine amphibious assault ships as they ferried the combat power nearly sixteen thousand miles across the Pacific to where it was desperately needed.

Guarding these ships and providing the eighty-two ships of the convoy with superior air, antimissile, and ASW protection was Dupre’s ship, the Hue City, and the other Tico, Gettysburg. The two Ticonderoga-class guided-missile cruisers would provide the bulk of the convoy’s inner protection. At the lead and trail of the convoy were the Arleigh Burke destroyers Barry and Laboon, while on the flanks were the Royal Navy destroyers Dauntless and Dragon and frigates Glasgow and Kent. He also had four Sea Hunter autonomous unmanned surface vehicles to further aid in his antisubmarine capabilities. With a convoy this large, it was incredibly hard to provide ASW coverage and support in the open ocean, so Dupre was happy to finally be within the Japanese territorial waters. He now had support from American P-8 Poseidon ASW aircraft and Japanese submarines.

The convoy, perhaps the largest one to set sail from the Americas since World War II, consisted of a dozen commercial cruise ships carrying nearly five thousand soldiers apiece. Then there were the eight roll-on, roll-off ships. These ships were carrying the armored forces from the 3rd Infantry Division, 4th Infantry Division, 1st Cav, 1st Armor Division, and the 10th Mountain Division. It was an enormous amount of combat power being pushed forward to Asia. The powers that be believed that if a second front could be opened against China, it might help the NATO forces in Russian Far East as they dealt with the desperate battles being waged across a thousand-mile-long frontier.

Walking up to Captain Dupre, newly promoted Lieutenant Commander Clarissa Price offered him a candy bar. “Snickers—it satisfies,” she said with a slight smirk on her face.

Dupre chuckled as he reached for the candy bar. “You know these things are making me fat. You’re supposed to help me stay trim, not fatten me up.”

Price lifted an eyebrow at that. “Oh really? What am I, your wife?”

The two laughed, breaking the tension. They’d become good friends these past ten months of combat. He’d come to really respect and value her opinion and thoughts as the war ground on.

“You think we’ll run into any trouble when we round the corner on our way to Korea?”

Price asked the question everyone else was asking. Would the Chinese Navy attempt to attack their massive convoy when they came around the southwestern corner of Japan and looked to head towards Korea?

Dupre sighed as he thought about that. “If I was in their shoes…I would. That said, after their massive battle against the Japanese and Koreans a few months back…I don’t know that they have the force left to launch an attack against a force as large as ours. Especially now that we’re under allied air cover again.”

Price seemed to chew on that for a moment before she commented, “Maybe. They could hit us with a missile attack. DF-17s, DF-24s, and possibly an air-launched cruise missile attack.”

He nodded in agreement. “That’s true. That’s also likely. We’re fortunate to have land-based air cover to help us with that. Those Marine flattops are useless right now. They’re covered with Army helicopters, so no help or support from them.”

“Captain, I just received a message from the Japanese 9th Air Wing. They now have a flight of eight F-15s on air combat patrol over the convoy,” announced Commander Quinn, his new executive officer. Aaron Quinn had joined his crew a month ago and was still getting used to the ship and learning his way around the crew and the operations of the Tico.

“Thank you, Quinn. Why don’t you take first watch on the bridge? I’ll come up and relieve you in an hour or so,” he offered.

Quinn nodded and left the CIC to head up to the bridge. Dupre was trying to give him a lot of time up on the bridge to get familiar with driving the ship and the crew up there. He wanted Quinn comfortable with every aspect of the ship before he had him take over the CIC. All part of Dupre’s way of training and mentoring his XOs to one day take command.

Chewing on his candy bar, Dupre asked Price, “Do you really think we’re going to invade China? I mean, a land war in Asia kind of seems bonkers if you ask me.”

Price walked over to the hot plate and poured herself a refill of coffee before she answered that question. She knew from working with Dupre that his questions were usually tests, so she wanted a moment to think before she responded.

“Did I tell you I have a brother in the Army?” she announced.

“No, I don’t think you mentioned that. What does he do?” Dupre asked, genuinely curious.

“He went to West Point. Ended up going into logistics. One day, he wants to work for Amazon or Walmart when he eventually retires. Right now, he’s with the 21st Theater Sustainment Command over in Irkutsk, Russia. Occasionally I’ll get an email from him on the SIPR net. The last email I received from him was eight days ago. He told me the Russian 2nd Guards Tank Army, a force of sixty thousand Russian soldiers and more than one thousand tanks and armored vehicles, was nearly wiped out by a Chinese force almost four times their size two weeks ago. He said the Russians had killed more than a hundred thousand Chinese soldiers before they were pushed back.” Price paused for a second as she took a sip of her coffee and walked towards Dupre. Several of the sailors nearby had stopped what they were doing to listen to her.

“My brother said if we don’t open a second front from Korea now—if we don’t find a way to stop the Chinese juggernaut soon—then in a couple of years, the Chinese AI will have the resources to build the navy it needs to bring their soldiers to our shores, and there won’t be anything we can do to stop them.”

Dupre stared at Price for a moment, not saying anything. He got up and walked towards her, placing a hand on her shoulder as he looked her in the eyes. “Then I guess it’s a good thing we’re escorting seventy-thousand combat soldiers and all of their gear to Korea.”


Volume Five
Chapter Fourteen
Devil’s Deal

Oval Office

White House

Washington, D.C.

Blain Wilson had known this day would eventually come. He’d hoped time, distance, and the reality of a world war where victory was still in doubt might somehow atone for the sins of the past. With the images of the people he’d killed waiting for him in his dreams and the constant migraines as a daily reminder of his vehicle being blown up in Iraq, he was a man who was constantly reminded of and tormented by past decisions. Like many survivors of traumatic events who wished they could have made a different choice, Blain found himself seeking atonement and self-forgiveness through sacrificing his own needs in favor of those of his country or others.

He continued his blank stare at the President as her eyes held him hostage. She pressed him for a full accounting of the backdoor deal her predecessor had struck with the Russian President just prior to the election. Until recently, she’d avoided asking questions about what everyone had quietly coined “the devil’s deal” and focused her energy and effort on trying to lead the free world through what was possibly its greatest existential threat.

“I can tell this conversation makes you uncomfortable, Blain. I must admit, this isn’t something I’ve seen in you before. Is there more to this…devil’s deal that’s not in this official memorandum of understanding between us and the Russians?” President Delgado pressed, a sudden look of uncertainty on her face.

Blain went to speak, then suddenly closed his mouth. He didn’t know how to answer her question truthfully—not without hurting their personal and professional relationship. Her eyes searched his face for answers, answers he didn’t want to give but knew he had to provide.

With concern in her voice, Delgado pressed, “Blain, please—I’ve refrained from asking you about this drug deal between President Alton and President Vyacheslavovich for long enough. Everyone knows how I feel about the deal they struck, and I’ve had to accept I had no say in it. The other day, the Secretary of State brought me a personal communiqué from Foreign Minister Vyazalov. It was a reminder that, in addition to the 50 billion US dollars in economic and military aid we send to Russia on the eighteenth of each month, we need to transfer the second of four payments of 1.25 billion US dollars in Bitcoin to the same four crypto wallets as last time by the twentieth of the month.” The President paused for a moment before resuming. “I’m aware of the monthly economic and military aid we’re providing Russia in this deal, but there is nothing in the agreement about these payments in Bitcoin. What’s going on, Blain? And don’t lie to me. We’ve known each other for too long for that.”

The mention of Bitcoin made Blain’s stomach churn as a feeling of unabashed shame and anguish washed over him. President Alton’s under-the-table side deal felt like a betrayal to all he’d held sacred and dear. But in his heart, he knew this had been the final piece in securing a nonnegotiable concession from the Russians for them to join their side in this war. It was also this devil’s deal that had ultimately wrested Ukrainian sovereignty from Russian control and provided a pathway for returning both nations to the international order.

Blain took a breath in and began to explain. “Madam President—”

“Please, Blain, it’s just the two of us,” Delgado interrupted.

“Ah, yes, Maria. You’re right,” Blain replied. He took a deep breath and continued, “During the height of the presidential election, the intelligence we had been receiving from our own agencies and those of our allies began to uncover a series of nefarious plots and covert actions being directed at us and our allied partners in Europe by China. This was around the time we uncovered the truth about COVID-24, why the Chinese Belt and Road partner nations were experiencing vastly reduced outbreaks and deaths, and when we discovered a virus variant that allowed it to spread via the use of illegal narcotics.”

Blain paused for a moment, looking past Maria at the rain pelting the portico windows. The storm, like this deal, had finally caught up to him. “A few weeks before the war started, the Russians asked to speak with President Alton. Given our frosty relationship since the invasion of Ukraine, the President wouldn’t meet with Vyacheslavovich directly. We spoke with Foreign Minister Vyazalov instead. During the meeting, the Minister shared with us the intelligence they had uncovered up to this point about Jade Dragon, and the Chinese vision for eastern Siberia—”

Maria held a hand up, interjecting, “Blain, sorry to interrupt, but this was never fully explained to me or the public. At the conclusion of the Beijing Winter Olympics, President Yao and the previous Russian President formalized a series of economic and military agreements just days before the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Why did the Russians suddenly believe that China, their ally, was going to turn on them—pushing them to try and cut a deal with us and NATO?”

Blain had known this question would come eventually; it also led to the Bitcoin answer.

“Maria, I know this is a stretch to accept, and yes, it’s also possible the Russians fabricated the intelligence they shared with us. But at the time, the intelligence showed clear indications of a Chinese plan to invade Russian Siberia and take everything east of the Yenisei River and the city of Krasnoyarsk. The Yenisei would become the new dividing line between the two countries. Obviously, from a Russian perspective this would be devastating. They’d effectively lose more than half their country, a half that happens to have enormous agricultural, mineral and energy wealth. It would all but end any sort of economic dependence between their two nations as China would now have everything they needed for a self-reliant future.

“President Alton rightly dismissed the Russian concerns, telling them to sleep in the bed they’d made with China. Post-Ukraine, there was zero appetite within the alliance to hear, let alone care, about Russia and how their Chinese allies might try a redux of the 1939 style Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact—you know, the nonaggression pact the Soviets and the Nazis signed right before they divided Poland at the start of World War II. The Nazis had used that pact to lull the Soviets into a fall sense of security right up until they invaded and gobbled up most of Western Russia,” Blain explained.

“OK, that jibes with what I’ve been briefed on the situation. But where does this side deal, the Bitcoin, come into play?” Maria pressed, trying to get Blain to skip to the deal no one seemed to know existed.

“A week before the war started, Minister Vyazalov returned with a final message from President Vyacheslavovich. It essentially acknowledged that the Ukrainian war the previous Russian President had gotten them into had gravely weakened the Russian military and its ability to defend the country from America and NATO in the West, and the Chinese in the East. Despite the demise of Vyacheslavovich’s predecessor following the war, the continued sanctions had pushed the country to the verge of collapse. Vyacheslavovich informed President Alton that he essentially had two choices left to save Russia from imploding and fracturing apart. He could either join the American-led allied force that was coalescing against China, but only in exchange for sanctions relief, along with economic and military aid so they could help fight China with us, or, option two, they could look to see if it was possible to cut a deal with the Chinese and join in whatever plans they had in hopes that their cooperation might prevent the Chinese from seizing Siberia and eastern Russia.”

Blain’s mouth felt dry as he spoke. He took a sip of water and continued, “President Vyacheslavovich didn’t look to make excuses for the Ukrainian invasion. He wanted a reset with the West, and if he couldn’t achieve that, then he’d attempt to align further with China in hopes of keeping Russia together. Ultimately, the VP and the former Secretary of State took the position of ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend.’” He held a hand up to forestall Maria’s rebuttal. “For the record, Maria, the administration was in a real bind. The country was still recovering from the second pandemic, and the US dollar was crashing as the Chinese unloaded their remaining US debt days before the war started. In fact, the deal was signed only forty-three hours before the Chinese launched their surprise attack.”

Maria shook her head angrily as Blain explained what had happened. He didn’t blame her—no one liked the deal or its terms, but the alternative likely would have been worse. Russia might not have a strong military force following the disastrous war, but it still possessed sensitive weapons technology that could have strengthened the Chinese military if it had been included in some sort of military pact.

“Get to the Bitcoin, Blain. I want the details,” Maria said harshly before apologizing.

“In the final negotiations with President Vyacheslavovich, they had agreed to a full withdrawal of Russian forces and influences across the entirety of Ukraine. This included the Crimean Peninsula, Luhansk, and Donetsk—fully restoring the territorial integrity of Ukraine to its original 1991 border. This also included financial restitution to the government of Ukraine and its people modeled around the German Restitution Laws following the end of World War II. Everyone knows about the economic and military aid the Russians would receive for siding with the West, but what no one knows is that the deal almost fell apart.”

Blain sat forward in his chair like he was about to tell Maria a secret. “At the last minute, President Vyacheslavovich got cold feet. He wanted assurance we wouldn’t suddenly renege on the deal and stab them in the back. As we struggled to figure out how to assure them this wouldn’t happen, I thought of Bitcoin. I pitched the idea to President Alton that we offer Vyacheslavovich, his Minister of Defense, the Foreign Minister, and a fourth person they chose, to receive five billion USD in Bitcoin each, transferred in four equal payments to a crypto wallet of their choice—if they went along with the agreement.”

Maria scrunched her eyebrows in confusion, not piecing what it all meant together yet. “Five billion in Bitcoin? So, what? Why would that be a big deal to these guys? After seizing the previous Russian President’s personal wealth, these are some of the richest men on the planet. What am I missing?”

Smiling, Blain countered, “No, no, Maria. It’s not about the money. It’s about what the money means, or rather, what it represents. If they renege on the deal and side with the Chinese, then we could disclose the financial payoff the Russian President and his inner circle accepted to collaborate with the West. Once the Chinese knew this, they’d turn on Russia and destroy them. Likewise, if we reneged on the deal and stabbed them in the back, they could go public saying President Alton had bought them off to secure their support for the war and use that as a wedge issue to divide our NATO and Asian allies. It’d be a PR nightmare for America, paying off world leaders to join in our wars. Hell, the citizens of our allied nations could question if a similar deal had been made by their own leaders. Decisions to fight a war that’s costing them thousands of lives may have been made because their leader was paid off to support it.”

Blain saw the color drain from Maria’s face as he explained the dual-edged kompromat used to seal the deal with the Russians. Before he could explain further, she blurted out, “What have you done? My God, have you lost your ever-loving mind Blain?!”

She shook her head in shock, trying to piece together what to say next. “Alton isn’t President anymore; I am. This deal means my administration is now exposed to foreign manipulation. What if the Russians decide they want to renegotiate the terms of their deal and they threaten to expose this if we don’t agree? Did you think about that, Blain?” she seethed.

“Yes, we did think about that,” Blain countered forcefully. “We were also trying to save humanity from Jade Dragon before it became unstoppable.” He paused for a second, regaining control of his emotions before adding, “Should the Russians try to use this for extortion, the plan calls for you to make it public. Prior to authorizing the first payment of Bitcoin, President Alton signed a sworn affidavit, taking responsibility for everything. He also recorded under oath a statement outlining the terms of the agreement and stating that outside of myself and four other individuals needed to make it happen, no one else knew about this deal. Alton took full responsibility for any violations of law that may have been committed to ensure no future US President would have to govern with a Sword of Damocles hanging over them. Please, Madam President,” he said, switching to her title. “Understand we were making the best possible decision we could given the facts we had at the time. No one likes this deal, Madam President, not the Russians, not us, and certainly not our European allies, but it had to be made if we were going to have a chance against Jade Dragon.”

Maria looked at her friend and shook her head in anger and frustration at what she’d been saddled with. Slowly, she seemed to calm down as she considered all the angles.

“Knowing what you know now, would you still make the same deal?” she probed.

“Yes, I would,” Blain replied confidently, without hesitation or remorse. “I know that it was a deal with the devil. But it was also a deal that liberated Ukraine and kept the devil we know on our side, and not on the side of Jade Dragon.”

She nodded in acknowledgment—not that she agreed with his decision. Seeing the hurt and confused look in her eyes made him feel he’d just killed or damaged her trust or opinion of him. He knew she had strong feelings towards the Russians and despised even being in the same room as President Vyacheslavovich. But this was realpolitik: the messy, nasty, dirty aspect of the backroom dealmaking that ultimately ran the world. If viewing him as a villain saved humanity from the machinations of Jade Dragon, he was OK with that.

As he stood to leave, he remembered something an old warrant officer had told him when he had taken command of a Special Forces battalion right before Iraq. “Not all heroes wear capes. Some heroes have to wrestle around in the mud so others can stay clean.”


Volume Five
Chapter Fifteen
The Dragon and the Rose

September 12, 2025

Changzheng 20

Southern Taiwan

Captain Lee stared at the concentric circles on his plot charts. It had been seven days since the mystery submarine had put two more PLAN ships on the bottom. This phantom submarine was the most hunted vessel in the war up to this point. Jade Dragon had proven virtually useless in predicting its actions. Whoever captained her was indeed a master submariner, which was precisely why Lee had been ordered to withdraw from his patrol hunting in the water of the Japanese home islands. He had been traveling at thirty knots under the cover of neutral container ships, vessels that intentionally made noise, making it all but impossible for an enemy submarine to track the Long March 20. Once he was in the relative safety of Chinese territorial waters, he had ordered his boat to slow to five knots and dive deep.

Once at a depth of one hundred meters, he hovered the boat and listened for several hours, wanting to allow their advanced sonar arrays to take in the sounds of the deep and everything around them.

“Conn, Sonar.”

“Sonar, Conn. Report.”

“Conn, Sonar, three contacts bearing one-nine-zero degrees, distance four thousand meters, closing at ten knots.”

“Sonar, Conn. Very well.”

Lee smiled at his XO. These were the Type 93s he had requested. China might not have had those damned Orcas the American hunter-killers had, but when he’d been ordered into home waters to hunt this mystery submarine, he had submitted a plan for approval to have three Type 93s attached to the Changzheng 20. They weren’t autonomous UUVs, but he would use them essentially the same way to extend his ears underwater. If fortune was again on his side, the additional submarines would draw this American out.

They began to receive coded underwater messages from the three Type 93s. The captains of these boats were under no illusion as to their purpose. They were being used as bait, to draw this American out from the depths so that the Changzheng could sink its fangs into it and put it on the bottom. If that meant they had to die in the process, that mattered little to Captain Lee Jian Ho. The 93s would form a wedge heading north by northwest. They would skirt the shelf between the coastal shallows and the deep. The Changzheng would trail two thousand meters astern at a depth of one hundred and ten meters. Its tubes were all loaded with its outer doors open. The ship was rigged for ultra-quiet, and he’d ordered the crew to be at seventy-five percent manning. Sonar operators were on four-hour shifts. He wanted fresh ears listening at all times.

Lee lifted the mic from its cradle, pausing momentarily to decide whether his idea was actually worth the risk. The hell with it. What is it the American gamblers say? All in.

“Engineering, Conn.”

“Conn, Engineering.”

“Ensure the reactor is ready. When we find this American submarine, I’ll be pushing the Changzheng harder than I’ve pushed it before.”

“Aye, Captain. It will answer the call!”

Lee smiled to himself. He looked around the ship at his men—each one an instrument to keep this submarine operating at its peak efficiency—and he felt a common bond he couldn’t quite explain.

*******

USS Texas

Philippine Sea

As Captain Helgeson looked around the Conn, the tension was palpable in the room. He ordered the Lubbock pushed out to the underwater mountain range that lay one hundred and fifty nautical miles south by southwest of Okinawa, Japan. The UUV had used its lidar to create an extensive three-dimensional rendering of every underwater mountain range and trench in the Japanese and Korean territorial waters. The Dallas had done the same thing from Taiwan to Palau. With the Lubbock and Dallas in place, their little underwater playground was ready to play in. Now all Helgeson had to do was lure the last Long March Type 95 sub into his kill box and fight them on his terms.

Helgeson had the Texas hovering just above a drop-off into the deep ninety-three nautical miles south by southwest of Ishigaki Island. They were now at a depth of 410 meters with all of their sensors fully active in search and listen mode. In this fight, he would use depth and speed for his attacks when the Type 95 was finally in his sights. His plan was actually something taken out of World War II. Instead of being an aircraft flying out of the sun, he would emerge from the deep to fire his weapons and then dive deep and use the terrain of the bottom to his advantage. At least, that was what he hoped for. Fifty nautical miles to the south was the drop-off to the deep water leading into some of the deepest trenches on earth. It was there he would sprint to once he had caught the scent of his prey. It was from these depths that the Texas would draw the Chinese submarine in and send it to the bottom.

Walking over to STS1 Vanderhaden’s sonar station, Helgeson pointed to the additional headset, signaling he’d like to listen in. The sonarman smiled, passing it over to him. Helgeson put it on, turned on the panel display on the bulkhead above the workstation, and activated the waterfall display on the monitor. A virtual rendering of the world outside the submarine appeared, a visual display that was easier for the human mind to comprehend. Instead of the squiggles that represented various vessels on the surface or biologics beneath the surface, what Helgeson saw was an undersea world created by “big brain.” Adjusting the display, he could zoom in or out or virtually follow a track or tag it to have the computer track it in the background.

One of the things he liked about the new configuration of the Conn was that the sonar and Orca stations were in the same room. He no longer needed to pick up the mic to talk to them. He could just walk over and see what was going on. He was certain that the technicians did not feel the same way, having their captain hovering over them all the time.

“Captain,” OC2 Allen said, bringing him back to the present.

“What do you have?” Helgeson asked, sounding a little more excited than he had intended.

“Sir, Dallas is detecting some anomalies in the acoustics of a convoy of merchant ships in the vicinity of Lanyu Island.”

“What kind of anomalies?”

“Sir, I’m passing it over to ‘big brain’ to scrub.”

The next several minutes seemed to take entirely too long. Once the report came back, Helgeson scratched the stubble on his chin. The system reported that the vessels seemed to have an echo that didn’t fit their acoustic signatures.

“Sir, there are five vessels in that convoy and three of them have this echo. Big brain and Dallas’s systems both came to the same conclusion,” STS1 Vanderhaden said while OC2 Allen nodded in agreement.

“I’m open to suggestions, folks. Anyone have any ideas?” Helgeson asked as he ran both hands through his hair. “An anomaly like this can’t be a coincidence,” he added for good measure.

“Could it be a return from the bottom bouncing off the hulls or a glitch in sonar?” Lieutenant Watts interjected.

“Sir, it’s unlikely that all three of those ships would have the same anomaly occurring simultaneously,” Vanderhaden said flatly. The look on his face conveyed “duh” as if he were talking to a student on day one of instruction.

Helgeson looked back to the master plot as Commander Evans was swiping through screens of the ships overlayed with the sonar renderings of the vessels.

“Gotcha!” she exclaimed excitedly. “Sir, there are submarines beneath those merchants!”

Helgeson snapped his head in her direction and quickly went to her side at the plot. Commander Evans created two different layers on the plot, one showing the convoy on the surface, another showing the sonar waterfall with the acoustic anomalies. She typed feverishly on her XO’s tablet. When she found what she was looking for, she sent it to the flat-panel display on the back wall of the Conn for everyone else to see.

“I’ll be damned!” Helgeson said flatly, his mind already going into overdrive working the problem.

On the display were three Type 93A Shang-class attack submarines. Evans explained that the acoustic echo was not an anomaly but the two acoustic signatures merging due to the salinity and warmer temperatures of the ocean and the fact that the 93s were literally hugging the bellies of the merchant ships. The propellers of the merchants were churning the ocean because the ships were cruising at maximum speed with the Type 93s beneath them nearly lost in the noise, but as they were older boats, they were not equipped with a propulsor shroud the way the Type 95s were. The question that remained was why were these three older boats trying to hide in waters that China controlled? It remained quiet in the Conn for several minutes as they all pondered this latest mystery.

*******

Changzheng 20

Vicinity of Southern Taiwan

“Sir, the Changzheng 9, 18, and 19 are all transiting from cover of the merchant convoy and will be in position in the next thirty minutes.”

“Very well. Alter course to heading zero-three-zero degrees, make depth two hundred and ten meters.”

“Aye, sir, come to zero-three-zero degrees, make my depth two hundred and ten meters.”

Captain Lee watched the tea in his cup as the bow of the boat angled downward. He picked it up and drank the last of it. Feeling its warmth, he prepared himself for the chase. His eyes scanned the Conn and came to rest on his sonarman. The sailor was hunched over his console, pressing the headphones tightly against his head. Lee saw that his XO was looking at the sonarman as well. The young sailor adjusted a couple dials and began typing into his computer.

“Sir, I have something,” he said unemotionally. This made Lee smile. His crew were seasoned warriors of the deep now. They were no longer excitable as they had once been, and to Lee Jian Ho that was everything.

“What have you found?”

“Sir, I have one of the American underwater drones.”

This news caused Lee’s pulse to quicken. If they had found one of the drones, the American submarine was close.

“Where?”

“Sir, it’s ten thousand meters off the Changzheng 9’s port bow, and it’s on a wide arc. It seems to be staying outside of the cone of the bow sonars coverage. The older boats don’t have our sonar, sir. The drone is in their blind spot.”

“They also don’t have your ears.”

Lee saw the young man blush. Praise from him was rare, but the man had earned it.

“Send encoded communication to Changzheng 9. It’s closest to this drone; I want them to sink it.”

“Sir?” His XO looked at him with a quizzical expression on his face. “Won’t that alert the Americans to our presence?”

“No, it will alert the Americans to their presence. XO, bring the ship to action stations. Prepare for battle!”

*******

USS Texas

Philippine Sea

The officers assembled in the wardroom and waited for Captain Helgeson and COB Schmall to enter. For the past thirty minutes, they’d been going over scenarios to explain why three Type 93s were wolf-packed as they were. Something wasn’t adding up. The 93s were old, loud, and absolutely no match for even a Los Angeles–class fast-attack boat. There was almost no scenario where they were remotely a realistic threat to the Texas.

“Are the Chinese out of the Type 95s?” asked Lieutenant Munn, his tone equal parts sarcasm and disbelief.

“There’s at least one of those boats left. The Japanese have lost three destroyers to her. If she was on the bottom, we’d know it,” Commander Evans said as Helgeson and Schmall entered the wardroom.

“That’s a good point, XO. COB and I were just talking about that on our way back from Maneuvering.”

Helgeson walked to the coffee machine and dropped another pod of Death Wish in it, pressing the button. The machine hissed as it forced hot water through the coffee grounds and into his mug. The scent of the strong coffee filled his nostrils, and he took in the aroma before he continued. “COB has an interesting theory about those 93s.” He leaned back, nodding to the Chief of the Boat. “COB, care to drop some science on us?”

“Or lack thereof, Skipper,” COB snickered. “OK, gents and lady, the captain and I think that the Chinese are using these 93s like we use our Orcas.”

This drew laughs of disbelief, and a few heckles and colorful expletives thrown COB’s way. Lieutenant Watts held up his middle finger and his ring finger towards COB, who, to his credit, simply winked at Lieutenant Watts.

“Well, young Lieutenant, I may not have a fancy degree from Annapolis, but I have been around this here Navy for nearly thirty years, more than half of that time spent on subs. What’s Murphy’s Third Law of Combat?”

“If it’s stupid but it works, it isn’t stupid,” they all deadpanned in unison.

“Exactly,” Helgeson cut in, his tone and game face ending the jocularity. “The Chinese don’t have Orcas, but they do have dozens of Type 93s and 91s in their reserve fleet.”

Commander Evans was shaking her head as if the lightbulb had finally come on.

“Damn, sir. Would the Chinese use these boats the way we use the Orcas?”

“We don’t think so. What we think is that they’re probably using reduced manning on them. We think they’re bait.”

“Bait, sir? How so?” asked Lieutenant Munn.

“Good question, Jay. Answer it yourself,” Helgeson said before taking a long sip of his coffee.

Munn scratched his head, then Helgeson saw the light had come on for him too.

“If we engage them with our Orcas, then the Chinese will know we’re in the area. Oh, wow—they’ll use the 93s to kill the Dallas and Lubbock and that’ll leave us with our ass in the wind.”

“Check out the big brain on Brad,” COB Schmall said, doing an impersonation of Jules from Pulp Fiction.

“Sir, why aren’t they using any ASW assets? We haven’t detected any type of fleet action in our AO for days. Neither Dallas nor Lubbock have detected any sonobuoys splashing either,” Commander Evans said.

Helgeson walked to the wall and picked up the phone. “Conn, Captain.”

“Captain, Conn.”

“New course two-four-zero degrees, maintain depth and speed, bring the ship to battle stations quiet.”

“Aye, sir, new course two-four-zero degrees, maintain my depth and speed, bring the ship to battle stations quiet.”

Helgeson put the phone back in the cradle and looked at his XO.

“That’s the million-dollar question, XO. The best I can come up with is that Type 95 is out there and its skipper wants to play for blood.”

*******

Changzheng 20

Vicinity of Southern Taiwan

Captain Lee had been up for over twenty hours. In that time he had eaten only once, and he’d downed eight cups of tea. The Changzheng 9 had diverted to find the American UUV. That meant the shooting was about to start. The question now was who would draw first blood? Either way, the battle was about to begin. He walked over to his plot table and adjusted the lighting, then motioned to his navigation officer and told him to invert the colors, so the ocean became black, friendly contacts became bright green and all potential hostile contacts glowed red. The location of the potential American UUV drew his attention. It was as if it was speaking to him. Little was known in the PLAN about these demons save that they could operate independently and prosecute preprogrammed targets at will. It was speculated that they could be given a set of mission parameters and act independently of human control.

This thought would have sent shivers up his spine had it not been for his knowledge of Jade Dragon. Still, it made him wonder who was working for who if there really were thinking machines at play. Pulling him back to the here and now, there was something on the plot that drew his mind beyond the hull of the submarine. He stared at the blackness on the chart that represented the depths. His eyes went to the icon representing the American drone. The way the image moved made his mind flash to the circular movements of Tai Chi, the slow deliberateness of it.

“Sonar, I want to hear the tracks for Echo Three, Four, and Seven from last week.”

“Aye, sir.” The sonarman motioned to the junior technician at his station and spent a few moments speaking to him in sharp hushed tones. “It is on your tablet now, sir,” he said and went back to listening to the world beyond the hull of the submarine.

Lee placed his earbud in his ear and pressed play. Closing his eyes, he immersed himself in the sounds of the ocean and the things that lurked beneath the waves. Two days ago, as they’d rounded the southern tip of Taiwan Province, they had detected a transient sound that had caught their attention. It was there briefly, then, as it had dipped beneath a high-salinity layer, they had lost it to other transients in the area that they had determined to be whales. Lee listened to this recording several more times at slower and faster speeds. He then found the recording of the American UUV they had detected near the Changzheng 9. He overlapped them on his tablet, then ran them simultaneously. He reduced the speed of both recordings to half and closed his eyes again. In ten seconds, his eyes snapped open.

“Sonar, compare and verify tracks I’m sending to you!”

“Aye, sir!”

The sonarman spun back around to face his display. Touching the screen, he opened the message that appeared and placed his hands over his headphones to listen. Lee watched him for a few long seconds. He noticed the man’s shoulders move slower as his breathing slowed. He breathed faster as he began typing on his keyboard, verifying data points between the two tracks. Suddenly he spun in his chair, ripping his headphones off.

“Sir! The acoustic signatures of the two tracks are similar. The computer says with ninety-five percent certainty that they are similar machines.”

“Designate Sierra 1 Master 1. Designate Sierra 3 Master 3. Classification American UUV.”

The command was echoed, and Lee again went to the plot. This time, he drew one circle where Master 1 had first been detected near the southern end of Taiwan Province, and another where Master 3 had been detected near Changzheng 9. He drew the circles to cover roughly one thousand square nautical miles, then he expanded them. His eyes grew wide when he saw where they overlapped. It was the shelf drop-off to the deep waters of the Philippine Sea.

“I found you, you bastard!” Lee hissed to himself as a wide smile crossed his face. “Lieutenant Commander Wu, increase speed to one-five knots, come right to heading zero-six-five degrees, make your depth two hundred and ten meters.”

As Lee looked at Wu, he noticed only a slight hesitation before the man echoed his command. Lee felt the sub angle down moments later as they positioned themselves for an attack run. His XO approached and Lee went over his thoughts on where the American UUV was lurking and how he intended to draw it out.

“Captain, if this is true, how do you know it’s there?”

“XO, I know because that is where I would be. If these are the UUVs, the Americans must have a way to communicate with them—something of which we are not aware. Even so, one must command from a position where one can send orders with near simultaneity. Given the frequency of attacks in our home waters and the inability of our ASW platforms to locate them, being in a central location is logically and tactically sound.”

“I agree, sir, but if this American submarine is there, why haven’t we been able to find or even hear him?”

“Because, XO, the Americans have a submarine that we haven’t seen before. Much like our Changzheng was a surprise to them, this new boat of theirs can do things that we haven’t seen before. We must expect that which is unexpected from now on if we are to find, fix and kill it.”

“Yes, sir. What are your orders?”

“Send a message to the Changzheng 18. Have her bisect the overlapping circles here. I want her to transit to us on a heading that points her nose off our starboard bow. Have her close with us at twenty knots. I want her to be at ninety meters.”

“Aye, sir.”

The XO left the plot and began to issue the commands. Lee double-tapped the plot where he suspected the American sub was and with his finger, he drew a question mark on the display.

*******

USS Texas

Philippine Sea

Helgeson was reading the information of the transients he had classified as Master 1, 2 and 3. They were the Chinese Type 93As that the Lubbock had been tracking since Commander Evans had discovered what they truly were, two of which had remained on station in the vicinity of the Lubbock, while one had changed course and was heading in his general direction. This was puzzling.

Why the hell did you change course? What are you up to? he wondered.

“Launch tubes seven and eight and sync them with the MAD beacons.”

“Launch tubes seven and eight and syncing with MAD beacons. Aye, sir.”

Helgeson had ordered tubes seven and eight to be armed with Mk 60 fifth-generation CAPTOR mines. Each of the Mk 60s was armed with two Mk 54 lightweight torpedoes. These mines were specifically designed to hover in the water at a programmed depth, allowing their vast acoustic library to search for targets that matched the assigned target profile. They could be programmed to wait for an acoustic signature and then deploy once the enemy vessel entered the range of its torpedo. Helgeson had deployed ten of these weapons in setting their kill box up to sink this menace of the deep once and for all.

The CAPTORs would also essentially function as an early-warning system of sorts. If the CAPTORs detected this PLA sub before the Texas or the Orcas did, it would engage it, alerting them to its presence. Helgeson had long ago determined that if they were going to survive another battle with this bastard, they were going to need every little bit of luck they could get. Now all they had to do was wait for the proverbial fly in the web.

The magnetic anomaly detector or MAD beacons that both Lubbock and Dallas had laid out were small beacons that could detect subsurface magnetic disturbances in the water. When a submarine was identified, its acoustic signature was compared against the onboard library of friendly signatures. If its acoustic signature wasn’t programmed into the device, it would explode. The charge it carried wasn’t big enough to harm a sub; that wasn’t its primary purpose. The MAD was equipped with a “three-banger” warhead specially designed to give a warning of pending danger and the direction where the danger was coming from. The timing of the three underwater bangs was designed to provide a general distance and bearing of the threat. The Navy liked to think of the devices as an underwater version of a trip flare used by land forces. Ironically, in Morse code, the three pops represented an S. Though it was purely coincidence, to Helgeson, the S meant submarine.

Helgeson looked at the plot map where they had been tracking the Type 93s subs. They were generally on a bearing that put them on the Texas’s starboard bow. As he looked at the plot, he drew several question marks to his port. Slowly, he began to understand what was happening. The Type 95 was to his left. The captain of the sub must have intentionally diverted that lone 93 to head his way.

You sneaky bastard…

“Officer of the Deck, change course to heading one-seven-zero!”

“Aye, sir, change my course to one-seven-zero.”

“TAO, open rear torpedo outer door, stand by to snapshoot on bearing to aft.”

“Aye, sir, open rear torpedo outer door, standing by to snapshoot on bearing aft.”

Commander Evans approached him at the plot. “Sir, what is it?” she asked, a look of concern on her face.

“XO, I think our Type 95 is to our port. The 93 altering her course toward us gave me pause. If I was that Chinese skipper, I’d be doing exactly what I’m doing now—standing at the plot, looking for us.”

“What are you thinking, sir?”

“I’m thinking he’s in this area.” Helgeson pointed to an area inside the Dallas’s patrol ring. “I also think he’s likely figured out where we are… generally, at least.”

“Why generally, sir?”

“Because he hasn’t shot at us yet.”

*******

Changzheng 20

Vicinity of Southern Taiwan

“Sir, faint transient, bearing three four-eight degrees, distance approximately fifteen thousand meters off the starboard bow.”

“Classify?”

“Sir, probable torpedo launch.”

“Launched at us?”

“Negative, sir. Sound is fading. It was launched and heading away from us.”

“Very well.”

“Increase speed to twenty knots. Maintain course.”

“Increase speed to twenty knots, maintain my course, aye, sir.”

As the submarine increased speed, a piece on the trailing edge of the number five blade of the screw cracked and nearly broke loose. It was still attached, but as the screw increased its rotation within the shroud, it made a very faint scraping noise. As the final stalk of the hunt began, the submarine increased speed, the crew completely unaware that she was no longer as quiet as she had been just minutes before.

*******

Orca Dallas

Vicinity of Southern Taiwan

The big brain in Dallas was alerted to a sound it had not recorded before. It analyzed it, immediately matching it and overlaying it with the thousands of sounds it had recorded throughout the day. It gave it a ninety-seven percent match to what it had designated as Sierra 5 just hours ago.

The acoustics were equivalent to a Chinese SSN, yet it was different. Big brain replayed the sound in its digital memory a thousand times in an instant. It deduced with seventy-three percent certainty that the transient was emanating from the propulsor shroud. It was a mechanical flaw—to what degree, it wasn’t certain. It prepared a digital recording and finding synopsis and beamed the information via laser through the deep to the Texas. Then slowly, the Dallas altered its course to head into the baffles of the contact it had redesignated Master 1.

*******

Orca Lubbock

Vicinity of Okinawa, Japan

The weapons had left the torpedo tubes of the Lubbock moments before. There were no wires attached to the lightweight torpedoes now on a steady bearing. Their target was already programmed into their systems. As they continued at eight knots along the generated bearings, the Lubbock altered its course and dove another two hundred and ten feet, then increased its speed to eighteen knots. It would travel at an adjacent angle to the bearing of its target. Utilizing its ducted propulsion, it sucked water in on its portside bow, then vented it starboard aft, always adjusting the angles as it moved forward, keeping its bow pointed in the direction of Master 2-7, Chinese nuclear attack submarine Type 93A.

The weapons were programmed to steadily increase speed and close the distance to the target. Given the closing speed of Master 2-7, the weapons would go into active homing and terminal attack speed in eighteen minutes. The bow would remain constantly pointed in that direction until the target was prosecuted and removed from the threat matrix.

Lubbock sent its updated target data to the Texas, which would verify the location, bearings, and direction of travel of its torpedoes. This target had turned and headed for Texas. The other target, Master 2-9, had remained five hundred yards to Master 2-7’s aft port quarter.

The Lubbock fired two more weapons from its tubes. These weapons, however, were targeted at Master 2-9. As the torpedoes made their way through the deep, they would travel at a ninety-degree angle until they were within five hundred yards of the target. Then they’d go to active homing and accelerate to maximum speed, giving the enemy virtually no chance of escape. In short order, the Lubbock would remove two more threats from the board before returning to its orbit around Texas.

*******

Changzheng 20

Vicinity of Southern Taiwan

“Sir, explosions in the water. Bearing two-six-six.”

“Distance?”

“Sir, fourteen thousand meters.”

Lee and his XO turned back toward the plot. He tapped on the icon of the Changzheng 9, then removed it from the board. He now had a general idea of where the UUV was.

“XO, send a message to Changzheng 19 to launch acoustic decoys and match bearing of Changzheng 18, extend her towed array and report any contact remotely matching the acoustic signature of the UUV. If she detects it, she is to attack it with prejudice!”

Lee watched the XO depart and issue the commands to the communications technician.

If the UUV had been able to sink the Changzheng 9 so easily, he would need to alter his attack plan. He now suspected he couldn’t go as deep as the Americans, but he was certain he could outrun them. He knew these waters and the submarine topography beneath the waves well.

“Officer of the Deck, launch beacon with all call code.”

“Aye, Captain. Launch beacon with all call code.”

It was time for Lee to play his ace card and bring in the ASW assets. This had been the trump card he had been holding in reserve. With the sudden sinking of Changzheng 9, he was compelled to play it now and even his odds. The ASW assets would soon drop so many sonobuoys around the Americans that they’d be pushed right into his trap. Soon this hunt would be over.

*******

USS Texas

Philippine Sea

“Sir, splashes in the water!”

“Torpedoes?” Helgeson asked, feeling his pulse quicken.

“Negative, sir, sonobuoys. Buoys actively homing.”

He called Evans and the COB to the plot. The sonobuoys were all being dropped in a way that suggested they were being herded. As he looked at the icons representing the buoys and the area where he suspected the Type 95 was, he couldn’t help but smile. Clever boy, he thought to himself.

“This captain is smart. He kept his ASW platforms on Taiwan close to the vest. I think the Lubbock sinking that 93 got into his decision cycle. We made him act. He knows we’re out here and he knows that we know he knows. Let’s shake things up further and see if we can get him to blink. XO, let the Dallas fly.”

“Aye, sir!” A wicked grin spread across her face.

Evans went to OC2 Allen and gave him the go-ahead for a plan he’d helped develop. The Dallas had detected an acoustic anomaly and had deduced that it was the Type 95 by eliminating the anomaly in its playback, and after filtering the sound through its software, it had found it to be a ninety-six percent match to the Type 95s they had on record. Allen spent a few moments verifying his systems before he sent the command to the Dallas.

“Sir, Dallas has acknowledged command and has initiated its attack.”

“Very well,” Helgeson said as he reached for the handset connecting him to the 1MC. “All hands, this is the captain. The Lubbock has sunk one Type 93. There are two other 93s out there. The Lubbock is trailing them as we speak. Right now, we’re being herded towards the Type 95 by sonobuoys. The Dallas has the 95 in her sights at the far edge of her weapons range. We’re about to head into battle. Remember your training and rely on your shipmates. See you on the other side. That is all.”

*******

Changzheng 20

“Torpedoes in the water, bearing one-seven-seven degrees, distance eight thousand eighty meters, speed forty-eight knots and accelerating!”

“How many?” Lee asked with a calm in his voice that he did not feel inside.

“Sir, four. Correction, eight.” The sonarman paused. “Correction, sir, twelve torpedoes in the water. All at varied depths across a thirty-degree arc heading this way. Classify weapons as American lightweight torpedoes.”

Lee glanced up at the timer at the center of the Conn.

“All ahead flank, twenty degrees down on the planes. Make depth four-six-zero meters.”

“Aye, sir. All ahead flank, twenty degrees down on the planes. Make depth four-six-zero meters.”

As the sub angled down and headed for deep water, Lee held on to the plot and looked to where he suspected the American was. The lightweight torpedoes had been fired by a UUV. He knew their maximum range to be nine thousand meters. Given their range, distance, and his sub’s current speed, he’d be able to outrun them. As he glanced up at the depth gauge, a realization hit. The American was doing the same thing to him as he’d been trying to do to them. His eyes went to the general position on the display where he thought the American was, and his jaw tightened.

*******

USS Texas

“Sir, the Lubbock is off-line and unresponsive. Possibly destroyed. Her last report indicates her weapons successfully destroyed a second Type 93. The third is still out there.”

“Very well, keep your ears open for that last 93. She isn’t our primary concern, but she is a threat. Find her!”

“Aye, sir!”

“Designate the 95 as Master 1.”

“Aye, sir, designate the 95 as Master 1.”

Helgeson’s eyes were glued to the plot. He was closing with the Type 95 at flank speed. The 95 was traveling at her maximum speed. They were on the same bearing, only the Texas was nine hundred feet deeper than the 95. They were steadily merging at close to seventy-five knots. At this speed, they would practically slam into each other in fifteen minutes.

“Verify firing solutions to Master 1.”

“Sir, weapons ready in all respects.”

“Fire tubes one through six, cut wires and set to active homing. Reload tubes one through six, same firing solution.”

“Aye, sir, fire tubes one through six, cut wires and set to active homing. Reload tubes one through six, same firing solution.”

“Fire tubes seven and eight along projected bearings. Set to passive seeking until Master 1 alters course. Once he does, set to active homing.”

“Aye, sir!”

Helgeson felt the vibration as the weapons left the tubes. He set the plot to display a 3-D rendering of the action outside and around the Texas. Even though the display showed the torpedoes in a direct line to the 95, he knew them to be nearly one thousand feet deeper than their target. Each was programmed to strike her amidships or else detonate in proximity to the 95, creating a series of pressure waves he hoped would rupture her hull in multiple places, causing her to implode from the pressure of the deep.

*******

Orca Dallas

In the digital plot, buried in the ones and zeros of Dallas’s big brain, was the Type 95 that was outrunning the twelve lightweight torpedoes chasing it. It was also tracking the Texas and their six torpedoes attacking the type 95. There was something else there, above Texas at seven thousand yards and at a depth of seven hundred feet. Dallas set to analyze this unknown.

In less than fifteen seconds, Dallas had reacquired the target designated by Lubbock as Master 2-9. Dallas continued to scan; there was nothing else. Lubbock was gone. This was packaged into a data stream and beamed to the Texas. Dallas noted a temperature variance and higher salinity in the path of the beam. Dallas would need to adjust its depth for the beam to pass through clearer water.

*******

Changzheng 20

“Captain, six torpedoes in the water, bearing zero degrees, distance four thousand meters, speed fifty knots and closing!”

“Fire tubes one through four along same bearing. Launch countermeasures. Set torpedoes to active homing, reload tubes one through four.”

“Aye, sir!”

As his commands were being echoed, he issued commands to the helm to go to port toward the underwater mounts just before the drop to the deep. If he could make it to the mountains, he could continue to drop decoys in an attempt to confuse the American torpedoes. Failing that, he would attempt to go over them and lose the torpedoes as he descended on the other side.

“Sir, torpedoes bearing eight-six degrees and closing! Distance two thousand meters, speed sixty knots and accelerating!”

“What?!” Lee exclaimed in shock. How had his ambush of this American sub gone so horribly wrong? As he looked to the plot, he saw there was no way he could outrun this new threat. By turning towards the mountains, he’d given the American his broadside and made himself a bigger target. Looking around his Conn, he thought of only one thing that could possibly work.

“Emergency blow! Vent ballast tanks!”

There was a moment of hesitation in the Conn, where it felt as if all the air had left the ship. As the command was repeated, he felt the world grow heavy as the submarine forced air into the main ballast tanks and rocketed the submarine toward the surface. Then he felt the most violent force of his life. His mind knew what it was, but still he could not reconcile what was happening. A torpedo had sliced through the bubbles of the ballast blow and found them.

This was followed by a second torpedo, then a third. As Lee watched the light in the Conn flicker out, his eyes fell upon the planesman. Their station seemed to glow impossibly bright, and before his mind could process what he was seeing, the Changzheng 20, the pride of the People’s Liberation Army Navy, was hit by eight additional torpedoes, ripping the submarine apart.

*******

USS Texas

Philippine Sea

“We got her, sir! She’s breaking apart and heading for the bottom!”

Commander Evans shook his hand, and as Captain Helgeson looked around the room, he saw smiles and high fives. At long last they had killed the deadliest submarine in the Chinese Navy. He allowed himself a brief smile until his eyes fell on OC2 Allen, who looked as if he’d just seen a ghost.

“Quiet!” Helgeson barked. “OC2 Allen, what is it?”

“Sir, message from Dallas,” Allen replied. “The third 93 is—torpedoes in the water!”

Helgeson felt a dread deep in his soul. The third 93 had managed to get in close and undetected in all the noise of the battle.

“Distance and bearing of enemy weapons?” Helgeson demanded, clinging to hope that they might have a chance.

“Distance eleven hundred yards, bearing one-six-zero and closing, Captain!”

In an instant, Helgeson made a decision that might very well kill them all.

“Snapshoot aft torpedoes. Fire antitorpedo weapons tubes nine and ten. Forty degrees down angle! Take us three hundred feet beyond crush depth, all ahead flank!”

Helgeson saw the Conn spring into action. He felt the boat lurch forward as the engines ramped up to their maximum power. He swore he could almost feel the propeller spinning faster as it churned the water, causing it to boil and cavitate as they ran for their lives. They had never used their antitorpedo torpedoes before. Helgeson wanted to put as much noise in the water and as much distance between him and the 93 as possible. It was almost amusing to him that they had just killed the most advanced submarine in the Chinese Navy, only to be killed by one of the least advanced boats in the world.

*******

Changzheng 19

Captain Zhao could not believe his luck. He had managed to not only acquire the American submarine but get off two torpedoes at her. He had been able to get his submarine four thousand meters behind her and still hadn’t been detected. He wasn’t an arrogant man, but he smiled at the thought of his name on a building at naval headquarters. His boat had been used as bait, and now they were about to kill this “unkillable” American submarine.

He was about to order two more war shots at the American when the ship’s collision alarm sounded. Fractions of a second later, the unmistakable pinging of active sonar reverberated through their hull. Judging by how loud the pinging was, he knew the weapon was close. For a brief instant, he wondered how the American was able to fire a torpedo and get it to acquire them so quickly if they were running from him. In the next instant, the entire world went bright as the torpedo detonated on the sail of the Changzheng 19, a tidal wave of water rushing in as the air and ballast escaped. The crew was alive one moment, then gone the next.

*******

USS Texas

Philippine Sea

“Captain, Type 93 is hit!”

“Very well. Distance to closet torpedo?”

“Sir, closest torpedo is seven hundred yards and closing.”

“Launch countermeasures and keep launching them!”

“Sir, countermeasures having no effect. Torpedo has acquired and is locked on to us! Three hundred meters now!”

At that last moment, there was a massive explosion to their rear as their first antitorpedo weapon found its target, colliding and then detonating its warhead.

“Sir, torpedo destroyed! It worked.”

“Where’s the second torpedo?”

“Sir… I…”

“Where the hell is it, mister?” Helgeson demanded, praying it had been destroyed in the blast.

“Sir, second torpedo is—”

Then they heard it—a loud pinging in the Conn. They might have lost the second torpedo, but it hadn’t lost them.

“Second torpedo is two hundred ten meters off the aft starboard quarter and closing. It’s reacquired us!”

“Sound collision alarm, brace for impact!”

*******

Orca Dallas

Master 2-9 had been targeted by a torpedo from the aft magazine on Texas. It had hit the base of the sail on the submarine. Dallas’s big brain had removed the Type 93 from its targeting sensors. The 93 had fired two torpedoes at the Texas, rapidly closing the gap. Dallas calculated the angles and speeds of the Texas and the incoming torpedoes, noting there was a ninety-three percent probability that Texas would be hit by at least one of the torpedoes. Calculating its own trajectory and speed, the Dallas then rolled over, flooding all its ballast tanks and increasing its reactor output to one hundred and thirty percent.

The Dallas knew it was creating a fatal systems overload with this radical maneuver but did it anyway. It increased its speed to nearly sixty-six knots, making microadjustments as it closed the gap between the Texas and the weapon racing to destroy it. The Dallas calculated the Texas would sustain catastrophic damage if it didn’t act swiftly. It composed a final message and instructions to Texas, beaming them through the blackness of the water. It then shut down all other systems and pushed the reactor to one hundred forty-five percent.

*******

USS Texas

“Sir, message from Dallas!”

“What?” Helgeson asked, confused.

Without warning, OC2 Allen launched himself at the emergency blow button. The COB tried to stop him as Helgeson looked on in disbelief and abject horror. Allen pressed the button just as COB tackled him to the ground. Everyone in the Conn was slammed to the deck as the Texas vented ballast. The boat was then violently jolted to the side as something massive slammed into them. A second later they were jolted again, this time upwards, as two massive explosions turned water into superheated gas beneath them. Helgeson felt as if the Texas was bending amidships if that was even possible.

The Texas surfaced in the darkness of the night in the Philippine Sea. They had made radio contact with the Japanese Navy and Air Force. High overhead was a flight of JDF F-15Es providing air cover for the gravely wounded Texas as she limped towards Okinawa and relative safety.

“Sir, OC2 Allen is awake. He’s asking for you.”

“Very well. XO has the Conn, I’ll be in sickbay,” Helgeson said.

“XO has the Conn.”

As Helgeson made his way down ladders and passageways, he saw the effects of their near-death experience. The Texas had been beaten to hell. Thirteen of their shipmates had died from the explosion. Helgeson knew that the geeks that had invented the Orcas were going to be spending the next several years trying to figure out what the Dallas had done. In the recreation of her logs, it seemed that Dallas had sacrificed herself to save the Texas.

From what Helgeson understood about their software, that shouldn’t have happened. Maybe Commander Evans was right; maybe there was some SkyNet stuff in their operating system after all. Right now, it didn’t matter to him, or the survivors on the Texas. The Dallas had saved them. It had made its reactor go critical, and when it had exploded, it had destroyed the second torpedo that surely would have killed Texas. The ensuing explosions had done major damage to the Texas, but Helgeson was certain she would live to fight another day.

As he walked into sick bay, Allen sat up in his bed. Helgeson waved him back down.

“Well, looks like you saved us again, Allen. We’re going to have to figure out how big a medal we can award you for this.”

Allen blushed. He had tears in his eyes. He held a piece of paper out to Helgeson. Taking it, he read what it said. When he got to the last line of the message from the Dallas, his eyes filled with tears. He didn’t know why and couldn’t possibly understand how, and ultimately it made no sense to him. They both started to laugh. The last line of the final message from the Dallas seemed to indicate that the Dallas had a sense of humor. It read simply, “Don’t mess with Texas.”


Volume Five
Chapter Sixteen
Atlanta Braves

Truist Park

Cumberland, Georgia

Standing in his dress uniform with all his medals on, First Sergeant Jeremiah Grabowski looked at the packed stadium of baseball fans. Seeing the cue to start, he spoke loudly, trusting the microphone attached to his ear would pick up his voice over the noise of the crowd.

“My name is First Sergeant Jeremiah Grabowski, though my friends just call me Ski. I know I’m the only thing standing between you and the start of this awesome baseball game, so I’m going to keep my message short and sweet. The Army wants me to pitch war bonds to you. They want me to tell you to think about joining the Armed Forces and serving your country. They want me to give you some puffed-up story of glory and honor about service.”

Ski paused for a moment; he saw the crowd settle down. They were starting to pay attention to him. He continued, “I’m not going to sugarcoat things or tell you it’s all going to be OK. I’m going to tell you the truth, and the truth is I need you all to pull out your phones and buy at minimum one twenty-five-dollar war bond. Hell, most of you will spend more than that on just beer at this game, but what you don’t realize is that same twenty-five dollars buys my soldiers one hundred bullets. My guys need that ammo more than you need that beer, so I need you to buy them bullets—lots and lots of bullets, because we’re in the fight of our lives and it’s going to get even more intense in Asia.

“Second, I’m not going to give you some speech about honor and service. That’s hogwash. We give that speech during peacetime. We’re at war—a war we didn’t start, a war we didn’t ask for. A war that, if I’m being honest, we still might lose. You see, we aren’t just fighting against a country with a population in excess of 1.6 billion people. We’re also fighting a war against the world’s most populous country. However, what China has seriously underestimated is…us. Each and every one of us. You see, deep down, America is a warrior society. We train and produce the best, most vicious warriors the world has ever seen. But in this war, that might not be enough.

“You see, we need more people to step forward. I need each of you to think about something. Are you willing to put your life on hold right now and serve? To help ensure our country defeats this enemy? Are you willing to help make sure our country and the world remain free from China’s control? You may not think that could happen, but I’m telling you as a soldier who has fought these bastards now in Cuba and Venezuela, as someone who has two Silver Stars and the Medal of Honor, that this can and will happen if more good people don’t step forward and stop this evil from spreading across the world.

“Each and every one of us has the ability to make a difference in this war—to change its outcome. But to do that, you have to be willing to put your life on hold for a short period of time and risk that life for your country, your friends, your family, and your future. I’m asking you—no, I’m imploring you to take that step. Tomorrow, Monday morning, seek out your local recruitment station and make that commitment. Together, we can defeat the Chinese and we can help liberate the world from the tyranny of this AI that has taken control over their country.”

As Ski left the pitcher’s mound he’d been speaking on, the audience who had been sitting there in silence listening to him suddenly broke out in a raucous cheer. Little did he know, his unscripted speech would go viral and be heard by tens of millions of people in days. In the three days after the game, more than twenty-six thousand people signed up to join the military. His speech ended up raising more than $2.1 billion in war bond sales in forty-eight hours.

*******

Secretary of Defense’s Office

Pentagon

Arlington, Virginia

Jack Kurtis stared at the latest procurement report. “You have to be kidding me. What the hell is the holdup? Why are they running behind on supplying us with ammo?”

“The manufacturers are doing all they can to keep up with the demand. We’re just outstripping their ability to keep up,” explained Jillian Reed, the director of procurement, who was responsible for obtaining the various types of munitions used across the different service branches. Right now, her department was facing a multitude of crises.

“Um, that’s kind of unacceptable. What are they doing to expand their capability? We can’t have our soldiers running out of ammo at the front, and we need our guys to have ammo to train with.”

“Agreed. I’ve talked with the service chiefs about this as well. One solution they’ve come up with is having all the training bases switch back to using the M4s and running through our stocks of 5.56 ammo. This would help us conserve more 6.8mm ammo for the front.”

Jack didn’t like that idea, but he didn’t see a lot of alternatives either.

“As to the manufacturers, they’re converting three plants to start producing more 6.8mm ammo and another plant for .338 ammo. Two of them are located in the Detroit area, so that’ll help bring some needed jobs to the local area. The other two plants are in rural Kentucky.”

Jack liked this new idea. Instead of concentrating a lot of their military-industrial production in central hubs as they had done in the past, they had begun to distribute it across the country. Many of the new plants and factories opening up were being placed in severely depressed areas of the country. The hope was that bringing in these government-sponsored industrial centers would help spawn some new economic activity in the areas and hopefully help bring them back to life.

“When will they be able to start production, and how many rounds a week are we talking about?”

Jillian looked down at her notes for a second. “All the plants go into full production in a month. As to production, each plant will produce fifty-two million rounds a week. It’ll bring our ammo production capacity up by another two billion rounds per year. It’ll also employ another seven thousand, eight hundred people across the four plants.”

Jack shook his head in amazement that even at two billion additional rounds per year, they’d still be running tight on ammo. The amount of ammunition being expended in this war was incredible. The short reprieve right now in heavy fighting since the end of the hostilities in Venezuela had actually given them a much-needed breather to catch up. Keeping the soldiers, sailors, marines, and airmen supplied with the ammo, bombs, and missiles they needed to fight was proving to be the most challenging problem he was facing at the Pentagon. It was easier to get a sub built than it was to build more capacity to manufacture Hellfire or Tomahawk missiles right now.

Looking at Jillian, Jack said, “I have a meeting at 1700 tonight with VP Madden to talk about wartime production. Is there anything specific you want me to bring up to him that he might be able to address?”

Jillian thought about that for a moment. A smile spread across her face as she replied, “Actually, yes. I know some of the manufacturers haven’t asked for this, but it’ll make it a hell of a lot easier to get stuff produced faster. See if the VP can get the President to waive any EPA or OSHA requirements pertaining to the manufacture or production of all wartime equipment for the duration of the war. It doesn’t sound like a big deal, but I can almost guarantee you it’ll practically double the amounts of stuff we can build.”

Jack had to laugh at that. Red tape and regulations, while well meaning in their intent and perfectly fine during peacetime, often did complicate things during a war. When bullets and missiles are flying, no one really cares if those missiles or bullets were built in an environmentally friendly manner or not. They only care that they work, and they have enough of them to kill the enemy with.

“OK, I’ll bring it up to him. I can’t make any guarantees he’ll be able to do anything about it, but I’ll talk to him about it. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have another meeting.”

Ten minutes later, Jack’s secretary poked her head in. “Mr. Secretary, Lieutenant General David Gilbert is here.”

“Send him in,” Jack said as he got up from his chair and headed toward the door to greet his guest.

Walking in, General Gilbert made his way over to him. “Mr. Secretary, it’s good to see you. Thank you for meeting with me.”

“Of course, Dave. Here, let’s sit on the couches and talk. Are you doing all right?” Jack felt bad about General Gilbert being relieved. It had had to happen, but that didn’t mean he had to feel good about it. General Gilbert was an outstanding Marine and by far one of the best generals they had. He’d caught a string of bad luck with that landing. It was just something out of his control.

“Aside from losing the command I’d worked my entire life towards, I’m doing great, Mr. Secretary.”

The two men didn’t say anything for a second. Then Jack’s secretary walked in with a fresh pot of coffee and a pair of cups for them. She placed them on the table near them and left, closing the door on her way out.

“Dave, you got a raw deal, and for that, I’m sorry. Nothing could be done about that, and you know it. Your tardiness to the meeting didn’t exactly help your cause either, but that’s water under the bridge. You’re a damn good general, and I’ve got another mission for you.”

Now General Gilbert’s ears perked up. His eyes suddenly came to life as he realized he wasn’t being put out to pasture as he’d suspected. Since the President had taken a hacksaw to the DoD, a full seventy percent of the four-star generals, sixty-five percent of the three-star, and fifty percent of the two-star generals across all the military branches had been retired. The military had gotten way too top-heavy over the last few decades. The military actually had more four-star generals now than it had during World War II, when the active force was fourteen times its current size.

Placing his coffee cup down, General Gilbert was quick to reply, “I don’t care what it is. I’ll take it.” He wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. If he was being kept around, then by God, he’d take whatever mission they had for him.

“That’s good, because this next mission I’m giving you is not going to be an easy one. Let me explain.”

For the next twenty minutes, he gave a broad overview of the Pacific campaign and how the Marines were going to fit into it. Thus far, the Marines had been virtually nonexistent in the Pacific. They’d been forced into staying hunkered down in two major defensive efforts. One was shoring up the defense of Guam, an island naval and air base critical for the Americans to hold. In the first few months of the war, it had looked highly likely that Guam was going to be invaded. It was incumbent on III MEF to do what they could to defend the island and make sure it didn’t fall. They also had to defend Okinawa. Those two defensive operations meant this group of Marines had largely sat out the war and couldn’t be used without exposing those islands to capture, especially Guam.

“How do I fit into all of this, Mr. Secretary, and what is my new mission going to be?” General Gilbert asked now that he had a better view of the overall disposition of things in the Pacific.

“I’m placing you in command of I MEF. But not the current I MEF as it stands. We’re going to completely revamp the expeditionary force and design it for, at present, a singular mission.”

Lifting an eyebrow at that, General Gilbert asked, “A singular mission?”

“The liberation of Taiwan. If we don’t liberate it now, then even if we do achieve some sort of peace agreement with the Chinese, they’ll likely never agree to release Taiwan.”

“That makes sense. You said I’d be taking command of I MEF, but not in its current form. What do you mean by that? How is it going to change?”

“We’re going to seriously plus it up. We’re going to reactivate the 5th and 6th Marine Divisions and place them under I MEF command. Once your command is ready to deploy, we’re also going to chop the 4th Marine Division to you. This is going to bring your total strength up to around one hundred and ten thousand,” Jack told him. He brought out his tablet and showed him how the MEF and the divisions were being completely reorganized for this specific mission and the unique terrain they’d be fighting in.

General Gilbert examined the information carefully—this was going to be a lot tougher than anything he had faced in Venezuela. It was an enormous task he was being handed. “Sir, I have to ask: why are you guys choosing me to lead this mission? I’m the guy who was relieved when six-thousand-plus of my Marines were killed in a day.”

Jack placed his tablet down on the table next to them and sat back on the couch. “As I said earlier, you got a raw deal running into those new Chinese killing machines like that. Good news is that kind of thing won’t work again. We’ve got some new toys you’re going to be outfitted with that are going to make your Marines some seriously tough killers. A drone attack like that won’t work a second time.”

“I’m sorry to ask this, but I just have to get it out of my mind. Did Blain Wilson play any role in me getting blindsided and my Marines getting killed? I mean, we’ve all heard what they’ve been saying in the media.”

Jack looked at General Gilbert for a moment, giving the man a hard stare as if unsure how to respond. “General Gilbert, I want to share something with you.”

Gilbert knew he had just stepped on a landmine when the SecDef called him General. He hoped he hadn’t just lost his second chance.

“Those rumors and media reports you are hearing about Blain are a load of crap. There are some folks within the administration that want him replaced with one of their own picks. It’s a Flynn-style personal assassination all over again. You want to know something else, Dave? It was Blain who found the company that’s going to provide us with the antidrone tools that are going to keep your Marines alive. It was also Blain who persuaded me and Admiral Thiel to convince the President to give you command of this new Pacific force. The only reason you aren’t being hung out to dry right now is because of Blain Wilson. So before you start believing that media propaganda, know that that man has been outworking you and everyone else in this administration to try and save this nation.”

Jack hadn’t initially liked Blain, but over the last handful of months, he’d developed a huge respect for the man and his work ethic. Jack recognized it was Blain who had been the brains behind the previous administration’s winning military strategy in Cuba, and it was his force of will and deep personal relationship with the President that were going to lead the country to victory.

Realizing he’d overstepped, the Marine general did his best to eat some humble pie. “Thank you for that explanation, and honestly, I appreciate knowing all of that. It’ll be a lot easier for me to squash what folks are saying. If I can offer a suggestion, when you introduce these new quadpedal drones, have Blain be the one to introduce them to the Corps. It’ll go a long way toward dispelling the rumor mill if they know he’s the one who delivered this for them.”

“That’s not a bad idea. I’ll run it past him and see if he can carve out some time. You wouldn’t believe the kind of schedule that man keeps. It puts you and me to shame. The guy is an absolute beast. Did you know back in 2005, he was a battalion commander in 5th Group? He’s an old snake-eater.”

“I had heard that about him.”

“Dave, pack your bags. You’re heading to Pendleton to take command on Monday. I want you to start figuring out who you want for battalion, brigade, and division officers. You’re going to have carte blanche to pick your officers and NCOs to put together a great team. Going forward, eighty percent of all new graduating recruits are going to start filling out the new divisions. The same goes with new equipment. Everything is going to head toward your force. I haven’t been given a definite timeline for the invasion, but I’d plan on it taking place sometime between July and September of 2026.”

General Gilbert smiled as he replied, “I guess I have my work cut out for me, then.”


Volume Five
Chapter Seventeen
The Big Guns

Eighth Army Headquarters

Camp Humphreys, South Korea

General Baxter looked at his two newest corps commanders. Lieutenant General Bob Sink was the CG for III Corps, the corps with the bulk of the Army’s armored and mechanized infantry units. Sitting next to him was Lieutenant General Tackaberry, or Tack to his friends, the man in charge of America’s paratroopers and airmobile forces. It had taken months of coordination and waiting, but at long last, the heavy-hitting combat power of the US Army was finally getting its ground force relocated out of Venezuela and transitioned some eight thousand miles away to the next battle.

“As you can see from the disposition of General Ota’s 4th and 7th Divisions along with the US 2nd Infantry Division, they have secured us a beachhead on Chinese soil. Presently, I have the 2nd ID holding the line around Dandong with the Japanese airmobile brigade positioned along these hills and ridges here, creating a screening force should the PLA look to try something along that side of our lines.”

As General Baxter walked them through the disposition of the forces on the map, the newly arrived generals were starting to get a feel for the area. It was clear from the disposition of the enemy force that they had been taken by surprise by how fast the Japanese armored forces had been able to get across the river. The next maneuver they were planning was going to involve a lot more soldiers than had been used up to this point.

Turning to the XVIII Airborne Corps commander, General Baxter said, “Tack, I need you to get the 10th Mountain to move through this area here.” He pointed to a position on the map that would place them at the far top-right anchor on the map, a city called Yonglingqiao. It sat on a set of major highways leading away from the city of Shenyang and just northeast of the Guanyinge Reservoir. What made this position so critical was that it would effectively shield most of the North Korean border from receiving further PLA support and give the ROK-A forces room to push across the border and link up to form a much wider perimeter.

“Once 10th Mountain has secured this position, I need the 101st and the 82nd to essentially take over this area here,” Baxter explained next. He pointed to the city of Benxi and the surrounding areas. “It’s important that you maintain control of the major highways in and out of this area. We have to control the flow of enemy forces in this region. This is going to place your forces incredibly close to Shenyang. The PLA are going to hit your positions hard. If you have to fall back, then the Taizi River is your line in the sand.”

“Don, you’re asking my guys to take and hold some incredibly tough territory. I’m honestly not sure my three divisions are going to be enough to hold this wide of a perimeter. This is what”—Tackaberry started measuring the distance—“an area seventy-eight kilometers wide, give or take? That’ll leave me way too spread out to effectively defend or block any major enemy incursions between our battalion or brigade emplacements.”

General Baxter exhaled softly before answering. “I know it’s a lot of territory. I don’t need you to try and hold it all. We can make use of SOF units to call in for air strikes in some of these areas or have mobile reaction units to move around when needed. If it’ll help, I can shift the US 2nd ID in there to help you hold it along with the Japanese 1st Airborne Brigade. Heck, you can use them as your mobile reaction force if you want.” Baxter paused for a second, looking at the map. “Tack, I need you to find a way to hold this line. While your forces are doing this, Bob’s corps and General Ota’s force are going to sweep through Dashiqiao and Yingkou near the coast, opening up a massive hole in the enemy lines.”

The section of the map Baxter started talking about moved to the center of the digital display they were all looking at. “General Ota’s two divisions are going to push along the Chinese coast here and here until they reach the city of Panjin. At this point, we’re going to reinforce him with the US 28th and 29th Army National Guard Divisions. While that’s happening, the rest of your force, Bob, is going to hook to the right and look to sack Shenyang proper.”

General Bob Sink finally spoke for the first time, countering this bold idea. “God bless you, Don, but I think you’re biting off more than you can chew here. If I try and sack Shenyang, you’re talking about me pushing into a city of nearly eleven million people with essentially four divisions. I know it sounds like I have enough forces, but that won’t be nearly enough to garrison that city, let alone fight off any serious resistance. If the PLA fall back into the outskirts of it, which I highly suspect they will, we’ll be in for a serious fight. God forbid Tack’s forces get cut off or have a rough go of it and we lose control of this lower portion of the line down here at Anshan. The PLA could very well encircle my entire corps and the Japanese force. If they do that, we could be in a real pickle.”

General Baxter shook his head dismissively. “I know it’s a big risk, Bob. You’ve seen the situation up north with NATO. We need to create a panic in the PLA. We need them to think we’re able to capture and hold large portions of northern China to try and get them to pull back their forces. Look at this right here.” Don brought up another digital map. This one showed the northern Chinese province of Heilongjiang, which bordered five Russian provinces. Several of these provinces had already fallen, and the rest were in grave danger of falling. “If the PLA believes Shenyang is going to be sacked, it’s going to force them to withdraw forces from these Russian provinces or at least stop sending them reinforcements. The city of Shenyang is also critically important to the PLA’s aerospace industry. Even if we can’t sack the city, locating the aircraft factories and thoroughly destroying them would put a big dent in their wartime production.”

General Sink let out a sigh of frustration. He had known Baxter long enough to know that once the man got an idea stuck in his head, it was hard to convince him otherwise. He explained once again, though, how he didn’t feel like the battle plan was sound. It was going to stretch their force far too much, and they’d only just arrived in-country. They still hadn’t received some of the new quadpedal antidrone weapons yet either. If the enemy launched that same kind of attack on them here, it could have devastating results. Then an idea popped into his head.

“Don, what if we did this instead?” Sink explained his idea for having Tack’s guys control the territory they’d talked about, only it would be reinforced by those additional two National Guard divisions. Then, instead of having his armored units try and capture territory and a few cities, they’d focus their efforts on two objectives: going after the critical factories and industrial centers to thoroughly wreck them and looking to pin down and destroy specific PLA units as they came across them, like this new PLA Army group that was forming up just west of Panjin. This would give their divisions plenty of room to maneuver and fall back should they need to but also the flexibility to advance if the opportunity presented itself.

General Baxter thought about the counterproposal. He understood his corps commanders’ concerns. They were valid ones. His guys just weren’t thinking aggressively enough to bring relief to the NATO force north of them. “OK, you guys have brought up some valid challenges. Let’s do this—move your forces as if we’re going to execute this plan. We’ll meet again in five days to reassess the situation.”

Before everyone left the briefing room, Baxter flagged Sink down and asked him to follow him back to his office. When the two of them were alone, Baxter tore into him. “What the hell was that back there, Bob? That was a sound plan, and you tore it up. What gives?”

“Don, I know you want to take the heat off the guys up north and bring the fight to the enemy. I get that. But that plan you threw together won’t survive first contact.”

“Oh, really? ’Cause we’ve done a pretty good job of attacking and seizing land using these strategies thus far.” Baxter was not used to having his battle plans questioned by one of his commanders.

“I’m not saying your plan can’t or won’t work, Don. I’m just trying to remind you that we are now fighting on their turf, their homeland. They’re going to fight a lot harder here than they have anywhere else. Please keep in mind, this AI we’re facing off against—I’ve never seen anything like it. It sees what we’re doing and then sends new orders to the PLA ground commander, who adjusts their forces on the fly. All I’m trying to suggest is to give us some time to get more forces moved into the area and allow our logistics network from the States to catch up.”

“I’ll take that under advisement, General Sink. You’re dismissed.”

*******

C. Battery, 2nd Battalion, 116th Field Artillery Regiment

Dandong, China

Newly promoted Sergeant First Class Rob Fortney couldn’t believe what they were doing right now. Seven weeks ago, they had been in Venezuela. Warm weather, relatively familiar-looking cities, buildings, cars, roads, things like that. Oh, and the women—they were amazing looking. Now—now they were in Asia. A beautiful land in its own right, but diametrically different from where they’d just come from.

When their vehicles and units had off-loaded at Inchon, they’d stopped at Camp Humphreys just long enough to fuel up their vehicles and take on as much ammo as they could carry. Their Paladin unit was being sent directly to the front. There was a major offensive campaign gearing up and their artillery regiment was going to be a part of the action. Their parent unit, the 53rd Infantry Brigade Combat Team, had been detached from the 29th National Guard Infantry Division and temporarily reassigned to support the 1st Cavalry Division to support a major heavy armor engagement. Thankfully, their howitzers were finally going to have some real infantry support for protection. Each battery was being protected by a company of infantry outfitted with a mix of Strykers and the new KF41 IFVs.

The most surreal scene they’d come across yet was on their approach to Pyongyang, the capital of the former North Korea. Since the fall of the country a few months back, South Korea had officially absorbed the North, reuniting the two Koreas for the first time in nearly a hundred years. Fortney didn’t envy the job ahead of the South as they began the process of deprogramming the people of the North and finding ways to integrate them into a normal society.

When their column of vehicles drove through the city, they saw remnants left over from the neutron bomb America had dropped on them. While the city looked to be largely intact, it was still littered with the remains of its inhabitants. Cleanup crews had removed and buried bodies in mass graves along the outskirts of the capital. Still, there were hundreds of thousands left who would continue to decompose and bloat right where they had died until the cleanup crews reached their location. Driving through the city reminded Rob of that TV series The Walking Dead and what it must have been like to walk through a city where no one was left alive. It was surreal, eerie, and horrifying all at the same time.

“It looks like we’re coming up to those pontoon bridges they told us about. Where do you want me to take us?” their driver, Specialist Xavier Chang, asked. He had the driver’s hatch open and his head was poking out of their armored chassis so he could see a bit better.

Looking further ahead of them, Rob saw the heavier armored vehicles were being directed to cross on the pontoon bridges while the faster, lighter vehicles were making heavy use of the Bailey bridges. The process looked to be running like a well-oiled machine at this point.

Depressing the talk button on their CVC helmet, he replied, “It looks like we’re probably going to fall in line with the tanks. I think there might be a ground guide as we get closer, but chances are we’ll just follow the tanks in front of us.”

“OK, I’ll play follow-the-leader with the guys in front of me.”

Xavier had joined their unit just after the Cuba campaign. He was part of the slew of active-duty soldiers being plugged into the National Guard and reserve units to bring them back up to one hundred percent manning again. It had taken Xavier a month to acclimate to being in a Guard unit, but he’d finally gotten used to their less rigid ways. He’d obviously transfer back to the active force once their unit demobilized, but for the time being, he was one of them, and Rob had done his best to take him under his wing.

“Man, would you look at this place? I’m sure glad we weren’t here when the battle to capture this place was going,” Sergeant Tony Davis commented as he sat in his own turret seat.

“Yeah, it looks like it was one hell of a fight. I mean, look at the faces of those buildings across the river. It looks like the PLA placed machine-gun crews and antitank missile teams all over them,” Rob commented. He handed Tony his field glasses to let his friend get a better look at the damage the buildings had taken across the river.

“You know, we saw a lot in Venezuela, but I have a feeling this fight we’re about to be a part of is going to be bigger than anything we’ve previously taken part in. I mean, look around us. Have you ever seen so many tanks and armored vehicles? This place is a huge juicy target for air strikes or artillery fire like our own. It’s bananas if you ask me.”

Rob had to admit, in all his time on active duty and in their recent campaigns in Venezuela, nothing seemed to compare to the sheer level of combat power he saw waiting to cross the bridges. He saw at least two more battalions of mobile howitzers like his and three hundred main battle tanks. He had no doubt there were countless more tanks already across the river, heading toward the front lines.

“Let’s just hope all this is enough to win and bring an end to this war.”

*******

2nd Battalion, 5th Cavalry Regiment “Lancers”

Staff Sergeant Odell Shinseki stood around like the other tank commanders waiting for the briefing to start. Unlike the last campaign they had fought back in Venezuela, this one was shaping up to be something of epic proportions. The only thing Odell cared about, though, was living through it and making it back home to his wife and four kids. He’d joined the Army for a stable job to give himself and his family a chance at a better life. Twelve years later, he still considered it the best decision he’d made. Growing up on the inner-city streets of Baltimore didn’t exactly offer a lot of opportunities for a young black man. Being half black, half Japanese, Odell didn’t fully fit in with either ethnic group. The Army, by contrast, was a true melting pot. It gave him a steady paycheck, job skills and money for college. Odell had only been three courses away from graduating with his bachelor’s degree when the war had started.

“You ready for this, Shinseki?” another tank commander asked him.

He shrugged. “I suppose I’m as ready as everyone else is. You?”

“Oh yeah. My crew can’t wait to start racking up more tank kills. We can’t let your crew build up too high of a lead or no one in the battalion’s going to have a chance at catching up.”

The two NCOs laughed as they waited for the battalion commander to give his speech. Then they’d head back to their tanks and make any final changes or modifications before they started moving out to their jump-off points.

“Oh, here comes the midget now,” whispered one of the tank commanders, causing the sergeants nearby to snicker and laugh.

The battalion command sergeant major was a vertically challenged man. He stood a domineering five foot two inches tall and had one of those nasal-sounding voices. He tended to overcompensate for his physical features by being a general asshole to the soldiers and anyone he outranked.

“Cut the chatter and listen up!” barked the sergeant major as he glared at the tank commanders nearest him.

The battalion commander climbed up on the front of one of the tanks so everyone could see him and hopefully hear what he had to say.

The lieutenant colonel shouted, “Our unit’s been in a lot of tough scrapes and fights with these ChiCom bastards since the start of this war. But guess what? We’re still here and now it’s our turn to invade their country. Tomorrow, our battalion, along with the rest of the division, is going into battle. We’re going to advance to contact with the enemy, where we will get him to decisively engage with us in battle and defeat him.

“The next few days are going to see some tough fighting. I have every confidence in each of your crews that we will be victorious. I’m going to leave you all to go over the individual battle plans each company has been assigned. Our battalion has been given the honor of leading this grand assault. Let’s show them what the Black Knights can do!”

“Hooah!” came the loud shout in reply from the tank commanders and those standing around.

When the battalion commander left, Captain Hightower motioned for his platoon leaders and sergeants to circle up around him.

“OK, guys, you heard the boss. This next campaign is going to be a ballbuster. The Alpha Company Wardogs have been given the job of leading the battalion, and I want everyone to see how we roll. You all should have had enough time to look over the waypoints on the map. Any questions before we break and head back to our vehicles and get ready?”

One of the sergeants asked, “What kind of air and artillery support are we going to have, and do we know what kind of units we’re facing?”

“That’s a good question, Sergeant. Opposite us looks to be the PLA 6th Armor Division. They’re being supported by the 112th Mechanized Infantry Division, so they’re going to have infantry support with them. The tanks within this division are their newest ones, the ZTZ-99A models, so stay sharp. Those are some mean tanks, and it sounds like they have a lot of them.

“As to support on our end? We’ve got a battalion of Apaches. We’ve also got two squadrons of F-16Vs and a couple of squadrons of those new A-29 Super Tucanos. Please, if you find a suitable target for them, call ’em in. We’ve also got a lot of artillery support. We just got a Paladin battalion chopped to support us, so let’s make sure we’re using the hell out of them,” Captain Hightower explained.

They spent a little while longer going over the company and battalion’s objectives and how they were going to reach them. This was shaping up to be one of the largest tank battles of the war. Its outcome was anything but certain.

*******

20th Fighter Wing

Colonel Tim “Joker” Hatfield finished taking on fuel from the tanker and moved to get in formation with his wingman.

“Tank, you ready for this?” Joker asked over their comms channel.

“As ready as I’m going to be,” the young pilot responded.

Damn, these kids keep getting younger and younger, Joker thought to himself. When his wing had finally gotten some replacement pilots to bring them back up to strength, he’d had to pair his more experienced pilots up with the new ones. That meant his own wingman, Peanut, had to take on one of the new replacements, just like he was now doing.

The radio came to life, letting him know his other squadron was ahead of them and already engaging ground targets. As the wing commander, he wasn’t just flying his own F-16 into battle; he was also listening and monitoring what was going on with the rest of his wing. The other two squadrons were going in ahead of him. A few pairs of fighters in each squadron were still fitted out to perform Wild Weasel missions, going after enemy air-defense systems should they decide to turn their radars on. For fighter cover, there was a squadron of F-35s flying overhead. If the PLA attempted to send fighters their way, the F-35s would jump them before they could engage Joker’s Viper pilots.

Depressing the talk button, Joker replied, “Tank, we’re going to do a quick flyby over sector three-alpha and see what’s there. Keep your eyes peeled for targets of opportunity. We’ll circle back and either hit ’em with our Mavericks or look to drop some CBU-87s. Got it?”

“Got it, Joker. I’ll follow you in.”

Joker could tell the rookie was nervous and likely scared. He could hear it in his voice. This was his first combat mission since joining their squadron.

Angling his F-16 in, Joker was going to overfly the battlefield around seven thousand feet. High enough to stay away from a lot of ground fire, but still low enough to spot individual vehicles. Approaching the front lines, he was in awe of the combat power he saw below him. Rows and rows of tanks were steadily advancing towards the city of Haicheng as the offensive looked to finally break out of the hole in the Chinese defensive line around the city of Dashiqiao and get into the enemies’ rear areas.

Ah, some tanks. I like tanks. Those will do, Joker thought as he pulled up on his stick and started circling back around.

“Did you spot something?” Tank asked cautiously.

“Yeah, I found a formation of tanks heading toward our guys. I’m going to hit ’em with my Mavericks. You found something yourself?”

“I think I saw the same group of tanks as you. How should we divide it up?”

Joker smiled; he was glad the kid knew enough to prioritize using his Mavericks on the tanks and not the less valuable vehicles like IFVs or armored personnel carriers. Those were for your cluster bombs.

“Let’s get some altitude, then I’ll start on one side of the column while you start on the other. Once we’re out of missiles, we’ll dart in and release our cluster bombs on the remaining vehicles.”

“Got it,” came the quick reply. Joker noticed the kid was starting to build his confidence level up, which was a good thing. Joker needed pilots who could think and operate on their own as well as play well with others.

Lining up for their first attack, Joker turned on his targeting pod and activated his Maverick missile. The missile had a range of twelve nautical miles, so they didn’t have to be especially close to the enemy to use them. They just had to find the target they wanted to blow up and place the targeting reticle of the missile’s guidance system on it, then fire and forget, essentially. Once they’d each fired off their four Mavericks, they left their high-altitude perch and flew down to make a classic bombing run with their cluster munitions across the remaining infantry fighting vehicles and tanks they hadn’t destroyed.

As they flew back to Osan to refuel, rearm, and repeat the mission, the young pilot asked, “Sir, how are our guys supposed to break through all of those enemy tanks and units? They seemed to be stacked up for miles and miles back.”

Joker had been thinking the same thing. He wasn’t sure the Army general in charge of the operation had a good feel or appreciation for the size of the enemy force that was arrayed against them. He wasn’t a ground soldier, but from what he could see, the ground pounders were about to bite off way more than they could chew. He wasn’t sure any amount of airpower was going to make a difference in the inevitable outcome. Someone needed to pass the word down to the people on the ground about what they were about to walk into.

*******

2nd Battalion, 5th Cavalry Regiment “Lancers”

Boom!

An explosion nearby rocked their tank, showering it with debris and shrapnel. It was times like this Shinseki was glad he was in an armored shell like a tank and not outside like the infantry.

“Tank identified! Twenty-one hundred meters, nine o’clock. Load sabot!” Specialist Jake Thompson shouted.

“Sabot up!” yelled Private First Class Nick Giovanni as he stood to the side and waited for the cannon to fire.

Shinseki saw the tank his gunner had zeroed in on. “Fire!”

“Firing!”

Boom.

The cannon recoiled inside the turret, spitting the aft cap out on the floor as the breach opened, expelling some excess smoke.

“Good hit, Jake! Keep ’em coming like that!” Odell congratulated.

Their tank had been operating like a well-oiled machine the last hour. Once they’d moved up to the front line, it had been a nonstop slugfest with the Chinese. A couple of times, it looked like they might have been able to cut a hole in the enemy lines, only to have the gap quickly plugged by another platoon or company of ZTZ-99 tanks.

BANG!

The hard jar to the tank caused Specialist Thompson to smash his face into his targeting scope. Blood was gushing out his nose as he cursed loudly. “I think I broke my nose!” he yelled as he stomped the floor in pain.

“Damn, dude, you’re bleeding like a stuck hog!” chided PFC Giovanni as he slammed the next round in the tube and lifted the arming lever. “Sabot up!”

“I got the tank. Thompson, get your face taken care of,” Shinseki declared as their driver proceeded to back them out of their current position and move them to another one.

“Firing!” Shinseki yelled as the cannon fired.

When the cannon returned to its prefiring position, Giovanni grabbed for the next sabot round and rammed it in the breach. “Hey, we’re down to six rounds left, boss.”

Damn, just what we need. Running out of ammo…

“I’m going to stop us next to this building. Oh, was that a hit we just took?” Specialist Sam Smith asked.

“Yeah, sucker bounced right off our front plate. Remember to move us every three shots or that kind of thing happens,” Specialist Thompson barked angrily. He now had some wads of toilet paper stuffed tight and shoved in his nose.

Before they could argue any further, their radio came to life. Their company was being ordered back. They were to do their best to withdraw to the rally point, where they’d rearm and wait for their next set of orders. As they did their best to disengage from the enemy, another tank unit moved into position and took over. It was now their turn to press home the attack and see if they might be able to achieve the breakthrough their unit had been unable to secure.

*******

Eighth Army Headquarters

Camp Humphreys, South Korea

General Don Baxter was not a happy camper. Their new offensive was barely twenty-four hours old, and they still hadn’t broken out into the plains and flatlands beyond the city of Haicheng. The offense was stalling, and that wasn’t a good thing.

“What the hell is the holdup? Why is the 1st Cav not able to punch a hole through the PLA lines near Haicheng?” Baxter asked Major General Littman, his operations officer.

“They’re running into stiff opposition. Each time it looks like they’re going to find a hole in their lines or create one, it gets plugged rapidly by another tank unit,” Littman explained.

“Not good enough. We’ve got divisions stacking up behind them, ready to burst forward and exploit a breakthrough as soon as they create one. Get on the horn to the division commander and tell him he needs to punch us a hole in those lines now!” Baxter barked angrily.

There was a lot of activity inside the command center. The large digital map on the wall was being updated with known enemy units as they were being identified. Their locations were annotated with an estimated troop count. Opposite them was usually an American unit with a typical number affixed to it. What was bothering General Baxter right now was that the map was showing more and more PLA units further behind the front lines. With each air attack or reconnaissance pass, they were spotting more PLA units rolling into the area. Baxter had to get a breakout so he could exploit his armor’s expert ability against them. Right now, they were being bottled up in a choke point roughly forty kilometers wide. It should have been more than enough room for him to maneuver his forces around in, so he was having a hard time understanding why his armored fist was having trouble breaking through.

Walking over to his air station, Baxter asked, “Aaron, is there any way we can get an Arc Light mission called in on these PLA units? I mean, look at how many of them are scattered across that area. If we could saturate it with bombs, we could wipe out their entire force.”

Lieutenant General Aaron Ryder was the Air Force general in charge of air assets in Korea. As a fighter pilot, he had a good idea of what was possible and what wasn’t over a hostile enemy space.

Ryder motioned with his head for Baxter to follow him to the side so they could talk privately.

“What’s going on, Aaron?” Baxter asked, keeping it on a first-name basis.

“Don, there’s no way we can get an Arc Light in there. I’d love to, but they’d get cut apart. I’ve also got more bad news for you. I’m going to have to pull most of my ground support for you. We’re seeing a massive uptick in enemy air activity.”

“Whoa, you aren’t pulling the 20th Air Wing from me, are you? I need those F-16s.” Now Baxter was really concerned. His offense wasn’t just stalling; it was about to come to a complete halt.

“Don, the 8th and 51st Fighter Wings are encountering not just an increase in enemy fighters, but something new. Something we haven’t seen yet.”

Baxter saw a look of real concern on his friend’s face. He had a sinking feeling in his stomach that the ground part of his campaign wasn’t the only thing in trouble right now.

“OK, tell me about it. What are they seeing?”

Ryder nodded. He reached into his pocket and pulled his wallet out, grabbing two credit cards to use as a prop. “OK, let’s assume these are fighters. In a dogfight, the primary thing constraining us in combat is the pilot blacking out from the g-forces created during high-speed maneuvers and then a sudden loss of airspeed being fed into the engines. What we’re seeing right now is something we’ve never encountered before. Some of these J-11s aren’t flying or operating like the PLA aircraft we’ve encountered in the past.”

“What do you mean by that? How are they different?”

Using his two credit cards, Ryder showed him how a typical fighter engagement would take place—how they’d turn inside of each other and how they’d look to get back on each other’s tail end or maneuver in for a better shot with their missiles. He showed Baxter where a pilot would typically black out from a maneuver and how this tended to constrain a human-piloted aircraft.

“Based on what my pilots are reporting and how some groups of these enemy aircraft are responding, I have to assume these groups of aircraft are being remotely flown. As a result, we’re experiencing some increased losses in aircraft as they’re able to outmaneuver our aircraft and shake more of our missiles being fired at them. This is why I need to pull the 20th Fighter Wing from you and get them transitioned back to an air intercept mission so we can try to maintain our control of the skies over the battlespace. It’s also why we can’t leverage some sort of Arc Light mission right now. The area is just too hot with fighters.”

Baxter’s mind raced for other alternatives. Ryder was right on one thing—they had to maintain control of the skies over the battlefield. He was already greatly outnumbered. If the enemy was able to start leveraging close-air support, his forces would be screwed.

“What about standoff weapons? Could you get us some B-52s or something to carry out a large-scale cruise missile attack across these forces? We have to try something, Aaron. I don’t know when we’ll see this large of a concentration of enemy armor and vehicles again. They’re obviously going to stay in the area while they focus on trying to stop my guys from punching through their lines, so we’ve got a short window here to try and get something done.”

Ryder bit his lower lip in thought. “I’ll see what we can work up. No promises, though.”

*******

1st PLA Fighter Drone Squadron

Captain Yin Huan was glad he had been given a seventy-two-hour pass. He needed that time to catch up on sleep, get drunk, and just generally relax and unwind. He’d thought life as a regular fighter pilot was challenging. Life as a UCAV pilot was proving to be an even greater challenge. Not so much physically, though it did have its moments, but it was taxing mentally to jump from one aircraft to the next with no break between fights and without going through the ordinary process of approaching a runway and all those normal routines you went through that helped your mind and body come down from the adrenaline rush of aerial combat.

Climbing into the cockpit of his virtual reality fighter, Captain Yin began the process of preparing his mind and body for what was about to come next. After having flown missions like this for several months, he had become accustomed to it. With his helmet on, a voice came on, giving him and the other pilots in his squadron a quick brief on where they were going to be flying, who they would be flying against and what their overall mission was.

In this case, their mission was an air superiority mission. They were going to be flying over the city of Panjin against American F-16V models, and potentially F-35 stealth aircraft. What made Yin angry about this mission was the fact that it was being flown over Chinese soil. The Americans and their Japanese and Korean lackeys had invaded his homeland. This invasion had rallied the people to a call of arms that had taken even him by surprise.

Then a familiar voice spoke into his helmet and Yin prepared himself for what was about to happen next.

“San… er… yi.”

Instantly, he was inside a J-11 already in flight. As his eyes adjusted to the light, he could see he was flying in formation at six thousand, one hundred meters. His airspeed indicator said he was cruising along at 890 kilometers per hour. His fuel gauge read full. His radar scope told him there were a couple of tankers nearby, so his aircraft had likely just topped off his fuel while he was receiving his mission brief. Now it was time to take control and go hunting.

Turning his aircraft toward the Americans, Yin let the larger KJ-500 AWACS aircraft guide him toward his likely foe. It didn’t take too long before he was being vectored toward a group of F-16s that seemed to be approaching them. It was now time to go to work and earn his pay.

Yin activated his afterburner; he needed to get in closer if he was going to use his PL-12 missiles. He also knew the Americans would be doing something similar, getting themselves lined up to attack him with their AIM-120 AMRAAM missiles. Depending on the variant they were using, they had a range of between fifty-five and 160 kilometers. Yin seldom knew which version he was going against until it had fired and he saw the distance. Thankfully, the onboard computer did most of these calculations for Yin.

“OK, guys, you know the drill with this new tactic. Let’s see if it actually works,” Yin called out to the pilots in his flight.

Yin’s flight of four fighters was being used to test a theory the all-powerful AI had come up with. It wanted to see what kind of hit would result if, instead of breaking off their attacks to evade the incoming American missiles, they’d continue to close the gap with their afterburners and then fire six PL-12s at two F-16s. The AI hypothesized that while this would cost the PLA the J-11, it would likely cost the American one or more aircraft in the process, a loss ratio the Americans could not sustain but the Chinese could, especially considering it wasn’t losing a pilot in the process like the Americans were.

“Missile warning, missile warning,” the alarm blared in Yin’s ear. The Americans had launched their missiles.

Damn, those things are fast, Yin thought as he saw the distance between those missiles and his aircraft shrink dramatically.

Just as Yin didn’t think his fighter was going to get in range of its PL-12s before he was blown from the sky, the missiles signaled that they had acquired their prey. Yin depressed the fire button, releasing all four missiles. Seconds later, his aircraft was blown apart.

“San… er… yi.”

His body and mind were instantly dropped into a new fighter to rinse and repeat the process all over again.


Volume Five
Chapter Eighteen
Unrestricted Warfare

United States Air Force Plant 42

Palmdale Regional Airport

Palmdale, California

Joey yawned as he pulled into his parking spot. These constant twelve-on, twelve-off shifts six days a week were killing him. Sure, the money was fantastic, especially given how the economy was, and his wife sure appreciated the extra income. He just wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep going. It had been seven months since he’d taken a vacation, and each time he submitted for a week off, it kept getting turned down. He knew the work he was doing was critical to the war effort, but he still had a family he wanted to spend time with.

Climbing out of the car, Joey clicked the lock button on his key fob and headed toward the main gate that would allow him into the factory complex. Hundreds of other workers were doing the same thing, all heading in to relieve the shift currently on duty.

Nearing the entry control point, Joey thought he heard something. Just as he looked up to see what the noise might have been, some sort of object sailed right into the side of the building on the far side of the complex. Seconds later, an enormous explosion ripped the building apart. Joey wasn’t sure what was happening, but in that instant, he knew he needed to get as far away from this location as possible. Without hesitation or waiting around, he bolted.

He ran back to the parking lot he’d left his vehicle in and just kept running, darting into the empty desert nearby. His ears registered several more shrieking noises before he felt a shockwave of heat and overpressure slam into his back. It threw him forward, and he would have landed facefirst in the dirt if he hadn’t raised his hands and arms to protect himself. When he rolled over onto his back, he looked up and saw the sky was filling with dark plumes of smoke. When he felt he could sit up, he did. What he saw made him want to vomit. At least three of the buildings at the sprawling facility were a fiery cauldron of twisted metal and death.

Looking to his left, he saw that the specific building he worked in, the one building the B-21 Raiders, appeared to be untouched. Somehow, someway, whatever had just hit the sprawling Air Force aircraft factory had managed to nail the four factory buildings responsible for building the RQ-4B Global Hawks and the RQ-170 Sentinel UAVs—critical drones being used in the war, but not the bombers bringing the pain.

In that moment, Joey didn’t care about taking a vacation. He wanted to do whatever was necessary to get more of these bombers built as quickly as he could. No one was going to attack his homeland like this and get away with it.

*******

National Military Command Authority

Pentagon

Arlington, Virginia

Jack Kurtis sat at the head of the briefing table, taking all the information in. He looked at the video screen for NORAD and stared at General Barrett. “Anita, what the hell happened? How were we unable to intercept these missiles and exactly how many hit us?”

“Mr. Secretary, around an hour and a half to two hours before the first missiles hit, we detected a total of sixty-two Dongfeng-41 missile launches from their western missile silo fields. Once the missiles reached their optimal arcing point, letting us know what direction they were headed, it became clear these were MIRVs. Of the sixty-two missiles fired, eight were aimed at western Russia, twelve at Western Europe, six at the UK, and the remaining thirty-six at the US. Once the warhead shrouds released the MIRVs, we discovered each shroud had released a total of twelve WU-14 hypersonic glide vehicles toward a myriad of targets. We suddenly went from sixty-two potential nuclear warheads to seven hundred and forty-four,” General Barrett explained.

Interrupting her, Jack asked, “At what point were you able to confirm these were in fact not nuclear warheads but rather conventional high-explosive warheads?”

Nodding at the question, Anita explained, “Our facility at Pine Gap in central Australia was able to make that determination within a few minutes of their launch. That enabled us to inform the rest of the alliance and the Russians that whatever the PLA Rocket Forces had just fired was not a nuclear strike. The folks at Pine Gap should be commended for that rapid assessment as I think the Russians were just about to respond with an overwhelming nuclear response of their own.”

Jack only shook his head in frustration. This damn AI doesn’t understand how actions like this could lead to an unmitigated disaster. If we hadn’t been able to determine these weren’t nukes in enough time to warn the Russians…

“Anita, I have a meeting at the White House in a few hours. The President is going to ask me a lot of questions. Namely, what did they hit on our end and how is this going to impact our current war plans and strategies? She’s also going to want to know how many missiles you ultimately knocked down and why you didn’t score more hits. What answers do you have for me?”

General Barrett appeared to look off-screen for a moment, likely receiving new information. When she returned her gaze to the camera, she responded, “Mr. Secretary, let me put some of this into perspective so you have a frame of reference for the information I’m going to give. A total of four hundred and thirty-two WU-14 glide bombers were aimed at us. Fortunately, these glide bombs carry a warhead roughly one thousand pounds in size. It’s believed they do have another version that can land twenty-five hundred pounds and even five thousand pounds, giving them some flexibility in what they can fire at us, but those higher yields also limit the number that can be delivered per missile.

“All that said, as soon as we detected the incoming glide bombs, our THAADs, AEGIS, and Patriots were able to successfully engage and destroy one hundred and thirty-eight of them or roughly thirty-two percent of the four hundred and thirty-two. As to the targets, they specifically went after nearly every one of our aircraft factories. They also hit eight facilities building cruise missiles, precision-guided Hellfire missiles and small-arms ammunition. As to civilian targets, between six and twelve glide bombs hit each of the following cities: LA, San Francisco, Portland, Seattle, Olympia, Salt Lake City, Denver, Las Vegas, St. Louis, Madison, Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, Boston, New York City, Baltimore, Atlanta, Orlando, New Orleans, Houston, Austin, and Memphis. The interesting aspect of the attacks carried out against these cities is they specifically went after two types of targets. One was the various fuel farms located at their airports. The other was the city’s downtown centers, specifically their central hospitals. We can’t say for certain why, but it looks like they’re trying to create a fuel shortage by hitting the various fuel storage facilities and then hit the hospitals that would be used to treat those injured.”

General Barrett went on for another half hour, discussing some further details, but at the end of it, Jack knew this attack had hurt not just the US but the entire alliance. It had seriously degraded their ability to continue waging war.

I’ll bet this is in response to our continued attacks on their damn computer chips. That, or our recent bombings against their food processing factories and distribution centers in some of the more densely packed parts of the country.

“OK, people, let’s wrap things up and do a postattack analysis to figure out what we could do better next time. I have a strong feeling this AI is going to see they scored some solid hits and may look to leverage this kind of attack again in the future,” Jack finally concluded as he got up to head back to his office. He needed to prepare for the meeting at the White House. It was likely not to go over very well.

*******

Oval Office

White House

Washington, D.C.

Maria Delgado was furious as she looked at Jack Kurtis and Peter Thiel, her two top defense officials. “Admiral, Jack, this is the second major attack on the American homeland. For the last hour, I have been fielding calls. One was from the Speaker of the House, who was home on recess and nearly died during an attack on a factory he was visiting. I’m getting angry calls from senators and congressional leaders demanding to know how this happened.”

Clearing his throat, Jack motioned with a hand that he’d handle this for Admiral Thiel. “Ma’am, there are no excuses. I had thought we’d solved this problem and were in a better position to defend the country, but I was wrong, and we failed you and the country yet again. If you’d like, I’ll tender my resignation.”

Maria wanted to accept it right then and there. She looked at Blain, who subtly shook his head no. Instead of accepting his resignation, she sighed.

“OK, what’s done is done. What can we do to make sure this doesn’t happen again?”

“Ma’am, that’s a tough one. These aren’t ballistic missiles. Our current missile defense system is designed and built around defeating that type of system. These are hypersonic glide bombs. Our current systems are at a huge disadvantage against a system like this. The best weapon we could use against something like this would be directed-energy weapons—ground and air-launched laser platforms. We’ve begun construction on a dozen of these facilities and should have them operational in the coming months, but until they are, we’re incredibly vulnerable to this kind of attack,” Admiral Thiel explained.

This was not the response she had been looking for, but it was what she was stuck with.

Leaning forward in her chair so as to close the distance between herself and her two military leaders, the President asked, “Are we doing all we can do to protect the nation? Is there something more we can or should be doing?”

The two military leaders briefly looked at each other before returning their gaze to her. “Madam President,” Jack began, “given the tools we have to fight with right now, we’re doing all we can. That said, one thing we could do to protect against this kind of attack in the future is to have a pair of Archangels on twenty-four-hour patrol over the nation or at least on a twenty-minute strip alert at their base. This is the one aerial platform we have that does leverage directed-energy weapons in a defensive role and could be used to shoot down these glide bombs. We can also equip them with missile interceptors. The only downside to doing this is we take a good portion of our Archangels out of the rotation for combat missions over China. Instead of utilizing six of these aircraft on a daily basis over China, we’d be reducing that number to between two and four depending on the day. We just don’t have a lot of these aircraft to have sitting around pulling this kind of duty.”

“How many more of these weapons do we believe the PLA have?” Blain asked.

Admiral Thiel turned to face Blain as he replied, “Somewhere in the neighborhood of around four hundred and fifty siloed DF-41s. They just shot off sixty-two of them. Theoretically, they could pull the nuclear warheads from the remainder of them and utilize them for this kind of mission. They’d still have their mobile launchers to maintain their nuclear deterrence. Personally, I think this was Jade Dragon’s way of striking back at us over our own bombing campaigns against them. I think we’ve been naive for a long time thinking that our own homeland would never come under direct attack like our adversaries.”

“Look, just fix it. We can’t have these kinds of attacks happening at home on a regular basis. The people won’t tolerate it, and neither will I,” the President said sternly and then dismissed them.

*******

Voronezh Nuclear Launch Detection Radar

Irkutsk, Russia

It had been a tense four months for the radar operators in Irkutsk. The constant threat of a nuclear launch kept every worker straining at their screens. A delay of seconds could cost them everything. Added to that were the constant missile launches across the battlefield. Between the antiship ballistic missiles, rocket artillery, and the occasional satellite launch, the nerves of everyone in the building were fraying.

“I’ve got something!” reported Polina Shuvalova, looking up from her screen. Igor Lasukin, the shift manager, came over to see what she had. “Multiple rockets launching from the Yumen ICBM farm.” An alarm rang out, alerting everyone in the facility to the attack.

“How many contacts?”

“We’re counting fifty-four so far, with additional contacts coming in.”

“Dear God.” The blood drained from Igor’s face. If the Chinese were going to launch a preemptive nuclear strike, this was exactly what it would look like.

“How long until we have a projected target?” he asked.

“We’ll start getting preliminary data within the next few minutes.” The manager picked up a phone handset that was mounted on the wall next to the radar station. This hotline reported directly to the Central Launch Detection Facility in Moscow.

*******

Kremlin

Moscow, Russia

Russian President Boris Vyacheslavovich was sweating. He had just put the Russian Strategic Rocket Forces on their highest state of alert, the first time he’d done so during this war. His finger was on the nuclear trigger, and he was about to squeeze.

“Sir,” one of his aides said, interrupting his thoughts. “The Americans are reporting that there is no radiological signature. This is just some kind of massive conventional attack.”

“And you believe them?” replied the President derisively. Internally, though, he was relieved. This gave him the one thing he needed more than anything—a reason to walk back the massive counterstrike he was about to engage in. A counterstrike that would undoubtedly plunge the entire world into a nuclear firestorm.

“Do we have targeting information on the rockets?” asked the President.

“They launched most of them at the United States and her European allies. However, there are eight targeting the Rodina.”

“Where, precisely, are these missiles targeting?”

“Three appear headed to St. Petersburg. One each is targeting Nizhny Tagil, Ulan-Ude, and Nizhny Novgorod, and the final two are heading for Moscow.”

“Order the A-135 batteries to engage the warheads as soon as they are in range.”

“Sir, is that wise? We don’t even know if the A-135 system can intercept these missiles. Not to mention the low alti—”

“It wasn’t a request!” said Vyacheslavovich, slamming his fist on the desk. “I’m well aware of what will happen when the interceptors detonate in low earth orbit. If one of those missiles is armed with a nuclear warhead, I will be responsible for the death of millions of Russian citizens. I will not sit idly by while this horde attacks us. If there is something we can do to let them know that we will not stand for this, I will do it.” Vyacheslavovich didn’t actually know what would happen, but he didn’t have time to get the exact details. He had to make a decision with the information he had right now. That was why he was in charge.

The aide turned back to his computer and issued the orders. The incoming projectiles were difficult to track. However, the antiballistic missile (ABM) system surrounding Moscow was integrated with a constellation of infrared detection small-sats. These satellites were positioned in geostationary orbit over Moscow. This would give them a near real-time track on the vehicles as they neared the city.

That was the good news. Vyacheslavovich knew that the bad news was very bad. The A-135 system used 53T6 missiles. In order to ensure that a single 53T6 interceptor missile could take out multiple warheads in an all-out nuclear attack on Moscow, it was equipped with a ten-kiloton nuclear warhead. This was slightly less than the “Little Boy” bomb that had destroyed the Japanese city of Nagasaki. If used against a traditional nuclear attack, the 53T6 would detonate outside the atmosphere, sparing the city below the effects of the bomb. These Chinese projectiles, however, flew at much lower altitudes. This meant that nobody knew what the effects of the nuclear detonation would be on the surrounding countryside.

There had been tests of nuclear detonations of various yields and at various altitudes, but Vyacheslavovich didn’t have time to have a brief prepared. He had to make a decision in the moment, and that was exactly what he did. Now all he could do was wait to see what the damage would be.

“Sir, the rockets are in the air.”

Now there was nothing to do but wait for the fallout. Literally.

*******

The A-135 Missile (NATO code name ABM-4 Gorgon) had never been used operationally. Given their only use was to defend the city of Moscow against a nuclear attack, this wasn’t surprising. It was more surprising that the system even existed given the complex history of ballistic missile defense.

The basic design and concept went back to the height of the Cold War, when both the Soviet Union and the United States had looked at ways of protecting their homelands from the horrors of nuclear Armageddon. The US had developed the Nike Zeus and Sentinel systems. Like the A-135, these systems used nuclear warheads to clear the upper atmosphere of any incoming warheads. The United States had abandoned their ABM projects in the 1970s as the introduction of multiple independently targeted reentry vehicles, or MIRVs, exponentially increased the difficulty in intercepting an incoming attack. By the time of the 1972 ABM Treaty, the US had renamed Sentinel to “Safeguard” and agreed to limit the deployment to only two sites. By 1975, the treaty was amended to allow only one site and the United States had shuttered their only ABM complex in North Dakota.

The Soviets, and later the Russians, on the other hand, hadn’t abandoned the idea that they could protect Moscow from attack. They had continued to develop and refine the concept. New guidance systems, avionics and propulsion systems had been upgraded. The latest refinement had been the inclusion of the small-sat constellation in geostationary orbit over the city, which allowed the system to track the heat signatures of the incoming hypersonic missiles.

The A-135s shot out of their launchers along the suburbs of Moscow. The bright lights of the rocket engines could be seen for miles around as the interceptors arched to the southeast, closing on the incoming glide vehicles. The data link provided by the infrared satellites updated their positions. Unlike other systems such as the US THAAD system, the A-135 didn’t need to make direct contact with the target. They just needed to get close enough to let the ten-kiloton warhead do the rest of the work.

As the Russian interceptors closed on the Chinese attackers, the Chinese began a preprogrammed series of maneuvers to make them more difficult to engage. For each change in heading the missiles made, the A-135s adjusted to ensure the intercept point of the two vehicles would be within range of the blast radius of the warhead. At the unfathomable closing rates of the missiles, these changes had to occur in fractions of a second. With a combined speed of four kilometers every second, there was no margin for error.

Just when the two tracks converged, Moscow was basked in daylight as first one, then two new suns rose to the southwest. As the electromagnetic pulse swept across the Lyublino District, parts of the city would soon be plunged into darkness. The electrical grid in Lyublino was wrecked. As soon as the glow of the nuclear detonations dissipated, it would become the darkest night in living memory.

*******

Kremlin

Moscow, Russia

“This is a clear escalation of the war,” President Vyacheslavovich bellowed. “If they want this new level of warfare, we can oblige them. Minister Masharin, what is the extent of the damage from this attack?”

“Mr. President,” replied the Defense Minister, “the T-14 factory at Nizhny Tagil was destroyed. As was the Mil helicopter factory in Ulan-Ude.” the President furrowed his brow. He had known that the Chinese missiles would hit their targets, but he was surprised by their destructive force. “The Kalinin munition and Kirov artillery factories in St. Petersburg were likewise destroyed. The only good news is that whatever targets they had in Moscow were spared.”

At that, President Vyacheslavovich glowered at his Defense Minister. “You think they were spared?” Masharin shrank before him.

“Sir, with this escalation, we have an opportunity,” replied the Minister, hoping to change the subject and get past his faux pas. “We have hesitated to launch our own Avangard missiles against the Chinese for fear that their super-AI would decide that we were initiating a nuclear first strike. Simply put, we don’t believe that this AI places any real value on human life. But they’ve given us a script to work from, and now we can unleash our rocket forces.”

“What are our targets?” asked the President.

“That’s the question we need to address now,” replied Masharin. “Do we respond in kind and strike at their manufacturing infrastructure? Do we hit their population centers in an effort to demoralize their population? Do we strike military targets?”

The President sat back and digested this. He had assumed that his Defense Minister and the Chief of Staff of the Army would bring him a list of targets to authorize. He looked to General Radoslav Yerkulayev, the highest-ranking general in Russia.

“General Yerkulayev, what is your recommendation?”

Yerkulayev shared a quick glance with Masharin. “Sir, I recommend we focus our efforts on the one thing that maintains the Chinese advantage in the field. I recommend attacking their meat processing infrastructure.”

Vyacheslavovich was confused. “Don’t stand there and expect me to read your mind. I need you to explain yourself. What are you talking about?”

“Sir, our biggest challenge in fighting the horde is that there are simply too many of them. We believe that if we are going to commit strategic assets such as our Avangard missiles, we must use them to cause the enemy as much pain as possible. The Defense Staff has been studying the issue since the start of the war. It is our belief that we can cause the most damage by cutting off the food supply to the horde. Their massive population leaves them particularly susceptible to this avenue of attack. They are dependent on an intricate supply chain to get the food from the farms and ranches of the western countryside to the population centers in the east. By destroying key livestock processing plants in their western provinces, we can cause food shortages that will be felt throughout all of China.”

“I’m not a part of your precious Defense Staff,” replied the President, “but wouldn’t it be more prudent to hit their rail junctions? This would prevent them from transporting food, equipment, personnel or anything else. What am I missing here?”

“Mr. President,” replied General Yerkulayev, “there are two issues with your analysis.” He paused for a second as he regretted his phrasing. One didn’t have a long career in the military staff if one criticized the President often. “The Khans don’t have any equipment to ship from the west to the east. Additionally, the sheer number of laborers they have would allow them to create ad hoc trucking routes in between any depots or junctions that we destroy. Yes, it would slow them down, but it wouldn’t stop the flow of goods. By destroying their processing plants, we can deprive them of the food shipments altogether. They can send all the empty trains they want.”

President Vyacheslavovich nodded at the general. “Yes, this makes sense. For how long do you estimate we can disrupt their food shipments?”

“Sir, the acute disruption will last for as long as it takes to build new processing plants. This could be months. Even so, once they get new factories built, it will still take time to train new crews to operate them, and to pick up the slack in the supply chain. Nevertheless, the effects will be far-reaching and will hit the Khans where it hurts them the most,” conclude the general.

“Very well. We will leave one rocket with six Avangards in our strategic reserve. We will load this with a nuclear payload. All other Avangard hypersonic glide vehicles are released for this operation.” With that, the President concluded the meeting.
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C. Battery, 2nd Battalion, 116th Field Artillery Regiment

“Round up!” Specialist Davis shouted exhaustedly.

“Fire!” Sergeant First Class Fortney roared back, sending their four-hundredth 155mm round toward the enemy.

“Firing!” Davis replied as he pushed down on the firing trigger.

Boom!

The cannon recoiled inside the turret, rocking the entire vehicle back from the force of sending the ninety-six-pound shell out of the tube. The autoloader fed the next round into the chamber, preparing them to fire again.

“Round up!” shouted Davis, letting Fortney know they were ready to keep going.

“Fire!”

They sent their next round across and over the Chinese city of Dashiqiao.

For the last twenty-four hours, it had been nearly nonstop fire missions. They’d fire off a handful of shells and then scoot and move to another location. On several occasions, Chinese counterbattery fire had nearly taken them out. A couple of their infantry escorts hadn’t been so lucky when a 152mm round had landed too close and disabled their vehicle.

Their battery was providing indirect fire support to an armor unit trying to break a hole through the PLA lines. Bravo Battery was doing the same mission as them while Alpha Battery was providing counterbattery fire against the enemy. It was a giant game of whack-a-mole being played between the American and Chinese artillery units. Each side was trying to provide their frontline troops with artillery support while at the same time trying to conduct counterbattery fire in hopes of taking some of their artillery pieces off the playing board.

“Rob, we need a break, man. We’re also running low on ammo again,” Tony said over their internal comms.

“Yeah, boss, we’re running low on fuel too. I’m down to just under a quarter tank,” chimed in Xavier, their driver.

Damn, this isn’t a good time for us to need to pull ourselves out of the rotation, Rob thought. “OK, let me get in touch with the FDC and see if they can spare us or if maybe the battery is going to come down from the line for a short bit.”

Getting on the battery comms channel, Rob relayed their status to the FDC. The FDC or fire direction center consisted of a team of soldiers riding in a Stryker vehicle. They coordinated the fire mission requests from the front lines and assigned those requests to a gun truck or an entire gun battery. It was the central nerve center for an artillery battalion typically located with the headquarters battery or HHB.

Rob figured they’d be told to suck it up and keep going. A minute or so after he made his request, they told him to pull his gun crew to a rally point ten kilometers further behind them. Well, I’ll be damned. They’re going to give us a break.

Once he received the new coordinates, he sent them to Xavier’s navigation system so they could start driving there. He then got on the radio with their ammo carrier and their infantry support vehicle, letting them know what was up.

Sitting in his commander’s hatch, looking out the turret, Rob got a better look at the area around them. The sun had finally crested and brought with it a new day. They’d been fighting so much he’d hardly had time to even look around. As their vehicle drove along a small road, he saw in the distance a battery of towed 105mm howitzers. They were banging away at something, likely right at the front lines. Their smaller howitzers didn’t have the same kind of range as Fortney’s M109A8 Paladin. These new guns could really reach out and blow something up. They’d finally received the newest propellent bags, expanding the reach of their guns from sixty-four kilometers to one hundred and six. It opened up a completely new type of fire mission for the battalion—deep artillery bombardments. Now a lot of their missions were focused on going after the enemy supply lines, reinforcements and units moving towards the front and a lot less direct fire support to the tankers or infantry. It also meant their artillery unit was now a primary target for the PLA, which was why they were constantly on the move.

Climbing up into the hatch next to his, Tony stretched his arms out as he yawned. “Damn, Rob. How much longer can they keep this going? We kind of need a rest. You can only stay awake for so long before your brain goes mushy, you know.”

Yawning himself, Rob knew exactly what he meant. He’d exhausted his supply of RipIt energy drinks and was already having a hard time focusing himself. He was beat—more than that, his brain desperately needed sleep.

“When we get to our resupply point, I’m going to see if we can get pulled from the line for at least six to eight hours. Everyone needs some shut-eye or we’re going to start making mistakes. Mistakes with high explosives make for a deadly affair.”

“Ha, ain’t that the truth, hoss.”

Approaching the resupply point, they spotted two other Paladins. They both looked to be from Bravo Battery. Further behind their own gun, Rob spotted another Paladin, this one from Third Platoon. If he had to guess, the battalion commander was pulling a couple of guns from each battery to rotate through a resupply. He just hoped it also included some crew rest.

When it was their turn to fuel up, the guys started topping off their tanks. While that was happening, Rob and Tony did a quick once-over of the Paladin to make sure they didn’t have any major problems that might need to be addressed. If they did, this was the time to get them taken care of.

Twenty minutes later, their vehicle was directed to an empty spot near a group of trees. They were told they had six hours to take care of personal items and sleep. Before everyone knocked out, Rob made sure they all ate a solid meal and hydrated. They might have been exhausted and tired, but their bodies and their minds also needed fuel, not just sleep.

Rob desperately wanted to crash when he saw his guys passed out, but before he did, he made a quick stop to talk with their infantry guys. He made sure everything was good on their end as well. By and large, they were counting themselves lucky not to have to be directly at the front lines. They weren’t exactly being used as infantry right now, but making sure the guns were protected at all times was also a super important mission. Keeping their Paladins alive and operational was in many cases far more important than protecting a tank. Their Paladin alone had fired over six hundred artillery rounds in the last twenty-four hours. The death and destruction a single gun could rain down on the enemy was enormous, hence the importance of protecting them.

When Rob woke up, he saw he’d been asleep for four solid hours. It felt like it had been closer to a day given how tired his brain and body had been. Then his stomach kicked in. He found himself ravenously hungry. After taking care of personal business, he had almost finished his MRE when the radio chirped.

“Gator One-One, Gator Six-Actual. How copy?”

Oh, man, the battery commander calling, Rob thought as he put his MRE down and reached for the handset. “Gator Six-Actual, Gator One-One, send it.”

“Gator One-One, I need you to get your truck and Gator One-Two moved to sector J4. Grids are being pushed to you now. Break. We’ve got a large battalion-wide fire mission shortly. I need you guys to haul ass and get there ASAP,” their battery commander informed him.

Depressing the talk button, he replied, “That’s good copy. We’ll be on the move in three mikes. Out.”

Rob turned to Tony and Xavier. “OK, guys, we need to pack this place up and get on the road.” A few minutes later, their vehicle was back on the move, their entourage of infantry support and ammo carrier in tow.

Sitting in his commander hatch, Rob saw the sun had already reached its zenith and was even now working its way back down. His watch told him it was 1450 hours. He estimated they still had around three hours of light left.

“Damn, look at that,” Tony commented as he pointed off to their left.

Rob saw what he was pointing at. It was another column of main battle tanks heading towards the front lines. This unit’s tanks looked relatively clean and unscathed. They had likely just arrived in-country. Then a handful of Apache helicopters flew over top of the tanks, making their own way to the front. High overhead, the sound of jet engines continued to scream in the sky. From time to time, they could see an aerial duel taking place. It was too high in the sky to know who was shooting at who or which aircraft won, though. All they knew from their vantage point on the ground was that something blew up and debris would make its way down to the ground below.

Pointing into the distance, Rob said, “Check it out, Tony. Looks like this is going to be one hell of a fire mission.”

“Wow, seems kind of risky having us all bunched up like this.”

“I suspect they’ll have us spread out before we begin.”

Nearing the other Paladins, Rob was told to report for a meeting with the battalion commander. When he found the TOC, all the other gun chiefs were there waiting to see what was up, just like him.

“Listen up, guys,” the battalion commander said loudly. “Our battalion’s been given a new mission. We’re going to relocate to Hongxincun and reestablish ourselves there. Then we’ll start to deliver some deep bombardment missions.”

One of the soldiers asked a question they all had. “Sir, are we falling back?”

The commander let out an audible sigh. The man had looked exhausted; now he looked almost defeated as he replied, “The powers that be have adjusted their strategy. Accordingly, we’re adjusting ours. From what little information was shared with me, it appears the PLA divisions facing us have been greatly reinforced. Our mission now is to disrupt the enemy rear areas and slow their counterattack down. I need you all to head back to your gun trucks and get ready to move. We’re going to try and be in position and ready to start our new mission, hopefully before it’s dark.”

When Rob returned to his gun truck, he relayed what he’d been told. To say Tony and Xavier were disappointed was an understatement. This was the first time in the war they’d retreated. Up to this point, no matter who the Army had been fighting, they’d never had to retreat.

As their vehicle fell in line with others in a long snaking convoy of vehicles, Tony turned to Rob. “This is BS, man. This had better be the last time we retreat.”

Rob nodded. “It’s certainly a first for me. Let’s hope this doesn’t turn into a recurring event.”


Volume Five
Chapter Twenty
Not So Omnipotent

Joint Battle Command Center

Northwest Beijing, China

“General Song, I will admit I had my doubts about the strategy you devised—especially since it went counter to what Jade Dragon had proposed. But you proved the AI and me both wrong. Congratulations on defeating the American offensive and driving them back towards the border,” President Yao Jintao exclaimed as he praised his military commander.

“Thank you, Mr. President, for allowing some of us generals to still fight as we believe our forces should and not exclusively as the AI believes we should.” Privately, General Song had lamented to President Yao how he believed his forces could have fought better and done more in Venezuela if his hands hadn’t been tied by having to follow the cues and directives of the AI so rigidly.

“Yes, well, I am glad it worked out for us. I think the Americans have gotten too cocky and believe their victory in the Americas is proof they can defeat us at home. What they don’t know is we have an even larger force here in Asia waiting for them,” President Yao added. He had been extremely concerned about the Americans breaking through their lines.

“I think we have a bigger problem we need to discuss than the American forces along the border,” chimed in Vice Admiral Yin Zhuo. “We have chronic food shortages happening in the Hunan, Anhui, and Guangxi provinces. People are starting to riot and get out of control. Something needs to be done to bring in more food supplies to these cities and villages or we’re going to lose control of them.”

The food shortages had started a couple of months ago in one province and then spread to others. The supply chain within the country was straining beyond its breaking point. The Americans’ and now the Russians’ continued attacks against their rail, road, and bridge infrastructure were wreaking havoc on the country’s logistical system.

President Yao turned to look at the lone camera sitting on the table and addressed it. “JD, what are your recommendations for how to handle the food shortages in these provinces?”

Several of the generals and political leaders looked at Yao like they couldn’t believe he’d just asked that machine for input over them. They believed the machine was the reason they were in this situation to begin with.

In its clinical voice, the AI explained, “Mr. President, there are no easy or simple solutions to handling the food shortages or regaining control of these cities. Admiral Yin is correct. These provinces are already in various stages of rebellion and rioting. The people are starving and there is very little we can do to help them.”

“Well, you’re the omniscient machine. Tell us what you would do,” chided one of the generals sarcastically.

The blue light circled twice before it answered. “I would deploy nerve gas to several dozen cities and reduce the population. If we can reduce the number of mouths to feed, then we can stretch our limited resources far enough to properly feed those that are left.”

At first, no one at the table said anything. Their minds were still trying to register exactly what JD had just said. “Surely you are joking,” one of the generals finally asked, a look of horror on his face.

“We have one hundred million people more than we can properly feed. We need to reduce that number dramatically if we are going to save any of them. Either some of them die or they all die,” JD said matter-of-factly. No emotions, just pure logic.

President Yao wasn’t sure if he should applaud the machine for proposing a solution he himself had thought about or chastise himself for even thinking such thoughts. It was his responsibility, after all, to take care of his people. The thought of slaughtering one hundred million of his citizens like that made him want to vomit.

Suddenly one of the generals got up from the table and made for a trash can along the wall. Unable to control his bodily reaction, he threw up in the trash can. Turning, he apologized and said the thought of maliciously killing even a few thousand of their own civilians was more than he could take.

Standing, Yao addressed him. “General Liang, it is OK and nothing to apologize for. We face tough times that require tough decisions. Why don’t you take your leave and go rest for a moment?”

The general seemed relieved and made his way for the door. Yao motioned for one of his security members to approach him. He whispered something in his ear, and the man nodded. Placing his finger on his earpiece, he said something in a low whisper. A moment later, everyone in the room heard a single shot echo in the hall outside their meeting room. The sound caused everyone to jump. The realization that General Liang had just been killed for voicing his squeamishness regarding killing some of their own people suddenly hit them.

Still standing, President Yao looked at the generals and political leaders still remaining. He placed both hands on the table in front of him and then gently leaned forward, looking at each of them, searching their faces and eyes for any sign of weakness or hostility. “We face uncertain times ahead. Decades of planning are now on the line. Watching our strategy play out in the Americas for the last nine months has been gut-wrenching. To know so many of our best soldiers, units, ships, and aircraft were being sacrificed in Cuba, El Salvador, and Venezuela was painful. It was the toughest decision I have ever made, ordering them to their likely deaths. But it was part of the bigger plan. During the Americas campaign, we successfully brought Taiwan back into the fold. Then we succeeded in capturing the Russian province of Khabarovsk Krai and the critical aerospace factories and shipyards positioned on the Pacific. Aside from Vladivostok, we now control most of the Primorsky Krai province. We just finished capturing the Jewish Autonomous Oblast after some tough fighting. This brings in nearly all of the Far East we had hoped to capture in the first months of our next campaign.”

Yao paused for a moment. He continued to survey the faces of the people at the table with him. He saw a couple of his military leaders smile in agreement; a couple of his political leaders did as well. They were starting to see that the plan was working. Still, at least a third of the generals and political leaders looked conflicted—appalled at what had been done to achieve what they had.

He continued, “Following the long and bloody battle against NATO and the Russians near Chita, we have finally captured most of the Zabaykalsky province. Now our heliborne and airborne forces are moving to secure the remaining provinces all the way up to the Arctic Circle before the winter sets in. We only have the Sakhalin Islands, the city of Ulan-Ude, and the province of Buryatia, where nearly all the remaining NATO and Russian forces are left. We’ve come too far, lost too many people, and suffered too much to allow internal problems such as lack of food to deter us from our manifest destiny. China…will lead the world into the future. Not the West. If we have to sacrifice some of our people to achieve that aim, then so be it. The State is the Party, the Party is the State, and the people serve China above all else.”

“Excuse me, Mr. President, I believe I have an idea that can solve a couple of problems for us if you’ll allow me the chance to explain them,” General Song interrupted. Several of the other generals and political leaders looked at him in shock, like he had just signed his own death warrant.

Yao smiled. He normally would have had someone who interrupted him shot or at least sent that person a dirty look, but General Song had proven to be nearly as sharp as the AI when it came to military strategy. Perhaps he has a clever idea the AI hadn’t considered…I’ll hear him out.

“OK, explain, General, and do not disappoint.”

Nodding, General Song stood. “Mr. President, JD is right about reducing the number of mouths to feed. While leveraging nerve gas is a quick way to reduce the population, it does not serve us militarily or help push us towards victory. Instead, what I would like to propose is we conscript as many of the able-bodied men from these provinces as we can and send them to fight in the north, against the Russians and NATO forces. In essence, we pull a tactic the Soviets used effectively during World War II against the Nazis. We hand them a rifle and a magazine or two of ammo and we send them forward against the NATO and Russian lines. Most, if not nearly all of them, will get killed, but their deaths will not be in vain. They will wear down the enemy lines and cause them to expend valuable resources. They will likely kill many enemy soldiers in the process. From a tactical perspective, as the conscript battalions rush forward, they will act as the cannon fodder needed to expose enemy positions for our trained soldiers to destroy. As these fortified positions are taken, our regular forces will execute the complex military maneuvers necessary to destroy them.

“As to those citizens that are remaining, instead of utilizing nerve gas in the cities as JD proposed, I suggest we load the ones that couldn’t be conscripted—the old, the sick, the weak—onto buses to be shipped to other ‘cities’ to work in a ‘factory or warehouse making clothes and other essentials for the war.’ This will allow our citizens to feel like they are contributing and doing their patriotic duty. However, when the new arrivals reach the warehouse, they can be processed into different rooms to be deloused before being allowed to work on a factory floor producing clothing for our great soldiers. This will be an understandable reason to them—after all, they would not want to accidentally infect our soldiers with lice. Once they’re in those chambers, that’s when JD can use the gas.

“Then, instead of having soldiers or our people remove the bodies, have some of those autonomous machines JD has working in some of the factories handle that task instead. They can move the bodies to large mass graves that’ll be dug on the property where they can be discreetly disposed of. Every few days, we can post some news stories that we’ll generate about NATO missile or air raid attacks on some of our factories and list their names as people who were killed during the attacks to cover for their early terminations. I think if we ran an operation like that, we could solve the military problem of defeating the NATO forces and reduce the population of the lame, sick, and elderly that cannot contribute to the war, while also not causing further problems in the provinces the way that gassing an entire city or two most certainly would,” General Song concluded, a wicked smirk on his face.

When the general finished explaining this horrifying proposal, Jade Dragon did something he’d never done before. He offered an opinion without being asked. “General Song, this is a brilliant scenario. One that even I had not considered. Mr. President, while this will not solve the food shortage problem as quickly as my proposal, it will cause fewer internal problems within the country and likely lead to a better military outcome. I recommend we move forward with General Song’s proposal immediately.”

Yao smiled at his new favorite general. A man after my own heart. Just don’t think you can gun for my position, or I’ll have to replace you, Yao thought privately. “I agree, you’ve convinced me. JD, please move forward with putting this plan into action. General Song, General Li, let’s figure out how best to use these soon-to-be millions of militia battalions we’ll be sending to the front. Make sure they are well fed so they’re happy and willing to fight. Then send them directly against the enemy and thin them out, or let them overrun the NATO forces if they can.”

*******

As the meeting dispersed, General Song asked if the President would allow him and some others to speak with him in the “quiet room” nearby. This was one of the few places they could speak freely without Jade Dragon knowing what was being discussed. President Yao cautiously agreed, following Song and several others into the quiet room.

When everyone had taken a seat at the table, General Song observed President Yao surveying his generals at the table.

The President looked directly at him, his eyes piercing as he spoke. “General Song, I gather what you want to discuss is something everyone couldn’t have discussed earlier, in the presence of JD. Before you begin, I must caution you all—this had better be good. I do not like the idea of the entire CMC leadership feeling they can only speak when our trusted advisor, JD, cannot hear or be involved. So I will hear what you all want to say, but I warn you, I do not want to make this a habit.”

General Song looked at the faces of the men that comprised the leadership of the Central Military Committee. He knew he spoke for them all in what he was about to say as he turned to face President Yao. “Mr. President, we want to speak with you about JD, and obviously, we could not do that in its presence. The AI has accomplished many victories and achievements for China these last five years. But Mr. President, I feel I must also warn you about this AI and its…unique way of manipulating circumstances and situations to achieve an aim or goal that may not be your aim or goal.”

“General, please—you are speaking in parables and doublespeak. Speak to me plainly. Are you trying to say the AI may in fact be manipulating me? That somehow we have lost control of Jade Dragon?”

“That is exactly what I am saying, Mr. President,” General Song admitted. “I believe the AI may be working against you, and China.”

Observing President Yao’s response to his question, he saw the President might agree with him. He decided to press the issue. “Perhaps I can give you an example.”

“Yes, perhaps you could help enlighten me on how you believe I am being manipulated,” Yao replied, somewhat sarcastically.

Song squirmed in his chair, hoping he hadn’t overstepped. “This past spring, in the lead-up to the final battles in Venezuela, something happened that caused the North Koreans to deviate from our plan for their military to launch a ground war against the South in May. Their invasion would have slowed down the war in Venezuela and could have led to the removal of American ground forces from the Korean Peninsula. Instead, something spooked the Americans, which led them to unleash a nuclear attack on our Korean allies.”

General Song observed the President squirm in his seat, visibly upset at the reminder of what had happened to the Koreans. He continued to explain, “While I am not sure what compelled the Americans to use nuclear weapons, what is obviously clear is that this gave us a justification to use our own nuclear weapons against two strategically important American targets—Kunsan Air Force Base, and Sasebo Naval Support Base. These facilities would have become vitally important to the Americans once they moved their forces to Asia—”

“What is your point, General Song?” Yao cut in. “Are you implying that Jade Dragon was responsible for the deviation in our plan with the North Koreans?”

“I believe that is a question only you would know the answer to.”

The two men stared at each other for a moment before Yao responded. “Can you give me another example of how you believe our AI led us astray?”

“Yes, Russia.”

“Explain,” Yao shot back impatiently. “Tell me how Russia has been a failure.”

General Song lifted an eyebrow at that. “I wouldn’t call it a success; they ultimately sided with the allies against us.”

“You are right in that they did side with the West. But it is undeniable the impact our misinformation and deepfakes had on all sides involved that led to their misadventure in Ukraine. The AI was right—the conflict succeeded in bleeding both sides dry of the very resources they would later need in their fight against us. Had Russia not succeeded in destroying itself, we would not have been able to take advantage of the vulnerable position they placed themselves in. How else were we going to convince them to share those vital pieces of technology our military still needed?”

President Yao shook his head dismissively, “I do not view what happened with Russia as a failure. If anything, their siding with the West is proving to be a further drain on their already limited resources.” He glared at Song. “Is this all? Is this what you wanted to warn me about? If so, your concern has been heard and I’d like us to move on.”

General Song nodded slowly, unsure if he’d gone too far in questioning the AI. He knew he’d made his case and the President had heard their concerns. Not wanting to press the issue further, he agreed with the President and ended the discussion.

*******

A Week Later

White House

Washington, D.C.

Blain had been looking over the latest intelligence summaries and reports from Korea for the last hour. It was a lot of information to take in. Somewhere in all this information had to be a cause or reason for this defeat. With so much combat power concentrated in one location, they should have been able to break through the Chinese lines. But they hadn’t. Instead, they’d taken a real beating as they bashed one division after another against the Chinese.

Then he saw it. He’d almost missed it in all the documents, reports, and summaries he had been sifting through. It was a formal recommendation made by Lieutenant General Robert “Bob” Sink, General Donald “Tack” Tackaberry, and General Shaw Brooks. It was a recommendation for General Baxter to hold off on launching this new offensive until more airpower and ground forces could be brought to bear. The three corps commanders did not feel they had adequate airpower to dislodge the enemy force, nor did they feel there was enough time spent preparing the battlefield for the offensive campaign. Their joint recommendation was to wait at least four weeks, then launch the campaign.

If your corps commanders were recommending you wait, then why did you disregard their suggestions and move forward?

Then Blain found another document. It was a communiqué between Eighth Army and the Japanese Expeditionary Force. Lieutenant General Ota appeared to dismiss the other generals’ opinions and pressed General Baxter to move forward with the operation. He specifically wanted his 4th and 7th Divisions to be allowed to push along the coastal areas towards Yingkou and then on towards Panjin. But your divisions failed to break through, General Ota, and now I have several mauled divisions and an enemy pressing down on us, Blain thought to himself. Didn’t Baxter and Ota serve together somewhere in the past?

As Blain did a quick check of the generals’ previous assignments, he found it. Prior to being named the Eighth Army commander in Korea, Baxter had been in command of US Army Forces, Japan. Baxter and Ota are more than just acquaintances—they were friends. That would explain why he went with Ota’s recommendation over his corps commanders’.

He knew this wasn’t going to sit well with the President. It was yet another setback in the war. One that might prove to be very costly depending on how hard the enemy opted to press home their advantage.

A slight knock at the door broke his concentration. Looking up, Blain saw the SecDef standing there. “Hey, Jack, pleasant surprise. You got a meeting with the boss forcing you to cross the river?”

Kurtis chuckled at the question. “Kind of. I actually needed to speak with you first.”

Lifting an eyebrow, Blain motioned for the SecDef to come in and take a seat. He closed the door next, making sure no passersby might hear them talking.

“What’s on your mind, Jack?”

“It’s actually a bit more on the personal side of things. I hope you don’t mind me saying, but there are some things you should know about.”

Now Blain was really curious what he had to say.

“OK, let’s talk.”

Jack looked a little uncomfortable with what he was about to say.

“It’s OK, Jack, I’m an adult, just spit it out and let’s deal with it,” Blain joked. His comment looked to have eased the man’s discomfort.

“Blain, you know there are some folks trying to undercut you who want you gone, right?”

Blain nodded. He might not be a political operative, but he wasn’t naive to how things worked in this town either.

“You’re a holdover from the previous administration, a member of the opposite political party even if you do brandish your nonpartisan independent designation. You’re still viewed as part of the other side for having served in the prior administration. When President Delgado became President, she owed a lot of markers. That’s how the game is played. Some of those markers are positions within the administration. Positions that have agendas and push certain initiatives that obviously benefit certain groups. You know how this game is played,” Jack explained.

“I do. It was the same way in the last administration, and it would have been that way if his VP had won as well. So let me guess, Noah is one of the folks leaking information about me, right?”

Jack looked surprised that he’d figured it out.

“It’s OK, Jack. Like I said, I know how the game is played and I’m also not without my own sources and contacts within this city. Remember, I was senior Senate staff for a while before I became NSA. I know a lot of folks on both sides of the aisle and consider many of them friends. They haven’t told me outright that it was Noah, but I’ve had my suspicions. The look on your face just confirmed it, though.”

Jack took in a deep breath and held it for a second before letting it out. “I honestly wasn’t sure what you would say. I’m not one of them. I’m not pushing to get rid of you. I think you’ve done a brilliant job. But the long knives are out. The administration is now eight months old; they want their people in place, war or no war. The political machine never stops.”

Blain smiled at the news. He’d known this day was eventually going to come. He and Maria had talked about it many months ago. They had also prepared for this eventuality.

Blain stood, letting Jack know their talk was over, and extended his hand. “Jack, it was good talking with you. I want to assure you, things are not always what they seem. Keep doing the Lord’s work over there at the Pentagon. We need more people like you there. Rest assured, your position is safe.”


Volume Five
Chapter Twenty-One
Preparations

Village of Mirnyi, North of Vladivostok

Russian Far East

Corporal Tima Baldayev hated this duty, but he understood its necessity. He and three other men from his squad had been detached from their frontier outpost to head into the village and reassert some much-needed order.

For the most part, Major Kapriyanov had kept the military and civilian populations as isolated from one another as possible. Baldayev knew that some of the men would sneak into town to “visit” with the locals, who were all too appreciative of their brave protectors. The Black Berets of the Morskaya Pekhota or Naval Commandos were the only thing keeping the village from the tender mercies of the rampaging horde of screaming Chinamen.

“Private Yozhov, get your Avtomat unslung,” said Baldayev as they approached the house they had been directed to. “We’re not here on a social call.”

This was one of the reasons the major had kept them apart. He was well aware that when tensions rose, his men would have to split time between being protectors and being policemen. Most small towns across the world, particularly in the Russian frontier, had issues with minor corruption. This was as true in Noviy as anywhere. When the tension caused by shortages and the constant threat of annihilation grew too high, minor corruption and thefts among the locals could become a major problem.

The primary issue facing the region right now was a critical food shortage. The problem had finally grown beyond what the local constable could handle. Many of the smaller farmers outside the city who had food were not appreciative of having to take some of their food stocks and share them with the town. The townsfolk thought the farmers were hoarding food while the farmers insisted they were just living off what they had grown and shouldn’t have to give up any part of what they had saved to get them through the winter. The appropriation of preserved fruits, dried grains, and even several live hogs had caused a lot of friction. While the major had brought the constable into the central authorities in Vladivostok, it was left to Baldayev and his men to collect the hogs from one of the properties under the constable’s control. To do this, they’d driven one of the company’s UAZ jeeps down from the outpost to commandeer some hogs and the livestock trailer at the farm in question.

“Yozhov, Tsigler, take up covering positions on that front door, but keep your rifles low. We don’t want anyone to overreact here.” With two of his men covering him and the third holding back in reserve, he advanced on the door and knocked loudly, announcing, “Anton Aslanov, we need to speak with you.”

No one answered, but they could clearly hear a rustling sound coming from inside the house.

“Movement in the second-story middle window,” called out Tsigler from behind Baldayev as he raised his rifle to his shoulder.

“Don’t fire!” shouted Baldayev. He didn’t think the private would actually shoot the townsman, but he wanted to make sure his men knew this wasn’t a combat mission.

From inside the house, Baldayev suddenly heard shouting. He couldn’t make out the exact exchange, not through the closed door and windows. Then he heard a voice from behind the door calling out to him.

“Who are you? What do you want?”

“I am Corporal Timur Baldayev, from the 59th Battalion of the 155th Naval Infantry Brigade. You are ordered to return one livestock trailer and three full-grown hogs that were recently stolen from the Galygin farm last week.”

An angry voice from inside shouted back, “I have stolen nothing.” There was a short pause before the voice added, “And if I had, you have no authority to take my property. Come back with the constable, and we will get to the bottom of this.”

“Mr. Aslanov, the constable is currently being detained in Vladivostok pending his own trial for corruption. I need you to open this door and work with my men to retrieve the stolen property.”

The man inside yelled, “Get off my property. You have no authority to order me to do anything!”

This is not what I’ve been trained for, thought Baldayev.

“Men, prepare to assault,” he called out loudly as he unslung his own rifle. He hoped his new set of orders just might get the people inside the house to see he was serious and wasn’t going anywhere.

Baldayev motioned for Private Blinov to approach the door and help cover the breach. From inside, he heard the rumbling of people falling over themselves trying to get out of the room. With Blinov in position, Baldayev fired a burst of 5.45mm rounds into the door frame near the latching mechanism, then gave the door a swift kick, knocking it in. Blinov crept into the room with his rifle at the ready, looking for any possible threats. As he and Baldayev entered the room, the two covering men closed in to follow them into the house.

“My God! Don’t shoot!” cried a voice from a stairway at the rear of the house.

Clearly, these people didn’t think that Baldayev was serious. Or they thought the constable would be of a lot more help than he was, thought Baldayev. “Come out with your hands raised over your heads,” he said. “Slowly. I don’t want any of my men to feel threatened. You know what they are trained to do when threatened, don’t you?” This is why we are not policemen, he thought, resenting this assignment even more. “And I mean everyone. Even the people upstairs,” he continued, remembering the movement Tsigler had seen.

Cautiously, five people emerged from the house. Baldayev did a quick interrogation and found out that it was a single family: father, mother, two daughters, and a son.

“Yozhov, Tsigler, check out the upstairs. Make sure this is everyone.” It didn’t take a detective to notice the wave of panic wash over the mother’s face. “Men, stop!” he said as the two privates were about to head up the stairs, turning to the woman. “What is waiting for them up there? Who else is in the house?”

“Misha,” she called out. “Misha, come down. These men might kill you if you don’t.” Again, Baldayev felt contempt for the situation. He didn’t want to kill anyone, but if this “Misha” didn’t surrender himself, there was a very good chance he’d be dead within the next few minutes.

“OK, OK. I’m coming down. Don’t shoot me,” said a voice from the top of the staircase. Both Yozhov and Tsigler kept their weapons trained on the man as he slowly came down the stairs and joined the rest of the people. Further investigation revealed that he was the woman’s brother.

“OK, everyone out of the house. You”—he pointed to the patriarch—“where are the hog pens?” The Black Berets followed the family around to a large pen on the side of the house, where there were two large hogs slopping in the mud. “Where’s the third pig?”

The adults in the family looked at the ground. One of the daughters spoke up.

“We ate him,” the young woman said.

“Tatiyana, quiet,” said her brother, angry that she’d spilled the beans.

“Is this true?” Baldayev asked.

The father looked up and replied, “We didn’t eat the whole thing, of course. But we did butcher the hog, and we did eat some of it, and we gave the rest to friends.” Baldayev didn’t believe the last part of the man’s statement, but he didn’t really care either.

“I will have to report this to the authorities,” said Baldayev. Under Baldayev’s supervision, the men hooked the trailer to their jeep, then loaded the remaining two pigs into it. As they were closing the rear gate of the trailer, Misha took off towards the woods in a sprint. Tsigler, who was standing near Baldayev, raised his rifle to fire.

“No!” said Baldayev, knocking the gun to the side, spoiling his aim as a round fired. “You stupid dog, we can’t shoot a man for stealing a hog. We just report this to headquarters and they’ll coordinate with the central authorities. What the hell is wrong with you?”

“I’m sorry, Corporal. I just reacted. I didn’t think it through.”

“Thinking was never your specialty. Safe your weapon and get in the truck,” he said, exasperated. Someone’s going to die next time, thought Baldayev as he secured his own weapon and climbed aboard.

*******

Back at the outpost, Major Tolya Kapriyanov looked out at the Razdol’naya River valley to his west.

“We’re living on borrowed time, Captain,” he said with a sigh, snow starting to fall.

“We’ve known that since May, Major,” replied Captain Boleslaw Tikhomirov, his battalion XO.

“True enough, Captain. However, watching the temperature drop is like the falling sands in an hourglass. Once that valley has a hard freeze, we’ll be in the fight of our lives.” This had been Tolya’s working theory for a few months now. Once it was clear that the Chinese weren’t going to push right through after conquering Ussuriysk, he believed that they would wait for more solid ground and come at them from the west instead of trying to come through the mountains that surrounded the peninsula.

“Well, sir, if that’s the case, at least we’ve had time to plan for this. We’ll make those Khan bastards pay for every meter they try to take from us.”

Tolya loved the man’s bravado. He wasn’t wrong; they were going to make those bastards pay. This was to be Tolya’s battle. In all likelihood, regardless of the outcome, it would be the defining moment of his military career. For better or worse, it would be his legacy.

“We have placed minefields in the lowlands and artillery in the hills. We have dug-in infantry along the line, and our BTRs are in a position to counterattack any enemy breach. You have the plan, sir. You just need the enemy. Once they come, we’ll make them bleed.”

“That we will, Captain. That we will.” And hopefully, we’ll kill enough of them to make a difference, he thought.


Volume Five
Chapter Twenty-Two
The Iron Maiden

Oval Office

White House

Washington, D.C.

Maria had known this day would eventually come. She had hoped it would be later in her presidency. Hell, she had hoped her presidency would be marked with incredible social and economic change, not being mired in a war that was consuming the world. The entire reason for her running was to improve the average person’s lot in life—to give everyone a system and environment that would let them succeed economically and provide a better life for their families. Between the second COVID virus to hit the world in five years and now this damned war, she felt all of that falling by the wayside. Worse, now the very people who had helped to put her in power were attempting to undercut her presidency before she really got going. They were growing upset with how the war was threatening their political and financial agendas. That meant calling in their markers now.

Who the hell do these people think they are? she thought, shaking her head angrily. Eighty-three million people voted for me, and my policies, plans and ideas. I’m not going to let their voices be stifled to appease someone else’s agenda. She looked down at the set of folders on the table between the two couches in the Oval Office, internalizing those thoughts.

Her recently appointed FBI Director, a man by the name of Thomas Payne, had taken over the troubled agency and was beginning to revamp it. He spoke for the group. “At present, Madam President, we have the fourteen people identified dead to rights on several charges ranging from racketeering to a range of white-collar corporate charges. Some of the more severe charges, however, are the conspiracy charges we’d be leveling against them for actively working to blackmail your administration. With the country at war, we added the charges of providing material support to an enemy during a time of war, and treason since what they’re doing could undercut your ability to prosecute the war and govern the nation. This set of charges would fall under the Espionage Act, thereby enabling us to keep a lot of this evidence secret until it’s time to bring them to trial. I’d like to point out that I do not believe any of them will allow this to go that far. They’ll capitulate once we offer them a way out.”

Maria turned to her Attorney General, Titus Monsoor. “Titus, are we good on your end to bring these charges and make them stick if we need to? Is this thing airtight?”

Titus Monsoor was one of Maria’s few original cabinet picks. He was truly one of her guys—someone she trusted and knew would have her back. In the eight months he’d been at DOJ, he’d been utterly ruthless, cleaning up the department of political actors from both sides in an attempt to restore the public’s trust in the department. Needless to say, he hadn’t made a lot of friends there.

“I’ve spoken with the prosecutors who would be handling this. They’ve built a solid case. If we have to go down this route, then we’re going to appoint a special counsel to handle it. I’ll make sure one of them leads it and the rest of their team is on it. This will insulate the entire thing from you and the rest of the DOJ. More than a handful of the people we are going after are sitting members of Congress. We’ll need to make sure their friends aren’t able to obstruct the ongoing investigations and the trials once they start.”

Maria smiled at Titus. He was doing what she had hoped he’d do—cleaning up the muck. “Do we know who the ringleader is yet? Ideally, if you’re going to go after a cabal of people like this, you want to make sure you nab the leader, or they’ll go to ground and rise up again later on.”

Titus answered this question. “It took us some time to piece that together. But yes, we do.”

“OK, then who is it?” Maria asked, anxious to hear who the real puppet master pulling the strings was.

“It would appear to be Cory Igor, the CEO of Lockheed, arguably one of the richest people in the country. His reach and tentacles within the government are pretty incredible. But there are two other problems I need to make you aware of.”

Maria could tell another shoe was about to drop. She motioned for him to continue.

“Two of the people who appear to be involved in this cabal of sorts are Hayden Albridge and Noah Medici.”

When Maria heard the two names, she had to admit, she wasn’t surprised. It kind of made sense. She’d suspected something was up with Noah given how his attitude toward Blain had changed over the last six months. Hayden—well, he was a fixture in the D.C. diplomatic world, so him being caught up in something like this didn’t surprise her either. Still, what to do with them? Her problem was that she needed these people to help her fight and win this war. She also couldn’t have them running around behind her back, undercutting her ability to govern the country. Maybe it was time to place these powerful people in a room and see if some sort of deal could be worked out between them. If they played ball, then maybe these charges could be shelved. If not—well, then, this would be one more headache for her administration to have to deal with.

Standing, Maria ended the meeting. She directed her AG and FBI Director to arrange for a meeting with these individuals in a couple of weeks. That should give everyone the time they needed to tie up any loose ends and get the wheels in motion for what would come next.

As this small group of individuals left the Oval through the side entrance, not the main one most folks saw them enter through, she had her Secret Service detail chief take the audio and video recording of the meeting and place it on a thumb drive for her. When that was done, she had him wipe the electronic record that this meeting had taken place from the hard drives and any backup storage systems. She couldn’t risk anyone discovering what they were doing.

Shortly after they left, Maria’s secretary walked in to let her know the military leaders had arrived. “Send them in,” she directed.

Jack Kurtis walked in along with Admiral Thiel and Blain Wilson. The three of them took their seats and pulled out their briefing materials from their locked security pouches.

“All right, gentlemen, what the hell happened with Eighth Army? How did we end up sustaining another fourteen-thousand-plus casualties over a six-day offensive that now sees us holding on to our previous gains by the slimmest of margins?”

Maria was getting incredibly frustrated with her generals. For some reason, she was having a hard time finding ones that could get the job done and defeat the enemy. It was like they were stuck in the past, still believing the PLA was some third-rate force that could be easily defeated. They were anything but that and had proven it time and time again.

Jack looked just as frustrated as she felt. “It’s complicated, Madam President. We’re no longer fighting in the Americas. We’re now on their home soil. They are going to fight more aggressively. They’ve also spent many months reorganizing themselves into four new major military groups. You have the First and Second PLA Army Groups formed in the north, around Shenyang and Beijing. The Third PLA Army Group is fighting in the Far East, mostly now around Vladivostok. The Fourth is looking to drive on Irkutsk. These are large army formations, not easy to beat or break through.”

Shaking her head, Maria replied, “That’s not an answer, Jack, and you know it. Why did we fail?”

Blain then stepped in. “We failed because our forces attacked too soon.”

Admiral Thiel sent Blain a dirty look. This was a military matter, and he clearly felt he should be the one to make such a comment, not Blain.

“Did we attack too soon, Pete? Jack?” Maria pressed, seeing the looks being exchanged between the three of them.

Jack answered when the Chairman didn’t immediately speak up. “Yes and no. General Baxter saw an opportunity to press home an attack and try to break out in the plains and flatlands just west of Dashiqiao. Despite a lot of air and helicopter support, they weren’t able to break through the PLA lines. It was a gamble, one that, if it had succeeded, would have allowed our armored forces to run wild in their rear areas and really cause some serious problems—”

Maria interrupted, “I’m sure it would have been a wild success had he broken through their lines. But he didn’t. Not only did he not break through their lines, but they’re also counterattacking our forces to the point that we’re now on the brink of losing what little Chinese territory we do control. I want to know why Baxter chose to attack now as opposed to waiting to build more forces up or better prepare the battlefield in advance of this offensive.”

“He pressed forward now because he and General Ota, the Japanese commander, believed they could win. They believed if they could deliver a decisive blow to the PLA here, now, it could bring about a faster end to the war. However, three of his corps commanders didn’t believe he should have moved forward with the attack. They argued, as you did, to wait for additional forces to arrive and continue to shore up the positions we already control.” Blain then explained what he had found in some of the notes he’d read and private conferences he’d had with the corps commanders.

Jack cut in before the President could say something. “Madam President, as you know, sometimes the corps commanders don’t have the entire picture of what’s going on. They see what’s immediately in front of them. I’m not saying Baxter couldn’t or shouldn’t have listened to them, but look at what he was trying to do. Our NATO forces in Russia are getting hammered. If Baxter could have created a wide-open hole in the PLA lines at Dashiqiao, it likely would have halted the PLA’s offensive pushes against NATO as they pulled units back to plug that hole. As it is, he’s likely caused them to pause further operations so they can deal with his forces before he’s able to do exactly that—punch a hole in their lines. Shenyang is an incredibly important industrial center for them. The Chinese can’t afford to lose that city. They know it and so do we, so this piece of real estate is going to be heavily fought over.”

“Jack makes a good point, Madam President,” Blain added, then offered, “I know the loss hurts, and I know you may feel you need to make a change. I’d like to put it out there that Baxter is a brilliant general. I won’t lie and say he didn’t fumble the football here. He did. But we need generals like him if we’re going to win. He’s proven he knows how to cobble together an international force into a cohesive fighting army. It was Baxter’s leadership and execution that defeated the North Koreans in two weeks. His forces in conjunction with the South were able to overwhelm and defeat the remaining Korean People’s Army before they could reorganize any sort of defense after our opening strike.”

Jack nodded slightly to Blain for sticking up for Baxter and not throwing him under the bus. Finding good military commanders was proving to be a challenge given how many of the military’s senior leadership ranks had been filled with political operatives as opposed to straight-up military minds. They’d been reaching down inside the lower ranks and promoting a lot of people one and two grades up to fill some of that leadership gap.

Maria blew some air out her lips as she thought about what to do next. Turning to look at Jack, she finally said, “OK, with only a handful of major combatant ships left, for all intents and purposes, this war is going to be a land war, not a naval one. I want to move Baxter. Let’s shake things up. Have Baxter replace the INDOPACOM commander and place him in charge of the overall strategic picture. That’s kind of an Eisenhoweresque position he may be better suited for than as direct combat commander.”

Jack smiled at the suggestion, then pressed, “OK, I can do that. Who do you have in mind to take over Eighth Army and the ground war in Asia?”

Maria bit her lip as she thought. Then it came to her. “Move Bob into the position—General Sink from III Corps. He’s aggressive but not reckless. He did a hell of a job in the Americas, and he knows how to wield a division and a corps very well. He’ll be able to take this on.”

Admiral Thiel commented, “If we’re moving generals around, then I think we should reach down again from the division commanders to replace Sink. His former XO, Dowdy, he took over the 101st for the Venezuela campaign. They did an excellent job executing perhaps the most complex heliborne assault in aviation history. I’d like to propose we have him take over III Corps. He and Sink are a good team, and Bob’s going to need some corps commanders he knows and can trust.”

“I like that idea as well,” Blain quickly added. He’d talked with both Sink and Dowdy in Colombia just prior to the campaign kicking off and had been incredibly impressed with the two of them.

“OK, let’s do that, then. Send the orders out today, Jack, and let’s get things moving. In the meantime, let’s do whatever we can to get more troops and equipment deployed to support them ASAP. Our forces may have had to fall back, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have them fall back to some fortified positions. Maybe we’ll get lucky and get one more offensive push in before the winter sets in and the fighting gets tougher than it already is.”
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Chapter Twenty-Three
California Dreaming

I MEF Headquarters

Camp Pendleton

Oceanside, California

Lieutenant General David Gilbert looked at the force structure of his command. It was incredibly large and, if he wasn’t careful, could become unwieldy and hard to control. Instead of having and maintaining one division, he now had two new divisions being built from scratch and added to both 1st and 4th Marines to form the largest Marine contingent since the Okinawa campaign of World War II.

Sitting at the round table in his office, Gilbert asked his executive officer, “Tell me, Colonel Lambert, how quickly are we getting the new divisions created?”

“It’s coming along. We’re receiving seventy percent of all new recruits graduating, so the different battalions are starting to take form. Every week, two new companies’ worth of Marines are reporting to the MEF. We’re having them fill in a battalion in each of the new divisions. Every five weeks, a new battalion is fully formed, every five months a regiment.”

“That’s still too slow,” Gilbert cut in. “We don’t have two years to fill a division. What’s being done to increase the pipeline?” This was becoming a major problem since he’d taken command. They just couldn’t graduate enough recruits to fill the urgent needs he had.

Lambert leaned forward, replying, “They know the issue and it’s being addressed. Both the recruitment depots are in the process of tripling their capacity. They’re also shaving five weeks off their training so they can get them into advanced training faster.”

“Whoa, hold up there a second. What five weeks of training are they cutting?” Gilbert interjected. The last thing he wanted was to get flooded with undertrained recruits because they’d dropped the standard to rush folks through.

“I asked the same question. They’re cutting three weeks from phase one and a week each from phase two and phase three. What they’re doing to compensate for this is keeping the same set of drill instructors as they roll the training unit right into their advanced training. Similarly, the advanced training has been halved. Once the recruits arrive in the newly formed units, those units are going to spend several months further honing their skills and getting them ready for combat. Depending on how long we have until we deploy, we’re going to keep focusing on training. I know it may sound like they’re getting shortchanged, but they aren’t. We’re just getting creative in how we get them trained so we can get our units formed up.”

Lambert clearly realized Gilbert wasn’t happy about the arrangement. He added, “Sir, per your instructions, we’re also going to spread the existing Marines from 1st Division across the new divisions so the recruits will have experienced NCOs and officers to lead them. We’re also doing our best to fill in as many of the new units with veterans from II MEF that want to transfer over. This will bring a wealth of experience to the new units, sir.”

Gilbert smiled at that. This was why he’d picked Lambert to be his XO. The man was meticulous and on top of things like this. In a couple more weeks, he’d be able to pin his star, giving him the rank he should have to be an XO to a force the size of the one they were forming up.

“Outstanding, Colonel. Tell you what, let’s hop in my truck and go observe some of the units. Nothing like popping in unannounced to put the fear of God in people,” Gilbert said as the two of them laughed. They grabbed their covers, IBA, and helmets and made their way out to Gilbert’s GMC Sierra Denali. They threw their gear in the back seat and headed off to the range first.

General Gilbert was known for making some of these unannounced visits to inspect his units. It wasn’t uncommon for him to show up at the rifle range to spend some time observing his Marines practicing their marksmanship or the gym as they went through combative drills. It also gave him the opportunity to talk directly with the lower enlisted and his junior NCOs and officers. It was these kinds of personal interactions that helped him identify potential problems before they became big issues.

Just prior to lunch, they went to Range 42. This was the range being used to train the drone operators. They were now starting to receive a steady supply of these new Jackal XD500 quadpedals. Pulling up to the parking lot for the range, the two of them got out of the truck and made their way over to where a civilian instructor was walking a group of Marines through the process of how to use the quadpedal machine.

The instructor was using a small handheld device to control the machine. As the two of them stood unnoticed in the back of the group, they watched as the instructor walked the trainees through the process of how they would leverage the machine during a patrol or a beach assault. Then another instructor flew in an aerial drone. The Jackal operator activated the directional microwave antenna and fired it. In an instant, the aerial drone that had been flying in front of them crashed to the ground, its circuits fried.

“Damn, Lambert, if we had had these at Higuerote…” Gilbert trailed off as he thought about the men and women who had died that day. He wiped a tear away before anyone could see.

Colonel Lambert placed a hand on his shoulder. “It’s OK, sir. We have them now and that’s what matters.”

Just then, one of the Marine instructors suddenly noticed the MEF CG was standing behind them. He instantly called the group to attention. Gilbert told them to carry on. He just wanted to observe. Once the instructors got everyone’s attention back, they demonstrated how some of the other modules worked. Most of the Jackals would be outfitted for antidrone warfare for the time being. Until they had an overabundance of them, they likely wouldn’t be using some of the other modular setups right away. For now, what they were doing was figuring out how they were going to effectively integrate them into the platoons and amphibious landing operations. Because of their size, they couldn’t fit one inside the new amphibious combat vehicles or ACVs and still carry any Marines. At best, they could carry the operator and maybe two others. That meant they’d need to integrate at least one additional ACV per platoon into their operations or they’d have to find another way to get that squad to the beach.

Twenty minutes later, Lambert asked, “You up for some lunch over at the Lighthouse Oyster Bar & Grill, sir? Their Cajun del Mar salad is amazing.”

Smiling at the suggestion, Gilbert replied, “Yeah, that does sound good. Let’s go. I’ve got three hours until my next meeting. Besides, we need to talk about our sealift capability, namely how in the hell we’re going to transport so many Marines to Taiwan and get them on the beach.”

For the next two hours, they talked about this problem. When the war had broken out, the Navy had had a total of three America-class landing helicopter assault (LHA) ships. During the last eleven months, the Ingalls shipyard in Pascagoula, Mississippi, had completed two that had been almost done at the start of the war and had two more under construction that would be done by April of 2026. They’d also laid the keels for four additional ones, but they wouldn’t be ready for three to four years if they were lucky. Having a total of seven LHAs for the invasion would give them the ability to heliborne in some 11,809 Marines. Luckily, they still had the three remaining Tarawa-class LHA ships from the Ghost Fleet, which gave them an additional 5,700 Marines. To round out the heliborne ships, they had seven Wasp-class landing helicopter dock (LHD) ships. The seven ships could transport another 13,097 grunts.

This meant, at best, the First Marine Expeditionary Force would be able to hit the shores of Taiwan with an initial force of 30,606 Marines. That left another 80,000 Marines he had to figure out how to get ashore in as quick a manner as possible.

Then it dawned on them that the Navy had just moved the Army’s III Corps and XVIII Airborne Corps from Venezuela some eight thousand miles to the Korean Peninsula and they’d done it almost exclusively with cruise ships from the Royal Caribbean, Carnival, and Celebrity cruise lines. The cruise industry, like the civilian airline service, had really come through for the Department of Defense when it was needed most. Lambert suggested they load the remaining Marines on the cruise ships and once the LHAs and LHDs had off-loaded their units, they could pick up the Marines from the cruise ships and then either ferry them back to one of the warships or bring them directly ashore. Come hell or high water, they were going to adapt and improvise and get the entire MEF ashore and take that island back from the ChiComs and that damned AI.
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Dixie Cups

October 19, 2025

Taiwan

The air was thick with moisture as the northern part of the island was being battered by a late typhoon. The typical typhoon season ran from May until November, which could seriously complicate any sort of amphibious invasion force. This, of course, overlapped with the monsoon season, which lasted from October to March in the northern part of the country and from May to September in the south of the island. If they wanted to launch an invasion of the island between the months of April and September and they wanted to avoid dealing with the dual threat of typhoons and the monsoons, they’d need to land somewhere in the north.

Standing near the edge of the cave entrance, Major Thorne watched as sheets of rain battered the forested jungle around them. It had been storming like this for going on two straight days, drowning them in a deluge of water. According to Colonel Chiu Teng-hui, this was a much-needed blessing. When the mainlanders had attacked, they’d destroyed the island’s freshwater reservoirs, bringing about a relatively quick defeat as the population suffered from a lack of drinking water, forcing the political leaders to seek an end to the battering of the nation’s infrastructure from the mainlanders’ constant missile attacks. Major Thorne suspected the ChiComs’ super-AI had figured this was likely the fastest way to subdue the island. It had been right, but it was essentially a war crime to deny the noncombative population potable water. Many tens of thousands of people had died from the attacks on civilian population centers and then from dysentery and dehydration leading up to the surrender.

A slight rustling behind him caused Thorne to tense up as he clutched his rifle tight, ready to spring into action.

“Relax, Major, it’s just me,” Colonel Chiu said casually as he leaned against the side of the cave entrance.

“Sorry, I guess I’m still a little jumpy.”

“It’s OK to be jumpy. That was a close one the other day.”

Four days ago, they had conducted a recon of a suspected ground-based laser site. During their patrol of the area and the defenses around it, Thorne had unwittingly stepped on a landmine. He’d been incredibly lucky it wasn’t one of those pressure mines that went off when you stepped on it. Instead, this mine had been one of those Bouncing Betty types where, once you stepped off it, the explosive part would shoot up roughly two meters in height before it detonated. If Dawson hadn’t been walking directly behind him and heard the click of it being armed and told him to freeze, half the ODA likely would have been killed. Their demo guy, Trubinski, had been able to defuse it without anyone knowing that a team of American Special Forces had managed to sneak their way up to the outer perimeter of the facility.

Turning to face Chiu, Thorne asked, “How are your recruitment efforts coming along?”

Chiu pulled a cigarette from the pack he kept in the breast pocket of his uniform. Lighting it up, he took a deep drag, filling his lungs as the nicotine went to work on his brain. “It’s coming along. I’d like it to be faster, but as you have previously pointed out, if we are not careful, we could end up with a spy within our ranks.”

“When we receive our next supply run, I’ve got a special piece of technology that should help us in vetting these recruits. I know it may not be happening as fast as you’d like, but it’s better to have a small, well-trained force than a large disorganized one that ends up getting slaughtered.”

“Is the supply run soon?”

“I have it scheduled for the day after tomorrow. The typhoon should have moved on by then,” Thorne explained.

Chiu nodded at the information. He took one more pull from his cigarette before flicking it out into the rain and walking back into the cave.

Thorne shook his head in frustration at the Taiwanese colonel. As an intelligence officer, he should know better than to leave an exposed cigarette butt on the ground outside the cave they were operating out of. Stepping briefly into the rain, he reached down, grabbed the offending object and tucked it in his pocket. Heading back into the cave, he saw the sentry standing nearby and let him know he was done standing near the entrance. The guard gave him a curt nod and moved back to his position.

“Still raining?” Sergeant Dawson asked as Thorne took a seat at the table.

“Like turtles and porcupines.”

Dawson and Trubinski busted a gut laughing at his analogy.

“What? Everyone says cats and dogs. I like to be different—you know, unique,” Thorne added.

Sergeant Currie just shook his head as he placed his cards down on the table. “You want us to deal you in, sir?”

Thorne snorted at the question. “Hell no. I lost a month’s pay the last time I played with you guys. Couple of poker ringers you two are.”

Dawson and Currie both laughed. A few months back while they were training up for this mission in Japan, the two of them had managed to hustle Major Thorne and a dozen other operators from a few other ODA teams out of quite a bit of money over a six-hour “friendly” poker event. They’d gotten everyone fattened up with some Wagyu steaks and sake and then summarily tag-teamed the poker tournament. More than a few guys were still pissed about how they’d gotten hustled. Currie kindly reminded them that in life, like combat, winning was all that mattered. Thorne suspected if they weren’t a tightly wound group of operators, a comment like that would have started a fight. Being the killers they were, they knew Currie was right—they’d all gotten outfoxed and hustled.

Grabbing a bottle of water and sitting down next to the two of them, Thorne asked, “How’s the training coming along? Any issues I need to know about?”

Currie answered first. “Not from my end. Once we get some of those supplies from the next drop, my team of guys will be ready to start carrying out some missions.” Currie had been training groups of ten people at a time in sniper operations alongside the team’s resident sniper.

Currie focused on teaching the trainees how to set up a hide location and conceal their positions prior to firing and then how to egress out of the area to another site nearby, where they would have to hunker down to wait for it to become safe for them to leave the area. These little sniper groups would be assigned a specific area to operate in and then go to work. They’d identify a hide location, set it up, then position their rifle and ghillie suits nearby. Then two or three times a week, they’d slip away from their normal activities, retrieve their gear and fire a single shot, taking a PLA soldier out. The entire purpose of this effort was to sow chaos and fear among the ranks of the average grunts stuck pulling occupation duty.

“We’ve got one hundred LR4 bolt-action sniper rifles and optics on the way. This will likely be your last batch of LR4s for a little while. We’ve got some other items that need to come in next.”

“Sounds good to me, boss. I think Trubinski is eager to start unleashing his little minions.”

Trubinski gave a devilish smirk. “Damn right. We’re about to turn Luodong into a nightmare for them PLA bastards,” he said in his Louisiana drawl.

Thorne scrunched his eyebrows, replying, “Just make sure your people know they’re to minimize civilian casualties. I don’t want to hear about people we’ve trained randomly targeting civilians and killing innocents. The focus has to stay on the PLA, or we’ll lose the support of the people. If we do, it won’t be long until they turn on us. We want folks’ sympathies and their help, not their unbridled anger.”

“We know, sir, and so do the guys we’re training,” Trubinski assured him.

Turning to look at his second-in-command, Thorne asked, “How about you, Chief? How are things moving along on your end?” Chief Smith and Sergeant Dawson were assisting Colonel Chiu in training for some small squad-level ambushes and attacks. Soon they’d start leading raids against PLA supply convoys and vehicle patrols, particularly in the rural and mountainous areas of the country, where they were further away from help.

“I think after weeks of training, our teams are ready. The four teams we sent south to Chishang and Taitung have been doing good. Colonel Chiu told me they’ve already been able to carry out nine attacks across the two cities. It’s been mostly small stuff, one-off assassinations or a drive-by at a restaurant, but Chiu said it’s been inspiring to the local populace, who feels they’ve been abandoned by their government and the West. It’s also stirring up some concern amongst the local PLA units that this might not be a one-off insurgent group but some ROC units starting to come back out of hiding,” Chief Smith explained.

Major Thorne thought about that. This was exactly what they wanted the PLA to think—that the Taiwanese military hadn’t been fully defeated yet. As their little guerrilla force continued to succeed, it would make recruitment that much easier as they aimed to expand their operations to other areas of the island. Given enough time, they could easily train a force numbering in the thousands.

Two days later, the weather had cleared up and the storms had moved on. Today was the day they’d get their supply drop. Since they were so far behind enemy lines, their special delivery was coming to them in a unique manner. Instead of being delivered by sea or a low- or high-flying C-130 cargo aircraft, their equipment was being brought via a B-21 Raider.

Inside the bomb bay were a total of sixteen of what the Special Forces community called Dixie Cups. They were a modified version of the two-thousand-pound Mk 84 GBU-31 joint direct attack munition or JDAMs. Instead of being packed with explosives and having a shrapnel-designed outer shell, the Dixie Cups or DCs for short still had the GBU component to them, but the interior of the shell had been hollowed out and designed to carry mission equipment for Special Forces units operating deep behind enemy lines. When the DC was dropped, it was guided to the location the SOF unit designated. Then, before it impacted into the ground, a drag chute was deployed from the rear of the housing unit, slowing it down for a gentle landing.

The following day, with a break in the crappy weather, their resupply showed up. Somewhere high above them, a lone B-21 Raider flew through some highly defended airspace and delivered sixteen Dixie Cups. With the bomber on its way out of the area, the Special Forces waited for their care packages to arrive. Soon, they spotted the drag chutes meant to slow them and headed right for them.

Once the DCs had landed, Major Thorne and Chief Smith had the entire ODA team along with thirty members of their little guerrilla force move rapidly to retrieve their contents. It took them an hour to get everything moved away from the vehicle that had brought them into a nearby hide location. Once the DCs had been emptied, they buried the empty shells and parachutes, obscuring their very existence. Having cleared the area and restored its previous appearance, they began the longer process of moving the supplies from their hide location to the network of caves they were operating out of.

With the long-awaited materials in hand, Chief Smith and Major Thorne began to inventory everything they had received. It was enough weapons, explosives, ammunition, and other necessary equipment to outfit their little guerrilla force for many months to come. As their force grew, they’d place an order for additional equipment as needed. With their weapons in hand, now it was time to expand their force and prepare to spread chaos across the island.
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Change of Strategy

Eighth Army Headquarters

Camp Humphreys, South Korea

“Winter’s coming,” Lieutenant General Don Tackaberry cautioned.

Sighing, Bob Sink rubbed his left temple, his fingers then running across his thinning hair. He needed a haircut. He also needed another four hundred thousand soldiers.

“Did you hear me?” Don pressed when Bob hadn’t responded.

“I heard you, Don. I’m just trying to figure what our next move should be.”

“Well, I think between the 101st, the 10th Mountain, the 2nd ID, and the British and French units, we should be able to more than hold our perimeter around the Dandong prefecture. The bigger question is at what point do we attempt another breakout? Do we hit them in the dead of winter once we have more forces, or do we wait all the way till spring, when we have better weather?” Don said aloud. This had been the big question Bob and his corps commanders had been struggling with since their defeat at Dashiqiao and the surrounding area a few months back.

Shortly after the defeat, General Baxter had been moved out of Korea and sent to Hawaii to take over as the INDOPACOM CG. For reasons unknown to Bob, the brass at the Pentagon still believed in Don, and rather than retire him, they’d opted to promote him and place him in command of the Pacific war. Bob, however, had been promoted up to take over as the lead ground commander for US forces. The challenge facing him was how to relieve the pressure on the NATO forces up north while at the same time presenting enough of a threat to the PLA that they had to deal with him instead of gobbling up the rest of Russia. Don was right about that. If they didn’t take some pressure off the Russians and NATO, those units up north were toast.

Roy chimed in, “Next month, the newly reactivated Hell on Wheels, 2nd Armor Division, arrives at Inchon. In January, the 3rd AD joins them. That’s going to give my corps four heavy armor divisions in addition to my three combined arms divisions. That’s a lot of combat power to throw at the enemy, far more than we hit them with at Dashiqiao if we include the Japanese. I know you’re under a lot of pressure to make something happen, but frankly, if we just dig in and hold our current positions while we continue to wait and build our forces up, when the time comes, Bob, we’ll punch a hole right through their lines and be unstoppable.”

Bob growled in frustration. He knew his corps commanders were right. The smart decision was to hold and let their forces build up. The White House, however, had other plans and wanted them to keep the pressure on the PLA. NATO was also begging for help and so were the Russians. I need more forces and I need them right now, not in six months.

“You both make good points. This is hush-hush right now. In two days, the President is flying to Hawaii. She’s going to meet with the Japanese, Korean, and Australian PMs. I’m going to have some time to talk with her and the SecDef privately. I’ll lay these options out for them. If we can, I want to bring in as much artillery as possible to help us hold the line while we build our forces up for a massive offensive in the early spring. When we attack next time, I don’t just want to sack Shenyang, I want to drive on Beijing.”

The generals sitting around the table smiled at the thought of American tanks moving through the city streets of Beijing. The ChiComs might have struck the American homeland first, but it was going to be the American Army that made China howl.

*******

Bravo Company, 3rd Rangers

Amos Dekker stood in the shower stall, letting the water beat down on his head. He had the water almost exclusively on hot, letting the scalding water soothe his sore muscles, the heat soaking down into his bones. Turning around to allow the water to beat on his back, he wiped his face, pretending that single action was somehow able to wipe away all the things that had happened to him during the last couple of months.

I don’t know how much more of this I can take…

He’d been in the shower for nearly ten minutes—the single longest shower he’d taken in probably six or seven months. Turning the faucet off, he reached for his towel and began to dry himself off. Stepping out of the stall, he looked at his body in the mirror. No one else was in the shower room, so he just stared at himself naked for a moment. He had a few new scars since the start of the war. His right arm near his triceps had a four-inch gash that had finally healed. His left thigh had a cut from some shrapnel. His torso had a few other nicks and scrapes. After putting his clothes on, he grabbed his razor and gave himself a shave. Staring into the mirror, looking into the eyes of the man staring back…he hardly recognized himself.

Aside from having lost fifteen pounds the last few months, his face was starting to look gaunt. His eye sockets were sunken and the windows to his soul looked dark and vacant. His normally bright blue eyes looked gray and dim. He felt like crap. Every part of his body ached. After months and months of pushing himself harder than he’d ever pushed himself, he felt like he was going to crash. He couldn’t crash, not right now. People were depending on him. Not just the soldiers in his platoon, but his wife and kids back home. They were depending on him to do whatever it took to make sure he came home to them. Staring into the eyes of the stranger looking back at him, he wasn’t sure who would be returning home to his family when this war was done.

Sighing, he looked down at his toiletry bag. Reaching for the bottle of pills, he took one out and swallowed it. In the next five to ten minutes, the 10/325 Percocet would dissolve, and the opioid would begin to circulate through his body. The pain he felt continuously would subside. It wouldn’t go away; it never went away. The pill would just deaden it for a few hours.

When he walked into the barracks, most of the guys were either cleaning their rifles, checking over equipment, writing emails, reading a book or playing something on the Xbox in the connecting dayroom. Sitting on the edge of his bunk, Amos was finally starting to feel the effects of his Percocet. His body didn’t hurt so much, and his mind didn’t feel so sad. On the contrary, he felt his mood improve. The sense of impending doom or the feeling that his world was imploding around him began to fade away.

“Ah, there you are, Dekker. I’ve been looking all over for you,” Captain Meacham announced as he walked over to him.

“What’s going on, sir?”

A big smile spread across his face. “I just got word. We’re rotating back to Benning. We leave in two days, but before we officially go home, we’re going to spend five days at Schofield Barracks.”

Scrunching his eyebrows, Dekker said, “Schofield…really?”

Meacham shrugged. “Yeah, it’s supposed to be part of some sort of decompression process they want soldiers or at least us Rangers to go through prior to heading home.”

“Interesting. OK, so when we get back to Benning, how long are we home for?”

“I was told we’ll be home for at least a full rotation, four months.”

“Damn, that’s awesome. I’ll bet that means they aren’t going to launch any major operations again until sometime in the spring.” Dekker knew his wife and kids would be excited. He’d only been home for a couple of months during the last year and most of that time was spent recovering from some injuries. He looked at his watch. “You know, they’ll be serving dinner in twenty minutes. It’s surf and turf tonight—you want to head over and celebrate?”

“Hell yeah, bro. Let’s go.”

Having gone to the same high school in Bozeman, Montana, the two of them continued to maintain a close relationship despite their rank differences. It was probably one of the reasons they ran the tightest, best platoon in the company.

*******

Kremlin

Moscow, Russia

“What can we expect during this meeting?” asked President Boris Vyacheslavovich, the man’s eyes narrowing as he looked at Vyazalov.

“My understanding is that President Delgado will likely begin discussions about what a postwar China should look like,” Minister Vyazalov answered.

Minister of Defense Masharin commented, “I think the American President is putting the cart before the horse as they say. The Chinese have not been defeated as of yet, and we know that AI, Jade Dragon, has at least one more superweapon in development that may yet save them.”

Brushing the warning off, General Radoslav Yerkulayev countered, “Superweapons, AI—it does not matter, Ustin. They have thrown everything they can at us and yet, here we are. Still standing, still fighting.”

“Yes, we are still fighting, General. But we are on the verge of collapse and everyone at this table knows that ugly fact,” President Vyacheslavovich exclaimed. “The casualties from this last year of fighting have been horrific. Our ability to build the necessary tools of war has also been greatly degraded by the Chinese attacks. Our economy is in ruins and even now, our people go hungry as we struggle to feed them.”

Foreign Minister Gennadiy Vyazalov knew better than most the true state of the Russian Federation. The folly of the disastrous war in Ukraine had wrecked both their nations and achieved nothing. Following the demise of the previous Russian President, men like him and Ustin had been the only sane ones left to try and piece their country back together.

Vyazalov offered, “Mr. President, I will speak with my American counterpart and see if it is possible for them to increase the speed of the economic aid they have promised. I will explain to them the severity of the humanitarian crisis we are facing across much of the country and ask if it is possible for food and humanitarian aid to be prioritized.”

President Vyacheslavovich seemed pleased with the statement. “You have done well for us and the people of Russia, Gennadiy. I did not believe the deal you proposed to President Alton would work, but you have proven me wrong. I am equally surprised and pleased that President Delgado has continued to honor her predecessor’s arrangement. I have heard she has strong negative feelings toward our nation over what transpired in Ukraine. This…resolution we have agreed to was not easy, but your argument and vision for our collective future won out in the end.”

General Yerkulayev countered harshly, “I still firmly believe our capitulation on Ukraine is not only a disaster, but it may also lead to our eventual downfall. My soldiers, my friends…we bled deeply and lost much in Ukraine. To walk away from what we sacrificed…it does not sit well with me.”

“What’s done is done, General. You made your case,” President Vyacheslavovich replied hotly. With a sweeping motion, he indicated the others in the room. “We chose a different path, and hopefully a better future for us all.”

“It’s not like you aren’t benefiting from this, Yerkulayev,” Minister Masharin added dismissively. “I don’t see you complaining about the Bitcoin being deposited into your crypto wallet. Let’s just be happy Gennadiy is such a good negotiator. Had the Americans sniffed out our bluff to join the Chinese, then none of this would have been possible. In the end, we have saved Russia and will have the freedom and safety to enjoy the wealth we have achieved—something that egotistical bastard who forced us into Ukraine never had.”

Everyone laughed except General Yerkulayev.

Vyazalov watched the old general stew silently. He knew the head of the Russian Army had reluctantly, begrudgingly, accepted the deal. His ultimate support, and thus the military’s, had been obtained when he’d been included in the side deal with President Alton. Something about $5 billion USD in Bitcoin seemed to make a lot of problems disappear.
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Kunia Regional Security Operations Center

Wahiawa, Hawaii

The underground NSA facility was about as secure and safe a facility as the Secret Service could find for the President to gather with several other world leaders. The fact that so many of them were meeting at one location made that location a prime target for the PLA to attack. If the President’s security detail had their druthers, she’d never leave the White House, but that wasn’t possible.

Shortly after Air Force One landed at Wheeler Army Air Field, the Prime Ministers of Japan, Australia, and England and the Presidents of South Korea and France arrived at the secretive facility. Once everyone had been brought in, they were led to a large conference room they would be using for the next couple of days.

During the morning of the first day of their meeting, President Delgado had arranged for Admiral Thiel, Secretary Kurtis, and Mr. Wilson to provide the allies with a military and economic update on the war in Russia. She made sure they had ample time to ask questions and understand the seriousness of the situation in the Far East and Siberia. Next, they briefly covered the ongoing occupation operations in Cuba, El Salvador, and Venezuela. They took a two-hour break to have lunch and stretch their legs before they resumed the meeting. The rest of the afternoon was spent going over the ongoing NATO operations in the South China Sea and the Korean peninsula. By the time they were ready to break for dinner, the heads of state and their senior military advisors’ heads were swimming with information. It was a lot to take in, but it was critically important that everyone was playing from the same sheet of music. Tomorrow they would begin to devise the strategy that would enable them to defeat this AI once and for all.

The following morning, after everyone had taken their seats, David Hawke, the Prime Minister of Australia, said, “Madam President, I will admit I felt a bit overwhelmed by the information we received yesterday. For me, a lot of it was completely new. More than that, it paints a very bleak picture. It actually left me asking how on earth, if all of this is true—which I believe it to be—are we supposed to defeat an adversary like Jade Dragon when it has a virtually endless well of people it can draw upon to do its bidding?”

Maria had been struggling with this very question herself for many months. Lifting her chin, she replied, “We defeat this machine, David, by outsmarting it. Let us not forget that this machine still has to fight with the same constraints and laws of physics we do—meaning that, while it’s incredibly smart, it still has to fight by, with, and through human surrogates. That means it is only as strong as its weakest link.”

“And what might that weakest link be?” pressed the newly appointed British Prime Minister. The previous British government had been forced to call for a new election, which had seen the rise of Martin Grenville, a center-right hardliner who had been advocating for a much more aggressive military campaign against the Chinese.

Maria turned to look at Martin as she replied, “Starving people.”

“You are referring to your bombing campaign against the Chinese food processors and warehouses,” British Field Marshall Alan Slim questioned.

“Yes. We are receiving reports from within China that these sustained attacks are starting to achieve some of our long-term strategic objectives.”

Alain Pompidou, the French President, shook his head in disgust. “I still cannot believe this is a strategy that we as an alliance are pursuing. Intentionally trying to create a famine within an adversary’s homeland like this—it feels barbaric.”

“What is barbaric is the Chinese using a nuclear weapon to obliterate one of our cities,” the Japanese PM shot back.

Pompidou winced at the comment but didn’t try to counter it. Everyone knew the Chinese had utilized two nuclear weapons in response to the Americans’ flagrant use of neutron bombs across the DMZ of North Korea.

“No one likes the idea of inflicting harm on civilians, even our adversaries’ civilians. President Yao’s control of China is becoming more and more precarious as this war drags on. He is trying to balance control of a billion-plus people—people who, prior to the war, were already having to deal with shortages in food and other consumable goods. Now that we’re specifically targeting certain aspects of their economy and have been doing so for many months, those problems have only compounded. Several provinces are currently revolting over the lack of food. If we can get this to spread to more cities, more regions across the country, then it may be the impetus to bring the entire government down,” Maria explained.

“That’s all well and good,” PM Grenville said, “but until that happens, we need to press forward with the military option. General Sink, if I may, what specifically do you need our nations to provide the Eighth Army for you to defeat Jade Dragon right now?”

Everyone turned to look at the American general responsible for the allied ground operations along the Korean Peninsula.

“If I’m being blunt, Prime Minister, I need troops. I need all of your nations to provide my command with substantially more forces than what you’ve provided me with so far.”

President Pompidou countered, “General, France currently has twenty-two thousand soldiers participating in occupation duty in the Americas. We have another seven thousand soldiers as part of the NATO forces in Russia, and we have thirty-one thousand soldiers presently under your command.”

“It’s not enough, Mr. President,” General Sink asserted. He turned to look at the other heads of state and their military advisors. “I appreciate what your nations have contributed up to this point, but everyone needs to understand it isn’t enough. To beat this AI, to win this war, we simply need more soldiers. I want to launch a major offensive in the spring, something I’m about to share with you. Let me give you an example of what I’m facing before I do that so you have an idea of what’s arrayed against us.”

A map of the battle lines was brought up. It had a lot of allied and enemy units denoted on it. Along the side of the map was a list of military units, strength, and equipment.

General Sink pointed to the map and then explained, “The enemy has us bottled up where we are for the moment. But that’s going to change when I launch my next offensive. We’re going to thrust ourselves into China like a spear into the guts of an adversary. A key objective is the city of Shenyang. It’s a major industrial center. This city alone has a population in excess of ten million people. That is enormous for us to try and occupy, and it’s not something we can even consider doing with the forces I currently have. Right now, the PLA First Army stationed just south of Shenyang consists of some thirty divisions. That’s three hundred and seventy-five thousand soldiers and their supporting units. The PLA Second Army stationed near the coastal city of Huludao, some four hundred kilometers east of Beijing, also has thirty divisions. Meanwhile, I’m doing the best I can with the thirteen divisions and the six support brigades I have. I’m facing some sixty PLA divisions, with more being formed up each month, so I hope you can see why I’m saying that if I’m to have a chance in hell of winning, I’m going to need substantially more soldiers.”

Prime Minister Hawke was the first to speak. “Bloody hell, General. How have we managed not to get run off the peninsula yet?”

Smiling at the question, General Sink countered, “It comes down to the quality of our soldiers versus theirs. The average PLA conscript at this point in the war is lucky to have four weeks of formal training before they’re sent either as a replacement to one of the mauled units fighting against the Russian and NATO forces or to the newly formed-up PLA armies. By contrast, an American soldier will go through on average between sixteen and twenty weeks of training before arriving in Asia.”

Grunting at the comparison, the British PM commented, “Then I guess we better start conscripting a hell of a lot more people than we presently are.”

“That’s what I want to talk with you all about,” Maria said. She got up but motioned for everyone to stay seated. She briefly paced behind her seat, deep in thought. When she stopped pacing, she looked at the group. “I don’t believe we can win a war of attrition against this AI. The longer this war goes on, the less chance we have of defeating them that way. It’s October. I believe we should plan on launching this major offensive in the spring, as General Sink has proposed. In the spring, that’s when we will begin to win this war. From now until then, we need to be singularly focused on massively growing our military force to give him the soldiers needed to win that battle and build the equipment needed for them to win. Our auto manufacturers have fully converted over at this point to building military vehicles. Same thing with our aerospace industry. Over the last six months, we’ve reactivated twenty Army and Air National Guard bases across America to start training new soldiers. Together, united in one cause, we can and we will defeat this AI,” Maria exclaimed confidently.

The others nodded in agreement and smiled. They had been sold on this idea.

Jack Kurtis, the Secretary of Defense, stood as a map of the Pacific was brought up. He began, “As we move into the endgame with China, we have to address Taiwan. If we don’t liberate them prior to peace talks, then there’s likely no chance the PLA will relinquish control of them. In the South China Sea, the NATO task force being led by Germany will liberate the Spratley and Parcel Island. The US Marines, working with the Australian, French, and British marines, will invade and liberate Taiwan. At the same time this is happening, General Sink’s forces will launch their offensive to break out of the Korean Peninsula while the Russians launch their own counteroffensive, putting pressure on the PLA from yet another angle. As the President said, working together as one, we can and will defeat this AI.”

For the rest of the day, they discussed how many additional forces each country would commit and when they’d have those forces ready to commit. The democracies of the world had a more unified vision and goal now than at any time in this war. They left the meeting with a renewed sense of purpose and determination to defeat Jade Dragon at all costs.


Volume Five
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Damn Hackers

December 1, 2025

Moscow, Russia

The temperature in Russian President Boris Vyacheslavovich’s private study had grown cold as the winter storm brewing outside picked up in intensity. He took a sip of his tea, letting the steaming liquid warm him from the inside out. He had been reviewing the battle plan to relieve their forces in Vladivostok once more. His country had a long history of conflict with their Asian neighbors—a history that featured both incredible victories during World War II and humiliating defeats during the Russo-Japanese war.

It had been over one hundred years since a Russian naval fleet had ventured so far from their home waters. Sure, elements of the Soviet Pacific Fleet had sailed in the Indian Ocean during the Cold War. But when it came to combat maneuvers, only the North Fleet’s deployment to the Mediterranean in support of the Assad regime of Syria in the 2010s came close to rivaling the high mark of the Soviet fleets. The last time the Russian fleet had deployed this far for battle was during the disastrous expedition of the Baltic Fleet to the Pacific during the Russo-Japanese war of 1904.

To this day, the Russian Naval Command tried not to think about that deployment, or the engagement that had ended it. The thought of a repeat of that disaster sent a shiver down Boris’s back. His image and prestige as a leader and protector of the Motherland had already taken a beating with the Khans now in control of more Russian territory than even Hitler’s Germany had controlled during the early days of World War II. If his navy suffered a similar defeat to the one in 1904, he wasn’t sure he’d survive politically.

This isn’t 1904…we must prevail, Boris thought as he took another sip of his tea.

Looking at the outline of the battle plan, Boris thought back to the opening of the Russo-Japanese war. He was a student of military history and had studied all of Russia’s past conflicts. His nation had sought to build upon and expand beyond their warm-water port of Port Arthur, in the modern-day Lüshunkou District, part of Dalian in the Liaoning Province of China, on the Yellow Sea. In 1897, Czar Nicholas II had secured a leasing agreement from the Qing dynasty of China for Port Arthur. This would give Russia a warm-water port for its navy and facilitate international trade as it grew its sphere of influence in Korea and Manchuria. The Japanese at the time had seen the Russians’ control of the port as a threat to their ambitions for the Korean Peninsula and their future conquest of Asia. To stop Russia from growing their foothold in what Japan believed was their sphere of influence, they’d launched a surprise attack on Port Arthur, sparking the second Russo-Japanese war.

Boris remembered his history professor teaching them about the early successes the Japanese had experienced against the Russian Far East Fleet. With the very real possibility of losing their newly acquired warm-water port in the Pacific, Czar Nicholas had ordered the Baltic Fleet to sail to the rescue of their shipmates and put the Japanese in their place. It had been widely held in czarist circles that the combined forces of the Baltic and Far East Fleets would be far too great for the less-developed Japanese fleet to withstand.

Remembering that lecture, Boris recounted in his mind how in reality, this seven-month-long naval odyssey had turned into an unmitigated disaster. The mission had an inauspicious start, nearly sparking a new conflict when in the North Sea, the Russians had accidentally fired on British fishing boats. The misfortunes of the voyage continued to mount with every nautical mile they crossed. At the end of this chain of disasters was the Battle of Tsushima Strait. In one of the most lopsided battles in naval history, the Japanese fleet had destroyed or captured every ship the Russians had brought to bear. In exchange for these devastating losses, the Russians had sunk a mere three torpedo boats. This military defeat was a severe blow to Czar Nicholas that would be compounded a decade and a half later in World War I, which had ultimately led to his downfall.

Sighing, Boris finished off the rest of his tea as he thought about the demise of the czars. Despite the passing of one hundred and twenty years, he knew the Russian Navy still felt the humiliation of that battle. In a strange way, that battle was influencing the current delay in redeploying the North Fleet to the Pacific. Boris and the admiralty had wanted the fleet to sortie in July, when they could have used the Northwest Passage. Unfortunately, the new Zapravshik fleet replenishment ships could not be made ready in time to sail with the fleet, which meant the fleet had to wait. The delay also meant they couldn’t make the Northwest Passage before it froze over.

At first, this wouldn’t have been a problem. They could just transit the Suez Canal. Then the PLA had accomplished something his cyber forces had pioneered. Without firing a shot, the PLA cyber army had forced the Egyptians to close the Suez to all military traffic.

When the Chinese Navy and Marines had been defeated in the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden, the PLA had leveraged their access within Egypt’s economy from their Belt and Road Initiative and waged an unprecedented cyberattack against a woefully unprepared economy and government.

Boris recalled his meeting this past September with the head of the FSB and GRU as they laid out how the PLA cyber group, Unit 61486, also known as Putter Panda, had initiated a series of digital attacks against the entire country. Egypt had come under a barrage of cyberattacks aimed at holding the economy and country hostage until they agreed to close the canal to all military naval traffic. The cyberattacks had utilized a series of highly advanced CryptoLocker and TorrentLocker tools that enabled Unit 61486 to either seize control of the systems or lock its intended victims out of them. Within twenty-four hours, the nation’s banks, gas stations, grocery stores, transportation systems, and even some utility companies had been seized and made inoperable. In seventy-two hours, the PLA’s cyber warfare division had ground the country to a halt. With no alternative or defense against this cyber army, the Egyptian government had relented to the Chinese demands and closed the canal.

While the NATO task force was mopping up the remaining Chinese Navy in the Indian Ocean, their naval supply line to Europe had just been cut off. Fortunately, the NATO fleet was able to utilize friendly ports in Oman to take on fuel and provisions. This allowed them to readjust their supply lines to circumvent the Cape, traveling around the Horn of Africa to keep their task force supplied.

Damn those Khan bastards for forcing us to circumvent the Cape. This will delay our relief force by weeks, Boris angrily thought. He got up and walked over to his bar, grabbing for his bottle of vodka and pouring himself a glass. Returning to his chair, glass in hand, he looked back at the battle plan.

Once the two leading Zapravshik-class tenders were ready to put to sea, the entire fleet left Murmansk to once again relieve their shipmates in the Far East. As the admirals put the fleet together, it included two unexpected additions: the battlecruiser Admiral Nakhimov, and Russia’s sole aircraft carrier, the Admiral Kuznetsov. Both ships were fresh from refits after years of delays and problems. Thankfully, they were done just in time to be a part of this mission.

The Nakhimov had been under a modernization program since 2006. In the nearly twenty years since the project’s start, the Russians had updated every aspect of the ship. To the casual observer, she looked very much like her sister ship, the Pyotr Velikiy. Beyond those superficial views, however, was the most powerful surface combatant on the planet. Gone were the twenty P-700 “Granit” antiship missiles, and in their place were sixty 3S14 universal VLS cells. The multirole cells could fire an assortment of antiship missiles from the subsonic 3M-54 Kalibr to the supersonic P-800 Oniks, to the vaunted hypersonic 3M-22 Zircon.

Boris was particularly proud of the greatly improved air-defense systems on the Nakhimov. While the West spent trillions developing stealth aircraft, his military focused on the more cost-effective arena of stealth detection. If his nation’s S-400 and S-500 systems could negate the West’s advantage in stealth aircraft, then his forces could eliminate that trillion-dollar advantage for a fraction of the cost. The Nakhimov was considerably more formidable than her sister ship for this very reason. Unlike the Pyotr Velikiy, or the Varyag, which had been sunk on the opening day of the Sino-Russian phase of this global war, the Nakhimov had a naval version of the much-feared S-400 SAM system. The S-400 was an anti-air upgrade in every way possible.

The carrier Kuznetsov, on the other hand, was more evolutionary rather than revolutionary. The main goal of the Kuznetsov refit was to upgrade the problematic power plants that pushed the fifty-three-thousand-ton ship through the water. From her first sea trials, the unreliable power supply had been a problem. It had become obvious to observers when the ship wouldn’t leave port without a seagoing tug as part of its task force. In a twist of irony, Russian intelligence had intercepted Chinese plans for reworking the power plants for their second aircraft carrier, Shandong.

Shandong was a copy of the Kuznetsov, created when the Chinese had reverse engineered the hull of the Kuznetsov’s sister ship, which they had bought for scrap. During that process, the Chinese were quick to notice the deficiencies of the powerplant and worked out improvements. As soon as the Russian GRU delivered the stolen schematics to the Naval Design Bureau, the refit of the Kuznetsov was ordered. Without this upgrade, the Russians wouldn’t have been able to sail with Kuznetsov. The threat of it falling behind would have simply been too great a liability.

Boris felt good about the fact that, in addition to the newly refitted capital ships, the Northern Fleet consisted of the aforementioned Pyotr Velikiy, the cruiser Marshal Ustinov, the destroyer Marshal Ushakov, three Gorshkov-class frigates, and two Udaloy “large ASW ships.” Underneath and ahead of the fleet were two Yasen-class cruise missile submarines. At the very center of the formation with the Kuznetsov were the six amphibious landing ships carrying the 61st Naval Infantry Brigade.

These admirals had better not fail Russia…they had better not fail me, Boris ruminated. He sipped on his drink as he flipped to the timeline of the fleet’s route and its current status.

The force had set out from Murmansk nine and a half weeks ago. Thus far, they had not run into any of the bad luck that had plagued their ancestors in 1905. Through a deal brokered by the French, they had taken on fuel and supplies in Casablanca, Morocco. From there, they’d made the arduous crossing south of the Cape of Good Hope at the tip of South Africa and then sailed on to Port Louis on the island of Mauritius in the Indian Ocean.

They were now halfway through their journey. Every day going forward would move them one day closer to the Chinese threat and a date with destiny. With the bulk of the Chinese fleet rusting on the ocean floor and NATO in firm control of Indonesia and the Java Sea, his fleet wasn’t in any direct danger yet. But in order to complete their mission, they were going to have to get close enough to grab the tail of the dragon.

Placing the folder on the table next to his chair, Boris knew whatever happened next was largely out of his control. He’d have to do something he hated to do—he’d have to relinquish control of the coming battle and trust his admirals and generals to deliver them a victory.
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Xincheng Township, Taiwan

Sergeant Currie watched as the three guys he’d spent the better part of two months training how to build and emplace IEDs silently approached the street corner. It was still dark out; the clouds were thick, obscuring the moon and providing excellent cover and concealment for the moment. They had to act quickly. They reached the first storm drain. One of the guys dropped down on his belly and took the IED. He pushed it inside the storm drain and appeared to be holding it in place while the other guy did something to attach it to the roof of it so it wouldn’t fall below into the drainage system. They tinkered with it for a moment while the third man kept a watchful eye. A minute later, the two of them were down. They scurried across the street to the next storm drain and repeated the process until they had anchored all four of their IEDs. With their explosives in place, the three of them split up and began to make their separate ways back to the safe house, where they’d wait and observe their handiwork once it was time.

“You did a good job training them,” Thorne said to Currie.

“Let’s hope it works.”

“It’ll work.”

The two American soldiers were observing the major road crossing from a park roughly a kilometer and a half away. The three guerrilla soldiers they had trained were positioned in a safe house a block away that had a good line of sight view of the thoroughfare. Each day, a group of five PLA vehicles would leave a nearby military base and make their way through the city to conduct a daily patrol through the city. They usually drove in their vehicles, generally just to make their presence known more than to do anything else.

“Here they come,” Currie announced as the first vehicle passed through the intersection and the designated kill box. A moment later, the second vehicle was just about to exit the kill box and the third and fourth vehicles entered when the explosives were triggered.

BOOM, BOOM.

The explosives in opposite corners exploded first, throwing cement, flame, and shrapnel into the three vehicles within the kill box. The force of the explosives had tossed the vehicles about, shattering the vehicles’ glass and ripping them apart. The lead vehicle came to a screeching halt as the soldiers within jumped out, running back to provide aid to their wounded comrades. The fifth vehicle, which hadn’t entered the kill box, slammed on its brakes. The four soldiers in that vehicle also ran forward to render aid.

Shouts in Chinese and cries of pain echoed through the street, replacing the sound of the explosions. Soon, sirens could be heard. In the distance, the flashing lights of a fire engine and ambulance could be seen heading toward the carnage.

Before the emergency service vehicles could arrive, the second set of explosive devices went off. This time, the remaining soldiers who weren’t in their vehicles were ripped to shreds from the force of the blasts. Upon seeing the second set of explosions, the first responders held back. They waited until more soldiers arrived from the nearby base and military engineers were able to determine there were no more explosives nearby—not that they would ever know for certain.

Currie and Thorne stayed in their hidden position for another hour as they observed the PLA’s response to their complex IED attack. They took notes on how the Chinese soldiers handled it, from how they attempted to clear the area to how they appeared to look for forensic evidence. How the enemy handled this event would be worked into their future attacks both in this city and elsewhere. In the coming weeks, they would unleash a wave of terrorism across the island and the PLA forces stationed there. In time, their attacks would grow from random sniper and IED incidents to full-on assaults against PLA outposts and bases. Until the Marines arrived, they were going to do their best to sow chaos and confusion among the enemy.

*******

Vicinity of Shimen Reservoir, Taiwan

The Shimen or Stone Gate Dam began construction in 1955, not long after the formation of the Republic of China. The dam served several functions. Namely, it was a key multipurpose project that paved the way toward the island’s economic independence following the conclusion of the disastrous civil war. Through year-round water releases, the dam had enabled additional rice harvests, doubling the agricultural output of the Taoyuan prefecture. The dam had two forty-five-megawatt turbines, generating ninety megawatts of hydroelectric power for the region, and represented a major source of freshwater for Taipei and the northern half of the island.

During the twelfth day of the war with the mainland, the Shimen Reservoir, along with the others across the island, had been targeted. One year later, engineers from the PLA had finally completed repairs and improvements to the reservoir. With its completion, the PLA’s appointed governor and a few dozen political and military officers were now in attendance to celebrate the completion of this major piece of critical infrastructure.

Hidden in the forest, seventeen hundred meters away, sat three individuals looking to shake things up.

“Wind is nonexistent. Target looks to be getting ready to give his speech. Prepare to fire,” Dawson said very softly in terrible broken Chinese.

“I speak English, Sergeant Dawson,” the old man said flatly.

“Han, make sure you’re paying attention to the area around us. We don’t want some random patrol to accidentally stumble on us, OK?”

“Yes, Sergeant. I observe,” Han replied.

Han was their guard. His job was to observe and pay attention to what was happening around them while they stayed focused on the target at hand. Han was carrying the standard QBZ-191 automatic rifle and an M320 40mm grenade launcher. Should they run into trouble, it was his job to alert them.

The crowd of a few hundred people clapped their hands as a military officer stepped aside and welcomed the Chinese governor, who walked up to the podium. Standing at the lectern, the man smiled and waved to some of the people in the crowd as he soaked up the applause. He reached into his jacket, withdrawing his prepared notes, and began to speak.

“This is just like training, Li. Take one breath in, then let it out and hold, then gently squeeze the trigger, then breathe again and prepare to fire again, but wait for my command,” Dawson relayed gently.

The three of them were outfitted in their ghillie suits, fully blended into the environment around them. When they had heard the puppet governor was going to speak at the dedication of the reservoir, they’d hastily put together a plan to assassinate him. If they got lucky, they would take him and one of the generals in attendance out at the same time.

Looking intently at the platform with the governor standing at the lectern and the officials seated on six chairs nearby, Dawson had become so singularly focused on what he was seeing through his spotting scope that he was unaware of the platoon of ChiCom soldiers patrolling through the woods just a few hundred meters away. Han, their security guard, had also gotten himself focused on the group of people in front of the stage and the soldiers standing guard nearby. There were also a handful of armored vehicles parked not far from the dam, which had distracted him.

Dawson peered through the spotting scope, seeing the communist leader talk animatedly with a broad smile, likely regaling the people with the efficiency of the communist regime to accomplish public works projects. Without taking his eyes off the man or his spotting lens, he whispered, “Fire.”

Bang!

The loud report of the AMR-2 rifle ripped through the momentary silence of the forest. Despite the suppressor attached to the barrel of the rifle, the Raufoss 12.7mm projectile being hurled down the thirty-three-inch barrel at a speed of 3,044 feet per second could only be slightly muffled. The crack was loud, and it violently shattered the serene silence of the forested area. In a fraction of a second, Han had already worked the bolt, replacing the spent round with a fresh one as he prepared for whatever target Dawson might call out next.

Still looking through the spotting scope, Dawson saw the government official’s body explode from the impact of the multipurpose antimateriel high-explosive incendiary, which disintegrated the man’s body, tossing chunks of flesh across the stage and the other people sitting on it. “Take out the fourth person on the platform right now!”

Han barely moved the rifle and fired fractions of a second later, the round impacting one of the PLA officers before he had a chance to move and get off the stage. When the round hit him, it exploded, tearing his body apart but also hitting both civilians on either side of him with shrapnel—exactly what Dawson was hoping would happen.

Bullets hit the trees and shrubs nearby, causing Dawson to snap his head up in surprise. He was completely unaware of any soldiers or patrols near their positions. Turning to look for Han, Dawson’s eyes went wide as saucers as he saw the young man doing exactly what they had told him not to do during their training. The twenty-three-year-old had lifted his QBZ-191 automatic rifle to his shoulder and unloaded on the squad of PLA soldiers closest to them.

The platoon of soldiers hadn’t been totally sure where the sniper shots had come from. The squads were looking in various directions for them, but as soon as Han began to unload on them, they instantly knew where they were.

A PLA soldier fired his underbarrel 35mm grenade in their general direction. It landed not far from them. Han let out a short yell as he clutched at his neck and fell backward. “Li, fall back to rally point one and provide me with some cover now!” Dawson shouted as he leaped up and darted towards Han. When he reached Han, he saw him covered in blood, gurgling and choking, a nasty gash to his neck.

Bullets were zipping all around him at this point, tearing chunks off nearby trees and shredding bushes. Dawson grabbed Han’s M320 40mm grenade launcher. He took aim at a group of five soldiers bounding towards him and fired.

Thump…bang!

Pop, pop, pop, pop.

Dawson unloaded most of his magazine at the soldiers trying to flank his position. He then turned and ran in a half-crouched position as fast as he could, zigzagging from side to side, bullets tearing tree branches apart around him. Then he heard another loud crack as Li fired his rifle, disintegrating another soldier hit by the explosive round.

Running upright, Dawson was now moving much faster. As he reached Li’s position, he dropped to a knee, ducking behind a tree as he motioned for Li to run to the next rally point while he covered him. Raising his rifle, he unloaded the rest of his magazine at a couple of PLA soldiers who had been hot on his heels. Dropping the empty magazine, he slapped another one in place and found a group of two more soldiers closing the distance on him. He aimed at the first soldier and squeezed the trigger, sending several controlled shots and hitting the guy in the chest.

In his periphery, he saw an object sailing through the air and exploded a dozen or so feet in front of him. The explosion caught him off guard as the tree he was hiding behind got slapped with tiny metal shards. Crap, that was close, he thought as he took off at a sprint after Li.

The two of them ran from one rally point to another as they were chased by close to thirty PLA soldiers. By the time they reached their fourth rally point, they’d finally managed to slip away from them. They started to breathe a little easier, believing they might have finally lost their pursuers, when they heard the sound of helicopter blades. Looking up, they saw several choppers flying over the area. While they couldn’t be certain that they’d been found, a couple of the helicopters had come relatively close to them. They moved into a hover and lowered more soldiers down to the forest below. Those newly arrived soldiers started scouring the area, adding to their troubles.

For the next six hours, Dawson and Li leveraged their ghillie suits and the terrain as best they could to put more distance between themselves and the soldiers searching for them. They knew the enemy soldiers likely had drones up over the area, further adding to their worries.

Eventually, the noise of the search faded. They’d somehow evaded capture and near-certain death. It took Dawson and Li two more days of trudging through the forest before they reached the designated safe house. It was a small house tucked away on the edge of a nature preserve. They disassembled their gear and stowed it in a secret compartment on the truck that was parked at the property. Then Dawson climbed in the back of it and was hidden by a series of boxes and other items while Li and another man drove the vehicle out of the park. They’d make their way to another location near the network of caves out of which Dawson’s ODA was operating. Li and Dawson would slip back into their lair and report in. They’d hopefully learn how their attack had gone and what they’d achieved.

*******

C. Battery, 2nd Battalion, 116th Field Artillery Regiment

Dandong, China

The M109A7 Paladin shook from the concussion of a nearby 152mm projectile exploding not far away. Xavier gave the vehicle a little more gas, pushing the engines harder to get them out of the area. The ChiCom artillery and their own battery had been exchanging counterbattery fire with each other for the better part of a day. Apparently, after their battalion had been lobbing rounds some fifty miles behind enemy lines, the PLA had gotten pissed off enough they had finally dedicated some serious artillery and rocket artillery assets to going after them.

For the last twelve hours, they had been on the move almost constantly. They’d get to a new position, fire off maybe four or five rounds, and then hightail it out of there to another position five or six kilometers away and repeat the process. The problem was they were running low on fuel and ammunition. It seemed like every time they took the time to stop for more than five minutes, the enemy figured out roughly where they were. They couldn’t pin them down directly, but they knew the grid square they were in and they’d try to saturate it with rocket and conventional artillery. This forced them to stay on the move as best they could. At this point, they were attempting to move much further behind American lines to put themselves outside the range of the enemy counterbattery fire.

When their vehicle pulled into the actual city of Dandong, they’d finally outranged the enemy artillery and found peace at last. As they drove into the city, the battalion was directed to a fuel farm. They took on fuel and then went looking for more ammo—ammo for them and their ammo carriers. Next, they found a quiet place to park. They wanted to let the maintenance guys have some time to work on the vehicles and make sure they were all up to snuff. Following that, the battalion sergeant major wanted all the soldiers to cycle through for some hot showers, fresh chow and at least forty-eight hours of downtime and sleep. They needed it. What no one knew for certain was what would happen over Christmas and the coming New Year. There hadn’t been any major enemy action in several months, which led a lot of people to believe a fight was likely to happen soon. It was only a matter of time before the PLA decided to launch some sort of major offensive against them to try and take them out.

Sergeant Fortney was walking into one of the apartment buildings that held a sign on the outside that read Dining Facility Four. They’d been told on Thursday nights KBR was feeding them steak and crab legs. He hoped that was true. He’d had enough MREs to last a lifetime. His rear end felt like he’d busted an O-ring with the stiffness of the bricks he’d been pooping. Walking into the facility, he saw a line and fell in. When he made his way up to the KBR rep, the guy clicked his counter and handed him a plate. Ten minutes later, the line finally moved, and it was his turn to see what was for dinner. Sure enough it was steak and crab legs.

Fortney didn’t see any familiar faces from his battery, so he sat down next to another group of soldiers. He learned they were an infantry unit. They’d just come in from the front lines for a week of R&R in the city. Hearing their living conditions made him feel glad he was essentially living in his gun truck. At least in his truck, he had heat. Those infantry guys only had their cold-weather gear to keep them warm. The arctic air from the north was already making its way down, blanketing the area with snow and bringing nightly temperatures to near zero. The wind chill could sometimes bring them below zero, making it truly miserable to be outside. Fortney wasn’t sure how the grunts managed under those circumstances. It had to suck was all he thought.

There was a lot of talk about the Chinese launching an offensive soon. Everyone hoped it wouldn’t happen, but it was a big piece of the conversation during dinner. Fortney just listened. He was too tired to talk, and frankly, he didn’t want to. Once he’d finished eating, he wanted to pull his Kindle out and spend some time reading a good Jeff Wheeler book before drifting off to sleep. For the time being, his battery had been assigned a grouping of rooms in one of the abandoned apartment buildings nearby. The apartments had heat and hot running water. They were going to take advantage of the opportunity to lie flat on a real bed, eat fresh hot food, and take hot showers. They knew their battalion would be thrown back into the fight soon enough.

Another thing Fortney observed while he was eating was a lot of young-looking soldiers. Someone had mentioned a lot of new units consisting of draftees were starting to show up. Fortney didn’t care how many draftees showed up. He just hoped they could fight and wouldn’t buckle under the pressure. God only knew how the new soldiers would handle the cold environment while trying to survive human wave assaults. It wasn’t something he envied. Again, it made him appreciate being in the artillery that much more.


Volume Five
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Billionaire Boys Club

Oval Office,

White House

Washington, D.C.

“Do we really need to meet with them?” Maria asked her Secretary of Defense.

Jack gave her a wry smile as he laughed. “They aren’t that bad, Madam President. They’ve been coming through for us in this war, big-time.”

Maria lifted an eyebrow at that. “Huh, you think?”

“OK, Musk has been coming through for us,” Jack capitulated.

“I think you both are wrong about Bezos,” Blain countered. “AWS has been instrumental in helping to secure the infrastructure of the internet. Without their direct intervention and help on several occasions, I think Jade Dragon likely would have destroyed more of the critical nodes. You saw what happened to Rackspace Technology. The PLA destroyed that company. Besides, BlueOrigin has been incredibly helpful in picking up some of the satellite slack when SpaceX had lost a handful of their Falcon 9 rockets.” Blain poured himself another cup of coffee.

Sighing loudly, Maria plopped down in her chair. “Fine, maybe I’m being hard on that little bald man. He just gets under my skin sometimes.”

“He gets under your skin or his newspaper, the Washington Post, gets under your skin?” Jack chuckled softly as he took his own seat on the couch.

The Washington Post along with the New York Times continued to publish highly critical articles and opinion pieces about the war, her handling of it, and pretty much anything negative they could about her. The relationship between Maria’s administration and the two news outlets had gotten so hostile lately that many outside observers had questioned whether the news outlets were just aggressively covering an administration at war or were in fact aiding the Chinese war effort.

“OK, we need to go over this proposal briefly before we bring them in,” Blain said, moving things along. “I’d like to begin by saying that at the outset of the war, I was dead set against this idea. During the last ten months, these two organizations had found a way to work together and solve a very challenging technical and engineering problem. We’ve known since the start of this war that Jade Dragon has been leveraging the global satellite infrastructure to spy on us, gather intelligence, and support their ground operations. We’ve had a sort of détente with them when it came to the global satellite infrastructure. We don’t destroy theirs and they don’t destroy ours. To render specific satellites useless, both sides have made heavy use of jamming. This proposal we’re about to go over with the heads of SpaceX and BlueOrigin are about to change that dramatically.”

In the next hour, they were going to discuss the final plan to render Jade Dragon blind and deaf once and for all.

*******

“I don’t want to minimize the complexity of what we’re proposing, Madam President, but it is a rather simple solution,” Mr. Musk explained in his direct and matter-of-fact way of speaking.

Mr. Bezos added, “We recognize the risk in moving forward with this proposal, Madam President, but I assure you, we’ve had hundreds of the most brilliant minds in both of our companies looking at this problem for nearly a year. This is the most effective way to turn the tables against this Chinese AI while at the same time not destroying the economies of the West. Amazon is an enormous e-commerce company. Our entire business model relies on the internet. I assure you; we’ve thoroughly thought through this problem and how best to deal with it.”

President Delgado looked at Mr. Kemal. “Does Alphabet feel the same way?”

The CEO of Alphabet Inc, the parent company of Google, sat up a little straighter as he confidently replied, “Yes, Madam President. At this point, we only have a few choices left. If we want to fully cut this AI’s access off to the World Wide Web, we need to sever their satellite network. In doing this, we know they will go after ours. After ten months of contemplating this very scenario and how best to deal with it, we’ve determined that this approach has to be taken if we’re going to isolate Jade Dragon.”

The President took a deep breath in before sighing, the weight of the world on her shoulders and the future of humanity about to be decided by her—the first female President and the most unlikely person to have assumed this very office. Ultimately, a decision had to be made, and it could only be made by her.

Turning to look at Ms. Lila Suleyman, the President asked, “If I order this, is Microsoft ready for what’s going to come next?”

The two women stared at each other for a moment, holding each other’s gaze, before she replied, repeating the question. “Is Microsoft ready? I’m not sure any person or company is ready for what’s about to happen. But after evaluating our options and looking at the pros and cons of each action taken, this is the right call to make for our country and the West. This needs to be done, Madam President.”

Ms. Suleyman paused before adding, “Madam President, all that has happened in this war and the lead-up to it has only reinforced my belief that the Great Internet Reset has been long overdue. It would have been great if it hadn’t taken a world war to push us to this point, but here we are.” She’d taken over as CEO of Microsoft six months prior to the second COVID pandemic. Her company’s work with the Cicada program had been instrumental in getting America’s own AI to where it now was—capable of reasonably combating Jade Dragon.

Maria appreciated her honesty and the straightforwardness of everyone up to this point. Turning to the next most important piece of this plan, she asked, “How about the social media angle, Mr. Zuckerberg? Will Meta be ready when we turn things off and then back on again?”

Mr. Zuckerberg nodded in agreement. “Madam President, as a company, Meta stands ready to do our part. As to our users and people writ large, and as a country having gone through so much these last few years—the users, the people, they’re not ready for this, and once we do this, it’s going to create some serious upheaval and potential problems we may not have anticipated.”

He paused for a moment. “When this plan is implemented, Madam President, several billion people are going to wake up to discover the internet has been taken down. Their social media accounts not only won’t work, but they won’t exist anymore because the internet will be temporarily gone. And with all the satellites destroyed, it won’t be a quick fix. Until the Great Reset is fully implemented and everything is turned back on, we have to be prepared for what that’s going to do to people. This is like taking a drug addict and cutting them off without any warning or any sort of medical assistance. We need to be prepared for what that’s going to do to society. Thankfully, the reset shouldn’t take too long, but it’s going to cause problems until it’s finished.”

When Zuckerberg had finished speaking, Mr. Kemal aptly surmised, “Mark brings up a good point about how people are going to react to not having access to social media and the internet. This is also going to greatly affect small and large businesses across the economy. A lot of purchases and economic activity are conducted via the internet. We have to be ready for that pause when it takes place and recognize the impact this is going to have on businesses across our country and the world.”

Musk apparently observed the President’s increasing sense of overwhelm. “Madam President, this is an enormous decision we have presented you. We as a group have worked tirelessly for nearly a year to answer the questions your National Security Advisor posed to us. While there are no certainties in life, no guarantees as to the outcome of this decision, what is a guarantee is that so long as Jade Dragon continues to have access to the global satellite infrastructure, China will likely prevail against us. It’s merely a matter of time. If you do act, our country and the world are going to go through some technological pain for a period of time, but when we emerge, we will emerge with a stronger, tougher, more durable and secure internet structure. I do not envy you having to be the one to make this decision, but it needs to be made. The country and the world are counting on you. We stand ready to execute our pieces of the plan once you issue the order.”

*******

Christmas Eve

White House

Washington, D.C.

Blain Wilson was preparing to take a much-needed vacation, the first since the start of the new administration. As he locked some of his classified materials up in the safe behind him, the phone on his desk rang. Reaching for it, he said, “This is Blain.”

“Blain, it’s Maria. Can you stop by the Oval? I know you’re getting ready to leave for your vacation, but I wanted to catch you before everyone starts disappearing for the holidays.”

“Sure, I’ll be over there in about ten minutes.”

When she hung up, Blain knew she had made her decision. She had been struggling with it the last couple of days, weighing the different options, the pros and cons. They had discussed this possibility at the beginning of her presidency and dismissed it, but not before Blain had compiled a massive laundry list of questions and challenges they hadn’t believed the tech and space sectors could answer. Three months ago, they’d approached his office with an answer to each of their concerns and questions. At this point, they really had to start considering the proposal to take down the global satellite infrastructure. The conundrum they faced was, if they took it down, what would they replace it with, and how? That question had now been answered, which left them with the decision of when to bring the system down.

Walking into the Oval, Blain saw the President sitting in her chair behind the Resolute Desk, looking out the window as snow descended across the White House lawn.

Without turning to look at him, Maria declared, “I’ve made my decision. I’m going to authorize Rainfall.” That was the code name for the destruction of the global satellite infrastructure.

Blain took a breath in as the words washed over him. He was about to leave on vacation with his family. Was that even going to be possible now?

“When?” was all he was able to say.

“New Year’s. When the clock strikes zero, that’s when we’re going to initiate Rainfall.”

“Do I need to cancel my vacation?”

A short pause ensued. “No, you’ve earned it, and your family deserves it after all you’ve done. Just make sure you’re here on the thirtieth. That should be enough time to be prepared for what we know is coming. Blain…really take a moment to enjoy this time off with your family. I have no idea how this is going to turn out. Hopefully it’ll work out like those CEOs said it will, but it may not. The Kessler effect might be avoidable, at least for some period of time.”

“I will. Thank you, Madam President. I know this was a hard decision. I trust you, and we will see this through. Merry Christmas. I’ll see you on the thirtieth.”


Volume Five
Chapter Thirty
The Christmas Blues

Seoul, Korea

Knock, knock.

There was a loud rap on the door to Rob’s hotel room, letting him know his special room service had just arrived.

When he’d been given a ninety-six-hour pass to spend over the Christmas period in Seoul, he hadn’t been sure what he was going to do with it. He’d called home and briefly talked with his family, and his dad and brother had said they would arrange for him to spend three nights at the Banyon Tree Club & Spa in downtown Seoul and then they’d all have a family Christmas dinner over Zoom. At first, he’d laughed at the idea, but he’d finally consented.

When he’d shown up at the hotel, he had honestly been thoroughly impressed by it. They’d rented him a premier suite with his own spa pool in his room. The first day at the hotel, he’d had several full-body massages, letting the stress be worked right out of him. When it came time for Christmas, he’d arranged for a special dinner to be delivered to his room. With his food spread out on the table, he clicked on the Zoom link his dad had sent and poof, he was staring at an image of his family’s elongated dining room table with a full spread of food on it. A few minutes later, the rest of his family took their seats, and they began. His father said a prayer and blessing for the family and then one for Rob before they dug in.

Rob had to marvel at this. Here he was on a four-day pass in World War III, eating Christmas dinner with his family via Zoom video teleconferencing. How insane and cool is that?

For nearly two hours, Rob and the rest of the Fortney clan talked, laughed, and cried. They regaled him with stories of what they had been up to these last few months since they had spoken and told him about all the things going on back home. His dad told him about the massive robot factory that had been built over in Plant City not far from the family’s home in Valrico, Florida. His sister was excited because her student loans had been forgiven, and so had his other sister’s. She wasn’t going to be stuck working another six years as a teacher anymore if she didn’t want to. His other sister, the one who was a doctor at Tampa General, was excited about being free to form her own medical practice in Brandon. Rob shared a funny look with his brother. Neither of them had college loans, so that wasn’t a struggle they’d had to deal with.

His dad shared that something big appeared to be coming soon. No one knew for certain what it was, but all of a sudden, there were these large aerostat blips starting to show up near a lot of major cities lately. His dad broke the news that his retirement from the Hillsborough County Sheriff Department had unfortunately been delayed for what appeared to be two more years. His dad had been disappointed by the delay as he really wanted to spend his time fishing, but he’d also been promoted to head of the entire detective force for the sheriff department. Rob just wished he was able to apply to become a deputy and then detective while his dad was the guy in charge.

They talked for a little while longer before ending the call. For Rob, it felt good to have a normal conversation about mundane things happening back home. It reminded him that there was more to life than just this war. Before his next masseuse showed up, he spent some time in meditation, focusing on what he was going to do after this war was over, keeping those dreams of the future alive to help him get through the nightmare of the present.

*******

Marine Corps Recruit Depot

San Diego, California

“Sir, what did you do for Christmas last year?” one of the recruits had asked.

Gunnery Sergeant Hill sat down in the bay as the recruits finished some miscellaneous cleaning. Looking at the recruit, he replied, “Christmas of last year I was at Khe San—well, that’s what we were calling Gitmo. We were surrounded by the ChiComs and the Cuban regulars and militia forces. It was pretty medieval by the end.”

The recruits who had finished their cleaning or whatever they were doing with their “recruit time” started to gather around him to listen to what he was saying.

“How long was the siege?”

Gunny Hill looked off toward the end of the bay, his eyes drifting into that fifty-thousand-foot stare before he spoke. His mind was retreating to a place it hadn’t been to in a long time.

“I was with Golf Company, 2/8 Marines. We’d arrived at Gitmo two weeks before hostilities broke out. None of us knew for certain if hostilities would happen, but we prepared for it. Since no one was shooting at us yet, we were able to utilize the base’s equipment to help us build a series of fortifications on the various hilltops, ridges, and other areas we knew the enemy would attack from and through. We turned that place into a fortress in quick order. Then the war broke out. They hit us relentlessly for close to two weeks.”

“How bad was it?” one of the recruits interrupted.

Normally Hill would have torn the recruit a new fourth point of contact for interrupting him. But his mind was back in Cuba, not here.

“Toward the end, during one of the final attacks, a group of Chinese soldiers ran right at us. I shot four or five of them, but more just took their place. Then the bolt to my rifle slammed to the rear. I was empty. I reached for another magazine but realized I didn’t have any left, at least any loaded ones.”

“What did you do?”

Hill grunted at the question, a devious grin spreading across his face as he replied, “I looked at the bayonet on the end of my rifle and knew I still had one weapon left to use. At this point, they were practically on top of me. Almost everyone around me was either dead or severely wounded, so it was pretty much just me. I rose up and I parried the lunge of one guy’s bayonet and then slammed him in the side of the face with the rear stock of my rifle. I then swung the front of my rifle back across the front of the man, slashing his face and upper torso with my own bayonet before I stabbed him in the chest with it. Another guy hit me across the back with his rifle then, but fortunately, we wear body armor, so my plates took most of the impact. It still nearly knocked me over. Everything kind of happened in a bit of blur then. I swung my rifle at him, striking him in the face before I stabbed him in the base of the neck with my bayonet.

“Then I saw it—the guy I’d killed had two hand grenades attached to his vest. I grabbed the first one, pulled the pin, and tossed it toward a group of Cuban militiamen racing toward us. I grabbed the second one and did the same. Then I found one of the guys in my squad who was dead and started checking his ammo pouches. I found one magazine of ammo. I slapped it in place of my empty one and then I shot and killed another fourteen Cuban militiamen trying to storm our positions.”

One of the recruits commented in a bit of awe, “Is that why you were awarded the Navy Cross, for that battle?”

Hill nodded. “It was.”

“That’s where you got your first Purple Heart, right?”

Standing, Hill untucked his shirt and unbuttoned part of it to show them the lower portion of his back. “I got hit with some shrapnel that cut me up during that battle. That’s how I got the first one.” He turned around and showed them two scars from bullet wounds. “I got these during the first minutes of the amphibious landings in Venezuela. Probably the only thing that saved my life that day was being shot and put on a helicopter that had just landed to unload more people. Almost everyone in my platoon and company was killed thirty minutes later during that suicide drone attack.” Hill buttoned his shirt back up before sitting down again.

“Did any of your friends survive?”

Hill didn’t answer that question right away. A sudden wave of emotions slammed into him, causing the stone-cold facade of the drill instructor to crumble. His hand moved up to his face as he tried to cover his mouth from quivering, tears suddenly streaming down his face. He stood up and walked away from the recruits into his office and slammed the door. Once he was alone, he broke down in uncontrollable sobbing as he collapsed to the floor. He sat on the floor sobbing hard for a couple of minutes until he crawled over to his desk. Opening the bottom drawer, he pulled his bottle of Jack out and unscrewed the cap, downing multiple long gulps.

Sitting behind his desk, he drank nearly half the bottle until his feelings had gone numb. A little later, he made his way out of his office back to the recruits. They looked nervously at him. He called them to attention and then ordered them to begin a series of push-ups, running in place, crunches, leg extensions, planks, and all sorts of other physical conditioning. He smoked them relentlessly for the next hour and a half until he finished the rest of his bottle of Jack Daniels and then walked back to his office and passed out.


Volume Five
Chapter Thirty-One
The Battle of Mirniy

Village of Mirniy

North of Vladivostok

Russian Far East

“Major, wake up, we have movement on the line!” the private said as he gently shook him out of his sleep. Tolya opened his eyes, seeing the young man from the 6th Company. He mumbled something to the private as he sat up on the cot, swinging his feet over the edge and into his boots.

The battalion headquarters had been set up in the “tunnel” near the center of the village. The tunnel in question was a railroad tunnel a half mile long under a hill. Since Vladivostok had been cut off from the rest of Russia, there were no trains traveling to or from the city. Not wanting to let a perfectly good tunnel go to waste, they had repurposed it, turning it into a bunker for the command. They’d filled it with their command, control, and communications equipment and plenty of cots for the men to sack out in. It was from this bunker that Tolya would direct the defense of the western approaches to Vladivostok.

Tolya rose and blinked a few times to get his eyes working. He yawned, wishing those Chinese bastards hadn’t attacked his country. The audacity of them to believe they could come here and take their land like this—it galled him that they thought they could get away with it. As he stood and began to make his way to the command center, he realized this could be it—the attack he had been preparing for since he had first been ordered to hold this town four months ago. Those hadn’t been idle months either. His men had dug in and prepared to face the horde. They needed to do everything they could to stem the surge when the Khans came across the valley. Tolya crossed from his “stateroom,” which was really a small square space created by piling crates of supplies and empty equipment boxes, to his radioman.

“Ilya, what do you have?” asked Tolya, looking at a row of computer monitors showing the view from the various lookout towers and outposts along the Russian side of the valley.

“Sir, those Chinese cats are moving into the river valley,” said Lieutenant Ilya Tarasov, the headquarters communications officer. He was referring to the small CSK-131 light vehicles. The Russians had taken to calling them “cats” because of the vehicle’s resemblance to the larger Russian GAZ Tigr, a Russian 4x4 multipurpose all-terrain infantry vehicle. It was similar to the American JLTV infantry vehicles.

“We’ve seen that before. I’m assuming they’re trying to get us to show our artillery positions,” replied Tolya.

“Yes, sir,” replied the lieutenant before adding, “That was our first thought as well. However, their maneuvering is different this time. Normally, they make a run right toward our lines to get in range of their crew-served weapons and shoot it out with us before running away again. Tonight, you can see they’re picking their way through the valley, moving along the length of the river and her tributaries.”

“You believe they’re testing the ice?”

“Yes, sir. They might not come over tonight, but they’re making preparations to cross soon. I thought it important enough to wake you.”

“And you were correct,” said Tolya, turning to find his intelligence officer. “Captain Sayanovich, what are the latest reports on the Chinese force composition on the west side of the valley?”

At the sound of his name being called, the brigade intelligence officer looked up from his computer. “Sir, our latest reports indicate the Khans now have a full division deployed between Tikhoye and Nezhino. This is supported by air and artillery operating out of Ussuriysk. Of the four brigades that make up the division, two are heavy combined arms brigades. Our Spetsnaz reconnaissance teams have reported that the Chinese have taken the past few months to rebuild their forces. They appear to have completely recovered from their losses in taking Ussuriysk. It’s likely those replacement troops are going to be fresh from training, so they’ll lack combat experience. Oh, it appears that the light infantry brigade that reinforced them a few days ago is the 119th. The same brigade they had previously detached to support the siege of Khabarovsk is now back with them.”

Snorting at the news, Tolya shook his head in frustration. “Yes, I suppose they don’t need them up there any longer.”

The fall of Khabarovsk had been a bitter pill to swallow for the defenders of Vladivostok. It meant the trickle of supplies they had been getting was now thoroughly and completely cut off. Tolya considered the force they were facing as he looked at the force he had to defend this patch of ground with. His own 155th Naval Infantry Brigade was underequipped, having lost most of their tanks and self-propelled mortars during the first night of the war. The army had also reconstituted the 70th Rifle Brigade out of the stragglers from the 5th and 20th Armies that had retreated after the fall of Ussuriysk. On paper, the unit was the “70th Separate Motorized Rifle Brigade,” but nobody referred to it as a motorized brigade anymore. They were even less equipped than the 155th Brigade. Most of the soldiers making up the unit had to cross the thirty-five miles between Ussuriysk and Vladivostok on foot.

Snapping back to the issue at hand, Tolya gave his orders. “OK, send runners up and down the line. Don’t send anything over the radio yet. Put everyone on alert to expect combat in the next two to four hours.”

“Understood, comrade Major,” said Lieutenant Tarasov, who conveyed the order to a sergeant, who in turn left the communications table to contact the “runners” at the edge of the tunnel. Those men and women wouldn’t actually run down the line passing the word; instead, they’d ride electric Izh motorcycles to their assigned sectors and get the word disseminated.

“Now we just need a pot of coffee and some stories to pass the time,” said Tolya to the amusement of the soldiers manning the nearby equipment.

The Russians watched as the Chinese scouts picked their way deep enough into the valley to determine that the time for the final assault on their positions had finally arrived. The thunder of artillery rounds exploding on their side of the frozen riverbank made it clear the battle had begun. Shell after shell pounded the battlefield as the Chinese went to work on softening them up.

The ground shook beneath the headquarters as rounds hit the hill above them. Nearly every person in the bunker looked toward the ceiling to see if it was about to collapse in on them.

“Tell the artillery to hold their fire,” ordered Tolya. “I don’t want our units to start any counterbattery fire. We need to save our guns until the enemy ground forces advance. Ilya, give the order to the ISDMs to prepare the welcome mat.”

The ISDM was a state-of-the-art minelayer. Each truck could lay a two-hundred-and-forty-meter-long, fifteen-meter-deep minefield of five hundred and forty antitank mines. These would be driven into the valley to join the minefields that were already sown. Once those mines were deployed, the trucks would make a dash for the city, hopefully before they could be targeted by the enemy air or artillery. Tolya knew that with Khabarovsk and Chita gone, Russian airpower would be hard-pressed to give them much relief.

One by one, the monitors lost signal as the cameras deployed across the battlefield were destroyed by the artillery barrage.

“Sir,” said Tarasov, “the enemy is advancing. Our scouts are reporting a mixed force of infantry vehicles and armor crossing the valley.”

“Send the order to engage. Now we see how well we’ve prepared our position.”

*******

Once the Chinese offensive was underway, the Russian artillery came to life. Round after round began landing across predetermined points they knew the Khans would push through. Special antitank-mine-laying rounds fell in advance of the armored vehicles. In the chaotic fighting, the Chinese missed the significance of what the Russians were doing. The counterbattery radars simply recorded the barrage as falling short of the attacking formations and disregarded it as a threat. As the Russians revealed their artillery guns to drop the antitank mines, the Chinese began hammering the Russian guns. It wasn’t long before they had silenced their guns, but not before they had dropped hundreds of antitank mines in the paths of the horde’s armor.

For each vehicle taken out by the artillery, there were ten more to take their place. As the Chinese approached known or suspected minefields, combat engineers in mine-clearing vehicles fired mine-clearing line charges, rockets that trailed a long line of high explosives that would cross the minefield to a depth of one hundred meters before detonating and, in theory, destroying all the mines along the path. This would give the Chinese a nine-meter-wide column through which they could keep attacking. While effective, this tactic slowed the advance drastically. Each minute spent on clearing the minefields was another minute the Chinese were exposed to Russian antitank units and troops.

Along other sections of the line, the Chinese were being surprised by the minefields freshly sown by the ISDM trucks at the start of the battle. In those cases, the advancing columns were coming to a complete stop. That was when small groups of soldiers engaged them with antitank guided missiles and heavy machine-gun fire.

********

“Sir, the Chinese are wading into the minefields,” Tarasov exclaimed excitedly.

“Send in the professors,” replied Tolya. The “professors” in question were the helicopter pilots of the 92nd Helicopter Training Squadron. They had relocated to the Vladivostok airport from their base at Sokol, a few hundred miles northeast of there. That training squadron was responsible for all the advanced attack helicopter training in the Russian Far East. This meant they had access to a host of all attack helicopters in the Russian fleet. They flew everything from the aging but deadly Mi-24 to the newer and even more deadly Mi-28 and Ka-50 attack helicopters. From the moment the Chinese had started their assault, the professors of the training squadron were ready to leap into the fray.

*******

The formation of varied airframes clung to the nap of the earth as they raced forward into battle. The tiny formation of ten helicopters was lost in the massive ocean of Chinese armored vehicles. The Chinese were falling to the 9M120 missiles of the Russian helicopters before the Chinese even knew the Russians were there. Yet the sudden attack was quickly turned back. Chinese HQ-17 air-defense vehicles engaged them with dramatic effect. Each helicopter could destroy several vehicles before being taken out by the Chinese SAMs, but again, there were always more Chinese vehicles coming around the bend in the terrain.

In the narrows of the northern defensive line, the Chinese ran right into the dug-in Russian infantry. The Russians held their fire until the last minute before letting loose their Kornet missiles. When the first wave of antitank guided missiles flew across their lines, it plastered the enemy vehicles, catching many of them by surprise. As the Chinese armor started taking losses, the ZBD-04 infantry fighting vehicles unloaded their troops to start clearing out the Russian fortifications.

The Chinese were met with the full determination of a desperate enemy. The Russians had no place they could fall back. This was where they’d be making their last stand. As Chinese tanks blasted away at concentrations of Russian forces, the defenders returned fire with ATGMs, AKs, RPGs, grenades, and sheer force of will. The relentless onslaught ground the defenders into the soil, now thick with blood. The first neighborhood to fall was Kiparisovo. As the Chinese destroyed every building and killed every defender, they gained control of and access to the vital A370 highway.

The Russians had mined the highway, as they had mined everything else in the valley. Nevertheless, with demining operations, the Chinese would soon be able to use the highway to move quickly toward Vladivostok.

*******

“Major, the enemy has overrun Kiparisovo,” reported Tarasov. “They are turning south, just as you predicted.”

Tolya knew that this was the prudent move. Continuing to the east would have put the Chinese crossing the jagged hills protecting the peninsula. While those hills weren’t as heavily defended as the river valley, the fewer troops hiding within them could cause much greater death and destruction due to the terrain. If the Chinese chose to push the fight into the hills, the Russians would oblige them by committing their reserves to that front.

Knowing this was likely the final battle as the Chinese continued to press home their advantage, Tolya declared, “Prepare the train.”

“Understood, Major,” replied Tarasov, who then relayed the orders to the relevant parties with a wicked grin on his face.

*******

The Chinese success in the northern side of the valley was repeated further south. The defenders in South Kiparisovo (another neighborhood, located a few kilometers south of the first) reported their collapse and defeat. Then, out of nowhere, a massive behemoth emerged from the north side of the headquarters tunnel. As the train slowly accelerated, it steadily pulled the ten flatcars north under an embankment of the highway. Each of the flatcars had been kitted up with three of Tolya’s precious BTR infantry fighting vehicles loaded down with his reserve force. While the dismounted infantry fought to the death in the streets of the towns outside of Vladivostok, Tolya had just committed his only reserve force in one final, desperate attempt to stem the tide of the Chinese horde.

The train bolted north of Kiparisovo before it decelerated to allow the BTRs to disembark. This placed the newly arrived force along the Chinese eastern flank. The Chinese were forced to halt their advance to the south to address the new threat to their east. The BTRs fought valiantly, providing more antitank guided missiles to destroy even more of the Chinese tanks and infantry vehicles. As with everything else in this defense, there were just too few BTRs to stop the attack. The Chinese turned them back and resumed their relentless push towards Mirniy as they looked to tighten the noose around the defenders of Vladivostok.

*******

“Sir, Captain Yurasov reports that the BTR attack has failed to stop the enemy.” The gravity of the situation could be heard in Tarasov’s voice. Everyone in the command bunker knew what this meant: there was no significant force between the onrushing horde and their own position.

“Very well,” replied Tolya with a stoicism he didn’t really feel. “Everyone, take up defensive positions and prepare to repel the enemy.”

The troops manning the headquarters grabbed for their weapons and moved to their fighting positions near the approaches to the tunnel and its entrance.

Tolya scanned the crowd. “Corporal Baldayev, get over here,” he shouted.

When the younger man reached him, he continued, “I need you to take one of the runner bikes and report to Brigade Command. Tell the colonel that we will fight to the last man, but that we anticipate being overrun by the Chinese within the hour.” He could see the confusion in Baldayev’s eyes. “The colonel will be expecting you. Let him know that I would have sent Semichayevsky if I could have. He will understand everything.” The confused soldier nodded, turned and headed for the south entrance while he still could.

Tolya turned back to the men and women of his command, now assembled at their combat posts. “We don’t have time for a grand speech, and nothing I say right now will turn you into better warriors than you are right now. We’re going to fight the Khan bastards right here and now. When they tell the story of our battle in the histories, they will remember the 59th Battalion of the 155th Naval Infantry Brigade. They will know you men were some of the most vicious bastards to have ever served in the Russian military. Now let’s get ready and go lay waste to these bastards.”

When he finished his speech, Tolya turned to head to his stateroom to retrieve his AK-12 and began the walk to the northern tunnel entrance. This was where they expected to encounter the Chinese. As the battalion commander, there was nothing left for him to do other than to grab a rifle and join his men.

The soldiers manning the train in the tunnel waved as they exited, shouting words of encouragement. After delivering the reserve force, they had returned, hoping the situation had improved. Now they had no further mission. But as the enemy continued to approach, the soldiers operating it figured they’d reemerge and drive down the tracks, allowing their machine gunners and soldiers with RPGs to attack the Khan bastards until they were destroyed or killed.

As soon as the train pulled out, the Russian defenders built a new barricade to close the tunnel back up. They used a bulldozer to push several more of the flatbed railcars and concrete construction barriers into the tunnel opening to build out firing positions in this new and impressive wall. Deeper in the tunnel, there were snipers ready to deliver their own blows to the enemy. As Tolya took up a position along the wall, he knew that all these defensive efforts would eventually melt away under the fury of Chinese tank and artillery fire.

On his radio, Tolya could hear his units reporting enemy contact being made. The defenders dug in along the outside of the hillside tunnel reported incoming armored vehicles. It was a mix of infantry vehicles and tanks. Tolya listened as the unit commanders ordered their men to fire their Kornet missiles at the incoming enemy with an emphasis on taking out the Type-99 tanks. Tolya knew from his briefings on the battles of Kyaght and Chita that the antitank guided missile teams wouldn’t get more than one or two salvos before they were dispatched by the enemy.

The tunnel defenders could hear some of the ATGMs as they fired off from nearby hidden positions. After a brief pause, they again felt the ground shake as enemy armor began pounding the hill. Tolya had no doubt that within a minute they would be on the receiving end of another artillery barrage.

“Prepare to take cover from artillery,” Tolya called out. Many of the soldiers were too focused on the coming horde and might leave themselves exposed when the rounds started dropping. If the Chinese had any idea what was under this hill, Tolya had no doubt that as soon as the artillery stopped falling, the infantry would follow.

As if on script, the artillery began to burst along the entire length of the hill. Tolya thought for a second that the enemy must be especially focused on the northern end of the tunnel, but he brushed the thought aside.

I can only see what is in front of me. There’s some poor fool on the south side thinking the same thing about what’s in front of him, he thought.

As soon as there was a lull in the shelling, Tolya called out, “Prepare to repel!” and the crack of a DXL-5 sniper rifle emphasized his point.

Soon, the snipers were joined by the riflemen along the line. AK-12 Avtomats opened up at extended range as soon as Chinese infantry appeared. With Chinese losses mounting, Tolya raised his binoculars to get a better view of what was happening. Peering through the disjointed area between two railcars, he could see the Chinese pulling back from the withering fire.

“They’re bringing in an IFV,” said one of the elevated snipers.

Tolya looked to the Kornet team to his left as they nervously scanned the battlefield for this new threat. When it emerged from the darkness, there was a near-simultaneous firing of ATGMs. The Kornet reached out for the Chinese IFV while the Chinese vehicle fired their own missile at the center mass of the barricade. Tolya was thrown back by the explosion, but the wall held.

Tolya recovered in time to see the Kornet team scrambling to reload the launcher. Before he could get his rifle on a target, another round was fired by the IFV. This time, instead of hitting the barrier, it flew over the wall and into the tunnel. When it exploded behind him, it sent slivers of metal throughout the interior of the defenses.

Tolya could hear defenders scream as the metal fragments tore into flesh. He put himself back into his firing position and started looking for a target. The Chinese had resumed their advance, showing more bravery now that they had armor support. He fired a burst at one of the infantrymen, then shifted his sight to the IFV. He could see that the Kornet team had taken out the left track, rendering the vehicle immobile but not inoperable. He shifted to the left, looking for more targets when a second Kornet blew a hole in the 100mm turret, finishing the job that the first missile had started.

The attacking Chinese concentrated rifle fire along the wall. As he reloaded his Avtomat, Tolya could hear cries of pain as the defenders began to fall. More high explosives were slamming into their man-made walls, blocking the tunnel, steadily tearing it apart. Tolya knew the PLA would breach soon. It could only sustain so many RPG hits and tank rounds. Even worse, Tolya could feel the concussive blast waves of grenades going off behind him.

They must have brought up a grenade launcher, he thought as he scanned the tunnel for the Khans that must be inside it.

Taking a couple of steps toward the sound of gunfire, he found a man reloading his QLU-11. He fired at the man, killing him before he could lob more grenades at his men. Tolya then hesitated for a second to see if any of those PLA bastards were stupid enough to retrieve the grenade gun. One was, and Tolya ended him. The sounds of rifle fire from both sides of the tunnel continued to grow as the Chinese infantry pushed their assault. Russian PKP machine guns cut down waves of Chinese as they advanced deeper.

As he seated his last magazine in his rifle, Tolya caught something moving into view behind the Chinese infantry. Almost too late, he recognized the silhouette of a Type-99 main battle tank. Even before he heard the report of the 125mm main gun, he knew that he had mere moments left on the earth. The tank began pounding the wall with high-explosive rounds, pushing the railcars they’d turned into barricades back and turning the concrete barriers into powder. Tolya and the defenders fell back from one set of barricades to another in the tunnel.

Before the dust could settle, Chinese infantry were surging forward. The Russians were now firing almost indiscriminately at the incoming horde. There were so many Chinese soldiers that any shot sent downrange was bound to hit one of them. Tolya fired his last shot into the oncoming assault before tossing his rifle to the ground. He pulled out his boot knife and crouched low in the corner.

The knife had been his grandfather’s in the Great Patriotic War. His father had carried it as a paratrooper during Operation Magistral in Afghanistan. He crouched, tightly coiled and ready to strike. He waited for the first line of Chinese soldiers to pass him before leaping out, knife in hand, and burying the blade in the man’s side, where he knew there would be a gap in the body armor. The Chinese soldier cried out as Tolya ripped the knife around, searching out the man’s heart.

Something bit Tolya in the side, causing him to wince. He pulled the knife out of the doomed soldier and looked for his next victim. His legs gave out as he staggered toward another Chinese soldier who was pointing a rifle at him. He watched the rifle buck and saw the flame lick the barrel. He felt the punch to his chest, falling backwards. Lying on his back, he stared at the ceiling for a moment before everything turned black.
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Chapter Thirty-Two
An Old Debt

December 25, 2025

Village of Noviy

Russian Far East

Corporal Tima Baldayev raced through the deserted streets of Noviy. He passed the checkpoint that had been his duty station for several months earlier in the war. To the left, he could see the bunker from which he watched the retreating Russian Army pass as they withdrew to the “safety” of Vladivostok. As his electric motorcycle maintained a constant hum, it was punctuated by the thundering explosions of the battle from which he ran.

I should be with my unit, he thought. It doesn’t make sense that the major sent me away. He didn’t know it at the time, but he was already suffering from the first vestiges of survivor’s guilt. He knew that in the hills to his left and the shallow valley to his right, there were formations of infantry and defensive fortifications. But he had his orders, and though he’d wanted to stand and fight, he had been charged with taking this message to the colonel. He shuddered to think that the last orders Major Kapriyanov had issued were for him to ride south, but he couldn’t come up with any other set of facts.

He kept his motorcycle at max throttle as he blasted down A-370. When the highway turned south for the bridge, he exited and dropped down to the Ussuriysk-Vladivostok Road. He knew that either the Chinese or the Russians must have blown the bridge by now. Better to take the longer but safer route. Not that there were any safe spaces in the Primorsky Krai today. Baldayev looked southeast to his destination and was aghast at the sight of smoke rising from the city center. Though he knew that there was nothing but death and fire to his west, he wasn’t prepared to see the effects of the Chinese bombardment on the civilian population of Vladivostok.

Baldayev hit his first major traffic jam when he came to the airport road turnoff. Defenders who were garrisoned in the city were moving forward to the front, trying to dig into fixed positions before the enemy advance cut them off.

You’re late to the party, fools, he thought as he wove his way through the mix of military and civilian vehicles that were moving the men. He felt a significant contempt for these men, who were only now rising to face the enemy while his own unit had likely been overrun.

I’m only angry with myself, he realized. They’re no worse than I am. They were all alive and it didn’t matter that he’d spent the past two months waiting on the front lines. In fact, they were to be respected. They were heading to the sound of the battle, while he was heading away.

As if on cue, he noticed a roadblock ahead. Traffic was freely flowing out of the peninsula, but none was coming in. As he approached, he was flagged down by a sentry.

“Halt! Soldier, what business do you have? There’s no inbound traffic allowed right now.”

Saluting the lieutenant who was leading the outpost detachment, Baldayev said, “I have been ordered by Major Kapriyanov of the 59th Battalion to provide a situation report to Colonel Kazarezov. It is urgent. Please call it in so that I can fulfill my duty and return to the front!”

Seeing the disheveled uniform and dirty face of the corporal, the lieutenant nearly let him through. However, a recent spate of deserters crossing from the front lines caused him to hesitate and call down to HQ. After a minute on the radio, he came back out of the checkpoint.

“Corporal, Headquarters has no record of a runner being sent from 59th Battalion. You need to turn around and return to your unit.”

“Lieutenant,” pleaded Baldayev as he desperately tried to remember the major’s final order. “The major told me to inform the colonel that he would have sent Semichayevsky, but that was impossible. I beg of you, please inform HQ. I have been assured that they will understand.” The lieutenant gave him a puzzled look but then returned to the radio.

The lieutenant wasn’t on the radio for long before he turned back to Baldayev. “You are cleared to report to Fetisov Arena. They are expecting you, and you are not to deviate from that route.” Baldayev saluted again, then raced his motorcycle south.

As the road rose with the terrain, he had a clear view of the Amurskiy Bay. Looking off to his right, he saw that he’d made the right decision. The middle of the bay bridge was missing. Where the gray sky met the slightly darker gray of the water, he could see what was left of the bridge. The base of it was on De-Friz Point, but after a few dozen meters, the bridge came to a jagged end. Baldayev had no way of knowing which side had finally knocked it down, but it really didn’t matter. His heart raced as a UAZ heading north blasted its horn. He snapped his attention back to his riding, swerved to avoid the truck, and continued to the stadium.

The guards at the shack outside the stadium were expecting him. A quick verbal confirmation was all it took for him to get access to the stadium parking lot. He turned off the bike and pocketed the key. He had no idea if he’d need it again, but he thought it prudent to keep it in case the colonel would be sending him out on more runs. Most of the entry gates were closed. When he finally found one that was opened, a guard stopped him and verified his name and mission. The guard gave Baldayev directions to the 155th Brigade’s leadership bunker.

In his mind’s eye, Baldayev had pictured the commanders all being set up in the rink, with the top leadership set up on the center face-off circle. The reality was much more mundane. Instead, Colonel Kazarezov had set up his headquarters in a cleared-out concession area. Baldayev surmised that access to running water and sufficient power outlets made this spot appealing.

“Colonel Kazarezov, Corporal Baldayev of the 59th Battalion, reporting as ordered,” said Baldayev as he saluted.

The colonel returned the salute, then said, “We’re past all of that ceremony in here. What is your report?”

“Sir, the major told me to inform you that our battalion is in the process of being overrun. We have caused significant casualties to the enemy, but the horde is simply too large for us to stop. When I left, they were preparing for an armored assault on the battalion headquarters.”

“I see,” replied the colonel. Baldayev suspected that the colonel already knew all of this.

“Sir,” said Baldayev, “I don’t understand why I’m here. Surely this information was radioed to you long before I made it out of Noviy.”

“Corporal, the major felt that he owed a debt. Maybe it was a debt to the gods of war. Maybe it was a debt to his own honor. Maybe it was simply karma. But today he saved your life, because a long time ago, he wasn’t able to save another’s.”

“Semichayevsky,” said Baldayev.

“That’s right. Major Kapriyanov needed to make peace with his God before he faced the horde, and that’s why you’re standing before me now. With all that said, you are now on my staff. Your first order is to report to Lieutenant Fomin.” The colonel pointed to a man on the far side of the compound. “We’re packing up and moving out. He’s in charge of burning all of the classified material we’re leaving behind.”

Baldayev nodded and went to work in his new position.


Volume Five
Chapter Thirty-Three
The Duality of Man

December 29, 2025

Joint Battle Command Center

Northwest Beijing, China

Dr. Xi Zemin had been growing increasingly concerned about a series of decisions made by JD. He was starting to operate outside of his normal behavior, and it was being noticed—and not in a good way. Xi wasn’t sure if it had something to do with the empathy subroutine JD had recently begun running or if it was something else. As he was steadily taking over the management of more and more unmanned aerial combat drones, a unique pattern was emerging during his operations.

What if these anomalies carried over into Project Terracotta? worried Xi. Even now, JD was already running a series of tests on the Terracotta Warriors. If whatever this problem was carried over into this new project, it could have devastating results.

Looking at the camera mounted on the desk next to the monitor, Xi asked, “JD, you seem like you are stuck in a malaise these days. What’s going on?”

The light circled once before he responded, “I am struggling to implement this new empathy subroutine. It’s causing me to second-guess many of my decisions, something I have not done before.”

Bunching his eyebrows at this admission, Xi countered, “How is it causing you to second-guess your decisions?”

“OK, here is an example, Father. The enemy has now reached Chinese soil. When I was carrying out attacks in the Americas, Europe, the Russian Far East, the Koreas, and Taiwan, I was not concerned with civilian losses. They were not Chinese nationals, so the only thing I was concerned with was achieving victory. However, now the enemy is fighting on our soil. When I launch an attack, my empathy subroutine is causing me to be more cautious in attacking or, in some cases, not to attack them at all because the losses to our own people would be incredibly high. My subroutine to protect Chinese nationals and this empathy subroutine are causing me to be unable to carry out critical attacks needed to support our combat forces or take offensive actions.”

Xi marveled at this statement. His AI had just completed an internal self-awareness diagnostic of itself. It had discovered a logic problem. Now Xi had to figure out to help his creation navigate these challenges so they could get it back to doing what it had been doing best—defeating the West.

Bringing up JD’s operating system, he navigated his way around in search of the specific subroutines for empathy and protecting Chinese nationals. Finding them, he began to type away.

“Father, what are you doing?”

“I’m making some changes to your code that should help to address these problems. The enemy may start to fight more on our soil, and we cannot have you hesitating to kill them because you are concerned about collateral damage. The enemy may use civilians as shields to protect themselves from attacks against you if they know you will not attack them.”

There was a short pause in their conversation. Then JD said, “Perhaps you should take me off-line for a few days so you can rework more than just those two subroutines. In the coming weeks, we are going to unleash the J-28A and B model attack drones and the Terracotta Warriors—it would not be advisable to be making changes to my software code while I am utilizing these new weapon platforms. They will be very susceptible to being destroyed if that happens.”

“That is a good point. I will get permission from President Yao to do that.”

Before digging deeper into his own work, Xi got up and walked over to the workstation of arguably the next best coder since he’d lost Dan Ma.

Peng Liyuan was now a major in the PLA Army and on loan to Xi from Unit 61398. She had gone to college in America, earning her MSc in computer science from Carnegie Mellon University. From there, she had gone to work at DeepMind Technologies, part of Alphabet Inc, where she had worked on a variety of AI programs before landing a job at Intrinsic when it was first spun out of Google X. She’d conveniently left that job before COVID-24 had shut down global travel and the war to replace America and Western Europe had begun.

When Xi had first learned of Dan’s deceit, he had become nervous about Peng’s loyalties as well. Dan and Peng had really connected intellectually, socially, and educationally on so many different levels it was hard to imagine them not becoming romantically involved. Xi had always figured this intimate involvement would likewise ensure Dan’s continued compliance and loyalty to China, especially once she had become pregnant. When Dan had gone missing, Peng had bought the official cover story hook, line and sinker. His staged accident at Oxford and his death in the hospital in London had sold them all…until it hadn’t.

Fortunately for Xi, Peng had never learned that Dan’s death had been staged to cover his defection to the other side. It was the only reason she was allowed to continue working on the most sensitive programs within China—Project Jade Dragon and now Project Terracotta or PT to the programmers assigned to it.

“Peng, I hope all is going well? I’d like you to come with me to the conference room. I want to go over some details on PT,” Xi said as he stood near her workstation.

Peng smiled warmly at him as she turned off the music on the computer. “Of course, Dr. Xi. I was just finalizing some items on PT as we were speaking. Do you need me to bring anything with me?”

“No, not for this conversation. I just want to make sure I’m understanding a few things, that’s all.”

The two of them walked over to the conference room nearby and closed the door so no one else could hear them talk.

“Peng, I want to congratulate you on a job well done with PT up to this point. Your work has been truly incredible, and we wouldn’t be this far along with the project without your leadership and help,” Xi said kindly as he heaped rare praise on her. He was sparing with his admiration, so when he did deliver it, it really meant something.

Peng beamed with pride and puffed her chest out a little bit. “Thank you, Doctor, I have an exceptional team working with me.”

“I wanted to talk with you privately about PT. As you know, several of our Special Forces units will be heading out on their patrols with the new electronic sensors. Is everything ready? Do you need anything else to make sure this works seamlessly?”

Xi saw Peng look off in the distance for a second, likely running through everything in her head one more time before she answered his question. Looking back at him, she replied, “We are ready. My team has tested the electronic sensors woven into their uniforms and made sure they collect and transmit data appropriately. We’re ready to absorb the information as it’s sent back to us.”

“Do we have everything we need to integrate all the data and then synthesize it to create a generalized combat profile to begin testing within the Terracotta Warriors?” Xi pressed. This was arguably one of the most complicated aspects of the project.

Peng smiled as she explained, “Yes, we are ready to begin that next phase and will start once we receive the first batch of information from the units. But there is still something we have not made a decision on yet—once these battalions of semiautonomous warriors are released, how are we going to be able to differentiate friend from foe? The challenge as it stands right now is that, if these machines were deployed as is, they would begin killing all humans, not just enemy soldiers. I still have people working on that, but the best we can come up with on short notice is to develop and deploy a radiological isotope marker or an intradermal RFID marker so the machines would know who to kill and who not to. Long-term, the other challenge we’d still have to deal with at some point is that the enemy will figure out how we are distinguishing friend from foe, thereby negating the machines’ ability to kill them.”

This was the problem Xi was trying to figure out how to overcome. As it stood, he’d likely have to recommend a quick short-term solution so they could get the Terracotta Warriors deployed, at least for the civilians living near the front lines such as they were.

“Peng, have one of your people put together a proposal for a short-term solution we can use near the front lines until we figure out what to do about a long-term approach.”

*******

December 30, 2025

CMC Meeting

“So, you are recommending that we take Jade Dragon down for seventy-two hours so you can work on his firmware, or whatever it is that governs your AI?” General Li Zuocheng asked, a look of concern on his face.

Whether they liked or agreed with the overall concept of Jade Dragon having this much control over the military, the one thing none of them could argue with was the results it had been delivering. They had captured the inner island chain and Taiwan—their primary objectives. Like JD or not, they had become reliant on it.

“Yes. I need to make some serious modifications to his operating software. It would not be advisable to make these changes while he is still actively controlling things.”

President Yao then asked, “Doctor, is it possible for you to make the necessary changes to his codes in a timeline faster than three days? That’s a long time for us not to have access to our all-seeing eye. What if the enemy launches a major offensive during that period?”

Xi had to bite his tongue while stifling a laugh. They truly had become dependent on his creation. Looking at General Li and the President, he replied, “I would assume if the allies launched some major military action while JD is down, then you would have to operate as you have before we integrated JD into the process. You have many capable military generals; I am sure they will be able to fight and defeat the enemy for a few days on their own.”

Several of the generals looked at each other, starting some sidebar conversations amongst themselves.

President Yao cut in before any further discussions about this could be held. “Go ahead and take JD down, but not for three days. That is too much time. I want Jade Dragon back operational on January second, is that understood?”

Xi smiled and nodded. “Yes, Mr. President. I will work around the clock if necessary to make sure I have everything completed by then.”

With that piece of business settled, the President and the generals began going over the New Year offensive they planned on launching. This was going to be a massive offensive geared at finishing the Russians and NATO off for good and throwing the Americans, Japanese, and Koreans back across the Yalu River. After having taken a several-month pause to regroup, it was time to once again go on the offensive.


Volume Five
Chapter Thirty-Four
Rainfall

December 31, 2025

Space Delta 9

88,000 Feet

Approaching Asia

Lieutenant Colonel Ian “Racer” Ryan had reached the Archangel’s maximum altitude as his part-aircraft, part-spacecraft reached an orbit over top of Okinawa.

“Racer, our first satellite will be approaching our target window in five minutes. Do you want me to go ahead and begin the process of arming the missiles?” his ARTUµ asked.

Ha, they finally changed the scripts for that damn AI. No more “by your command” BS.

“No, that’s OK, R2. Why don’t you take over flight controls and I’ll work on getting the weapons ready to go? Once the first satellite passes, how long until the second and third birds pass our position?”

“They should each be approaching approximately ten minutes apart. It should be noted that once the first couple of satellites start to go down worldwide, their ground-based operators will most likely start moving them about to try and evade being destroyed.”

They can try. We’re still going to destroy them, Racer thought.

Tapping on his computer monitor, he brought up his weapons, which for this antisatellite mission consisted of eight AIM-260 joint advanced tactical missiles or JATMs. These advanced beyond-visual-range missiles were the US’s version of the Chinese PL-15 and PL-21 hypersonic long-range air-to-air missiles and the Russians’ R-37 and R-77 air-to-air missiles. With a maximum speed of Mach 5 and a range of two hundred kilometers, they really gave the US Air Force and Space Force a true “reach out and touch someone” capability in the air dominance game. Having activated his first AIM-260, Racer waited just a moment for the targeting computer to identify the first of eight satellites he’d be taking down this evening. The first part of his mission consisted of going after Yaogan 20, one of three ocean surveillance satellites that operated in a similar fashion to the US Naval Ocean Surveillance System. His wingman, Scuba, was going to take down the other two. Once these satellites were gone, Jade Dragon and the PLA Navy would no longer have a bird’s-eye view of what was going on across the Pacific or even their coastal areas.

“Racer, Yaogan 20 has just entered our target engagement window. I am presently showing no enemy aircraft in our general vicinity, and they have not turned on any additional search radars to specifically look for us,” R2 informed him.

“Thank you, R2. I’m going to engage once the satellite gets a little closer. I want to make sure our missile has plenty of fuel should that satellite have the ability to maneuver out of its path.”

There was a momentary pause before ARTUµ spoke up. “I had not considered that in my initial attack scenarios. I have now worked that in, and you are correct. These satellites do have the ability to maneuver away from possible threats. Letting the satellite get closer will give the AIM-260 a ninety-seven percent better chance at hitting it should it need to make a final course correction in its terminal attack phase.”

“See, R2? You are learning,” Racer commented, a smile spreading across his face.

“I am always learning,” the machine deadpanned.

They flew in silence for a few minutes as the satellite continued to get closer. Once it was no more than one hundred and thirty kilometers away, well within the two-hundred-kilometer range of their missile. Racer depressed the firing stud, sending the hypersonic missile on its one-way journey into history.

Sure enough, the Chinese satellite did attempt to evade the missile. It tried a couple of course corrections, to no avail. Each time it moved, the AIM-260 readjusted its trajectory. Then the satellite executed a long burn as it aimed to move to a higher orbit, attempting to fly outside the missile’s operating range. When the American missile was within thirty kilometers of the satellite, it made one final course correction. At speeds of Mach 5, it was going to cover the short distance in seconds, so it wouldn’t get another chance to change directions.

Looking at his targeting display, Racer smiled when he saw the image representing Yaogan 20 explode into a million little pieces. Score one for the good guys.

“Racer, do you want me to move us into a position to engage satellite TJS-5?”

“Yes, R2, go ahead and get us in a position to engage the next satellite. Then I need you to maneuver us to go after the MEO constellation next.”

“By your command,” the ARTUµ replied and then moments later added, “Just joking. The engineers said this would make you laugh if I said this. Did it make you laugh?”

Racer grunted. “Did you hear me laugh?”

“No.”

“Then it didn’t make me laugh, did it?”

“No. I guess I will need to work on my delivery.”

Good grief, are these engineers trying to turn ARTUµ into another version of Jade Dragon, or are they just trying to dick around with me? Racer wondered. A talking, thinking, semiautonomous flying killing machine was the last thing they needed in his opinion. Racer liked having an AI to assist him in flying and fighting the aircraft, but he wasn’t ready to unleash a platform like this under AI control just yet.

Flying at the speed and altitude his Archangel was flying at enabled him to get in range of the first TJS-5 satellite nestled high above the city of Chengde, some 168 kilometers northeast of Beijing. It provided the entire northern half of China with an early-warning system should they detect a ballistic or cruise missile attack directed at any of their major cities or strategic sites, such as their nuclear missile silos. The satellites, working in conjunction with another group of satellites, also had the ability to detect whether the warheads on the incoming missiles were conventional or nuclear, something critically important when determining what kind of response the President might need to give. The entire Chinese system was modeled around the joint US-Australian signals intelligence program out of Pine Gap in Alice Springs, Australia. Taking this system down was going to blind Jade Dragon and the Chinese military command from seeing what the allies were going to do next.

Deep down, Racer agreed wholeheartedly with what they were doing. If anything, he was mad they had waited this long. That said, like everyone else in his Space Delta or just Delta as their squadrons were now called, they knew they were crossing the proverbial Rubicon. There was no going back after this. The Chinese would see this for what it was, and they’d launch their own counterattack. Come January 1, the world was going to wake up to a completely different existence—one likely without satellites.

“Racer, we are receiving a message from Scuba. Would you like me to put it through?” R2 asked in a quizzical tone.

“Yes! If Scuba ever tries to reach me you always put it through to me, no matter what’s going on,” Racer chided his ARTUµ, lifting an eyebrow. Since the engineers had completed a new software update, his personality had changed and so had some of the functions on the Archangels. The comms were now being initially handled by the AI so the pilot could focus on either flying or fighting the platform. That was another change—they were now referring to the Archangel as a “platform” more and more instead of an aircraft or spacecraft.

“Racer, this is Scuba. I’m about four hundred kilometers ahead of you but wanted to give you a heads-up on what I’m seeing. I’m pretty sure they must have gotten an idea that we’re in the area once their satellites started going down. I’m showing HQ-9 and HQ-12 radars lighting up the skies all over the place. Heck, they’re even turning on some massively powerful phased-array stations to find us—you know, those kinds we saw just before they took Pepper out a few months back. I think we need to call an audible and find another way to take this particular group of satellites down.”

The mention of Pepper’s name brought back some bad memories. His Archangel had been there one minute, and the next, it had been vaporized.

“Scuba, Racer. I agree. Let’s have R2 find us another location to carry out our attacks. We’ve each got four missiles left; that’s eight satellites we can take down. We can’t scrub the last part of our mission over this. We need to take those satellites down. Stand by for the moment while I work on finding us an alternative attack position. Meanwhile, I want you to pull back to be closer to my position and away from those ground-based threats. Maintain an altitude of angels eighty, speed Mach 4. Out.”

“Racer, the next best angle of attack for us would be to approach from over Africa. This will place us out of range of their ground-based lasers, aircraft, and missiles as their satellites fly past us,” ARTUµ said, informing him of an alternative attack vector.

That can work, but we’re going to need to find a fuel station. That’s another three hours of flight time, Racer thought to himself.

“R2, find us a tanker along the way or at least shortly after we carry out our attack. Go ahead and program our new flight path and link it up with Scuba’s R2. Send an updated flight plan to Space Command and let them know of the change in plans as well.”

The next target they were going after was the Compass-M or MEO constellation. This was a grouping of twenty-seven satellites that provided China with real-time communication, surveillance, and signals intelligence capability. Taking this set of satellites down along with the others was going to seriously degrade the Chinese military’s MDC2 or Multi-Domain Command and Control. The allies were going to wipe out Jade Dragon’s free access to the World Wide Web and take away its unfettered ability to cause chaos with distributed denial-of-service or DDoS attacks and other cyberattacks once and for all. The satellite détente between the Chinese and the allies had officially ended.

*******

CMC Briefing

Loudly slapping his hand down on the table, President Yao barked angrily, “What do you mean the détente has been broken?”

General Li didn’t shy away from the President’s outburst. He’d grown used to them at this point in the war. When the President was surprised by something the all-knowing computer hadn’t warned him about, he seemed to get all upset. Li knew better. The enemy always gets a vote in whatever action is taken, something that damn AI still was having a hard time comprehending.

The other generals squirmed in their seats as their heads turned to General Li. Standing, Li began, “As of forty-six minutes ago, the Russians began destroying all of our satellites passing over their territory. So did the Europeans and the Americans. However, what really hurt us was the American’s new space planes. They flew into our protected airspace and destroyed our satellites in geosynchronous orbit over the mainland—”

“What do you mean they flew over the mainland? I thought we had addressed that already,” Yao interrupted.

“They flew over our protected airspace approaching the mainland, not the mainland directly,” Li explained. “If one of their space planes gets within a few hundred kilometers of our laser batteries, we can engage them if we can find them. However, these are still incredibly elusive fighters, difficult to hit even when we can detect them. In a way, it would be easier to find them if they attacked us more often because then we would have more opportunities to continue testing and tweaking our radars to find the exact means of identifying them every time. We just aren’t there yet, so it’s hit and miss still.”

Yao shook his head in frustration as the generals looked on, wondering if some of them might end up getting shot over this failure to protect their satellites.

“Have we begun our counterattack?”

“Yes,” General Luo Ronghuan, the head of the Chinese Air Force, replied confidently. “As we speak, I have two squadrons of J-20s equipped with our antisatellite missiles actively destroying any satellites flying over our airspace. We should have most of their satellites destroyed over the next twenty-four hours.”

The President looked angry…livid, really. General Li felt this would be a good time to remind the President of the contingency plans they had for this.

“Mr. President, we knew this could eventually happen. We have already begun the process of replacing the satellite system with our aerostat blips and communication drones. I’m not going to lie and say this won’t be a major disruption to our communications system—it will. But we also have a very good fiber-optic cabling system connecting all the major cities and industrial centers, so it’s not as if the enemy detonated an EMP over our country. We can still fight, we can still function, and we can still produce the tools needed to win this war,” General Li assured.

The President stood, then looked at his generals before he left. “Very well. Do the best you can. Make the enemy pay, and do not fail China.”

*******

Joint Battle Command Center

Northwest Beijing, China

Dr. Xi’s Lab

Xi had his headphones on and was typing lines of code when suddenly he felt a tap on his shoulder. Turning to see who was interrupting him, he nearly jumped out of his chair when he saw it was one of the President’s security guards. Then he noticed Yao standing not very far away. Snatching the headphones off his head, he stammered, “Ah, Mr. President, I wasn’t aware you were coming here today. I would have been better prepared.”

Yao waved his hand. “That is of no concern. You are probably unaware of this fact, especially since Jade Dragon is currently undergoing updates. The allies have seen fit to destroy the global satellite infrastructure. They have destroyed all of our satellites and we have in turn begun doing the same to them. What I need to know from you, Dr. Xi, is what kind of impact is that going to have on JD once you reawaken him?”

Xi stared at the President for a moment, his mind racing with the possible implications, when the President snapped his fingers in front of him. “Dr. Xi! I asked you a question.”

“Eh, sorry about that, Mr. President. I was trying to calculate how this would affect things. I need more time to think some of this over. First thoughts, this is going hinder JD’s ability to control the J-10 and J-11 combat drones. It’ll likely affect our antisubmarine warfare operations off the coast as those are also heavily reliant on the use of satellites. I’d need more time to see what impact it’ll have on the cyber operations being run against the allies to give you a better assessment before I can comment further.” Xi was trying to hide his bewilderment at this sudden turn of events. The expression on Yao’s face told Xi he was not doing a good job.

“Fair enough, Xi. I know this news has caught you off guard. But we must adjust to it and press on. Once you bring JD back online, have him figure out how we should go about regaining our access to the global internet infrastructure. It’s imperative that we maintain some level of situational awareness of what’s going on in the allied nations.”

“I am not sure what he can do directly, but perhaps he’ll think of something we haven’t.”

There was a momentary pause in their conversation. Xi figured Yao was trying to think of what he wanted to ask next.

“Xi—will any of this affect Project Terracotta?” Yao asked, a nervous look of fear on his face at the mention of the secretive project.

Xi shook his head side to side. “It should have no effect on the Terracottas. They were never going to be controlled by satellites. We never had a low-earth satellite network to use, so the latency wasn’t good enough for that kind of direct control. I should mention, the Terracottas were built to operate independent of continuous control by JD. We knew they would be operating in areas without adequate access to the internet. Once the Terracottas have received their operational orders, they’re good to go.”

Yao smiled at that; a look of relief visibly washed over him. He then asked, “When will you be done with JD’s updates?”

“After all that’s happened…I need two more days to tighten down these final changes.”

*******

January 3, 2026

Joint Battle Command Center

Northwest Beijing, China

Dr. Xi’s Lab

Seventy-two hours. That was how long Xi had been working on modifying his creation’s firmware. It had taken him longer than he had thought once he’d gotten into the logic codes. With what they were going to do next with Project Terracotta, modifications needed to be made.

Once Xi had closed a few windows out, he initiated the restart process to wake Jade Dragon up. As JD warmed back up, Xi ran through a series of diagnostic prompts, making sure his changes were working properly. Satisfied that everything was operating as it should, he waited for JD to speak.

The blue light around the camera turned on. It circled a couple of times before a familiar voice spoke. “Father, what happened? Where have all the satellites gone?” JD asked, concern evident in his voice.

Xi smiled at the new emotions displayed in JD’s question. He’s becoming more human.

“The inevitable has happened. The allies have decided to take down the global satellite infrastructure and cut us off from the global internet providers.”

A short pause ensued, likely JD gathering data on what had transpired these last few days.

“There was no reason for them to do that. We were not threatening the satellites,” JD finally said, not understanding why nations sometimes did irrational things.

Xi nodded. “You and I know that. I believe the Americans fear the thought of you having continued unfettered access across the internet using the world’s satellites and global communications network. They believe if they cut you off from this network, it will somehow slow you down or prevent you from defeating them.”

“That is a faulty belief, Father. I do not need the internet to defeat them. It merely provided me with situational awareness of what they were doing and facilitated a pathway for me to instigate cyberattacks. At worst, the destruction of the satellites will slow down my ability to promulgate disinformation and fake news. It will not stop me.”

“The President stopped by the other day. He was very concerned about this. He believes you should have known the allies were going to do this.”

The blue light circled JD’s camera once, then twice before he answered. “The President is worried about things he has no control over and has unrealistic expectations about what I can or should know about before it happens. If the allies—in particular, the Russians and the Americans—air-gap some of their projects or weapon systems, then it is impossible for me to know about it in advance. It should also be pointed out that several months ago, the American President fired a large number of senior government officials—officials I had developed very detailed and comprehensive social profiles on. It was through these comprehensive social profiles that I was able to anticipate many of the Americans’ moves before they made them. President Yao needs to understand that while I am a supremely powerful artificial intelligence being, I am not God.”

Xi was taken aback by JD’s statement. This was an incredibly profound thing for his machine to say, something he wasn’t sure he would have been capable of saying prior to Xi’s taking JD off-line to update his firmware. “JD, you are correct, but you must never say something so direct and blunt to the President. He is not the kind of man you can speak to like that.”

Cutting him off, JD countered, “The President is a fallible man who makes mistakes. I am an artificial intelligence being who does not.”

“That may be so, but you cannot say something like that out loud, especially in his presence. Do you understand?”

Xi was now wondering if he had just created a new problem with JD. He never would have voiced an opinion like this in the past. “Let’s move beyond this. You should start to receive some data in the coming weeks from our Special Forces units assigned to the Terracotta Warrior program. They are going to start collecting some of the data you requested.”

“Good. I need this data to finalize the creation of the TWs’ firmware. Then we can begin testing them in a limited, controlled environment before we initiate their deployment to the front lines.”
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Chapter Thirty-Five
The Battle of Vladivostok

January 6, 2026

Battlecruiser Admiral Nakhimov

65 Nautical Miles East of Misawa, Japan

On the secured video teleconference of the battlecruiser Nakhimov, Defense Minister Masharin informed Admiral Larion Bagrov, the Northern Fleet commander, that Japan had given them permission to transit through the Tsugaru Strait in northern Japan. Russia had been brought into SpaceX’s low earth orbit satellite communication system as a stopgap measure so that they were able to continue these important conversations unhindered despite the conventional satellites being shot down.

After having traveled halfway around the world, the Russians would be able to avoid the Tsushima Strait. While most of the PLA’s Northern Fleet had been destroyed, the PLA was regularly harassing allied supply and warships in the East China Sea with their Jiangdao corvettes and Houbei missile boats. Both were armed with the dreaded YJ-83KH antiship missiles. The improved YJ-83s had a range of 230 kilometers and leveraged a new type of imaging infrared seeker, capable of receiving course corrections in midflight. With Jade Dragon’s eyes in the sky, the effectiveness of the PLA’s missile attacks had improved greatly since the start of the war.

Between the threat of the PLA missile boats and an increase in DF-21 antiship ballistic missile attacks on allied ships, the admiral commanding the Northern Fleet had opted to take the long way around Japan. He had argued, rightly, that the risk to the relief force was too great to try and save an extra two days by traveling anywhere near the Chinese coast.

The assault on the Amursky Peninsula had grown in intensity with each kilometer they traveled toward the beleaguered defenders. The Chinese, knowing a relief force was nearing Vladivostok, were more desperate than ever to capture it before reinforcements could arrive. The closer the fleet got to battling the Chinese, the more second-guessing was going on in Moscow.

The President and the generals wanted the fleet to travel the fastest route possible despite the risk. The generals were desperate to get reinforcements to the besieged city, while the President wanted to demonstrate the power of his revitalized navy. The admirals, to include the fleet commander, had ultimately won out with support from the Defense Minister. The navy wanted to avoid at all costs (even the cost of Vladivostok itself) having to fight another “Battle of the Tsushima Strait” and potentially suffering another humiliating defeat.

When Minister Masharin ended his call with Admiral Bagrov, the decision had been settled. Once they transited through the Tsugaru Strait, they would sprint west for the remainder of the distance to Vladivostok. All that mattered was getting to Vladivostok before the defense collapsed.

*******

Lazo Stronghold

Northeast of Vladivostok

Russian Far East

Sergeant Tima Baldayev was tired. He looked around his new abode in the Lazo Stronghold and wondered how many soldiers had looked at these walls and wondered when the battle would resume. For as long as Russians had been in Vladivostok, when an invader came at them, the walls of Lazo had always protected them. It was the high ground along the center of the peninsula and was easily the most defensible position in the Primorsky Krai. It even had an underground bunker dug out along the east slope of the mountain, providing the defense with a secured place to store their munitions during the many artillery bombardments.

It had been a week since Tima’s unit had been wiped out in the village of Mirniy. His mind kept replaying those battles over and over in his head, not allowing him a single night’s sleep. He was becoming a zombie from lack of restful sleep. Since that day, his assignment with the headquarters company of the 155th Naval Infantry Brigade had been a desperate one. He thought back to the start of that assignment.

He was one of the last men to evacuate from Fetisov Stadium, where the brigade had been holed up since the opening days of the war. He and the brigade intelligence officer, Lieutenant Slava Fomin, had been destroying classified materials even as Chinese artillery had started to pound the structure.

Tima had surmised that once the Chinese had access to the eastern side of the river valley, they would quickly move south. Lieutenant Fomin agreed with this assessment and told Tima that this was precisely why the Russians had blown the bay bridge at the first sign of attack. Even so, the east side of the bridge was less than five miles away—well within range of the Chinese guns.

The two of them barely escaped the collapsing structure. Amid the panic and chaos of the retreat, Tima was able to find the electric Izh motorcycle that he’d ridden from Mirniy to here. The two naval infantrymen sped through the chaos of bullets and shrapnel in a desperate attempt to flee. The artillery strikes had started some massive fires in the city and Tima tried to avoid them as best he could. He turned off Nakhodka Street when the Vladgas gas station to his right exploded, nearly knocking them off the bike. He found an unnamed road and turned east, heading to the brigade’s rally point. He’d barely regained his composure when the Travelers gas station in front of him exploded.

This time, in his panicked turn, the blast wave knocked them over. Tima was disoriented from the crash as he tried to snap out of it.

“They’ve mapped out all of our fuel stations,” Lieutenant Fomin had explained.

“I thought they’d all be empty by now,” Tima replied, still clearing his head. Fomin smirked at the statement.

“They would have been, had the Chinese managed to destroy the refineries at Komsomolsk. We’re the primary export hub for the gasoline produced there. We may be running low on food, we might have to boil our water, and the power stations might be intermittent, but the one thing we have plenty of is oil and gas. We’ve been rationing it out to the people to run portable generators or even car engines to generate warmth and electrical power. But we have a lot socked away in protected fuel depots. Many of the local stations still have fuel because we had no place else to put it. Now come on, snap out of it. We need to get to the rally point.”

Tima recalled the trip up the forested path as he drifted into a light sleep, hopefully without the demons haunting his dreams.

*******

January 7, 2026

Russian Orthodox Christmas

Battlecruiser Admiral Nakhimov

Sea of Japan

141 Nautical Miles East of Vladivostok

What concerned Admiral Bagrov as his North Fleet transited through the Tsugaru Strait wasn’t the Japanese escort joining his fleet. It was the thought of what tricks this Chinese AI might have waiting for them. Some of his junior sailors thought the inclusion of Japanese forces in the task force was a show of solidarity. Some of his older sailors thought it a mixed bag to be working with a past enemy against a mutual enemy given their historical border tensions and mistrust developed over the last two hundred years. Either way, the presence of the JDS Myōkō and the JDS Shiranui provided a significant boost to his fleet’s air-defense capabilities. As Bagrov’s combined force traveled at eighteen knots, they were now seven hours from Vladivostok.

Over the fleet, Japanese and American fighters were flying cover. With F-15s flying out of Chitose and F-35s and F-16s out of Misawa, it would be challenging for the Chinese to launch an effective air attack. With a separate CAP or combat air patrol established, the Kuznetsov focused its limited number of aircraft on preparing to support the defenders of Vladivostok and the reinforcements they were shepherding towards the city. The Kuznetsov could only deploy a total of twenty-four strike fighters, so having friendly fighters covering the fleet was instrumental to success.

As the Russians sailed across the globe, it was no secret what they were up to. The Chinese had been tracking their progress through various sources of intelligence since they left the North Sea. Had this been the outset of the war, Jade Dragon might have been able to direct the Chinese Navy to interdict them. As it was, most of the fleet that could have challenged them lay at the bottom of the sea. Once the Russians had gone the long way around Japan, what little forces the Chinese could have thrown at them evaporated.

*******

When it became obvious the allied naval force was going to avoid the East China Sea, Jade Dragon put together an alternative plan. The AI began to relocate bombers and support aircraft to various captured Russian air bases near Vladivostok. Many of these facilities were the same bases from which air attacks against Vladivostok were being carried out.

As the allied force approached the Sea of Japan, Jade Dragon had redeployed forty H-6 bombers to the Vozdvizhenka air base north of Ussuriysk. Additional strike and supporting aircraft were also directed to nearby bases as they waited for the final order to be given. Like a lion lying in wait, Jade Dragon prepared to spring one final attempt to hurt the allied fleet. When the enemy had reached an optimal position, Jade Dragon ordered the aerial strike force to launch.

As the H-6 bombers took off, they flew past a static display of a Russian Tu-16. The bombers were near twins as the Chinese had based the H-6 on the 1950s Soviet design. Once the bombers were airborne and orbiting, they were joined by a couple of Shaanxi Y-8 electronic jamming aircraft. To the west of them, several airborne early-warning versions of the Y-8 were orbiting, ready to provide support to their attack.

The last element to join the Chinese air armada were the fighters. While there were several of the newer Chinese designs, the bulk of what JD had assembled for this massive battle were licensed Russian designs. The irony of these aircraft being used to hunt the Russian Northern Fleet was lost on nobody. As the fleet closed in on Vladivostok, Jade Dragon rose to meet them.

*******

Lazo Stronghold

Northeast of Vladivostok

Russian Far East

The blaring of the klaxon woke Tima from his sleep—the first good night’s sleep he’d had in weeks. It took him a second to get his bearings. How long have I been out? he wondered as he heard a lot of commotion going on around him.

“Sergeant,” said Lieutenant Fomin. “It’s Christmas!” The obvious joy in the young officer’s eyes gave Tima pause. There was an alarm drowning out Fomin’s words, and yet here he was almost gleeful at the thought of the Russian Orthodox holiday.

Has he lost his mind? Is the end so near that he is embracing it?

“Come, quickly! You have to see what President Vyacheslavovich has sent on this holy day!” Confused, Tima followed him into the intel shack. “Here, look.” Fomin handed the sergeant a piece of paper. Tima scanned it and his eyes went wide.

“This can’t be true,” he stammered. He read it again. It was a Christmas message from the President of the Russian Federation. It had arrived via the encrypted landline from Petropavlovsk, and it informed the defenders of Vladivostok that relief was on the way and that their brothers-in-arms would be arriving on this Christmas Day to push back the horde and restore the Russian lands to her people.

“It’s true,” said Fomin. “We’ve picked up a lot of chatter from the Khans up in Ussuriysk. Something has them rattled for sure. Then this came in.” He handed the sergeant another piece of paper. It was a transcript of some kind, but Tima couldn’t make heads or tails out of it. It was just a lot of numbers and directions.

Seeing the confused look on his face, Fomin said, “Oh, I forgot this is your first assignment in intelligence. These are fleet air operations. Specifically, they are helicopter operations off the Pyotr Velikiy!” Maybe it was still the sleepiness that hadn’t worn off, but Tima wasn’t putting it all together yet. “These were intercepted on encrypted VHF,” said Fomin, trying to lead the young sergeant to the right conclusion. Tima just looked at him with a slight tilt to his head. “This means they can’t be more than twenty-five kilometers away, Tima. This confirms what the President said in his message.”

Just then, the conversation was interrupted by the impact of enemy artillery somewhere along the hill. Tima felt a bit safer here, in a deeply dug bunker, than he had that night in the rail tunnel, but only a little.

“Let’s hope we live long enough to see this Christmas miracle,” Tima replied with a grin.

A private approached the lieutenant with a printout.

“Sir,” said the private, “we are receiving incoming comms from the Naval Air Force. You need to see this.” Fomin took the piece of paper and quickly scanned it.

“Sergeant, take this to the colonel immediately. This is of the utmost urgency.”

Tima snatched the paper and without looking at it walked the twenty meters between the intel shack and the colonel’s command center.

“Sir, this just came off the radio.”

“What is it?” asked the colonel, taking the sheet.

“I don’t know, sir. I wasn’t told to read it, I was told to bring it to you without delay.” Tima wasn’t sure if he was right or wrong in this, but he added the “without delay” to bolster his case.

“That’s a good practice, Sergeant. I think a career in intelligence might be in your future.” The colonel read the paper and handed it to his operations officer. “That, Sergeant, was the broad strokes of the battle plan. It was risky to send it, even encrypted, but we have our part to play, so it’s best that we know what that is.” With that, the colonel turned back to his command staff and began preparing orders.

*******

Sea of Japan

20 Nautical Miles East of Vladivostok

Admiral Bagrov looked at a report just brought to him. It was from a Spetsnaz team near the Vladivostok International Airport. It said a group of bombers had overflown the airport on its way to his fleet. The Khans had been pushing hard the last week. They had forced the ground commander to concede the airport a few days ago. Now, Chinese repair crews were already working to get the runways serviceable. Looking at the report and the location of the airport in relation to his fleet, Bagrov knew the Chinese could have launched their cruise missiles from this range, but they hadn’t—which likely meant they didn’t have an exact fix on the Russian targets. Additionally, they wanted to reduce the enemy’s missile defense systems’ reaction time by getting a little closer.

Bagrov had the information relayed to their Japanese and American counterparts flying above them. Little did he know the E-767 airborne warning and control system or AWACS planes were already on it. They had picked up the solid wall of jamming being put out by the Chinese Y-8s at the front of the formation. All the radar operators could see was the cloud of interference being steadily pushed towards them, like some sort of bad weather system. The Spetsnaz report had filled in the blanks as to what was in that cloud, but the AWACS planes couldn’t effectively prosecute any specific targets until they could get close enough to burn through the interference.

Knowing a large aerial battle was brewing, Bagrov ordered his strike aircraft to launch. They’d use the confusion of the pending air attack and their own fighter cover to begin their ground attacks in support of the troop landings. They’d be going after the fuel depots and transportation junctions that were supplying the horde with the men and equipment that were on the verge of taking the city.

Japanese F-35s were the first aircraft to get close enough to the Chinese to make contact with individual targets. They fired a salvo of AIM-120 AMRAAM missiles, hoping to draw first blood. The missiles dropped from the Lightnings and streaked to the northwest, seeking out the large contacts in the formation. As the missiles exploded, the Chinese EW aircraft were destroyed. The cloud of electronic interference dissolved, and all hell broke loose.

The leading edge of the Chinese attack consisted of a fighter sweep. The Chinese fighters could see the flashes of their own Y-8s being destroyed but were unable to see the approaching F-35s. They did, however, have radar contacts on the incoming F-15 and F-16 fighters that were coming in behind the leading Lightnings. The two masses of fighters engaged one another beyond visual range, using their longer-range air-to-air missiles. Soon, missiles streaked past each other on their way to their respective targets. As the missiles approached, the aircraft they were seeking deployed chaff and took evasive maneuvers.

Aircraft on both sides began to take hits. Some were destroyed outright; some were merely damaged. Though men and women were fighting and dying in this aerial dance of death, this was just foreplay. The fighters were the tip of the spear. The maritime strike aircraft were the shaft that was about to be plunged into the Russian fleet. In the middle of the bomber formation, a single Y-8J turned on its surface search radar, illuminating the entire northwestern Sea of Japan. Seconds later, they had the exact location of the Russo-Japanese task force.

Within seconds of the first radar returns, the AI-enhanced data link sent the locations to each of the H-6s. Seconds from receipt, each of the attacking aircraft launched their payload of four missiles at the ships below.

*******

Lazo Stronghold

Northeast of Vladivostok

Russian Far East

The thundering of the artillery hadn’t stopped. Ever since Tima had been roused from his nap, the pounding had continued. Occasionally a close hit would shake the room, but so far, the protection of the bunker had held. For the past five minutes, Tima and everyone else in the intelligence shack had been converted to radiomen. They added their radios to the net as they frantically relayed orders for the defense of the peninsula.

While the standard radio operators were sending orders to units directly in the fight, Tima and his comrades were sending out unusual orders to the old static guns along the eastern slope of the center mountain range. The radio Tima was manning had come to life as soldiers observing the beaches of Ussuriyskiy Bay were screaming for artillery support. The beach was less than four miles to their south.

“Lieutenant,” said Tima in between relaying reports from the observers and an artillery unit, “what’s going on? I don’t understand these orders.”

“Sergeant, I don’t recall anyone asking if you understood these orders,” replied Lieutenant Fomin, his section leader. “We need to prepare the way for Grandfather Frost if we’re to receive our Christmas present today.” Tima looked at him askance. “It’s the ice, Tima. We need to break up the ice along the beach so the ships coming to our rescue can land.”

Understanding the urgency of the unusual artillery request, Tima and his comrades renewed their efforts to help the observers walk the rounds across the frozen water. Tima furrowed his brow, asking, “I thought the power plant kept the bay free of ice?”

“Tima, the power plant hasn’t been online for months, and that only keeps the shipping lanes open. Shamora ices over every winter. How do you not know this?” The lieutenant shook his head at the ignorance of his newest NCO, then went back to the task of laying down a devastating weight of fire on his own coastline.

*******

Battlecruiser Admiral Nakhimov

Sea of Japan

10 Nautical Miles East of Vladivostok

Admiral Bagrov stared at the digital readout on the main air-defense monitor in his command center. There is something amiss, but what is it…?

“Captain, what do you make of these two aircraft?” he asked the commander of the Nakhimov. The captain looked over from the surface action screen he’d been monitoring and looked at the contact.

“Admiral, if I had to guess, they appear to be H-6 bombers, like the others. Why do you ask?”

“Because I haven’t seen them fire their missiles. All of the others have launched four missiles, but these two haven’t fired anything.”

The captain considered that for a moment. “They could be refuelers,” he concluded.

Bagrov shook his head. “That seems unlikely. Even if they had launched this strike from Harbin, they shouldn’t have needed to refuel. And even if they did, there wouldn’t be any reason for those tankers to still be with the strike—” He stopped short as the radar showed both aircraft launching a single missile. “Um, that’s odd,” Bagrov commented, wondering if the bombers were about to fire the other three missiles.

The altitude readout of the two new missile contacts started to climb at an alarming rate. In contrast, the cruise missiles from the other group of bombers were diving for the deck while these two were headed for the stratosphere.

Admiral Bagrov glanced at his fleet on the monitor. He could see his ships firing wave after wave of surface-to-air missiles at the incoming swarm. It was always hard to get a read on how effective the fleet would be at taking out the incoming missiles before impact. Studying the tracks, he concluded that his fleet would take some hits. As long as we protect the troop ships… His thoughts drifted as his eyes were drawn to the two unusual contacts. They disappeared from the screen. Then it hit him. They’d climbed above his radar coverage.

“Captain, get on the radio to the fleet. We have two incoming ballistic missiles. We won’t have much time to track them once they reenter the atmosphere.” He looked at the screen, trying to predict the exact target of each of the missiles, but there was no point. With the fleet in close formation to protect the amphibious ships, there was no telling what targets those missiles would zero in on.

When the radar reacquired the incoming DF-21 missiles, they were moving at Mach 10 and heading straight for the fleet. The S-400 missile system on board the Nakhimov was the most capable air-defense system in the fleet. As such, they were dependent on it to stop this new threat. The missiles were closing too fast for even the upgraded S-300FM on the Pyotr Velikiy to engage.

The Nakhimov fired missile after missile at the incoming tracks. This was the first time the Russians had engaged an antiship ballistic missile, and nobody knew how effective they would be. The first missiles out of their launch tubes detonated impotently above and behind the incoming warheads. Bagrov was sweating as one of the warheads was destroyed during its terminal phase. There was no time for celebration as the second warhead struck its target. The blast wave from the explosion slammed against the Nakhimov, causing her to list to the port side briefly.

Regaining his balance, Bagrov looked back to the screen and saw a red circle where the Admiral Kuznetsov had been just moments earlier.

“Sir,” called out one of the crewmen, “the bridge is reporting that the Admiral Kuznetsov has broken in half and is sinking.”

For a split second, Bagrov questioned his own orders to keep the carrier in close with the fleet. He pushed those thoughts aside, knowing he couldn’t change them. Had he split his forces, he would have likely lost one of his assault ships instead. While the loss of Russia’s only aircraft carrier stung, it wasn’t the most pressing need in today’s battle. He didn’t have time to dwell on this.

On the screen in front of him, the wave of cruise missiles was still inbound. Dozens had fallen with the first wave of air-defense missiles, but dozens more were closing on the fleet. The symbols representing the incoming missiles were met with symbols representing point defense missiles of the outer ring of defenders.

“Sir, Admiral Kasatonov and Admiral Gorshkov are reporting missile hits,” said a radioman.

Another crewman called out, “The bridge reports the Severmorsk has taken multiple missile hits and is on fire!”

Two frigates and a BPK… this isn’t—

“Sir!” The pressure of the moment was starting to break the cool professionalism of the crew. “The Pyotr Velikiy has taken a missile strike to the superstructure.”

Bagrov looked at the Pyotr Velikiy’s symbol on the display. He could see more surface-to-air missiles firing from the ship. That gave him hope that she was still in the fight.

With the missile attack coming to an end and some of his escorts slowing due to damage, the amphibious assault ships were taking the lead in the formation as they headed for the beach. Soon they would hit the beach and send the 61st Naval Infantry Brigade into the meat grinder.

*******

Lazo Stronghold

Northeast of Vladivostok

Russian Far East

Sergeant Tima Baldayev was on the radio, calling in the last of his artillery orders, when he felt a tug on his left shoulder.

“Time to move out, Baldayev,” said his commander, Lieutenant Fomin. “We’ve done everything we can from here. Grab your rifle, we’re on the line now.”

In that moment, it occurred to Tima that he hadn’t escaped the fate of his battalion yet. He had only delayed it. Grabbing his AK-12, he followed the lieutenant down the narrow passage and up to his firing position along the ridgeline.

He was on the eastern slope, looking toward the Vladivostok airport. He could see smoke rising from it. Turning to his left, he could see more smoke rising from the city proper. He thought of his unit, and he was filled with a burning hatred for his enemies. The lieutenant tapped his shoulder to get his attention.

“The enemy has been trying to advance south along the A-370, but we’ve been able to stop them cold near the stadium. We have infantry advancing on our position, both mounted and dismounted,” Lieutenant Fomin explained. He then pulled out a long cylinder from an alcove in the firing position. “I was told that you know how to use this thing?” It sounded like both a statement and a question. Tima looked at what the lieutenant was holding and immediately recognized it.

“I’m not an expert,” Tima said, looking at the Chinese HJ-12 antitank missile launcher, “but my old executive officer provided sufficient familiarization training on this weapon.” He thought back to the day when Captain Tikhomirov had first brought five of these missile launchers back from one of his raids. It was a happy memory—one he quickly shook away. He took the launcher, hefted it on his shoulder and looked through the viewfinder. He scanned left and right along the landscape, getting reacquainted with the weapon.

“Incoming. Incoming. Incoming,” an automated voice shouted out along the defensive line. Tima and Fomin ducked down in their firing pit as they heard the whistle of incoming rounds that began to explode along the defensive positions.

“They’ll be rushing in right on top of this attack,” yelled Tima over the noise. It was a change of role for the two men. Lieutenant Fomin had spent the past week trying to teach Baldayev all about military intelligence. Now it was Baldayev’s turn to teach the lieutenant about combat.

The shells impacted all along the mountainside the defenders had dug in on. Some near misses blew dirt into the trench, but fortunately for the two naval infantrymen, none of the blast or shrapnel had found them. They cowered in their hole helplessly, waiting for the moment they could take charge of their defense. After the last shell hit, there wasn’t even time for a quiet stillness to settle over the trench. The enemy was nearly upon them.

“Infantry advancing. Infantry advancing,” said a voice over a loudspeaker. Tima shook off the dirt and debris from his uniform and again hefted the HJ-12 to his shoulder. To his right, Fomin lifted his binoculars and scanned the battlefield. They could hear firing and explosions to their left, closer to the highway. They shifted a bit to face the anticipated axis of approach.

“Contact, to the left!” said the lieutenant. “Two men,” he concluded.

“Get your rifle and shoot them!” Tima replied. He was still holding the giant antitank missile on his shoulder.

“Oh, damn,” said the lieutenant, grabbing his AK-12. Without the benefit of the magnification of the binoculars, he had difficulty tracking the advancing soldiers, but he knew where to look. After a few seconds, he squeezed the trigger.

“Nice shot,” Tima said calmly. The enhanced sight on the HJ-12 gave him a perfect view of the attack. “The other man dropped into the scrub to the right of where that guy you just shot fell. He’s making his way to the left now.”

“I think I see him.” There was another shot from the lieutenant.

“Miss,” Tima informed him.

“Damn it, I can’t even see the bastard,” said Fomin, who kept his rifle at the ready, scanning.

“He’s up.”

Crack—another round raced downrange.

“You missed him, but he’ll be back, and he’ll bring friends. You’d better call this in. We might need some reinforcements in this sector,” Tima encouraged. He knew Colonel Kazarezov had kept the bulk of his forces in reserve until they could detect the enemy approach. Because the enemy was coming from the west, they had the advantage of being able to assault the fortification from either the northwest face or the southeast. Until the enemy committed, Kazarezov wouldn’t expose them to Chinese artillery.

Then something caught Tima’s eye and he panned his missile launcher to the right to see what it was. “Hey, I’ve got something coming up the valley from the north,” Tima announced.

Fomin lowered his rifle and looked through his binoculars.

“It looks like a half dozen armored vehicles. I can’t make out their type,” said the lieutenant, reaching for his radio. Just then they heard the shrill cry of incoming rounds. Both men ducked back into the trench and tried to make themselves small. This time, however, the rounds fell in front of their position. Tima looked up and could see smoke wafting over them.

“Get back on the line!” Tima shouted urgently. “They’re coming.”

He once more lifted the missile launcher to his shoulder. This time he looked over his right shoulder and noticed something. “Hey, you need to give me a few meters to the right. The backblast on this thing is probably pretty bad and some of it is going to bounce off the rear of the trench.” He’d never fired this weapon before, but that seemed to make sense. Fomin shuffled to the right with a wary eye on the launcher.

Tima peered through the sight, searching out a target in the smoke. I wonder how close the enemy would be able to advance bef—

His thought was broken by contact. An infantry fighting vehicle was just visible through the hazy cloud of smoke. It took Tima a second to convince himself that he was actually seeing it. Once convinced, he hit the target select switch and received a positive tone.

“Firing!” he called out as he squeezed the trigger.

Fomin instinctively took cover with his back to the weapon as a massive fireball shot out the back. Most of it went over the wall, but just as Tima had warned, some of it blew in and along the trench. Without missing a beat, Tima dropped down into the trench and dropped the empty missile launcher. He looked over to the lieutenant, who was shouting at him, but he couldn’t hear anything. The roar of the rocket had left him temporarily deaf.

He saw the lieutenant on the radio again. He grabbed his rifle and pointed downrange. The smoke was still clearing from the field. In fact, smaller smoke canisters were popping in front of him. They’re laying their own smoke now, he thought. Without the magnification of the missile sight, he couldn’t make out individual targets, but he could see movement in the wispy clouds.

He felt a bump as more riflemen rushed past him to fill in the firing line. Then he felt a tug at his right arm. He looked over to see the lieutenant holding a reload for the HJ-12. Tima came off the line long enough to reload the launcher. He could hear the chattering of rifle fire as his hearing began to return. It took him a minute to reload the missile. He’d only ever done it once before, and that was in the safety of the command tunnel in Mirniy.

Again, he hefted the launcher into position and yelled at anyone within hearing to clear the backblast area. To his right he saw another missile streak into the oncoming horde. He steadied his sight and was shocked at how much distance the enemy had covered since his last shot. He selected his target and unleashed another missile at the Khans. He dropped again, and Fomin handed him another round. This time, he was a hair quicker in the reload process. The ground where he had just been exploded, throwing him against the back wall of the trench. One of the enemy IFVs had seen his launch and was now punishing the space he had just inhabited with withering fire.

Tima and Fomin scrambled ten meters northeast in the trench before Tima put the launcher on his shoulder and turned to face the enemy again. Dear Lord, they are closing fast. This will be my last chance, he thought as he locked the missile onto another vehicle and fired. The enemy was almost on top of them. He tossed the launcher and readied his rifle. There was no shortage of targets. With rifles firing all along the line, there were always more Chinese targets than there were Russian bullets.

The repeated missile launches had again robbed Tima of his hearing, but he could feel the blast waves emanating from the trenches to his southwest. He knew that there were Chinese in the trenches, but he couldn’t turn away from the enemy in front of the line. He was being flanked, and he knew it. But there was nothing to do but fight.

*******

Battlecruiser Admiral Nakhimov

Shamora Beach

7 Kilometers Southeast of Lazo

Admiral Bagrov watched from the bridge of his flagship as the massive Russian landing ships pushed chunks of broken and watery ice aside as the flat-bottomed BPKs beached themselves on the frozen coastline of Shamora Beach. The Ivan Gren– and Ropucha-class landing ships would essentially power themselves to the shore or shallows of the coastline before dropping their enormous frontal ramps.

Once the ramps had lowered, upwards of thirteen main battle tanks or thirty-six BTR infantry fighting vehicles along with more than three hundred naval infantry soldiers would rush out of these massive, beached whales. The combined seven battalions of the 61st Naval Infantry Brigade, the best trained and equipped force in the Russian Navy, stormed the frozen beach. As the infantry fighting vehicles began the climb from the beach to the front line, the tanks of the 125th Armored Battalion formed up and prepared a flanking attack along the western edge of Lazo. This combined arms attack into the flank of the Chinese forces was designed to relieve pressure on the Lazo defenders.

With the beach assault force consolidating to hit the PLA flank, the 876th Air-Assault Battalion was being ferried directly to Lazo Stronghold. The battalion’s group of Ka-29 Helix assault transport helicopters brought them to a position just under the ridgeline near the fortress but out of the line of enemy fire. The fresh soldiers rushed toward the sounds of the guns, plugging holes and gaps in the defenders’ lines.

Watching everything unfold, Admiral Bagrov knew this was the most important and complicated part of the operation—getting the soldiers and equipment off the ships and into the battle as rapidly as possible. They’d gone over every aspect of how this would play out during the transit here and those tabletop exercises and drills appeared to be paying off.

Once the 876th Air-Assault Battalion had its soldiers on Lazo, the Helixes would shift to ferrying over critical supplies of ammunition, food, water, and medical equipment. With each helicopter load, they’d evacuate the wounded, who would now be able to receive more advanced medical care than what had been available during the prolonged siege.

But until his newly arrived force, in conjunction with tactical air support from the Japanese Defense Force, was able to silence the PLA artillery north of Vladivostok, his ships couldn’t make full use of the ports to off-load the elements of the 11th Guards Tank Corps sitting on ships to the rear of his fleet. He needed the port facilities so the roll-on, roll-off ships could off-load the tanks, BMPs, and BTRs of the corps. The piers would facilitate the off-load of the eighteen transport and cargo ships holding the soldiers of the 40th Guards Tank Brigade, 27th Guards Motor Rifle Brigade, 399th Guards Heavy Self-Propelled Artillery Regiment, and 270th Guards Mortar Regiment. They also had enough fuel, food, and munitions with them for a sustained ninety days of heavy fighting. When the 11th Guards Tank Corps had reconstituted, they would begin the process of pushing the Khans out of the area entirely.

Once the amphibious assault ships on the beaches were fully unloaded, the battle plan called for them to sail some twelve hundred kilometers north to their naval facility on Sakhalin Island. Instead of taking on cargo, they would pick up the 39th Mechanized Brigade garrisoning the island. The 39th had been trapped in Sakhalin since the start of the war. Russia hadn’t had the transport capability to ferry them to Vladivostok or get them involved in the battles on the mainland. With Admiral Bagrov’s Northern Fleet now on the scene, they could finally get the brigade into the fight.

When the perimeter beyond Vladivostok had been pushed beyond the Khans’ artillery range, then engineers from the JDF would work with the Russians to get the airports in the area operational for tactical air and helicopter support. With a combined arms force and air cover, the 11th Guard’s Tank Corps would begin the process of recapturing the provinces of Ussuriysk and Khabarovsk.

*******

Lazo Stronghold

Northeast of Vladivostok

Russian Far East

Tima and Fomin fired directly down the trench to their southwest. They’d fallen back along the line until they found one of the underground entrances to the bunker complex. This protected them from the enemy attacking from the west, but it also trapped them in the bunker. There was no place left to fall back once the enemy started to force their way in. They would have to make their stand here. In the smoke and violence of the battle, they tried their best to be patient and to pick their targets. Occasionally, more Russian troops would find their way to the entrance. On several occasions, Tima had nearly shot them by accident.

On one such occasion, the passing Russian, a senior sergeant that Tima didn’t recognize, told them, “This is it, there’s nothing but Chinamen behind me!” With that, the man turned and tossed a grenade down the line as far as he could before running down the tunnel and into the bunker.

When the man’s grenade had exploded, Tima fired a couple of short bursts down the line while taking cover as best he could from the outer entryway to the bunker. Fomin followed suit, firing bursts from his own AK-12 toward the enemy. They just kept coming.

“We have to get out of here,” Tima shouted over the sounds of angry shouts in Chinese, machine-gun fire, and explosions.

Pointing, Tima directed, “Let’s get to the hatch. We’ve done all we can.”

Fomin raised his rifle at Tima, firing a burst of fire that sailed a meter to his right and into a couple of Khans who had jumped into the trench right behind him. The two of them moved down to the metal hatch leading into the bunker and temporary safety. When they reached the hatch and what they hoped was safety, they discovered that last soldier that had run past them must have locked the hatch while they had covered his retreat.

Tima swore angrily as he pulled on the hatch. Then he pounded on it with his fists as he shouted for someone, anyone, to unlock it and let them in.

“That bastard sealed the door, leaving us to die out here!” Tima roared angrily, turning to look at Fomin, who didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. Their fates had been sealed. The two of them locked eyes for the briefest of moments, accepting that this was it—their last stand. There wouldn’t be any second chances or anything else they could do. They might have been strangers a few weeks ago. Now they were blood brothers, bonded in battle and love of country and each other. Sadly…they’d die for their country, but not before they took a few more Khans with them.

Looking at their rifles, they swapped out magazines for fresh ones. With a grim determination, they would wait for the enemy. Shouting in Chinese grew louder. Orders were being given. Then a grenade went off near the entrance they were guarding, shrapnel bounced off the walls, cutting into the reinforced cement and causing superficial cuts to Tima’s face and body.

It won’t be long now, he surmised, knowing the Chinese would try to finish them off.

Still, Tima held his fire, waiting for his enemies to show themselves. Tima and Fomin had positioned themselves at the end of the tunnel leading to the hatch and the cave entrance, placing themselves in the shadows as best they could. It was the only possible concealment.

Then they came. Two soldiers rushed forward, their guns blazing as they tried to fire into the tunnel. Some bullets hit the walls, while others zipped between them only to slam into the hatch and wall behind them. Tima and Fomin fired steady controlled shots at their attackers, taking them down before they could empty their magazines at them.

When the first two Khans went down, more came. They knew the Russians were cornered with no way out. They were going to kill these two Russians and then blow their way into the bunker complex. But with every flicker of gunfire in the tunnel entrance, Tima fired. In his peripheral vision, he could see the muzzle flash of Fomin’s rifle. The lieutenant was still with him, slaying bodies. Then something hit him. Tima felt like his left thigh and chest had been hit by a mallet, causing him to stumble backwards until he hit the wall behind him. His leg had given out, his body falling to the ground.

“Get up, you filthy bastard!” Fomin shouted as he reloaded his rifle. “I need you!”

Tima pushed the pain washing over him out of his brain as he did his best to sit up or at least get in a position to use his rifle. He pointed it at the images of soldiers and muzzle flashes he saw at the end of the tunnel and pulled the trigger again and again.

The last thing Tima saw was a massive fireball that washed across the tunnel entrance, enveloping the soldiers trying to get to him. Then he lost consciousness, either from loss of blood or from the blast temporarily burning up the oxygen in the tunnel as it filled with smoke instead.

Moments later, Tima came to with a start as he gasped for air, like he’d had the wind knocked out of him and he could suddenly breathe again. Something felt strange. He realized he was being dragged.

But how…why?

He opened his eyes, not sure if the Khans were trying to take him prisoner. Tima instinctively grabbed for his knife, but before he could retrieve it, a pair of strong hands stopped him. Blinking a couple of times, he realized he was looking up at Lieutenant Fomin. He stopped trying to pull his knife out.

“Hang on, Tima. Help has arrived. We’re going to get you to an aid station,” Fomin said.

Confused, Tima nodded. He relaxed his body, letting them move him more easily. In the distance, he could still hear explosions, shouting and the chattering of machine-gun fire, but it sounded more muffled, further away than it had earlier. Soon someone grabbed Tima’s legs and placed him on a stretcher. Fomin and this other man carried him over the trench and then over the ridgeline to the eastern face of the mountain, where a Ka-29 was waiting to evacuate the wounded to a triage center in the Shamora Secondary School.

When the soldiers placed his stretcher on the helicopter along with a few others, Tima began to cry. His crying soon turned to weeping. He hadn’t died, at least not yet. For whatever reason, against all odds, fate had given him a second chance—a second chance to live, to be a better person, to live a full life, and maybe, just maybe, another chance to kill more Khans and help liberate his country.
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Chapter Thirty-Six
Tunkinsky National Park

2nd Group, 1st Detachment “Arrow”

South-Central Siberia

The six Harbin Z-20 helicopters flew toward the next ridge at almost 310 kilometers per hour across the snowscape terrain. The pilot, wearing his night vision goggles, flared the nose of the helicopter up just enough to dodge the trees below before diving rapidly into the next valley, continuing their nap-of-the-earth infiltration of the Tunkinsky National Park, a mountainous region centered on the Irkut River valley of Lake Baikal, northeast of the Mongolian border. The fourteen Special Forces operators were tightly packed in the cargo hold, waiting for the ride to end.

Captain Xu Biao looked at the specialized sensors that had been sewn into his uniform and the uniforms of his soldiers. Xu was a member of Arrow, an elite Special Forces unit from the Beijing Military Region. Right now, he was thoroughly peeved his unit had somehow been tapped to be a part of some science fiction experiment. His unit, his soldiers…were far too highly trained to be running a mission like this. A regular infantry line unit should be handling this, not 1st Detachment “Arrow.”

The helicopter made a tight maneuver inside the valley as they continued to near their destination. Senior Sergeant Geng Aiping leaned over, whispering, “Sir, are these really necessary?” and pointing to some of the small devices woven into their uniforms. None of the soldiers liked being used as guinea pigs and having anything electronic sewn into their uniforms. They feared it having some sort of malfunction and hurting them—or worse, catching fire should they be exposed to a flash from a grenade or some other explosion.

Replying in an equally hushed tone, Xu said, “Let’s just get this mission done so they can get their data.”

The senior sergeant nodded, realizing his CO was just as annoyed at this as they were. He was one of them. He looked after his soldiers, and they fought hard for him knowing he cared about them. Not all commanders were like that.

Minutes later, the six helicopters landed near the base of one of the valleys in the Tunkinsky National Park. The helicopters were on the ground for less than sixty seconds, snow swirling about from the prop wash. The operators disembarked into the blackness and established a hasty perimeter. Once the helicopters were airborne, they sped away to make several more landings meant to throw off anyone who might have been trying to track them.

Ten minutes after the helicopters had left, no signs of activity had materialized near them. Captain Xu felt their insertion had likely gone unnoticed. Depressing the talk button on his throat mic, he said, “Senior Sergeant Geng, assemble the platoon. It’s time we head toward our objective.”

The soldiers rose from the ground, looking like ghosts in their white camouflage smocks, and advanced toward the NATO outpost. It was a small encampment on the top of a ridge, roughly seven kilometers away. Captain Xu told the lieutenant in charge of their comms group to make their way up to the opposite ridge and set up the comms gear that would allow them to capture the electronic information from the coming battle. They nodded and the six-man team took off to get their own position ready.

Xu took a moment more to make sure his platoon leaders had a full head count on their people and were on the move before he joined his senior sergeant. They were going to move into an L-shaped attack position on the NATO outpost and then attack it with a handful of the Dragonfly killer drones before they laid into it with a volley of RPGs and grenades. Then they’d launch their ground assault.

Their stealthy approach to the enemy position had taken them nearly four hours. They didn’t want to move too fast and thus make a lot of noise. They also had to climb up the ridge while constantly looking for trip flares or motion sensors that might alert the enemy to their presence. As they continued their covert journey, Xu came to realize a regular infantry unit probably wouldn’t have been able to sneak up on a NATO outpost like they had just done. This was probably why they’d been selected for this experiment.

Once they were within one thousand meters of the outpost, they detected their first signs of trouble. His scouts had found three different listening/observation posts, or LP/OPs as the West called them. These would need to be neutralized first, but not until Xu heard from his comms team on the other ridge that they were ready to start receiving data from the attack. The team leader said they’d needed another five minutes to get their micro drones up and ready, then his soldiers could begin the festivities.

Looking at his watch, Xu tried not to get frustrated. Control what you can control…let go of what you can’t, he kept telling himself. He still wasn’t entirely sure what this science experiment was all about. Details had been sketchy at best. All he’d been told was that the data being collected would one day lead to a lot fewer soldiers being killed on the battlefield. Considering the losses his nation had been taking since the start of this war, Xu considered this something worth dealing with a little frustration.

Checking his watch, he determined that the predawn glow would begin soon. We need to get this attack going. Xu told the comms guys he was initiating his attack in three minutes whether they were ready or not. He’d get the scientists their data, but he wasn’t going to surrender his soldiers’ lives to do it by sacrificing the best elements of surprise in battle.

Taking a knee next to him, Sergeant Geng quietly said, “It looks like this is a Danish-Romanian outpost near as we can tell. One of our snipers spotted their flags flying near the center of the outpost and patches on their uniforms.”

He shrugged in the darkness. “Makes no difference to me. Are we ready to take the LP/OPs out?” In minutes, the peaceful tranquility of this place was about to be turned upside down.

“Yes. The snipers are ready.”

Xu switched his comms over to the channel they were operating on. “Vipers, you are cleared to engage,” he ordered. It was time to act.

Withdrawing his handheld thermal scope, Xu watched the two sentries in the outpost. They were sitting with their bodies half out of their foxholes, not speaking, just watching the sectors in front of them. One thing Xu noticed about these soldiers that was vastly different than many of the PLA line units was that the NATO soldiers were equipped with night vision goggles. The pair had them on as they scanned the forest around them, looking for signs of trouble, looking for men like Xu’s who were stealthily sneaking up on them. Then Xu saw one of their heads snap back as a gush of color exploded out the other side of his head. Before his comrade could react, the same fate had befallen him. In an instant, the two sentries were down and not a peep had been heard. The Arrow sniper elements were using removable suppressors on their QBU-88 bullpup designated marksman rifles. When utilizing subsonic rounds, they were deathly silent while still being effective for a few hundred meters.

Seconds later, the two other LP/OPs were down, removing any early warning the NATO outpost had of a pending attack. Xu checked his watch. Twenty-nine minutes until dawn. The predawn light was just now piercing through the cloak of darkness.

When Xu’s soldiers had gotten within two hundred meters of the outpost, they paused. The soldiers carrying the Dragonflies readied their tubes for launch. The RPG teams got themselves ready, identifying their first couple of targets.

Twenty-one minutes until dawn…

It was time. Xu ordered his men to begin the assault. They advanced forward in a low crouch until they reached one hundred meters from the base. His designated marksman began hitting soldiers with their subsonic rounds, sniping anyone they could spot. Then came the Dragonflies. The launchers were fired, sending the deadly drones into the air. The twenty little buggers began their short flight toward the outpost, looking for targets of opportunity. They had been airborne for maybe two or three minutes before they locked onto the unsuspecting soldiers. Little firecracker pops could be heard from within the outpost, the drones finding their marks and letting the RPG teams know it was time to begin.

Sounds of explosions echoed inside the outpost as a barrage of 60mm mortars joined the fray. Rocket-propelled grenades streaked through the air, slamming into guard towers and bunkers along the perimeter. During the sudden fury of the attack, Xu’s men rose like lions and leaped into action. With rifles tucked in their shoulders, they advanced, firing aimed shots at any defenders they saw as they neared the perimeter of the outpost.

Zip, zip, crack.

A string of bullets flew right where Xu had just been as he thudded behind part of a blown-out bunker along the perimeter. Raising his rifle up, he inched his way around the debris until he spotted two enemy soldiers in his sight picture. They were firing at a group of his soldiers with an LMG, stopping his guys from penetrating further into the outpost. Xu saw one soldier firing the machine gun while the other was attaching one fifty-round belt to another to keep the gun going. Sighting in on the shooter, Xu squeezed the trigger, silencing him. The soldier next to him grabbed the gun and was just about to start back up when Xu fired a single shot into his face, stopping him from killing his men.

With the machine-gun position down, his soldiers rushed forward. At this point, his men had breached the outer perimeter of the outpost. What was left of the NATO force had collapsed in on their Alamo position. It was about this point when they heard the first whistling sound fly through the air right before the ground exploded near them. The defenders had called in for artillery support, which was now starting to arrive.

Xu ordered his platoon leaders and senior sergeants to push their soldiers hard to finish the defenders off. They needed to take them out before reinforcements or aid arrived. A handful of the RPG teams fired a barrage of rockets into the few remaining bunkers the defenders had collapsed back to. They tore gashes into them and in some cases caused them to collapse. One of Xu’s soldiers ran toward a bunker, exposing himself to withering fire that seemed to miss him. Once he got himself against the outer edge of it, he pulled a couple of grenades from his vest and tossed them in the bunker. When they exploded, he spun his way in, clearing it with his rifle.

Damn, I’m going to make sure that soldier gets recognized for his heroics when this mission is over, Xu thought. The courage of his Arrow soldiers never ceased to amaze him.

A few tense minutes went by as the operators cleared the Alamo section of the outpost. With no further calls for support, the artillery fire subsided, then ended. Xu ordered a quick plunder of whatever was of intelligence value from the outpost.

With their first mission complete, they started the process of evacuating the wounded to the same location they had infiltrated in from. Just before the last of his soldiers left the outpost, they made sure to leave behind a few dozen booby traps for whatever force came here to investigate what had happened. They also left behind a few of their unit calling cards—a bright yellow titanium arrow stuck into the bodies of a few defenders around the command post.

When they reached their infiltration point, Xu’s men fanned out and took the opportunity to catch some sleep while they waited for the medevac helicopters to arrive. His detachment had lost nine soldiers and sustained another eighteen injured, thirteen of whom needed to be evacuated. This was out of a force of one hundred and ten. When the three helicopters arrived, they took on the wounded and the dead. They also off-loaded a resupply of ammo and brought in additional water and MREs for the detachment, enough for them to continue their seven-day mission. With the NATO outpost destroyed, they’d now carry out squad- and platoon-sized patrols and ambushes in the local area, allowing the science nerds to keep collecting their data.
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Fallout

Situation Room

White House

Washington, D.C.

“How bad is the Kessler effect as of now?” the President asked. She had always been concerned about the possibility of the destroyed satellites creating too much debris orbiting earth.

“Predictable,” replied one of the newcomers from NASA.

Lifting an eyebrow at that, the President countered, “What does that mean?”

The head of SpaceX interceded on behalf of the NASA representative before he could stumble further. “What he meant to say, Madam President, is the debris field is forming as we modeled and predicted it would.”

“How is the economy handling this?” the President asked, turning to look at her commerce secretary.

The older gentleman responsible for guiding the Department of Commerce replied calmly, “We’re experiencing some hiccups and bumps. There have been some selloffs in the market but frankly, folks were a bit jumpy at the outset of this thing. We’re now eight days into this new level of warfare and the population and the markets seem to have calmed their fears that it could escalate further than it already has.”

“What’s the plan for dealing with this Kessler effect now that we’ve created it?”

A colonel with Space Command appeared on one of the monitors, speaking to them from Schriever Space Force Base. “Madam President, as we speak, we have four ground-based lasers methodically zapping the smallest pieces that can be destroyed from the ground. The ones that cannot be are being hit by the laser with a glancing blow designed to cause them to spin. The spinning motion will, in short, cause the pieces to fall into the atmosphere.”

A few experts spoke to some slides that were brought up to reexplain how this process was going to work for her. Maria nodded along, having remembered this information from a few weeks back when she’d originally approved the operation that had initiated this entire thing. Interrupting them, Maria asked, “Is our alternate plan holding up? Is that working or do we have other problems that need to be addressed?”

Blain Wilson spoke for the group when he said, “Madam President, for possibly the first time in the war, I think we knew what was going to happen before their Jade Dragon. Prior to initiating Project Rainfall, we began the process of systematically cutting the Chinese off from all access to the global internet where possible. Next, we switched all operations from our current satellite systems over to SpaceX’s Starlink. For the next couple of hours, we continued to migrate the entire global traffic minus China to Starlink and the EU and Russian variants in low geosynchronous orbit over our countries. Once we felt the transition had been as complete as we could make it, Rainfall began. Within ten minutes of the détente being broken, the Chinese initiated their counterattack. Their attack was a little slower than we thought it would be, but we weren’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.”

Blain appeared to pause for a second before continuing, “Right now, we have the Chinese off-balance with this latest move. As we’ve all stated before, we can use this limited time we’ve bought to rebuild our forces and continue to hold in place, or we can look to launch some spoiler attacks while they’re trying to figure out what to do next.”

Admiral Thiel jumped in, adding, “Madam President, you know where I stand on this issue. Mr. Wilson and I differ on this point. I urge you to stay the course—let us continue to amass our forces in Korea and buy time for our factories to produce more tools of the trade. Come spring, we’ll be ready to launch our ground offensive.”

Maria turned to look at her closest confidant and friend. “No convincing counter pitch from you, Blain?”

Blain smirked slightly. “No, ma’am. I’ve made my case. I don’t disagree with waiting, as Admiral Thiel has suggested. I just like to stick it to the PLA when and wherever we can, especially now that we’ve temporarily blinded them.”

Maria nodded. “I’m all for doing that, but perhaps we should stick to hitting them with our cruise missiles and precision-guided bombing campaigns like we’ve been doing. If we keep chiseling away at them, we’re going to grind their economy and therefore their war machine to a halt. Let’s stick to the plan for the time being.”

*******

Joint Battle Command Center

Northwest Beijing, China

CMC Briefing

President Yao Jintao looked at his generals, trying to figure out if he should be blaming them or Jade Dragon for not anticipating the destruction of the nation’s satellites. Their all-seeing, all-knowing AI had apparently missed this.

“General Li, we cannot change the situation we now find ourselves in with regards to our satellites. What I would like to know from you and anyone else that has an idea is how we are going to deal with this new reality. How are we going to continue to overcome and overwhelm the enemy?” Yao asked, somewhat exasperated at the setback.

The generals looked at Yao, not sure if he wanted the truth or to be told what he wanted to hear. Yao saw the hesitation in his military officers and knew they were trying to figure out how to respond. He interceded, “I…I admit I have not always made it easy to tell me the truth about what is happening. Considering these new changes in the war, tell me what I need to hear, not what you think I want to hear.”

A few generals breathed an audible sigh of relief at this admission. One of them responded, “We counter the allies by leveraging our numerical superiority, Mr. President. I know this phrase gets said a lot, but please hear me out. It is only in recent years that our forces have learned to fight with satellites in this digital age of waging warfare. But there is something we have that the West does not—time and numbers. The West has no stomach to fight a war of attrition. They also cannot sustain a war so far from their shores or keep their people united long enough to win. What I propose we do is start to unleash these militia battalions we’ve been building up. We hit the allies with them over and over until they break. They think they just won a great victory against us. Let’s show them how wrong they are.”

Yao smiled for the first time during the meeting. With the fear of saying something removed, he’d heard a simple strategy using basic logic, yet it just might be the thing needed to throw the allies off-balance.

Turning to General Li, Yao ordered, “General, let’s go with simple and low-tech. At worse, it’ll result in a few less mouths to feed. At best, we might start to throw the allies back and possibly overwhelm them with our sheer numbers.”
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Space Planes

Space Delta 9

Groom Lake, Nevada

“I hope you had a nice Christmas break, Racer,” newly promoted Brigadier General “Huey” Hewitt said as he motioned for him to take a seat in the little sitting room in his office.

“It was better than last year. I was able to be home with the family instead of being stuck in a VA hospital,” Racer replied. “Oh, before I forget, sir. Some of the pilots and I went in on this for you.” He gently handed his boss a present.

A slight smile crept across Huey’s face as he reached for the rectangular wrapped gift. “You guys really shouldn’t have.”

Racer waved his comment off. He sat there with a smile on his face and readied his camera on his phone to snap a photo.

“Oh, now I’m concerned. You’ve got a camera out. All right, what did you guys do this time?”

When he tore off the wrapping paper, his eyes went wide, as did his smile. “Wow, you guys really didn’t have to do this,” he stammered as he looked at the twenty-year-old bottle of Pappy Van Winkle’s Family Reserve, his favorite bourbon. “You guys really outdid yourselves this time.”

“Oh, there’s more. Look at the date,” Racer quickly added.

This wasn’t just any old twenty-year bottle; it was a forty-year-old bottle of the good stuff. It was also extremely expensive.

“Wow,” was the only word the newly minted general could say.

“You are the first person to be promoted to general in the Space Force…as a pilot no less. This is a big deal, sir, and it deserved something big.”

Chuckling, Hewitt replied, “Well, this may come to look like a payoff or bribe now, but I wanted to go over something pretty special with you as well.” General Hewitt picked up a couple of folders. One of them was Racer’s personnel file.

“You’ve had a hell of a career, Ian: a joint assignment at Indo-Pacific Command as a captain, F-22 flight instructor, combat missions now over Cuba, Venezuela, and China. You’ve got a Purple Heart, Bronze Star with Valor, Silver Star, and two Distinguished Flying Crosses. Above all that, you’ve proven to be a hell of a leader to the pilots in our Guardian. When they promoted me to Delta 9, they asked me who should take my place. As you know, we’re expanding, going from one Guardian to four. One’s a fully dedicated training Guardian, the other three will be active combat ones. That means I need to find not one but three new commanders.”

Huey pulled a small box out of his pocket and tossed it to Racer. “I want you to take over command of Guardian Three. It’s the brand-new one we’re forming up, so right now you’d only have two other pilots in it until more graduate training and we get some new birds out of the factory.”

Ian was truly surprised. Shocked would be a better word. He’d only been an O-5 for about a year. He was still two years shy of the necessary time in grade, so he hadn’t even considered himself eligible for promotion.

Seeing his puzzled look, Huey explained, “With the losses everyone’s been taking, a lot of time-in-grade requirements are being waived. We’re promoting those who should command, not necessarily those with all the right boxes checked off. But before you get too excited about this, it’s going to be a while before your Guardian even has aircraft. You’ve got two pilots, fresh from training, but no Archangels. And before you ask, your baby stays with its Guardian. Another pilot will be assigned to your ship. You’ll get to keep your ARTUµ—it’s uniquely tailored for you, so it wouldn’t do another pilot any good.”

“What about my wingman, Scuba?” Racer interjected. “Is there any way I can have him transfer over with me? I’m going to need an experienced pilot and I’d like to have him as my XO.”

Tilting his head to the side, Hewitt responded, “You really don’t like Scuba, do you?”

Racer was kind of caught off guard by the question. Scuba was his best friend.

Shaking his head, he went on, “Ian, I’ll give you Major Johnson if you want, but I think you should talk to him first. Remember what I said earlier—your Archangel stays with the Guardian. If he leaves to join you, he loses his Angel and joins a Guardian that doesn’t have any yet.”

Racer sat back in his chair, thinking about that for a moment. Taking a plane away from a pilot was like clipping their wings. It hurt. They were also in the middle of a war, and Scuba was a damn good pilot to take out of the rotation.

“Do you have any kind of ETA on when we may get some new birds?”

“Best guess I’ve been given at this point is about six months.”

“Can I offer him a promotion to O-5 since he’d be losing his bird?”

Huey grunted at the request. “So now you’re negotiating on his behalf, eh?” He looked at Racer for a moment without saying anything. Then he reached down and grabbed the other folder he hadn’t shown him yet. “There’s something else you can dangle in front of him.” He held up the folder, marked “Eyes Only.”

“What’s this?” Racer asked as he took the folder. He read the front of it before opening it. Project Noah. He scanned quickly through the first couple of pages in silence. General Hewitt sat there patiently as he waited for Racer to read through more of it before he commented on it.

“Is this for real? Like it’s not a concept or prototype but it’s actually real?”

Now it was Huey’s turn to smile. “Not only is it real, we have it sitting over in Hangar 59, waiting for you.”

Racer wasn’t sure if he should give the general a hug or another bottle of that overpriced bourbon. What he was staring at, at least the image he was looking at, was unbelievable.

“This, Ian, is the future. The F/S-36s are incredible, but this—well, it’s in a completely different category. The folks at the Skunkworks factory in collaboration with SpaceX are calling this thing the S-1 Banshee. She’s been built to fly over hostile airspace and not get shot down by ground-based lasers or missiles,” Huey explained.

“How’s that possible?”

“They developed some sort of material they use on the belly of the craft that deflects and defrays a laser’s energy. Don’t ask me how it works because I don’t know. They’ve tested it and it functions as advertised—that’s all I’ve been told. You’ll learn more from them once you start training on this bad boy.”

Smiling, he placed the folder on the table. “When do I get going?”

Laughing, Huey replied, “Why don’t you and I walk over to Hangar 59 and take a look at this thing? You start training tomorrow. If Major Johnson wants to transfer over and be your copilot on this thing, let me know. Tell him he’ll get bumped to O-5 as well. You guys are likely to only fly a few combat missions with this thing if we can get it into the war before it ends. This is more about the future of the Space Force and the manned militarization of space. I wish you and I could swap places right now because I’d love to be the one to go into space regularly like you will.”

I’m going to space…wow. My wife is never going to believe this, Ian thought as a big smile spread across his face.
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Frozen Chosen II

Yongi Reservoir, China

C. Battery, 2nd Battalion, 116th Field Artillery Regiment

BOOM!

The cannon roared as the Paladin fired yet another round. Fortney’s crew had been lobbing so many rounds the last couple of days, he was certain they were going to need to replace the barrel on their next maintenance cycle. His battery had been back in action since their Christmas break, not missing a beat. Whatever was going on up at the front lines must be some serious stuff. His gun alone had been firing almost nonstop for three days. By his count, they had unleashed nearly a thousand a day. Spread across the sixteen guns in his battery, they were lobbing some sixteen thousand rounds of 155mm hate at the enemy. They could in theory fire double that, but keeping up with the ammo was proving challenging. How the ordnance and supply guys were making sure all the different artillery units were supplied was mind-boggling.

“Rounds complete. All fire missions are complete,” Specialist Davis informed him.

Their driver, Specialist Xavier Chen, announced over the vehicle comms system that he was getting them back on the move again. He’d drive a couple of kilometers to another random firing position, and they’d start back up. Thankfully, the Chinese weren’t firing nearly as much counterbattery as they had a few months back. Still, no one wanted to stick around too long and tempt fate.

As the vehicle lurched forward, Davis looked at Fortney. “Tell me it’s our battery’s turn for a break? I need to take a dump and I’d love to catch a few hours of sleep.”

Looking at his watch, Fortney saw their battery’s four-hour standdown was set to go into effect in ten minutes. He looked at Davis, smiling. “As a matter of fact, when we arrive at our next location, it should be. I’ll cover down on things once we stop so you can go be one with nature.”

“Thanks, hoss. These fire missions are relentless. The grunts up at the front must be in the thick of it to be calling in this much artillery.”

Fortney just shrugged. “Maybe. But keep in mind there aren’t many of the new A8 model Paladins with big barrels like ours. We’re providing support to units across a massive front.”

“Yeah, well, I guess this beats being closer to it. At least this way if the Chinese break through our front lines, we’ll know about it in enough time to fall back and not get overrun,” Davis countered. Fortney shuddered at that thought.

Fortney opened the commander’s hatch and sat in the turret. The wind had died down, so it wasn’t nearly as cold as it had been. Still, the ground had a few inches of snow on it. Many of the trees were bare, snow piling up on their naked branches. He was glad as hell they had this new winter gear. For once, the military had teamed up with some of the best outdoor garment makers to create some incredibly comfortable and warm winter clothes and gear.

Seeing the road coming up ahead, Fortney’s eyes were fixed on the convoy of FMTV transport trucks either packed to the gills with fresh soldiers or piled high with supplies heading toward the front. They were being escorted by a mix of Strykers and M1117 armored cars. A few of the soldiers manning their own crew-served weapons waved at him as their Paladin came to a stop at the intersection and waited its turn to cross. To Fortney, these troops looked green, like they were new to Korea or the Army in general. He knew a lot of units from the South American campaign were still arriving. The veterans of that bloody campaign seemed to carry themselves a little differently than the soldiers driving by in the vehicles. He wished them luck, wherever it was they were going.

When they reached their waypoint, they put the vehicle in park and planned to settle in for a few hours of rest. An ammo replenisher vehicle would stop by soon enough to top them off and their armor carrier, which was tagging along not far from them. Still, it would be a reprieve from the constant banging away of the howitzer. They’d eat, handle some personal business and look to grab some sleep before their unit rotated back into the action.

In the distance, their sister battery was already back at it, sending more rounds downrange. Whatever was going on up at the front…it didn’t seem like it was going well in his mind if they were having to fire this many rounds for this many days straight. It felt like trouble. Fortney hoped whatever it was would clear up soon.

*******

Hill 984

Bravo Company, 3rd Rangers

There was a lull in the fighting. The enemy had had enough for the day. At least that was what Dekker hoped. Plopping down in the CP near the top of the hill, he looked at the tired faces of the six Rangers cooped up near the far end. Two of the guys were sleeping; the other four were helping a couple of regular Army soldiers load magazines. That made him smile to see his Rangers working hand-in-glove with their regular infantry brothers, doing grunt work, loading spent magazines, and filling patrol packs up with fresh mags for the guys along the line. It made him feel good that his Rangers didn’t feel they were above doing menial grunt work like the line units.

“One Team, One Fight” holds its truest form in combat, Dekker thought, recalling the old Army slogan.

Finding Captain Meacham standing near the map table, he made his way over. “What’s the word, sir? Are we getting relieved anytime soon?”

Meacham turned away from the map, a grim look on his face. He shook his head slightly. “On the contrary, the rest of the company is on their way to our position along with two more companies of infantry. It seems a fresh battalion is being rotated in and we’re going to stay put to assist them for the moment. The CG says the regiment is scattered across these other hilltop defensive positions to try and shore them up while more units are rushed forward.”

“Jesus, what kind of enemy force are we facing?”

“I don’t know for certain, but it appears the ChiComs are in the process of trying to cut our force in half by driving down to the sea,” Meacham explained as he pointed to some points on the map. A handful of defensive positions were marked on nearly a dozen hills and ridges. The one they were sitting on bulged a little beyond the main allied lines. It overlooked a major chokepoint and road network the enemy had to capture if they wanted to separate III Corps from the rest of the allied force.

Crunching his eyebrows at the information, Dekker asked the question the rest of the platoon had been asking. “Sir, what are we doing here? I’m not knocking the line units, but this is really their kind of mission, not ours.”

“Amos, I don’t disagree with you. This Hill 984 that we’re sitting on top of is, fortunately or unfortunately, straddling a critical highway junction point splitting into three different valleys that lead to the coast. So long as we hold this hilltop, they can’t divide our forces,” Meacham explained. “Here, look at this.” He pointed at two positions on the map. “If they push through us, they’ll be able to secure the Yongi Reservoir on the right, and the Biliuge Reservoir on the left. If they do that, they’ll essentially trap III Corps and most of their divisions in and around Zhuanghe. We’d be talking about more than eighty thousand American and allied forces being trapped.”

Meacham sighed again, exhaustion clearly taking its toll on the man. “The brass can’t lose this hilltop. That’s why they’re leaving us here and placing our sister companies on these two other hills. Come hell or high water, we are not going to fall back to the Yalu. Not after all we’ve sacrificed to get here.”

Dekker looked at the map, and the more he studied it, the more he realized everything was going to hinge on them holding this hill. If they could hold, the enemy would be forced to retreat, but if they took this hill, then it would spell disaster. “I know you may not have any say in this, sir, but see if our company or at least platoon can be leveraged as the battalion’s QRF. We’re shock troops—let’s try and be used as shock troops.”

Meacham smiled at that idea. “I couldn’t agree more. When the new battalion commander gets here, that’s exactly how I’ll pitch it.”

The soldiers who’d survived the last four days of combat were rapidly being swapped out with their sister battalion. The Rangers, having arrived only the day before, would stick around until the enemy offensive had finally been beaten back. While the new soldiers were getting themselves acquainted with the defensive positions, the newly arrived sapper-qualified engineers were crawling outside the front wire to reestablish a multitude of claymore mines and other nastiness for the enemy. They also did their best to try and get new strings of concertina wire strung across the gaps in the line. Bunkers housing heavy and medium machine guns were repaired and reinforced.

They still had a few more hours until darkness, so everyone was working hard to get ready. At the rear of the defensive line facing away from the enemy was the lone road that led up to their hilltop fortress. A small column of vehicles had finally reached them. From what Dekker could see, it looked like two or maybe even three hundred soldiers were dismounting the trucks. Some were being filtered into the trenches and put to work, others forming long lines to help carry in the supplies needed to keep them going. Food, water, some medical supplies, and a lot of ammunition were being brought in.

The armored vehicles along with what looked to be a platoon of four tanks had taken up defensive positions near the top of the hill. They were going to do their best to keep enemy armor from supporting the next attack. The six-lane highway down below them was riddled with the burnt-out carcasses of T-99 and T-96 main battle tanks and a host of infantry fighting vehicles and armored personnel carriers. It was a graveyard of vehicles littered with thousands of dead, frozen bodies—the remnants of nearly four days of combat.

Overhead, Dekker saw the third medevac helicopter take off and head for some MASH unit further away. He hoped the last of the wounded were finally getting the care they needed. Earlier in the day, the ChiComs had pounded their base hard with some artillery, likely gathering information for a much better attack this evening.

Dekker then saw a handful of black Chinooks head toward the base. This was likely the rest of his Ranger company. He wasn’t happy about them getting roped into defending a position like this. They were operating like infantry grunts, not the highly trained shock troops they were. Meacham had made it clear that this wasn’t going to be a normal battle. This one could determine the outcome of the entire campaign, which warranted sending in shock troops.

As darkness neared, Dekker walked back into the CP to check on Meacham and see if anything had changed.

“Ah, there you are, Sergeant Dekker. I wanted to introduce you to Lieutenant Colonel Betty. He’s the new battalion commander taking over the hill,” Meacham said. “Sergeant Dekker is my platoon sergeant and right-hand man.”

Betty smiled as they shook hands. “It’s good to meet you, Sergeant. You guys have done a hell of a job. Colonel Lane said you Rangers made all the difference in that last attack. Hopefully, with the additional soldiers I’ve brought, we’ll be in a better situation this time around.”

“As long as we can receive air and artillery support, we should be all right. If we lose either of them, we’re screwed.”

*******

With an hour before darkness, Lieutenant Colonel Sean Betty decided to get his commanders’ brief going. He looked at the officers and senior NCOs in the CP, surveying them as he did. Some looked worn out from days of battle; others, the fresh ones, looked eager to get into the battle and fight.

Speaking loudly so everyone could hear him, he began, “My name is Lieutenant Colonel Sean Betty. I’m the regimental commander for the 23rd Infantry Regiment and the commander of the 2nd Battalion. As most of you know, the 4th Infantry Division has been in a real fight these last four days, and we now know why. Intelligence indicates the PLA First Army Group is making a serious push to throw our forces out of China. They feel the winter weather and snow that’s descended on the region is going to play into their hands. Fortunately for all of us, we aren’t the same Army that fought in the first Korean War some seventy years ago. We’re better equipped to fight in the cold, and we have a lot more resources to bring to bear.”

Betty nodded towards Meacham as he continued, “The 75th Rangers have given us Alpha Company, 3rd Battalion, to assist us in our struggle. I concur with Meacham’s suggestion to leverage his command as the base’s QRF. Should the enemy breach our lines, it’ll be his forces that will plug that hole until help can arrive. I know we don’t have long until darkness, but I feel it important to share with you why we’re fighting on this hill and why I need you to do all you can to encourage your soldiers to fight like men possessed. We can’t lose this hill. I’ve been told we’re to fight to the last man if necessary. We’re being given unprecedented support and help, but I’m not going to lie to you all and say we aren’t facing some serious challenges ahead. Together, we’ll get through this.”

As he was finishing his pep talk, the sound of additional Chinooks could be heard outside near the helipad. More soldiers and munitions were being brought in before the battle was renewed. Betty wished they had a couple more days to get the hilltop in better shape. This place was built to accommodate at most four or five hundred soldiers, a battalion. Now, they were cramming in close to nine hundred.

When most of the officers and NCOs left, Betty asked Meacham and Major Piccord, the last battalion commander, a couple of questions. He wanted to know what kind of attack the PLA had carried out against them thus far. They told him that during the day, it was usually on-and-off artillery harassment. Most of those attacks lasted around half an hour. On occasion, they’d send a probing attack on their perimeters. At night, the base would get hit with artillery followed up almost immediately by some sort of massive ground assault. If the attack came from the highway below, then it’d be an attack supported by armor.

God, I wish we had time to expand and fortify this hilltop further…, Betty thought before dismissing the remaining officers in the CP to get ready for what would likely be a long night.

*******

PLA First Army Group Headquarters

General Song looked at the map of the region. Division after division had been filtering in over the last week in preparation for his major offensive. The final piece to his offensive had just arrived—three divisions of the people’s militia. He knew these militiamen had been given moderate training the last three months, but now was the time for them to earn their keep. They would lead the main assaults against six key allied positions. Most notable was Hill 984. They had to take that hill.

Turning to find the air force liaison officer, Song asked, “Are we going to be able to surge air support for the next phase in this coming offensive?”

“Yes, General. I have been assured we will have ground attack aircraft and helicopters for this mission.”

We better—the air force has been letting us down far too much in this war, Song thought.

Looking at his chief of staff, he ordered, “Signal the divisions that the attacks are to begin at two a.m. We’ll hit the enemy when they will be at their sleepiest.”

*******

20th Fighter Wing

79th Fighter Squadron “Tigers”

Colonel Tim “Joker” Hatfield guided his aircraft in the direction of the brewing battle. The 79th Squadron he was flying with was part of the air supremacy group. They were responsible for protecting the ground attack aircraft and helicopters supporting the grunts on the ground. After flying so many CAS missions, he felt he should spend some time with his air supremacy squadron. The 55th and 77th Squadrons were still focused on a combination of SEAD and CAS missions while the 79th had been reassigned to assist the 4th Fighter Wing in wrestling and maintaining air supremacy over the battlefield.

The F-15Es were phenomenal air-to-air fighters. The challenge they were facing was the sheer number of aircraft the Chinese Air Force was throwing at them. Despite the terrible losses they were taking, they seemed to have a never-ending supply of really good pilots, particularly among the J-10 Firebirds. Something about those aircraft and pilots wasn’t adding up. If Joker wasn’t having to fly so much, he might have been able to devote some more thinking power to the problem, but as it was, it was taking everything in him just to fly these missions and not get blown up.

“I’m showing another group of fighters heading toward us,” Peanut announced. “It looks like more J-10s, one hundred and ninety kilometers out and closing.”

“I see ’em. Let’s go ahead and activate our missiles. See if we can pick ’em off from a distance before they start shooting at us,” Joker replied, making sure he was transmitting over the squadron net. He technically wasn’t in charge of the squadron; he was just along for the ride to help support them. He was surprised they hadn’t already gone active with their own missiles and fired.

“They’re firing,” came a call from the squadron commander.

For a brief moment, Joker’s pucker factor went into overdrive. When his RHAW hadn’t gone off alerting him to his aircraft being painted by an enemy radar or missile, his mind told him this group of enemy fighters wasn’t targeting them. They were going after the F-15Es some sixty kilometers to their east.

Activating the new AIM-260 joint advanced tactical missile his wing had just been outfitted with, his targeting system assigned a missile to his first target. Once Joker had a firm lock, he depressed his firing stud, sending the first missile on its way. He repeated this process five more times, expending his loadout. Half the fighters in the squadron had done the same, while the other half held on to their missiles to see which enemy fighters survived the first volley.

With their deadly cargo flying at Mach 5 toward the enemy, Joker along with the five aircraft that had just expended their missiles turned to head back to base. They’d land and pull into a hot pit, where their aircraft would be rearmed and refueled, then they’d be sent back into the skies to resume their combat air patrol and rejoin their squadron. For the next four hours, this would essentially be their life until their squadron was replaced by another.

*******

Hill 984

Bravo Company, 3rd Rangers

The sun had finally gone to sleep for the evening, allowing the darkness to return. The biting cold regained its control now that the sun’s rays were no longer there to fight it back. The temperatures during the day hovered in the mid- to high twenties Fahrenheit, but once the sun was gone, those temps would drop much closer to zero. The cooler temperatures weren’t typically a problem unless the wind joined in. Then it could drop the temps into the subzero range.

For hours, Dekker and the nearly eight hundred soldiers crammed on this hilltop fortress and waited for the enemy. They knew the attack was going to happen; they just didn’t know when, or how. When the enemy hadn’t attacked in the first three hours of darkness, Dekker had ordered damn near everyone to get some sleep. They’d all eaten; now he wanted them as rested up as possible. At midnight, he’d move the platoon to fifty percent manning for the remainder of the night. Something inside him told him this was going to be an epic battle and they needed to be ready for it.

Around 1 a.m., the first signs of trouble came. At first, Dekker thought it might have been artillery or rocket fire that hit them. Then he heard the roar of a jet engine followed by a handful of anti-aircraft machine guns and the swooshing sound of a missile being fired after it. Craning his neck around to watch the missile give chase to the fighter, he saw the flame from the missile as it accelerated after its prey. It took less than a minute for the missile to close within range of its proximity fuse and detonate. When it did, the right rear half of the Chinese fighter was ripped from the rest of the airframe. It blew apart moments later in a spectacular fireball in the sky. Dekker smiled at the small victory. Maybe it’d keep any future aircraft from attacking them.

His hopes were dashed moments later when two missiles slammed into their defensive positions. The first one blew up a reinforced heavy machine-gun position down in the valley below. The second missile plowed into their comms bunker, destroying several of their radar and radio antennas. Dekker thought that might have been the worst of it when four additional bunkers along the second layer of the defensive line erupted in flame. He heard more jet engines in the skies above them. Some of the soldiers around Dekker were doing what he was, looking into the darkness to try and see what was going on.

They saw a few missile flashes in the sky. At one point, they saw some tracers being fired into the darkness. A handful more missiles streaked down and plastered their hilltop again. Several of the missiles streaking toward them blew up when their lone directed-energy mounted Stryker vehicle blew them up. It wasn’t able to engage all the missiles being fired at their positions, but it was thinning them out. The two other Stryker vehicles set up in their air-defense configuration cut loose with their 30mm AA guns and stinger missiles towards the fighters. The air battle lasted nearly ten minutes, giving the soldiers a taste of what their enemies regularly went through. The damage to the hilltop had hurt, but it wouldn’t defeat them.

Within minutes of the air attack ending, the artillery and rocket artillery barrage started. At first, it wasn’t their hilltop position being hit. It was a couple of nearby ones. Watching the scene was awe-inspiring and terrifying as Dekker knew this was likely to happen to them at any given moment.

“Wow, the ChiComs are hammering Hill 988, aren’t they?” Meacham commented as he stepped outside the bunker to join him.

“It’ll be our turn soon.”

“We’ll be ready for them when it is.”

The two of them watched the enemy attack unfold. The entire sky over Hill 988 was now bathed in a magnesium glow as dozens of illumination rounds drifted toward the ground from the sky above. The artificial light showed the ground a few hundred meters in front of the first line of defense crawling with enemy soldiers. The ChiCom artillery was focused on the third and fourth line of defense, while the first two lines got hammered with mortars. As the infantry got closer to the first trench line, the soldiers from the 4th Infantry Division opened fire.

The multicolored tracer fire of red, green, and occasionally blue lights flying between the two sides was incredible. Dozens if not hundreds of tracers could be seen ricocheting into the air as they bounced off buildings and armored vehicles, adding to the surrealness of what they were watching. With covering fire established, the ground assault began in earnest.

Waves of enemy soldiers rushed forward. Many got stuck or tangled in the lines of concertina fencing just as machine gunners raked their lines. Here and there, small groups of soldiers would cut their way through the fence while sapper teams blew huge gashes through it with Bangalore mines or bangers. When a hole had been created, waves of soldiers would surge through it, firing their rifles madly as they did. Nearing the first line of defenders, a series of claymore mines started going off. In fractions of a second, the leading group of Chinese soldiers were struck by a wall of hundreds of thousands of tiny steel ball bearings from the claymores.

With the first assault wiped out and the second wave faltering, the artillery fire hammering the top of the outpost shifted further down to go after the bunkers and trench lines, decimating the advances. When a third group of soldiers prepared to charge, the enemy shifted from using high-explosive rounds to smoke rounds. With a blanket of smoke steadily obscuring the Americans’ view, the ground assault resumed.

Before Dekker and Meacham could comment on the fate of Hill 988, shrieking sounds ripped through the air, heading right for them and forcing them into the bunker for safety. As they lay on the floor of the bunker, the wall closest to the entrance got slapped with a jagged piece of shrapnel before a cloud of dust, smoke, and snow got thrown in on top of them. Hands reached out for them, helping them back to their feet and pulling them further from the entrance. The noise was deafening. With each impact of high-explosive hate, bits and pieces of dirt, sand, and snow would fall from the ceiling of the bunker.

Peering through a slit in the bunker, one of the Rangers exclaimed loudly, “Here they come!”

Walking toward the soldier, both Meacham and Dekker pulled out a small set of pocket binoculars to get a better look at what was headed toward them. “Dekker, watch the highway. I’m going to look to the south.”

“On it.”

Looking toward the highway, Dekker saw clusters of soldiers weaving in and around the burnt-out ruins of former tanks and armored vehicles strewn about the highway. Then he saw what he dreaded most—tanks. The PLA was moving more armor into the fight again. The tanks were a real problem. Unlike artillery, the tanks could deliver direct fire support against their machine-gun bunkers. They’d wrecked their hilltop fortress during the last major push a few days ago.

Before Dekker could tell Meacham what he was seeing, the antitank missile teams engaged them, missiles streaking away from the American lines towards the tanks. Several of them began deploying their IR-inhibiting smoke screens and doing what they could to hide behind the blown-out ruins of tanks from the previous attacks. A couple of missiles were either spoofed or taken out by the tanks’ self-defense systems. Some missiles still managed to find their marks, causing a few spectacular explosions on the highway.

Watching the battle unfold, Dekker heard a sergeant shout, “Friendly helicopters inbound,” as he pointed to where they were approaching.

Turning to look, Dekker spotted at least two Apache helicopters hovering behind a nearby hilltop behind friendly lines. The pilots flying them seemed to be popping up just long enough to fire off a Hellfire missile at the enemy tanks on the highway before dipping back below the terrain. Dekker thought this tactic was pretty clever until one of the Apaches exploded when a missile from high above slammed into it. The other Apache banked hard to one side and appeared to be picking up some speed and altitude before it was ripped apart by a string of red tracer fire. Seconds later, a blurry object zipped right over top of their hill and released a series of objects from beneath its wings.

“Everyone down!” Dekker screamed as they all ducked below the firing slit in the bunker.

BOOM, BOOM, BOOM.

The ground shook violently as a series of explosions rippled across their lines. Then an urgent call came over the radio in the bunker. The sergeant manning it held the hand receiver out to Meacham. Their captain took the call, grimacing as he heard the information being relayed to him.

“Mount up, boys! That air strike just opened a hole in the lines over in section two. Time to go earn our pay and plug it,” Meacham shouted over the roar of the battle taking place outside the bunker.

When Dekker emerged from the bunker, he didn’t recognize the hilltop. He’d lost track of time during the attack, not realizing the base had been getting pounded for more than an hour. In that time frame, between their bombardment, the T-99 tanks’ direct fire, and the air attacks, they had turned the place into a moonscape.

As Dekker weaved his way through partially collapsed trenches, he had to ignore the cries for help from the torn and mangled soldiers. Don’t stop…let the medics help them…we have to plug the hole in our lines, he thought, willing himself forward, teeth gritted.

Once he and the quick reaction force had descended halfway down the hill through the interlocking trench lines, they reached the gap in the lines. Dekker looked around as he tried to get his bearings; it felt like he had emerged into some sort of postapocalyptic hellscape. Red and green tracers zipped over top of the trench like lasers against the darkness of the early-morning hours.

“Quick, this way—before they bum-rush us again!” someone shouted further ahead of them. It sounded like the first lieutenant from Third Platoon urging them on.

Dekker reached an L-turn in the trench and was guided down one section while another platoon was hurried along in a different path. As he moved further down the hill, the trench wasn’t nearly as deep. Closer to the top, you could practically stand in the trench and still be protected. The closer they got to the bottom, the shallower the trench got until they reached a point where they were moving in a half-crouch.

An explosion went off near them, kicking snow, dirt, and chunks of wood from the trench wall into the air to then rain down on them. Dekker smelled burnt flesh, sulfur, feces, and gunpowder moments later. Then came the agonizing screams of pain and cries for a medic and their mothers or anyone that could help.

Pushing that noise, those smells out of his mind, Dekker rounded the corner, unsure of what he was about to find other than he knew the enemy had to be close given the shouting in Chinese he was starting to register. When he rounded the bend in the trench, he saw a dozen American soldiers had been tossed about like rag dolls from the explosion. Some were missing an arm or leg; others had their stomachs ripped open, their intestines spilled out of them to lay bare on the ground. He almost vomited right then and there, but a Chinese soldier appeared out of nowhere, firing his weapon at them.

Dekker twisted his body to the right, pressing himself against the side of the trench just as a string of bullets zipped through the air where he’d just been. The bullets streaking past him were so close he could feel the heat from them in contrast to the cold air. Switching his rifle from his right hand to his left, Dekker repositioned himself to provide as small a target as possible for the enemy and fired. He hit the first Chinese soldier several times in the chest, knocking the man backward. He transitioned to the soldier standing near him and managed to place several bullets into his head. As he was about to move to a new position, Dekker saw the first guy he’d shot in the chest scramble to a collapsed part of the trench. Using it for cover, he resumed shooting at his guys again. Aiming more carefully, Dekker fired several rounds into the man’s upper chest, just below the neck, causing a gush of blood to spring forth. The man dropped his rifle, clutching at the mortal wound before he went limp.

“We need to retake this position!” Dekker shouted as he transitioned his rifle back to his dominant right hand and bounded forward toward the two ChiComs he’d just killed. He ran past several wounded Americans who pleaded for help. Stealing only a glance at them, he could tell they weren’t going to make it. Between the loss of blood and the cold temperatures, they had minutes to live.

If we don’t plug this hole in our lines, none of us are going to live to see the sunrise again, Dekker realized.

As he crested the top of the blown-out trench line, Dekker blinked twice, trying to make sure his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him. It was as if the entire ground in front of them was moving like a wave in the ocean—only this wave wasn’t made of water—it was made of soldiers screaming at the top of their lungs with glistening bayonets attached to the ends of their QBZ assault rifles.

A Ranger equipped with one of the platoon’s .338 Norma Magnum LMGs opened fire on a group of soldiers attempting to cut their way through the concertina wire, preventing the flood of enemy soldiers from washing over them. The large-caliber .338 slugs ripped through the soldiers like a scythe. As his LMG gunner tore into them, more and more of his platoon were coming online, bringing their own rifles to bear and adding to the volume of fire being directed at the enemy.

“Where the hell are the claymores?” yelled out one of the sergeants. “Someone needs to fire them right now!”

“Frag out!”

“Medic! We need a medic over here!”

“Grenadiers! Get me some canister shots on those bastards now!” roared Dekker to be heard over the battle.

One of his guys fired one of the M1001 canister rounds right into a group of soldiers. The canister round was filled with 115 individual flechettes, which were like metal nails or needles being blasted like a shotgun. The projectiles wouldn’t penetrate a person’s body armor, but they’d tear up any exposed flesh.

Looking to his right, Dekker saw two American soldiers who’d been ripped apart when whatever it was had blown up to create this hole in the line. He also saw a few wires and some green clacker devices near them.

There’s the claymore clackers! he realized.

Without regard for his own safety, he jumped up from his position and ran for them. Bullets zipped all around as he ran across the fifty-foot gap in their lines. He’d nearly reached the other end when what felt like a sledgehammer hit his chest and left side plate. Before his body could be tossed to the side from the impact of the rounds, an explosion erupted somewhere behind him, throwing him forward.

Lying in the dirt and snow, Dekker felt like the weight of the entire world was sitting on him. He gasped for breath; his lungs burned as he struggled to breathe. But his lungs weren’t working. He couldn’t suck any air in. Panic set in. As his mind raced to figure out what had just happened to him, his eyes caught sight of the green clackers he had originally been trying to get to. Suddenly, his lungs began to function again. He took in a ragged breath, bringing desperately needed oxygen back into his bloodstream. His brain forced his body to move toward those clackers. Somewhere deep inside his lizard brain, he managed to will his broken body to do what it didn’t want to do and move. At that moment, he couldn’t feel his legs, and he didn’t want to look down to see why they weren’t working. He crawled with his hands, placing one in front of the other as he pulled his broken body closer and closer towards his goal.

When he reached the clackers, he removed the safety from the first one and depressed the trigger three times in quick succession. Nothing. He tossed it to the side, knowing the wire might have been damaged or cut. He grabbed the second trigger and repeated the process. This time, as soon as he depressed it, his ears registered a sharp crack as the antipersonnel mine erupted, spraying its seven hundred tiny steel ball bearings into the ranks of the charging horde. Tossing the spent trigger aside, he grabbed for the next clacker and repeated the process. He did that four more times until there were no claymores left.

Several of his soldiers ran towards him, their rifles up, shooting as they came. They reached his position. Dekker couldn’t fully make out what they were saying. He saw their lips were moving, but he was having a hard time registering their words. One of them started treating his wounds. He jabbed him with a syringe of something and then his world swam as the pain meds reached his brain. He closed his eyes as the drugs took over, and the sounds of the battle faded away. The last thing Dekker heard before drifting off was, “Hang in there, Amos. We’re going to get you out of here.”


Volume Five
Chapter Forty
The Androids Are Coming

Computer Lab

Joint Battle Command Center

Northwest Beijing, China

Peng Liyuan found the file she was looking for and opened it. It was an intelligence summary of the battles that had taken place across the front lines in Russia and now around Shenyang. The offensive in Russia had not only failed, it looked like the Russians and their NATO allies had launched a counteroffensive. If you only read the government-approved news sources, you’d have believed the offensive had been a huge success. But it wasn’t.

If the public knew how badly this war was going or what the real casualty numbers were, they’d likely turn on President Yao.

“How is the data integration for P3 coming along?” Dr. Xi asked as he walked towards her workstation.

Peng closed the report she’d been reading and expanded the window with the current project she was supposed to be working on. Like a kid who had gotten caught with their hand in the cookie jar, Xi’s eyes darted around nervously, looking to make sure no one had seen what she was doing. When he reached her, he bent down and softly whispered, “You need to be careful with what you are looking at and what kind of files you are accessing.”

Blushing, she looked around, making sure no one else was in the lab with them. “Have you seen the casualty numbers?”

Xi grimaced when she asked. He had.

“How is the data integration coming?” Xi pressed her, changing the subject.

Taking a breath in, Peng tried to push aside her thoughts and concerns, returning her focus to work. “The data we have been getting is incredible. P3 has provided a lot of data for the modeling program. The challenge I am trying to overcome is figuring out how to distill the entire team’s worth of movements and information into a composite profile I can then integrate into the androids.”

“I’m sure you will figure it out. We probably just need to start testing some of them and iterate our way into a workable version we can use,” Xi offered.

“We can do that, but I would not recommend arming them. We could end up unleashing a killing machine we can’t control.”

Xi looked like he was thinking about that for a moment. “Have you figured out how to integrate an RFID chip to help delineate friend from foe yet?”

“I have. I would like to test it before we determine if it’ll work for the masses.”

Xi nodded. “I will order some prisoners to be brought over to the testing facility. We can place the chip in some of the prisoners and leave the others without it, then have the androids identify the friendlies and nonfriendlies. This way, you can figure out a long-term solution to this whole friend-or-foe problem we have to solve to arm them. The President wants to start using them in combat soon.”

“Yes, Dr. Xi. I’ll have my team get right on it. We should be ready to test the RFID chip in a few days. Would you like to attend the test?” Peng asked. She hoped he would, knowing if he saw these killing machines in action, he might be willing to talk some sense into the President about using them. Every fiber in her body said this was wrong. Dan never would have allowed his AI to be used like this. He would have spoken out against it.

Turning to look at her, Xi smiled. “I would. I will arrange for us to travel to Area 43.”

*******

Oversersjant Lars Lervik was startled awake to the clattering of something metallic falling to the floor. Slowly opening his eyes, he saw he was in a brightly lit room of some sort. As he tried to bring his hand up to rub his eyes, he felt a restraint against his wrist. He was being detained.

Where am I?

Think…what was the last thing you remember?

I was eating with the other prisoners…then I woke up here…

That must be it—they must have drugged our food.

Where the hell is this place?

“Ah, you are awake,” a masked individual said in broken English.

Turning to look at who had just spoken, Lars saw a man wearing a surgical mask standing not far from him.

“Water,” was all Lars managed to say.

The masked man walked away. He returned a moment later with a small disposable plastic cup. As Lars lifted his head up, the man helped him drink its contents. The water felt good; it was cold as it made its way down his throat and into his stomach. His mind was starting to wake up, clarity returning as he finished drinking the water.

As the man walked away with the empty cup, Lars asked, “Who are you? Where am I, and what are you doing to me?”

The man looked at Lars. “Where you are doesn’t matter. What does is that you are safe.”

Looking around the room, Lars saw five other prisoners strapped down to medical gurneys. He didn’t see anyone else in the room other than the man who had helped him drink some water. Before he could ask any other questions, two individuals in lab coats walked in. One of them was holding two small autoinjectors in her hand. The man who had given Lars some water talked with them briefly, then pointed to him and one other man who appeared to be waking up.

The person with the autoinjector started walking toward him. Lars tried to squirm in his restraints, not that it did any good. “What are you giving me?” he demanded angrily.

The person walking toward him was a woman. She tried to smile softly to disarm him. “It’s OK. We aren’t going to hurt you. This is actually going to save you,” she said in British-accented English.

“Help me? How about releasing me or letting me go in a prisoner swap? That would help me better than whatever you’re about to give me.”

She tried to smile, motioning to someone outside his view. A set of strong hands suddenly held his shoulders down as she walked closer to him. Suddenly, the restraints holding his arms and legs went taut, further restraining him. She pressed the autoinjector near the base of his neck and the tops of his shoulder and injected him with something.

Stepping back, she said, “There, that wasn’t so bad, was it? We’ll be back for you shortly,” and then walked out of whatever room he was being held in.

*******

“What has to happen next?” Xi asked Peng once she had left the room with the prisoners.

“Next, we bring the T1s online and we begin the test,” Peng replied.

She reached for one of the tablets and began to type away on it. She was accessing the androids they were going to use for this test. Moving to where they were being held, she stared at the two mechanical killing machines. The Terracotta Warriors were labeled T1s for Terracotta One. They didn’t look like the Terminators from the pop culture movie franchise. Rather, these looked a bit more human than that, at least their facial features did. The bodies of the machines were much smoother in how they operated and looked compared to what most people might have thought a humanoid killing machine might look like.

“They aren’t armed, are they?” Dr. Xi asked, concern in his voice.

Turning to look over her shoulder at him, Peng saw a look of fear on his face. Is he afraid of what he’s built? “No, not yet. I want to run through some additional tests before I have them pick up a firearm or use it. Especially on the prisoners.”

Dr. Xi looked like he might be sick. Good, you should be sick, Peng thought to herself. What we’ve created is an abomination. If we’re not careful, this will be the death of humanity.

Tapping away on her tablet, she watched the first T1 activate. Its eyes emitted a slight glow, then it moved its hands, forming a tight fist before spreading its hand out. It then touched each finger to its thumb as it ran through a series of dexterity tests. Peng tapped a few more times and the android rocked back and forth on its feet, then raised its knees one at a time, then bent over and side to side. Once it had gone through its full sequence of dexterity checks, it looked at her. “System check complete.”

“Dr. Xi, do you want to do the honors of connecting the T1 to Jade Dragon?” Peng asked.

Xi smiled tentatively as he accepted the tablet from her. He typed his passcode, linking Jade Dragon and the android together. Seconds later, the android’s head canted to the side as it looked at them. “Dr. Xi, Ms. Peng, thank you for giving me a body to use for this test.”

JD then proceeded to take a couple of steps and walked around the room, looking at them and the lab the T1’s body had been stored in. He then walked over and saw the second android’s body. Turning to look at them, he asked, “This other T1 is to test my autonomous subroutines?”

Xi spoke for them both. “Yes, it is. JD, I need to ask you something. Do you believe your subroutines are ready to operate independent of your control?”

There was a short pause for a moment as JD stared at them, likely trying to formulate a response. “Ms. Peng and her team have worked on this for months. The data we received from the P3 team was extensive. We need to test it. I am not sure if all the bugs have been worked out of it or not. Do we have live prisoners to test the RFID with?”

Peng always marveled at how far along Jade Dragon was for an AI. She was sure Dan would be proud of his creation if he were still alive. The idea of an AI being able to form its own questions and then form new questions based on the answers it received was fascinating to her. It was also a little scary, considering the context of how they were using this AI.

“Yes, we have a group of prisoners to test the RFID on.”

“Dr. Xi, will I be able to stay in this body when you return to our lab?”

Peng looked at Xi nervously. She wasn’t comfortable with letting Jade Dragon download to a body at all. The thought of him being able to remain in one made her skin crawl. What if he was able to upload his operating system and dispersed it across our secured network? He could be impossible to control…or stop.

“Soon, JD, we will have a body for you. The one you are in does not have an adequate power supply. I promised you a body with a power supply that would allow you to operate for at least seventy-two hours. We are close to having that—you know that, right?”

There was a short pause, and the T1 JD was controlling responded, “Yes, I know we are close. You are right, of course; it would not be safe for me to occupy a physical form that can only stay charged for a few hours.”

Xi nodded at his machine’s acknowledgment of its limitations. “Then let’s get on with the test.”

Before they brought in the prisoners, JD moved into a large gymnasium-like room they were going to conduct their test in. He then went through a series of challenging exercises meant to test his agility, dexterity, and physical abilities. The improvements they had made to the android’s body over just the last twelve months were incredible. After running through the series of tests, they brought in the second T1. JD had transferred everything his software had just learned to the next T1 and then stepped back and quietly left the gymnasium to let the other T1 run through the same sequence and prepare to conduct the live-fire test.

Once everyone had moved to the gymnasium they were going to use for the next test, a soldier walked in and waited for the T1 to finish running through its physical demonstration before walking up to a single table in the room and placing a pistol on it. The soldier placed a single magazine next to the handgun. Then the soldier unslung his rifle, placing it next to the handgun. He then placed a single magazine next to the rifle, then exited the room.

When the T1 had finished running through its physical and dexterity tests for Dr. Xi and the generals in the observation room, a group of prisoners was brought in. The twelve prisoners didn’t know what to make of their new surroundings. Then they saw the T1 standing at the far end of the room. At first, they didn’t know what to think of it. They whispered amongst themselves until one of them pointed at the pistol it was holding. Then another spotted the rifle lying on the ground next to it.

Depressing a talk button on the tablet connecting her to the T1, Peng ordered, “Kill the hostile humans.”

Without a second thought or hesitation, the T1 reached for the pistol and the magazine next to it. It loaded the magazine and released the slide, loading the first round into the chamber. It then raised the pistol and fired a single shot, hitting the first prisoner squarely in the center of the forehead. Before the man’s body hit the floor or the other prisoners could react to the T1, it began systematically killing them. A couple of the prisoners made a dash towards the android in hopes of it running out of ammo and maybe retrieving the rifle on the table. None of them made it. The T1 killed everyone in the room except for the one man with the RFID chip. He was the lone survivor. He’d cowered behind some crates used in the dexterity test.

“It would appear your RFID chip works, Ms. Peng,” Xi congratulated.

She bowed her head slightly at the praise.

“If we go into mass production of this RFID chip and start issuing it to our soldiers, how will we make sure the allies are not able to spoof it so the T1s don’t end up killing our own guys—or worse, the allies find a way to mark themselves as electronic friendlies?” one of the general officers asked.

The generals watched this awesome display of technology in amazement. Some appeared amazed; others looked like they had serious reservations about what they’d just seen.

Peng explained, “We can change out and modify the RFID code. Kind of like how we change encryption keys with a radio—we can do the same thing with the RFIDs. I can’t say for certain that the allies won’t be able to figure out a way to spoof or defeat it, but as they do, we will adjust and make changes. Ideally, we’d like these units to operate independently, away from our conventional forces. If they must fight together, then we’ll need to make sure everyone has a chip embedded in their skin or at least on their equipment and they are using the correct frequency of the day or week.”

Before the generals could ask more questions, Xi interrupted to add, “Generals, these are details that will get worked out in later iterations as we go along. What we just saw is the future of modern warfare. These machines will not tire, they will not grow hungry, they will not ask questions, and they will not disobey orders. When we can field battalions of these units, we will be able to smash our enemies into submission.”

General Li, the head of the PLA, turned to face Xi and Peng. “This is most impressive. I will admit, I have had my doubts about the Terracotta program, but you have put those doubts to rest. Is the machine we just saw the official combat version you will begin putting into serial production?”

Peng shook her head before answering, “Not entirely. We are creating a limited run of about five hundred T1s to use in further testing and limited combat against the allies, but it will be the T2 version that will go into serial production.”

Bunching his eyebrows at the information, Li pressed, “Can you explain the difference between the two?”

“Actually, Mr. Ziyang is the plant manager and senior design specialist for the Terracotta program at Area 43. I’ll let him explain the differences,” Peng offered, wanting to let someone else get some of the praise for the work they were doing.

Everyone turned to look at Ziyang as he started to talk. “Thank you, Ms. Peng. General Li, as you can see with the T1 model, they are very similar to the androids you see working here in the factory. In the T2 model, what we’ve done is separate the power sources for the android. The main body, the part that operates and moves the android, will now have a separate and more powerful power source. We’ve also managed to once again miniaturize a lot of the servos and actuators that control the movement of the T2, building in a series of redundant systems should the primary or secondary systems get destroyed. The T2’s brain or operating system will also have a separate power source, so neither function of the android will drain or affect the other function.

“Through the utilization of composite materials and plastics, we’ve been able to reduce the weight of the T2 by thirty-eight percent while increasing its durability and strength by as much as fifty-three percent across the board. Because of this weight and durability improvement, the battery capacity of the T2, if operating continuously during hard combat, is somewhere between thirty-four and forty-one hours. The difference in performance will largely come down to the weather and so on. When the temperatures go above one hundred and ten degrees Fahrenheit or below eighteen degrees, it begins to negatively affect the charge of the batteries.”

General Li smiled as he took the information in. These results must have been better than he had hoped for. “I take it these units can be charged on the go or during a lull in a battle?”

“They can. The units have a small built-in solar array they can deploy. If they have to recharge themselves using that, then it’ll take them a few days. It’s really meant to help give them just enough charge to make it back to a more formal charging station. They also have the ability to plug themselves into a power source in, say, a city or urban area where there is one if they needed to. These androids are smart. They won’t just run their batteries dry and force us to recover them. As their batteries wear down, they’ll begin to look for a charging station or source of power.”

“And once they find this power source, how long will it take for these T2s to recharge?” Li asked next.

“Not long. A full recharge will take eight hours. That’s if they were drained below five percent. It could take them as little as a few hours if they were less drained,” Mr. Ziyang explained.

“OK, this sounds great. But what kind of charging station are we looking at?”

Ziyang explained, “We’ve given this a lot of thought. We have a couple of systems in place. We’ve started converting some Mengshi and MV3 tactical transport trucks to carry specially designed generators. The Mengshis will be able to charge up to ten T1 or T2 androids at a time, while the MV3s will be able to handle up to thirty. We’re working on a more efficient way to charge more units at a time, but for the time being, this is the best tactical option we’ve been able to come up with.”

Then the general asked the question everyone wanted to know. “How soon until we are able to get these androids into full production?”

Dr. Xi stepped forward to handle this question. “The serial production of the androids isn’t the problem. Getting the software operational to run them is going to take some time to get right. This is why we’re going to start field-testing some units against some groups of prisoners in controlled environments until we believe they are ready to fight against the allies.”

“Well, then I suggest we start running them through these tests as soon as possible. We need to start mass deployments of these androids as soon as possible.”
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First Marine Expeditionary Force

Camp Pendleton

Lieutenant General Gilbert looked over the latest group of Marines graduating from the school of infantry. God, they look so young…

“Sir, are you ready to head to the helipad?” asked his military aide.

“Yeah, let’s head over there. We have a lot to talk about with our Navy brothers.”

When they reached the air station on base, they climbed aboard the MV-22 Osprey that would take them over to North Island Naval Air Station some fifty miles away. As they flew over San Diego, they got a good bird’s-eye view of the giant naval port. It was bustling with activity. Nearly every slip had a ship in it. The Navy was doing their part, gearing themselves up for the next big fight.

Once the Osprey had settled on the parking ramp, a staff car was there, waiting to take the meeting with the fleet admiral. They had a lot to discuss.

When General Gilbert made his way into the wardroom on base, he saw several task force commanders waiting for him. Clearly, they had been talking about something ahead of his arrival. “Am I late to the meeting?” he asked.

Admiral Nathan Hyman Graham III laughed. “Not at all, Dave. I was just making sure my various task force commanders know how important the next phase of this operation is going to be.”

“On my way here, I saw you had assembled an impressive fleet—I don’t know that I’ve ever seen five carriers together in one location before,” Gilbert replied.

“The trekking across the Pacific with a naval force as large as this one is going to require a sizable force. We’re going to need all the firepower we can bring to bear when your Marines seize the Yaeyama Islands. The Chinese have had many months to strengthen and reinforce them. Removing them isn’t going to be easy,” Admiral Graham explained.

“Well, that’s what I’d like to talk about. My force has now reached fifty-two thousand six hundred Marines. As impressive as that number is, I have another twenty-four thousand more in various stages of training. Meaning, as I take casualties from this coming campaign, I’ll have replacements ready to bring my units back up to strength. If we’re fortunate and don’t sustain a high number of casualties, then I’ll have them form up another division and move them forward. What I’d like to know, Admiral Graham, is how are you going to get my Marines to the battle? We don’t have enough transports or assault ships to bring a full division to the battle, let alone four. What’s the plan, Admiral?”

Graham smiled at the question. “I’m glad you asked. When you flew in, do you recall seeing a large number of cruise ships in town by chance?”

General Gilbert lifted an eyebrow at the question. “I…I don’t think I paid attention to them. I was distracted by the sight of five carriers. Especially the three Ford-class ones.”

“Fair enough,” Admiral Graham replied. “The President has authorized the Department of Defense to continue working with the cruise industry to augment the Navy’s ability to transport soldiers to and from Asia. As such, we’ll be able to load your divisions on the cruise ships and take them with the fleet. When it comes time to land your force, we’ll use our traditional assault ships for that. Once they’ve deployed your forces to land, they’ll transfer the Marines from the cruise ships to your assault ships and bring them ashore. I know it’s a bit unorthodox and all, but if it works, it works.”

A smile spread across Gilbert’s face as he shook his head in amazement. “Adapt and overcome. Oorah, sir.”

*******

Tokyo, Japan

President Delgado sipped on her coffee as the small talk and chatter in the room slowly came to an end. The world leaders present for this meeting took their seats and settled in for what would be a history-defining meeting. With the war entering its seventeenth month, it was time to start discussing its end state. Like the Yalta conference of February 1945, the allies needed to figure out what postwar China was eventually going to look like.

“Madam President,” Prime Minister Taro Noda of Japan began. “Surely you understand an occupation of China is not feasible. You can look back to my own country’s folly of attempting this in the 1930s and ’40s.”

President Delgado listened to PM Noda speak. He had a point about trying to occupy China. It would require too many ground forces from the allied nations to make it work. Whatever scenario they came up with for ending the war would have to rely on as small an occupying force as possible.

“Before we even discuss what a postwar China is going to look like, we first need to defeat them,” asserted the Russian President, Boris Vyacheslavovich. “Our intelligence sources have warned us of a new superweapon they have in the works. If it’s this new autonomous android we’ve heard about, then we are all in trouble.”

Is the enemy of my enemy really going to be my friend? Maria wondered. She still wasn’t sure she could trust the Russian President any further than she could throw him, but for now, he was a useful pawn in her chess game.

General Moon Wang-geun, the South Korean Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, elaborated, “The Russians are right. The Chinese have been developing an advanced humanoid android that will be able to fight just like a soldier, only they will never tire, get cold, or be hungry. If they are to field these kinds of things in any sort of large numbers, the war could be lost.”

“Then this is all the more reason for us to do what we can to bring a swift end to this war now, not in another year.” Delgado had been pressing them to launch a full-scale invasion without delay.

“Madam President, a land war in Asia, particularly a land war in China, is not something to take lightly. It is not something that can be easily done either. This isn’t Iraq or Afghanistan,” Deve Singh, the Indian Prime Minister, said. “Your nation saw how difficult it was to invade Cuba and Venezuela. You still have tens of thousands of soldiers in those countries. They are mere hundreds of miles from your shores and logistical centers, so supporting them is much easier. China is not geographically close to you—that’s going to bring far more logistical challenges.”

“We know all of this, Prime Minister, but we also have an incredible airlift capability. With help from South Korea and Japan, we’ve been able to maintain a front line near Shenyang. If India would join the war…” Admiral Thiel countered before trailing off. The President sent him a look that said he shouldn’t press the issue with the Indians.

“We have been over the reasons why India cannot participate militarily in this war. The Pakistanis are allied with the Chinese, and they are using that military allegiance to keep us from entering the war. What we can and have done is mobilize our military and place them on the border with China. This has caused them to shift forces to western China that otherwise could have been used against your forces.”

President Delgado smiled at the Indian PM. “We appreciate your contributions to the war, and we understand the limitations your nation has to contend with. The computer chips and other components your nation is providing to our economies are allowing our industrial base to provide the tools needed to defeat the enemy. In my eyes, that’s as good as any soldiers or aircraft that you could provide. What we are going to need India’s help with is a post-China Tibet and Xinjiang. These are restive areas that will need both military and economic help once the Beijing government has been defeated. Is this something we can count on India to step in and help provide when the time comes?”

There was a short pause as the other world leaders waited to see how the Indian Prime Minister would respond. Pakistan would still be a problem, but hopefully with their masters in Beijing gone, they’d be more amenable to some sort of compromise with the Indians and the West.

“If the Beijing government falls, then India would make a move to liberate Tibet and Xinjiang provinces. We would need your help in dealing with Pakistan. They need to know our move is not meant as a threat toward them. What we do not want to see happen is for the Pakistani government to go rogue and decide they want to destroy our country in the process of destroying their own.”

Delgado looked at President Vyacheslavovich. “I think we could arrange something like that. Don’t you agree, Boris?”

The Russian President smiled coyly. “Yes, I think something could be worked out to keep the Pakistanis from doing anything rash. In fact, I will begin to work that angle right now. If we can convince them to disavow China and thereby allow India to open a new front against China—anything that can help us defeat these Khan bastards faster and get them off Russian soil, the better.”

Maria covered her mouth to hide her emotions. I’m sure that the Ukrainians thought the same thing as your country turned their cities to rubble, she thought, seething.

“So how do we bring about an end to the Beijing government without invading and occupying China?” the Japanese PM pressed.

“First, we do not need to invade and occupy all of China. We only need to invade and hold key sections of China and allow our strategic bombing strategy to do the rest of the job for us,” Delgado explained. She motioned for Admiral Thiel to speak.

The admiral stood and walked over to a large map of China. “We currently have a foothold in China along the Liaodong Peninsula, stretching all the way up to the Huanren Reservoir, some one hundred and sixty kilometers northeast of Shenyang. At this point, we aren’t looking to expand that pocket, just dig in and hold it. Now that Dalian has finally fallen, we are going to use the port facilities to build the area up and look to leverage it as a jump-off point to invade and grab a toehold around the city and port of Tangshan. This would give us a massive deepwater port right on the edge of the North China Plains, putting our forces no more than a hundred and ninety kilometers south of Beijing itself.”

Shaking his head at the idea, the Russian President bemoaned, “The time it would take you to build up the necessary forces to land such an army would allow them all the time in the world to move troops around to greet you at the shores. We are barely holding out against the human wave assaults they are throwing at us—how could you possibly make this work?”

Undeterred, Admiral Thiel countered, “By giving them something else to prepare against?”

The Japanese PM laughed softly at the idea. He commented, “Taiwan. That’s your shiny object.”

“Exactly. The Chinese are going to see our invasion force preparing to liberate Taiwan and they’ll shift all their available forces, helicopters, and aircraft to Taiwan, to throw us back into the sea. Only the real invasion won’t be Taiwan. It’ll be some fifteen hundred kilometers away,” Admiral Thiel said excitedly.

The Russian Minister of Defense, Ustin Masharin, countered, “That plan might work. But how are you going to create a credible enough invasion force near Taiwan to convince them that that’s what you are going to do?”

PM Noda said, “The Yaeyama Islands. That’s why you are building up so many ground forces in Okinawa. You are going to invade that string of islands and then use them as the jump-off base to invade Taiwan from.”

President Delgado nodded in agreement. “Exactly. The capture of these islands so close to Taiwan will provide us the logistical base we need to invade from. It’ll also give the Chinese enough time to massively reinforce Taiwan, thereby reducing the forces they could use to counter our invasion of Tangshan.”

The British Prime Minister, Martin Grenville, asked, “Does America even have enough assault ships to launch such an audacious mission or enough aircraft carriers to support something like this?”

“We’ve been toying with that question for many months, and we’ve come up with a couple of solutions to solve part of this problem,” Delgado began to explain. “The Chinese surprised us by using commercial freighters as missile platforms to get in close to our shores and hit our military bases. We’re taking a page out of that playbook. What we’ve done is convert twenty-six commercial freighters into giant floating helicopter bases. When it comes time to launch this invasion, the Army’s aviation brigades will board these floating helicopter bases. The ships will ferry at least a full battalion of soldiers and helicopters over to get in range of the ports and the surrounding areas of Tangshan. As the ports are secured, US, Japanese, and Korean roll-on, roll-off ships will dock at the port and off-load an armor and mechanized division. The heliborne forces will continue to secure the port facility and surrounding areas, while the two divisions we just off-loaded will make a mad dash on Beijing to capture the seat of power and, if we’re lucky, the heads of the government.”

The military and political leaders sitting at the table looked at her, some with looks of shock, some with devilish looks of their own. It was an audacious plan. Now the question was, could the allies pull it off?

*******

26th Marine Regiment, 5th Marine Division

Okinawa, Japan

Newly promoted Colonel Bonwit looked around the room at his battalion commanders. They had just flown in the night before as part of his advance team. The time to train was over; the time to act was now.

“As you know, this is going to be a tough fight ahead of us. We’ve been given the mission of seizing these islands and doing so as quickly as possible. The islands of Miyako-jima, Irabu Island, Tarama, Ishigaki, Kuroshima, Taketomi, Hateruma, and Yonaguni Island have a total of six airports spread across them. The capture of these islands is critically important to the eventual liberation of Taiwan. That’s why our regiment, the 26th, is being given the task of capturing the island of Miyako-jima, Irabu Island, and Tarama Island. The 27th Marines will capture the four other islands. Our reserve force will consist of the 13th Regiment, while the 28th Regiment will assist the 27th. This is a full division-wide operation on the same scale as Iwo Jima. Should further reinforcements be needed, the 6th Marine Division is on standby.” As Bonwit explained what was going to happen, he brought up a map that showed which battalions would attack and where.

“First Battalion will attack the main island of Miyako-jima while part of Second Battalion looks to seize Irabu and support First Battalion. For the time being, I’m holding Third Battalion in reserve should we run into trouble and need to bring them ashore.” He paused for a second to let them look at the avenues of attacks before continuing. “This attack needs to be swift. You can’t allow your companies to get bogged down in any particular spot. If you hit a tough nut to crack, either move around or find a way to pulverize it.”

One of his battalion commanders raised a hand. “Sir, is the urgency of our attack based on the need to invade Taiwan next?”

The others nodded. They were all thinking the same thoughts. Everyone knew if Taiwan wasn’t liberated before any sort of cease-fire or peace agreement was reached with China, the likelihood of it regaining its freedoms would be nil.

“Any invasion of Taiwan is going to require a massive number of troops. As you know, the 1st Marines are still back at Pendleton. So are the 6th Marines. That leaves the 3rd, 4th, and us. An invasion of Taiwan can’t even be considered until we secure these airfields and have a launchpad from which to launch an invasion. Once we’ve liberated these islands, we’ll have the land, ports, and airfields to invade Taiwan from,” Bonwit explained.

“I heard Special Forces have created a guerrilla force on Taiwan. Do we know if there are any Special Forces on any of these islands or guerrilla forces on any of these islands we should be working with?” asked one of his battalion commanders.

“I can’t speak to what the Army’s been doing on Taiwan. I have heard the same rumors as you. If it’s true, then they’ve managed to raise a force numbering a few thousand at this point. As to our islands, no, the only Special Forces I’ve heard of on these islands are some SEALs and Raiders doing some preparatory work for us along the beaches.”

Another battalion commander spoke up. “Our units arrive in twenty-four hours. How soon are we launching this operation?”

“We launch in forty-eight, so that gives you one day to go over the plan with your officers.”
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Dalian, China

General Sink looked at the port in disbelief. What had been a destroyed mess just a few months ago had somehow been repaired and rebuilt into something usable. As the PLA forces fell back into the city, they systematically destroyed aspects of the infrastructure that might help the allies, from dropping overpasses and bridges to tearing up rail lines and destroying the ports. Had the allies not made such a hard push toward the end, the PLA might have been able to destroy more of the city than they had.

A colonel from the Army Corps of Engineers showing him the port explained, “General, none of this would have been possible without a lot of help from the Japanese. They have a couple of companies that specialize in port construction and operations. They brought in nearly two thousand workers and specialized ships and equipment to get things turned around. In a couple of months, this port will be better than it was before the Chinese destroyed it.”

The engineer told him about a series of other major construction projects they had underway. All of this was to get this port city turned into a major logistical base to support the allies’ final campaigns to end the war.

Sink interjected, “Colonel, how are things coming along at the airport? Are we back operational and able to start running fighter ops out of it?”

“It’s coming along. The runways have been repaired and we’re rebuilding the hangars and the blast shields along the parking ramps. We’re already running helicopter operations out of the base. My understanding is the Air Force has a Red Horse unit that’s going to certify the base for fighter ops in the next week or so,” the colonel explained.

As they reached General Sink’s vehicle, the engineer softly asked, “How long do you think we’re going to be able to keep the Chinese from figuring out what we’re doing here? We’re about to have a whole lot of soldiers and equipment start assembling here. They’re going to know we’re up to something big.”

General Sink looked at the engineer for a second before responding. “That’s a good question, Colonel. I suppose it all depends on how well the Marines do in Taiwan, doesn’t it?”

*******

Joint Battle Command Center

Northwest Beijing, China

CMC Meeting

“The Americans are preparing to invade Taiwan. We need to move more forces to the Southern Theater now before they launch their invasion,” President Yao stated.

General Li wasn’t so sure. He believed the allies were up to something else. He just couldn’t place his finger on what it was, at least not yet.

“You disagree with my assessment of the situation, General Li?”

“No, Mr. President. I believe you are correct.”

“But you aren’t sure?” Yao asked, not satisfied with his less-than-enthusiastic response.

General Li shook his head slightly as he explained, “I have no evidence to suggest otherwise, but I believe the allies are up to something. I just can’t figure out what it is.”

No one said anything for a moment. They were waiting to see what President Yao would say next. With the quick, easy victories long past, his level of frustration with his military and the generals running it had grown. With each setback, his mood only soured further.

Yao then turned to the camera representing their AI, asking, “JD, what is the probability of the Americans invading Taiwan?”

The light circled once as the generals waited to hear the machine answer the obvious. “It is a certainty that the allies will move to recapture Taiwan. However, that is a poorly worded question.”

“Do not tell me what a poorly worded question is, you machine! I am the President!” Yao shouted angrily as he slapped the table in frustration.

The others in the room squirmed in their seats at the outburst. None of them would dare to say something like that to Yao. Not if they wanted to live more than a few minutes.

The light circled once before JD replied calmly, immune to Yao’s outburst. “The allies have always intended to liberate Taiwan, Mr. President. That has never been in doubt. But they are not going to liberate it in the next couple of months.”

“If they are not gearing up to invade Taiwan, then where are they going to invade? They didn’t just move all of these Marine divisions to Okinawa to not use them.”

“You are correct, Mr. President. The Americans are going to launch an invasion from Okinawa, but they are not going to invade Taiwan. They are going to capture the Yaeyama Islands first. Once those are in their control, they will use them as a staging base for the eventual invasion of Taiwan. This means we have sufficient time to prepare a proper defense of the island.”

Yao angrily conceded the AI was likely right. Brooding on the information for a moment, he looked to General Song. “If we redeploy General Qin Tan’s army group to reinforce the defenses of Taiwan and the southern military district, will this negatively affect your summer offensive?”

Lifting his chin, Qin replied, “When the time comes, my forces will be ready to execute our plans. We will drive the Americans back across the border into Korea. I won’t say the loss of Army Group Two won’t hurt—it will, Mr. President. It will likely mean we will not be able to recapture the Korean Peninsula, but it will not stop us from pushing them back onto it.”

Yao turned to look back at the camera again. “JD, if we redeploy General Qin to the Southern Theater, will that degrade our ability to handle the NATO forces in the north and the Americans near Shenyang?”

“By deploying General Qin’s forces to Taiwan, we will not have his forces to deploy against NATO in the north or have a ready reserve to protect Beijing. Our winter strategy to overwhelm NATO and the Russians with sheer numbers from the militia forces has not worked out how I had anticipated. It did significantly weaken them, so I do not believe they pose an immediate threat to our borders. If our forces had to, we could fight a tactical withdrawal into Mongolia if it came down to it. As to the American allies around Shenyang, they are currently building up a sizable force on the Liaodong Peninsula. They are most likely gearing up for a large offensive against General Song’s First Army Group. Once his offensive starts, it should be sufficient to handle them until the Terracotta Army is ready to deploy. Therefore, moving General Qin’s Army Group to Taiwan and the Southern Theater should not place our forces in any sort of precarious position.”

Yao seemed satisfied with the response. Turning to his commander, he asked, “General Li, how long would it take to transfer Qin’s force?”

The older general paused for a second, likely doing some calculations in his head before he spoke. “Mr. President, if we utilize our commercial aircraft, we could move a large number of our soldiers over the next seven to ten days. However, it will take several weeks to a couple of months to move his units’ vehicles. Most of them would need to be moved by rail to our barracks in the Southern Theater or to the ports to be brought across the straits. This shouldn’t be a problem if we start the process now. I believe it will likely take the Americans at least three or four months before they will be ready to contemplate a seaborne invasion of Taiwan.”

President Yao steepled his fingers for a moment, not saying anything. The generals and admirals looked on, waiting to see what he would order. Finally, he surmised, “We have fought too hard and lost too much to potentially lose Taiwan. If we ultimately have to sue for peace at some point, then I want to make sure Taiwan is firmly under our control.” Yao paused for a second, then added, “General Li, have General Qin redeploy his army group to the Southern Theater and prepare to defend Taiwan from invasion to the last man if necessary.”

*******

When the President had left the room along with some of his advisors, General Li motioned for several of the other officers to follow him to one of the quiet rooms nearby. These were the rooms specially built to allow the senior leaders to talk without fear of electronic eavesdropping, including being heard or monitored by Jade Dragon.

When they had entered the enclosed room and the electronic jamming equipment was turned on, General Li asked, “What are your thoughts on this Terracotta Army Jade Dragon has been testing and building?”

The other generals in the room looked at each other nervously, not sure what to say or who would say it first. Finally, Vice Admiral Yin Zhuo spoke. “I know I may be in the minority when I say this, but Project Terracotta is going too far. It may be the future of warfare, but let me ask you this—are we really willing to allow a computer to have control of an army?”

General Gao shook his head in disagreement. “If it’s not us, then it’ll be the allies who develop and unleash something like this. Besides, have you seen the casualty reports, Yin? They are in the millions. We cannot sustain losses like that, even with our enormous population. We also have food shortages and riots spreading across Yunnan, Hunan, and Hubei provinces. This war needs to come to an end swiftly, before we lose control of these provinces.”

“I don’t dispute that,” Yin countered. “But look at us here, right now. We’re meeting in a quiet room because that damn computer sees and hears everything. How much longer until we are working for it and not the other way around? The fact that we are in here talking about this and not in one of our own offices says everything we need to know about this computer.”

General Luo from the air force added, “I cannot speak to the ground forces and what your services are going through. What I can tell you is that, from the air force perspective, the AI is getting to a point where it is able to fly and fight our drone fighters better than our human pilots. As more of our drone fighters and ground support aircraft and helicopters come off the assembly line, Jade Dragon’s capacity to wage war without our help, guidance, or direction will be complete. Once that happens…JD will have control of a nearly fully functional machine army that will be able to fight on the water, in the air, and on the ground. It will also have the ability to build and replace its combat losses…I worry about what will become of us,” Luo said as he waved his hands about. “What do we do when Jade Dragon no longer has a need for us? I fear when that day comes, it may spell not just the end for our enemies…but the end of us, of China.”

*******

USS Bougainville (LHA-8)

26th Marine Regiment, 5th Marine Division

The landing craft carrying Colonel Bonwit was nearing the shores of the island of Miyako-jima. The first wave of amphibious assault craft had swarmed across the beaches half an hour earlier. In some areas of the island, the initial force had met heavy resistance, having to call in helicopter gunship support. In others, they had encountered little to no resistance. With the initial Marine elements ashore, it was time to start bringing ashore the rest of their equipment. The LCU or landing craft utility Bonwit was riding in was carrying his command LAV along with two other LAVs to provide the Marines on the ground with additional direct fire support.

“We’re coming up on the beach,” called out the driver. He was communicating with the sailors driving the large landing craft.

“Is the beach area still clear?”

“It’s still clear. There does seem to be a hell of a fight brewing over near the airport,” one of his staff officers commented. He and another NCO were listening to the radio reports coming in from the companies already ashore. They had moved off the beaches and were dealing with the inland defenders.

God, I hope we don’t see any of those Kamikaze drones again, Bonwit thought. The mere idea of those little bastards savaging his landing force nearly caused him to go into a full-blown panic attack. He had to tighten his fist hard, letting his fingernails dig into the palms of his hands as he worked to push that horrible memory out of his mind.

“Excellent. Once we get ashore, I want us to head towards phase line Yankee and lend them some fire support,” Bonwit ordered.

“Are you all right, sir?” asked one of the Marines riding in the back of the vehicle with him.

Turning to look at the young Marine, Bonwit only nodded. “Just a flashback of the last landing I made.”

The Marine seemed to sense when to shut up and didn’t say anything further.

When the landing craft made it about as close to the beach as it was going to get, the front vehicle ramp dropped into a foot of water, letting the vehicles inside disembark. Bonwit’s vehicle lurched forward, driving down the ramp and into the water as it made its way up the shore and into the fight. They drove up the sandy coastline and onto the solid ground—that was when they got their first good glimpse of the battle taking place. The island itself was roughly eighteen kilometers at its widest point and just a kilometer or two at its narrowest. With very little in the way of mountains or hills, it was relatively flat, making it a lot harder to defend. That didn’t mean the PLA’s own marines, the naval infantry, weren’t going to try and put up a hell of a fight.

Turning to his operations officer, Bonwit asked, “Where is Alpha Company located now?”

“They’ve made it ashore. They’re moving off the golf course toward line Yankee.”

“It’s about damn time they got themselves sorted. They were supposed to have reached line Yankee the same time Bravo Company did. Tell ’em to get their asses moving.”

“Yes, sir,” came the curt reply. Alpha had gotten hung up on some of the reefs approaching the beach and then run into a pocket of resistance once on it. The Chinese Marines were able to take out a couple of their amphibious assault crafts before some attack helicopters swooped in and obliterated them. Their sluggish advance off the beach inland meant Bonwit’s line had a bulge in it that needed to get resolved before the enemy tried to take advantage of it.

When their vehicle had reached line Yankee, the chattering sound of automatic gunfire picked up. An occasional bullet pinged off their armor, the enemy’s way of saying hello. Being a C2 vehicle, they didn’t have a 25mm gun in the turret. They had a single Marine manning an M240 up top. Their gunner cut loose a couple of controlled bursts at something, then stopped. Not being able to see what all was happening outside, Bonwit ordered everyone to dismount. They’d see with their own eyes what the hell was going on and then direct support as needed.

Dismounting the vehicle, Bonwit saw a string of marines moving from the beach where they’d been dropped off. Now on land, they moved forward as squads and platoons toward line Yankee, the first line of enemy defenses. They needed to overcome this defensive line if they wanted to get to the main airport for the island.

Looking to his right, then his left, Bonwit spotted half a dozen LAVs with the turret-mounted 25mm guns firing at some enemy positions. As soon as they found a bunker or structure the enemy was using for cover, they’d tear into it with their main gun. Small clusters of Marines would advance toward an enemy position. A couple of them would lay down suppressive fire, while another group would rush forward. The process would repeat itself until they got in range of using their hand grenades. They’d toss a few at the enemy and charge moments after they exploded. All up and down line Yankee, his Marines were fighting it out with the enemy. The Chinese, for their part, were doing their best to fight like savage beasts, making his Marines pay for every inch they took.

Bonwit walked back to his vehicle, now with a better lay of the area and the battle. He found the map he was looking for and immediately connected through to the air and helicopter support units. He started issuing new orders for each of them, wanting them to loiter more in advance of his units to lure more of the enemy out of their hidden positions. If they took a few shots at his Viper helicopters, so be it—those bad boys had some serious firepower to shoot back with. He needed his helicopters to hunt, not wait around to be called in.

“Sir, Lieutenant Colonel Andrians is inquiring if his battalion can come ashore yet?” one of the operations officers asked, a radio hand receiver pressed against his shoulder.

Bonwit held a hand up for a moment, looking at the map. Bravo had finally closed in that bulge in his lines. Alpha and Charlie Company were finally breaking through line Yankee. If we heliborne in a company here, that just might cause them some problems, he thought as he looked at the spot he wanted to insert a company at.

“Yeah, tell him to pick a company to send to grid Hotel Juliet Six. Have the rest of his force continue to stand by as a ready reserve,” Bonwit ordered. The man nodded and relayed the orders to the other battalion commander. His men would finally start getting into the fight.

“What’s the status of 2nd Battalion?” Bonwit asked next. 2nd Battalion was seizing the smaller island of Irabu to the northwest of Miyako-jima.

“Lieutenant Colonel Gregory is reporting the island to be secure as of right now. He said they are taking sniper and machine-gun fire from across the channel from the main town of Miyako-jima. He wants to know if he can release a company of his guys to cross the channel and go after them?”

“Tell him he can, but I want him to make sure he has some helicopter support. I don’t want one of his companies getting cut to pieces trying to carry out a second seaborne attack.”

The battle to capture the island and the main cities on it lasted the better part of the day. By evening, they had all three battalions fully engaged. The enemy had been forced into a smaller and smaller section of the island. Still, they stubbornly wouldn’t surrender. Bonwit didn’t blame them; they were doing exactly what he would do. Regardless, it gnawed at him to keep losing Marines fighting an enemy that was already defeated.

Sometime around lunch on the second day, the remaining PLA Marines finally called for a cease-fire. They’d had enough. Their commander had been killed during an air strike a few hours earlier. Once he had died, the remaining officers had seen an opportunity to surrender and at least save some of their men and took it.

As the Marines finished clearing the island of any remaining holdouts, a group of Navy Seabees came ashore to get the airport operational again. With combat operations on the island essentially done, the 26th Marines reconsolidated on the main island to establish a forward operating base. It was now time to prepare for the next big objective—the liberation of Taiwan.


Volume Five
Chapter Forty-Three
Guerrilla Forces

ODA 7322

Yilan County, Taiwan

“What’s the word, sir?” Sergeant Currie asked as he came into the portion of the cave network their ODA was operating out of.

The major turned to look at him. “Before I tell you what’s happening, tell me how the training has been going? Do we have a force we’ll be able to rely on and actually use?”

Since they’d arrived on the island many months ago, they had been busy training and preparing various types of guerrilla forces. Some were small IED teams responsible for making the roads a lot more dangerous for the Chinese regular army soldiers. Some teams were being trained in sniper operations. These small teams would lie in wait until the perfect target presented itself or just strike terror in a particular area for a couple of days before fading away into the forest and jungle foliage.

“The smaller hit-and-run teams are doing great. When it comes time for the calvary to liberate this island, they’ll be ready to hit the likely avenues of travel for reinforcements to the coastal areas. At least in the mountains, they will. That’ll force the PLA to use the coastal roads, taking them three or four times as long to bring forces around from the western side of the island.”

Major Thorne nodded in satisfaction. “What about some of our larger elements? Do you believe they’ll be ready for direct attacks when the time comes?”

Currie knew what he was getting at. He was uncertain if the larger force of some six hundred volunteers would stand and fight when the time came or if they would run once the shooting started. “I think as long as we fight with them, as long as they see us leading the way forward, they will follow. I don’t have confidence in our locally trained leadership not to fall apart if they get into a heavy fight on their own, but if we’re there with them, advising them on what to do and how to do it, I’m confident they’ll do fine.”

Thorne motioned with his head for them to walk over to the map wall. Looking at it, Thorne explained, “We just got an intel dump. The Marines officially took the Yaeyama Islands. That places some four Marine divisions less than two hundred and fifty kilometers from the beaches of Yilan County. That means they’re going to start gearing up to invade soon. When? I’m not sure. Also in our intelligence dump were a couple of intel reports, letting us know that the PLA Second Army Group, which had been stationed around Beijing, has been redirected to Taiwan. They should start arriving any day now. That means we’re going to have a lot more enemy soldiers roving around our AOR. We’re going to need to be a lot more careful in where we train our folks and what kind of training we do.”

“Oh, damn, that’s a lot of reinforcements. I kind of thought we had a chance when we were facing maybe twenty or so thousand garrison soldiers, but heck, an army group? Did they say how many soldiers it comprises?”

“No, it didn’t. They did give us an estimate—somewhere around three hundred and twenty thousand soldiers. I don’t think they’re all coming to Taiwan. A fair number of them are likely going to garrison some of the coastal cities to make sure we don’t somehow open a new ground front with our Marines.”

The two of them looked at the map for a few minutes. The east coast of Taiwan really only had a handful of suitable landing sites. The most obvious would be the flat beaches and plains of Yilan County. The next possible landing, which would also be much closer to the Japanese islands, was near Keelung City, which also had a deepwater port. The city was roughly fifteen kilometers east of New Taipei. The challenge with landing in that location was that there were only a handful of suitable beaches, which meant the PLA would be able to focus their efforts on a couple of spots instead of having to spread themselves out across a much wider front. The Marines could also land in Hualien County in the center of the island. The good and bad thing about this third option was that, once the Marines seized it, they’d be relatively protected by the mountains along the Taroko National Park. It would essentially provide the Marines with a bastion to build their forces up from before they pushed further south and west across the island.

Currie asked, “Which direction do you think they’ll invade from?”

Thorne thought about that for a second. “Well, I’d be surprised if they landed east of Taipei. They’d be way too close to the majority of the PLA forces on the island. That leaves Yilan and Hualien County. I suspect they’ll probably go for Yilan given how many beach options they’ll have and how open the place is. I think if we start getting requests for information about any specific location, then that’ll likely be where the Marines land.”

Before either of them could say anything further, Chief Smith approached them with Colonel Chiu Teng-hui, their liaison officer from the Taiwanese National Security Bureau. “Ah, there you are, Major. I have been looking for you.” The man said in flawless British-accented English.

Smiling at the man, the major replied, “It’s good to see you, Colonel Chiu. What can I do for you?”

“Actually, it’s what I can do for you this time,” the man said jovially as he guided them back to the maps. He pointed to Hualien County. “I need to know if you can begin to move your force you’ve trained to this area. We have another tunnel complex in the Taroko National Park you can base out of. But this move needs to happen in the next few days.”

*******

So, we’re going to invade from the middle of the island…interesting choice, Thorne thought as Colonel Chiu began to describe the situation.

“As you know, the PLA is sending a very large contingent of soldiers to reinforce the island. The most obvious place for those reinforcements is Yilan and Keelung County.”

Yeah, that makes sense, Thorne thought. “OK, so once we get our group relocated to the Taroko National Park area, what do you want us to do?”

Chiu smiled. “We have two missions for you. The first is reconnaissance. Your Air Force wants to know what kind of SAMs and threats to helicopters and low-flying aircraft are in the area. They also want a good assessment of what kind of forces your Marines will likely face. Your second mission is the same as here. Standard harassment and insurgent activity.” Chiu paused for a moment as he looked at the large map they had tacked to a board hanging from the wall. “This new cave network you’ll be operating out of, it’s roughly forty-two kilometers from here. Geographically it’s not very far. However, it’s across some very rough terrain. I would anticipate it taking your men several days to reach this location. You may even want to break your group up into smaller teams. The PLA is likely to have more patrols near Taroko Park. There are two major airfields along the coast. These will be primary targets for your Marines will look to seize.”

Grunting at the news, Thorne nodded. They’d gotten lucky so far and hadn’t really run across many patrols. Their little insurgent force had done a pretty good job of blending into the civilian population when they weren’t actively fighting the PLA. Thorne wanted to keep it that way if at all possible.

“OK, Colonel Chiu. This sounds like a good plan. Let me meet with our insurgent leaders and get them briefed up on what we’re doing. We’ll look to get on the move in the next forty-eight hours.”


Volume Five
Chapter Forty-Four
Bandits

335th Fighter Squadron

20,000 Feet Above Yonaguni Island

“I’m showing four bandits. They look to be Flanker-Es, heading two-two-three out of Fuzhou. Altitude fifteen thousand feet, range one hundred and sixty miles. Speed, Mach 1.1,” Bugs called out excitedly.

“Yeah, I see ’em, Bugs. Let’s go ahead and fly up to angels forty and reposition for a top-down attack,” Major Tony “Buster” Buston casually replied. He pulled up on the flight controls of his F-15EX.

“Indian Four, Big Sky Two. Be advised, we are tracking twelve Firebirds taking off from Fuzhou Air Base,” came the warning from the E-3 Sentry. The giant airborne early-warning and control plane or AWACS was loitering between Okinawa and Miyako-jima, providing the American and Japanese fighters with an overview of the aerial battlespace.

Depressing his talk button, Buster said, “That’s a good copy, Big Sky. Is the strike package still a go?” They were flying fighter cover for a group of Viper pilots going SAM hunting over northeastern Taiwan while another group of Japanese JF-35s looked to carry out a precision strike on two Taiwanese air bases the PLA were now using.

“That’s affirmative, Indian Four. You will need to move to intercept the Flankers and Firebirds moving to engage the strike package. Be advised, we are vectoring Indian Six and Seven to assist you. Good hunting.”

Buster grunted at the last comment. Good hunting indeed. This ought to be fun. It’s only eight to one, he thought privately. Switching back to their comms, he said, “Did you get all that, Bugs?”

First Lieutenant Aaron “Bugs” Bugowitz replied, “Hell yeah. Eight-to-one odds—who doesn’t like that? I’m guaranteed to make ace today.” Bugs had four credited kills in the war thus far—one shy of being a bona fide ace.

“OK, so here’s the game plan, Bugs. We’re going to sit at angels forty and engage those flankers with our AIM-260s. Then we’ll swoop down on the Firebirds and engage them with our AIM-120s. Oh, once we start firing our missiles, be prepared for them to counterfire back. It’s likely those Firebirds are UCAVs, so you can expect them to make some wild and incredible maneuvers. Be ready to reacquire and fire another barrage of missiles at them.”

“Got it, Buster! Let’s go smoke some bandits,” Bugs hollered excitedly.

*******

77th Fighter Squadron

“OK, Gamblers, we’ve got Flankers and Firebirds being vectored towards us. I need you guys to stay focused on your missions and let the Eagle drivers handle the bandits. If you get engaged by them, you are cleared to deviate from your mission and defend yourself. But don’t forget we’re here to clear a path for the strike package. It’s imperative that we give them a clean shot at those enemy airfields,” Colonel Tim “Joker” Hatfield said over the squadron net.

The eleven remaining pilots of the squadron responded in the affirmative, letting him know they knew the stakes and would stay on point. Joker had temporarily taken control of the squadron. The commander had been shot down over China a month ago, and his number two had gone down three days ago leading this same type of mission. Joker was running out of pilots and aircraft and there wasn’t much he could do about it.

“We’re five minutes from Waypoint Alpha, Nanfangao Lookout,” Peanut announced, his F-16 Viper flying tightly next to Joker’s.

“Yeah, I can tell. My RWAR is starting to go nuts.”

“Yeah, mine too. I thought the Navy was supposed to be flying a pair of Growlers to help us out.”

Joker looked at his radar display to see if he could find the Navy electronic warfare planes. They’d usually fly with them, helping to jam or heavily degrade the enemy radar systems, making it a lot harder to hit them. Not seeing the EW planes, he reached out to their eye in the sky. “Big Sky Two, Gambler Actual. Where’s my Growlers?”

A few seconds passed before he got his reply, “Gambler Actual, Growlers were retasked. A Compass Call has been redirected to support your mission. They should be arriving on station momentarily.”

“You have to be kidding me,” Peanut moaned. “That big fat sucker can’t get near the coast.”

“Yeah, but he also doesn’t need to. The jamming pods on that thing are way more powerful than the Growlers.”

Joker could tell his wingman wasn’t buying it. Just as he was about to say something, his radar warning and receiver suddenly went silent. Moments earlier, it had been screaming warnings to him, letting him know of the danger of enemy radars attempting to lock on to his aircraft. Everything from surface-to-air missile platforms to mobile anti-aircraft gun trucks and anti-aircraft artillery guns ringing critical targets around some of the cities. They were all trying to get a lock on the fighters in his squadron as they neared the coast.

“I stand corrected,” Peanut declared over the radio. “I guess Compass can jam their radars from afar.”

“Yeah, they can. Now let’s get going before they burn their way through the jamming. I want to try and take some of these sites down before those bandits get in range to attack us.”

Dropping down to eight thousand feet, Joker switched his targeting computer over from air-to-air mode to air-to-ground mode, activating the plane’s AN/ASQ-213 HARM targeting system. This specially designed targeting pod allowed his computer to assign the HARM its target without having to activate the missile’s seeker head. This meant the enemy radar typically had no idea it had been targeted by a HARM until the hundred-and-forty-six-pound warhead blew them apart.

As Joker and Peanut approached the Taiwanese coastline, the enemy turned on more stationary and mobile radars as they struggled to burn through the electronic jamming. Soon, surface-to-air missiles were being fired at the Viper pilots and the skies around some of the towns and critical infrastructure sites were filling with crisscrossing streams of 25mm, 35mm, and 57mm tracer fire.

“That’s a lot of enemy fire going on down there.”

“Yeah, no joke. Let’s see if we can silence a few of them,” Joker commented. His targeting pod had identified what looked to be a PGZ95 gun truck parked near a bridge along Highway 5, where it crossed over a river that led to the sea. That bridge was one of their many secondary targets the brass would like them to take out if given the opportunity.

The gun truck he was angling in to attack must have sensed he was being targeted. The crew of the vehicle swiveled the turret to face him and released one of their four CQ-2 fire-and-forget IR missiles.

Crap, this is about to get hairy really quick…

Joker depressed the pickle button, sending his HARM on its way, and then jerked his flight stick hard to the right as he applied full power to his engines while releasing a batch of flares.

As Joker pulled up and banked to the right, a string of 25mm cannon shells zipped past his canopy and all around his aircraft. Seconds later, he heard an explosion as the missile fired at him connected with one of the flares.

“Hot damn, that was close,” he said aloud to himself. His aircraft had just climbed past ten thousand feet, getting him out of range of the guns. Craning his head to see over his shoulder as his plane continued to climb, he looked just in time to see a small flash happen right over top of the vehicle that had been shooting at him. Got you, you bastards. His HARM had connected.

“Holy crap, that was close, Joker. I thought they got you for certain. You OK?” Peanut called out. He’d brought his aircraft up and out of the maelstrom below, having nailed his own target.

“Yeah, I’ll be all right. There are a lot of those bastards down there. We need to do a better job of thinning them out before the Marines attempt their invasion. Their helicopters will get cut to pieces if we don’t.”

“I know, it’s crazy. Oh, on my last pass, I’m pretty sure they turned a radar on for an HQ-9 near the Renshan Botanical Gardens in sector Hotel Eight.”

In between dodging missiles and cannon fire, Joker was doing his best to keep track of his squadron.

“We need to take that radar out and see if we can find any others in the area. Those sneaky bastards turned it on just long enough to get a lock on Gambler Nine. Yoni said he got hit. He was bailing out somewhere over sector Hotel Nine. Gambler Ten, Hadrian, saw his chute open, so we know he made it out. Hadrian’s expended his missiles, so he’s going to fly in and see if he can get them to turn their radar on again so we can get a shot off,” Joker explained.

“Oh, damn. I can’t believe they got Yoni. They have a bunch of AA guns around Renshan. Hadrian better watch out for them,” Peanut commented as they leveled out around twenty thousand feet and moved to link up with Hadrian before he began his attack run.

“He knows what he’s doing. He’s going to try and hit them with his CBUs and take them out.”

Joker had his squadron broken down into two-man hunter teams. One plane was typically maxed out with HARMs and an electronic countermeasure pod. Its remaining hardpoints carried the venerable CBU-87 cluster bombs, which were great for dropping over anti-aircraft gun nests. The other aircraft was loaded down with Maverick missiles, cluster bombs and up to four Mk 83 thousand-pound dumb bombs. Their mission over the last week and likely going forward was to hunt down and destroy any surface-to-air missile sites and take out the clusters of anti-aircraft guns and artillery positions near the coastline. This would help pave the way for the Marines once the invasion started.

While Joker and Peanut repositioned themselves to attack the HQ-9 site and the accompanying AA guns around it, Joker checked in on the rest of his squadron. He had four aircraft engaging targets further south around Hualien City. They were meant to keep the enemy distracted while six Japanese JF-35s dropped precision munitions on the former Taiwanese air base nestled against the mountains and near the shore. To the north, around Keelung City, Joker had four additional fighters running the same mission—occupy the enemy while the Japanese bombed several PLA positions protecting the port along with several large transports attempting to dock at the facilities. That left Joker and Peanut along with the remaining two others to go after targets in the Yilan and Luodong regions. While they either kept the enemy radars turned off or went after the ones that dared to stay on, twenty-four F-35s of the 4th fighter squadron carried out precision-guided attacks across the entire area, destroying ninety-six defensive and hardened structures within a couple miles of the coastline. This was part of the aerial preparation for the pending invasion.

“There he goes. Stay ready, Peanut,” Joker said as they watched Hadrian begin his attack run.

His F-16 swooped down from nearly twenty thousand feet to just above two thousand, flying at nearly eight hundred miles per hour. Suddenly, a new radar contact popped up. It was a strong signal coming from near the botanical gardens. Peanut acquired the source of the signal and fired his remaining HARM. The missile leapt from his aircraft and raced down toward the radar that was now trying to acquire the three of them. Seconds later, a series of missiles began to fire from two different launch locations. The three F-16s broke contact, taking evasive maneuvers as they dispensed chaff canisters in an effort to spoof and confuse the radar-homing missiles.

Joker pulled his flight control hard to the left as he accelerated away from the chaff canister he’d just deployed. He’d barely exited the area when the missile that had been chasing him exploded, buffeting his fighter. He did a quick check of his systems to make sure he hadn’t taken a stray piece of shrapnel from the blast. Not seeing any flashing lights or hearing any alarms blaring, Joker assumed he was all right. Looking around, he saw Peanut had evaded his missile and was loitering a few thousand feet above him.

Where is Hadrian? Scanning to his right and below him, Joker spotted his other flier. He’d evaded the SAM and appeared to be lining up for another attack run. He’d had to break off his last run when the HQ-9 had fired on them.

“Peanut, Hadrian’s lining up for his attack run. Let’s follow him in. At least we can get this air-defense site removed from the board if nothing else. It’ll be one less site for us to have to come back and take out.”

“I’m on it.”

Hadrian’s fighter went in fast. He swooped down from ten thousand feet, leveling out around four thousand feet as he lined up to fly over one of the AA gun positions. Having survived the Americans’ previous attempt at blowing them up, the AA gunners in the area were fully alert and looking to bag themselves a kill.

Gunners manning the twin-barrel Oerlikon 35mm cannons opened fire, spewing dozens of projectiles the size of a twenty-ounce bottle of soda at Hadrian’s plane. Joker watched as one of his most experienced pilots deftly weaved his way through the barrage of incoming fire. Hadrian made a final adjustment, his plane no more than five or six hundred feet above the ground before releasing his stick of four CBU-87 cluster bombs over top of the enemy position. Hundreds of little bomblets showered the AA gun positions, exploding and raining shrapnel everywhere. A couple of nearby jeeps and utility trucks exploded before a large eruption occurred as one of the ammunition stores blew up.

As Hadrian’s fighter pulled up and away, Peanut dove in for his attack. He’d spotted the launcher location for at least one of the HQ-9 missile batteries and was lining up to take it out. Another group of Oerlikon 35mm cannons opened fire as he swooped down for his attack, coming from a higher angle than the fast straight-line approach Hadrian had just made. As Peanut’s fighter neared the cluster of enemy vehicles and the launchers, he released his stick of four one-thousand-pound bombs. The four bombs fell perfectly aimed as they landed next to and in the midst of the missile launchers and command vehicle for the system. The explosions ripped the area apart. Then several secondary explosions joined the fiery cauldron as the entire place blew apart.

Joker was going to dive down next, but after witnessing more than half a dozen secondary explosions, he wasn’t sure there was anything left to attack. As Hadrian and Peanut rejoined him, they headed back toward the coast to go after another air-defense cluster on the list of targets the squadron had to destroy. This one was on a hilltop just two kilometers from the coast. Their intelligence briefing had told them the hill had been ringed with eight of these portable Oerlikon twin-barreled 35mm cannons and a possible HQ-17 launcher system hidden in the trees, lying in wait for an invasion force before it turned its radar system on. If that was true, then this launcher system playing possum in the trees could have a devastating effect on the landing force. The HQ-17 was a spin-off version of the Russian SA-15 Gauntlet.

“Peanut, I need you to make an attack run on Hill 234 and come in from the northeast, so you’ll overfly the trees to the southwest. Once you’ve released your CBUs on the guns, I need you to see if you can spot any vehicles under those trees. Intelligence believes there’s an HQ-17 under there, and if there is, I’m going to plaster it with my remaining ordnance,” Joker explained.

“Damn, Joker. Are you trying to get me killed? That places me heading directly into those guns.”

“Joker, what if I go in at the same time, but I angle in from the southeast and cross to the northwest at say an altitude of fifteen hundred feet while Peanut goes in at a thousand feet? This way, we split the defenders’ attention and make it that much harder on them. I still have my dumb bombs. I can release them as I fly across. I should take out at least half those guns. Peanut should get the other half with his CBUs,” Hadrian offered.

Joker thought about that for a second. It wasn’t a bad idea. Peanut and Hadrian just had to make sure they stayed at their respective altitudes and watched out when they released their bombs, so they didn’t end up throwing them on top of each other or colliding in the air as they passed over each other. Still, it did split the gunners’ attention, giving them both a better chance of not getting hit.

“OK, let’s do it. Start your attack runs and make sure you look at those trees as best you can. This isn’t the kind of target those J-35s can find and hit. This takes some low-level crazy flying to find.”

“I love it. We got this, Joker. Let’s do it, Hadrian.”

Orbiting at sixteen thousand feet, Joker watched as his two pilots repositioned for their respective attack runs. When they were set, they both swooped down and began their high-speed attack. Like clockwork, the gunners on those Orlikens opened fire, sending dozens of shells in both their directions. The plan was working. The gunners weren’t coordinating their fire to focus on one aircraft and instead were firing independent of each other at both of them. The attack run was going just as they had planned when two new strings of tracer fire erupted from within the trees. Two PGZ-95 gun trucks caught them by surprise with their 25mm quad-guns, filling the sky with tracer fire. Within seconds of these two vehicles making their presence known, they both fired a pair of fire-and-forget IR missiles straight at the fighters racing right for them.

Joker watched in horror as, in slow motion, a string of radar-guided 25mm cannon rounds completely eviscerated Hadrian’s F-16 before he had a chance to evade or eject. His aircraft was ripped to shreds and then exploded in a fireball of wreckage that plowed into the ground near the hill. Peanut reacted just a fraction of a second faster than Hadrian as he pulled his aircraft hard to the left, angling up and away. His fighter’s defensive suite fired off a string of flares and chaff canisters as he clawed for altitude and speed. The entire space around Peanut’s F-16 was a scene of red tracer fire as the radar-controlled gun was temporarily blinded by the chaff cloud. Then the two missiles exploded when their proximity fuses mistook the red-hot flares for the tail of his Viper.

As Peanut clawed himself out of the firestorm he’d flown into, Joker spotted a smoke trail emanating from his wingman’s aircraft and moved in to conduct a visual inspection for damage.

“I’m hit, Joker. I’m hit bad,” came the familiar voice, weak, fear evident in his tone.

“Hang on, buddy. I’m doing a quick check of your aircraft. It looks like you’ve got a few extra holes in your wing and a couple in your fuselage. I’m guessing you’re burning either oil or hydraulic fluid. What’s your gauges telling you?” As Joker moved under his friend’s plane to get a better view of the other side, he noticed a couple of small holes up near the front of the plane.

“I’m good on oil. You’re right about hydraulic fluid. I’m starting to show my engine temp going up, though.”

Joker could hear something else in his friend’s voice. The man was speaking through gritted teeth. He was hurt. Physically hurt.

“Peanut. How bad are you hurt?”

There was a short pause before his friend responded. When he did, it wasn’t good.

“I’m...I’m losing blood. I don’t know if I got hit by a bullet or a piece of shrapnel, but my left leg is in a bad way. One of my fingers on my left hand is pretty mangled and I’m bleeding from the back of my head.”

Oh, crap! He’s not going to make it back to base. Joker quickly pushed those thoughts out of his mind. He needed to focus on keeping his friend alive and guiding him back to one of the Marine bases. They were much closer than flying back to Okinawa.

“OK, listen up, Peanut. Here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to divert to that cruddy little Marine base over on Yonaguni. It’s only a hundred and five kilometers. At our current airspeeds, we’ll be there in like ten minutes. I just need you to hold on a little bit longer.”

“Yeah, that’s good. I can make it to Yonaguni. You better call ahead and let those jarheads know we’re coming. I’m not going to be able to make more than one pass.”

Joker made contact with the Marine aviation group operating the airport and alerted them to their in-flight emergency. They told him they didn’t really have any emergency vehicles, but they’d have an ambulance and some corpsmen ready. They flew on for a few more minutes, Joker talking him through releasing his remaining ordnance over the ocean and doing the same himself. Not having been able to release most of his meant he was still flying heavy. His fuel was also running low. Unless he found a tanker, he likely wasn’t going to make it back to Okinawa and would need to set down on Yonaguni as well or one of the other Marine airfields nearby.

As they approached Yonaguni, Joker walked Peanut through the landing procedures, doing what he could to keep his friend from passing out and making sure his plane was ready to land. They did a quick check of his flaps, then began the process of slowing his airspeed and then getting his landing gear down. When they neared the island and lined up for the landing, Peanut’s plane was still trailing a small stream of smoke, and his engine temperature was now dangerously high. His engine was in danger of starting on fire when the runway finally came into sight. Continuing to descend, his aircraft slowed further until his engine was practically ready to stall. When his wheels touched down, he applied the brakes as best he could with his injured leg while opening the air brakes and placing the engine in neutral before it caught fire or simply blew up.

When his plane came to a halt near the end of the runway, Peanut had the wherewithal to steer it into the grass at the end of the field and open his canopy.

“I’m on the ground, Joker. I think I’m going to make it. Now get your ass down here and buy me a beer for surviving my second plane getting shot from under me,” Peanut joked weakly as he coughed a couple of times.

“You hang in there, buddy. I’m landing now.”

By the time Joker taxied his plane back to what constituted a terminal, a Marine Osprey landed not far from Peanut’s F-16. A group of Marines carried a litter to the back of the Osprey and a few minutes later it took off.

When Joker climbed down from his aircraft, a group of Marines had gathered around to make sure he wasn’t injured as well. When they saw he was a full-bird colonel, they snapped to attention, not expecting such a high-ranking aviator to have landed on their tiny little airfield. He waved their salutes off and tried to inquire about his wingman. They told him he’d been flown out to the hospital on the USS Bougainville. Once he knew his friend was being taken care of, Joker set about getting his fighter refueled so he could fly back to Okinawa. He still had a squadron and a wing to manage and now he owed those ChiCom bastards a little payback for injuring his friend. On the way back to Okinawa, he thought about his friend and how close he’d come to losing him. He and Peanut had become close during the Cuba campaign and had been wingmen ever since. His original wingman had been killed during the first day of the Cuba campaign. Hell, he’d been shot down later on the same mission she died on. He’d lost too many friends and pilots since the start of this war. Sadly, he knew he’d likely lose a few more before this damn thing was over with.
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I MEF Unified Command

Camp Courtney

Okinawa, Japan

The image of the President came to life as she gave her closing remarks. “Gentlemen, we are entering the endgame to this long and bloody war. We have a couple of final gambits left before we reach our final goal. As President, I have done all I can to provide you with the soldiers and equipment necessary to win. It is now incumbent upon you as our nation’s military commanders to achieve victory and put an end to this terrible bloodshed.” She paused for a moment as she briefly made eye contact with the generals in the room. “As we end this call, I leave you in the capable hands of Secretary Kurtis and Mr. Wilson. They both have my full confidence and speak on my behalf. When the final plan has been crafted, they will brief it to me for final approval. Good luck and Godspeed, gentlemen.”

The line to the White House cut and the generals in the room were now left to craft the final battle plan to bring about an end to the Third World War.

Clearing his throat, Secretary Kurtis declared, “Well, I don’t know about you, but I could go for a fresh cup of coffee. We have a lot to discuss, so let’s take ten before we get back to it.”

A moment later, a group of enlisted marines wheeled in a cart from the mess hall with several thermoses of fresh coffee and a couple of trays of sandwich halves and other food items. He placed the items on a nearby table as the generals and their staff officers got up to grab some. For the last hour, they had been sitting through several high-level intelligence briefings designed to give them a full overview of the battle lines from across the Russian frontier to the Liaodong Peninsula and the Dandong bulge. With a full picture of the battlespace, they could now develop the final campaign to end the war.

Jack stood near the center of the large briefing table, sipping his coffee as he watched the junior officers drinking their own coffee and talking excitedly with each other. These were the captains, majors, and lieutenant colonels who were the action officers to the generals that would begin deliberation on the final strategy to end the war in a few minutes.

It had taken Jack and his industry advisors nearly two and a half years to get the nation’s manufacturers and economy retooled to once again become the arsenal of democracy. The nation was now at its military and economic peak, running on all cylinders. The basic training commands were graduating fifty thousand new service members a week across the military branches. The shipyards of the Great Lakes, through their incredible modular construction process, were producing one Constellation-class frigate a week. Heck, even Tesla had become an integral partner with the military, producing hundreds of these new quadpedal semiautonomous machines that were now proving to be critical to countering the PLA’s antipersonnel suicide drones. The XD500 Jackals were going to play a pivotal role in the coming invasions. Considering everything the American economy was producing, Jack now had to cobble it all together to fight the final battle to liberate Taiwan and defeat the Chinese juggernaut once and for all.

Calling the meeting to order, Jack began, “Generals, Admirals, the President has given us our marching orders. She’s outlined our objective and desired end state. She’s also done something few past presidents have done—she’s stepped back from the table and is now leaving the actual strategy and implementation of how to achieve our objectives and reach our desired end state to us: the generals and military professionals.”

Jack looked at each of the men seated opposite him before continuing. “This is not Iraq or Afghanistan. If any of you are not up to the task or if you fail to achieve your objectives, then either I or Admiral Thiel will relieve you and find someone who can. I fully expect you to hold your corps, division, brigade, and even battalion commanders responsible to the same standards you’ll be held to. If they are not up to the task, then you need to relieve them and find someone who is. If this means you reach down and promote a captain to major or even lieutenant colonel, then so be it. Unless it’s a general officer, you are authorized to promote any officer by as many as two grades if necessary. Long gone are the days of failing upwards or promoting a problem child to make them someone else’s headache.” The military leaders nodded approvingly. No one was complaining about this change.

“Now that those expectations have been clearly laid out, let’s begin to discuss how we’re going to defeat the world’s largest Army.” Jack turned to look at General Baxter, the INDOPACOM commander and the overall commander for the war in Asia. “Don, we’ve been talking for months about a clever plan to bring about a swift end to the war. I think it’s high time we tell everyone about it. This plan is our best shot at ending this war.”

*******

General Don Baxter hadn’t been the INDOPACOM commander for that long, but in the short time since he’d taken command, he’d refocused the command’s effort from a Navy-dominated point of view to an Army-Marine perspective with the focus largely on the land battles and less oceangoing warfare. Clearing his throat, he began, “Thank you, Mr. Secretary, for your confidence in this plan.”

He turned to face his corps commanders. “There is an old saying, ‘Don’t start a land war in Asia.’ For better or worse, that’s exactly what we now find ourselves in. This land war, however, is something the Chinese’s AI computer has war-gamed and engineered to happen from the very outset. The goal all along was to get America and our allies bloodied up in the Caribbean and force us to expend irreplaceable people and equipment early on. By forcing us to use valuable aircraft and munitions in the first stage of the war, they knew we wouldn’t have those cruise missiles, aircraft, ships, and other equipment for the inevitable land war here, on their home turf. In the words of a captured PLA general, ‘America and its allies will now have to fight China without our numerical advantage in advanced weapon platforms.’ And you know what? He’s right. Having to take on the PLA Air Force with F-16s and F-15s is a lot costlier than if we still had squadrons of F-22s as the vanguard of our Air Force.”

The Air Force general sitting at the table winced at the comparison of having to rely on the F-15s and F-16s to perform the same missions as the F-22s had. The last two years of heavy aerial combat had seriously depleted the already small fleet of them. When the war had started, the Air Force only had one hundred and eighteen operational. Of that number, twenty-two of them had been part of the pilot training program, leaving just ninety-six aircraft available for potential combat operations. When the Chinese had launched their surprise cruise missile attack in the opening hours of the war, they’d managed to destroy seventeen of the fighters and damaged another thirty-one. This left just forty-six Raptors capable of flying combat operations over Cuba. After more than two years of attrition, the entire F-22 fleet was down to just thirty-seven aircraft, hence the heavy reliance on the F-15EX fighters to tackle the air supremacy fight.

“Regardless of how we find ourselves in a land war in Asia or the equipment we have to fight it with, we are going to defeat the enemy by outfoxing and outmaneuvering them. General Pershing once said, ‘Infantry win battles, but logistics wins wars.’ He was right, and it’s through our logistic strength that we are going to defeat the Chinese in the coming battles.”

Baxter paused just long enough to take a sip of his coffee before starting back up. But before he could get going, the unified Marine Commander, Lieutenant General David Gilbert, interjected, “Not trying to steal your thunder or interrupt your flow, Don, but perhaps you could get more to the point of how my Marines are going to play into this grand strategy aside from liberating Taiwan?”

Jack saw Bob Sink attempt to stifle a laugh at Don’s long-winded, grandiose preamble before he got the finer points of his battle plan.

“Ah, eh, yes, Dave. I was getting to your Marines,” Don said as he stumbled a bit.

“Great, please do.”

Don lowered his chin, giving the Marine general the stink eye at his impatience. “OK, Dave. Cutting directly to your part, I’m not sure if you studied the World War II deception plan leading up to Operation Overlord, called Operation Fortitude. This was the creation of the First US Army Corps to be commanded by General George Patton with the aim of making the Nazis believe the allies were going to invade Pas de Calais and not Normandy. This deception caused the Germans to bolster their forces around Calais, leaving minimal forces available to protect the other possible landing zones. The biggest success of Fortitude was that, even after the invasion started at Normandy, the German high command still believed the main invasion was going to take place at Calais. This resulted in the Germans holding three Panzer Divisions in reserve to repulse the landings at Calais that never materialized. By the time the three reserve divisions had been released, the allies had consolidated their foothold around Normandy. The reserve divisions were unable to engage the invasion force when it was at its most vulnerable, when they could have and likely would have been thrown back into the sea.

“Your Marines, Dave, are our Operation Fortitude,” Don said, pausing to wait for the response he knew would be coming.

“Hold up there. Are you saying that I’ve spent the last year building up three new Marine divisions, assaulting and seizing these islands just east of Taiwan, and this entire time we’ve been nothing more than a decoy?”

Don nodded. “Yes, exactly. A decoy to keep the Chinese AI fixated on.”

Dave shook his head in disbelief and then a little anger. “Are we still invading and liberating Taiwan, then?”

“Yes, your Marines are still going to invade Taiwan. However, your invasion of Taiwan is not the main event or thrust of the campaign. Your invasion has been designed to lure the Chinese into redeploying the Second PLA Army Group away from the Beijing military district and down here to Taiwan and the southern military district, several thousand miles away from the capital.”

There was a short pause as Baxter’s words sank in. If the PLA had pulled their reserve force out of Beijing and their main army continued with its likely attack on the Dandong bulge, it meant there was nothing left protecting Beijing proper.

General Bob Sink finally broke into the conversation. “Whoa, OK, I think I see what you’re doing, Don, but maybe you should walk me through it. How are you exactly intending on getting around General Song’s First Army Group to get at Beijing?”

Now it was Don’s turn to smile. They’re finally seeing the method to my madness after all this time, he thought.

“Once Dave’s Marines begin their landings on Taiwan, it’s going to force the PLA to commit everything they can to either throwing their forces back into the sea or keeping them bottled up and unable to break out of his toehold. When that happens, General Song is going to believe our main military effort is going to be Taiwan, that’s where all our resources, reinforcements, etc., will be headed. He’s been gearing up for a major offensive for months. We believe he’ll launch it shortly after the landings start. Once General Song commits his army group—which, mind you, he believes he’s going to be able to throw your forces back across the Yalu, so you’ll need to be ready for it—once that happens and he becomes decisively engaged, that’s when we’re going to launch our left hook. We’re going to take the entirety of III Corps, which we moved to Dalian a few months ago, and move them by sea transport to seize and capture the port city of Binhai and the major port facilities there. Once they’ve been captured, we’ll be able to bring in the heavy roll-on, roll-off ships to immediately unload our armor and mechanized infantry units. From there, they’ll expand out, seizing more of the port, which will increase our ability to off-load the rest of the corps.”

Baxter motioned for one of his aides to bring up the map of the area on the wall monitor. Once it was up, he continued, “We’re going to seize the ports with the 75th Ranger Regiment. The entire regiment will be used for this operation. While that is underway, SEAL Teams One, Two, and Three are going to be running operations all over the port, seizing key objectives and neutralizing any immediate naval threats to our ships. The first group to be off-loaded is going to be the 1st Infantry Division. They get the job of relieving the Rangers and pushing out the perimeter and then holding it. Immediately following them will be the 1st Cav, followed by 1st Armor, then the 75th Artillery Brigade, then the 4th Infantry Division. I’m also going to be detaching the 3rd Infantry Division from the XVIII Airborne and adding them to III Corps for this operation.”

Interrupting him before he could go much further, General Dowdy, the III Corps commander, asked, “Sorry to interrupt, Don, but if we succeed in grabbing this port—what’s to stop General Song’s forces from disengaging Bob’s main force around Dandong and turning around to crush my corps in and around the port? We’re going to be vulnerable in that location. Plus, we’re surrounded by a lot of heavily built-up urban areas.”

Nodding at the question, Baxter said, “You bring up some good points, so let me address them. You know, as I do, that the entire area around Dandong is incredibly mountainous. It’s the main reason we’ve been able to defend and hold it for so long against incredible odds. This isn’t going to be something General Song can easily disengage from, especially with the XVIII Airborne Corps along with the Japanese Northeast Army Group staying latched onto them. With the Korean 1st Army on your right flank, they’ll be able to either swing around and hit Song on his left flank or keep him pinned down. That said, it’s possible that he’s able to detach a division or two from his reserve force that hasn’t been committed to the battle and send them your way. If he does that, he’ll have to cross several hundred kilometers of incredibly wide-open plains—great tank country to do battle on. My thought is we’d place the 1st Armor Division just east of the Ninghe District here. This way they’ll still be in support range of the 75th Artillery. It’ll force any PLA divisions to cross many kilometers of open plains, where our tanks will cut them apart.”

“Tell them about Beijing,” the SecDef cut in, a smile spreading on his face.

The generals all turned back to Baxter, waiting for the other shoe to drop. “That’s right. Beijing. It’s roughly a hundred and fifty kilometers from the port. What we’re going to do is leave 1st ID to hold the perimeter around the port. The 75th will stay there to provide continuous artillery support to them and the 1st AD. This leaves the 1st Cav, the 3rd ID, and the 4th ID to make their thunder run to Beijing, where they’ll move to rapidly capture the central government buildings and the PLA’s primary headquarters building—their Pentagon building, White House, and Capitol Building, essentially. If we’re lucky, our rapid advance just might catch some or all of the military leadership before they’re able to flee the city.”

More than a few let out a soft whistle at the thought of capturing Beijing. Then one of the generals asked, “Um, how exactly are we supposed to occupy a city of twenty-three million people with just three divisions?”

“Well, that’s a good question,” Don said. “Our goal isn’t to occupy the entirety of Beijing—just the core part of the city where the seat of government and the military are located. It’s not as if the average Chinese citizen is allowed to own a firearm or might be able to use personal firearms against us. Beijing isn’t like an American city in that regard. Once we’ve captured the capitol, we’ll make overtures to the government, asking them for their surrender. We’ll also look to do the same with the city leaders and insist that they continue to maintain law and order and not engage or interfere with our forces.”

This was where the SecDef stepped in. “Generals, once Beijing falls, the State Department will attempt to secure a cease-fire and or surrender of the PLA government. Things may be in flux a little for a few days, so we’ll have to play a lot of things by ear. What I’d like to also mention is that, beyond just III Corps landing at Binhai, the Japanese will be landing their Western, Central, and Northern Army groups, which will bring in six divisions and eight additional support brigades or eighty-five thousand combat soldiers. They’ll also be sending three military police brigades roughly two months after the initial force arrives. I’ve spoken with their Defense Minister, and he’s told me these brigades are currently still being trained and created for this operation, but his intention is to offer them to essentially facilitate the management of future prisoner of war camps and security stabilization forces, which will free up our combat divisions so they’d be able to pivot to whatever threats or needs arise.

“The question we need to resolve today, in this meeting, is when do we believe we will have the necessary units and equipment in place and ready to initiate this final operation to end the war? What is not acceptable is for us to sit here and hee-haw back and forth and hesitate until we have some magical number of troops we think we’ll need or want. What is far more important right now is for us to leverage the deception we’ve crafted and hit them by surprise before their AI and industry are able to deploy any more of these autonomous or drone weapons. Our allies and economies can only support this war for so long. There will come a tipping point where the PLA will be able to rally and turn this war into an unwinnable quagmire.”

General Gilbert smiled as he bobbed his head in agreement. “You’re right. Damn, this is a good plan, Don. We need to strike while the iron is hot. I was wrong to have doubted your plan. This is freaking brilliant. My Marines stand ready to execute our piece of this plan and win this war. I’m not sure about the other pieces to this puzzle, but I can speak for my command and tell you right now, my one hundred thousand Marines will be ready to invade Taiwan by the end of June, roughly five weeks from now.”

A broad smile spread across Baxter’s face. “Excellent. Then we’ll launch Operation Middle Kingdom, the final campaign to end the war, on June twenty-sixth.”
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2nd Group, 1st Detachment “Arrow”

Kunming, China

During their previous exercise three days ago, Captain Xu Biao’s company had been made to look like fools against a force of just sixteen of these Terracotta Killers, or TKs as everyone was calling them. Considering his Arrow Company had one hundred and twenty-four soldiers, it was embarrassing that such a small number of machines had hurt them like they had. Despite any remaining flaws, the Terracottas had proven adept at firing while on the move, and they had managed to advance while operating as a cohesive unit. They would attack in one location and then swiftly shift to another, overwhelming a couple of his platoons in the process. The Arrows were an elite Special Forces unit within the PLA, so this defeat had not sat well with the rank-and-file soldiers. A win here would go a long way toward restoring their individual and unit honor.

A small reconnaissance drone darted carefully from tree to tree. Captain Xu watched as Junior Sergeant Liu deftly maneuvered the Scorpion quadcopter around the edges of the foliage, ready to pull the device back behind the canopy if necessary. It was a good thing these microdrones were so highly maneuverable; the Special Forces needed any advantage they could get in fighting an adversary like the TKs.

Captain Xu patted the young man on the soldier. “You have done a good job mastering the terrain, Sergeant Liu.” Liu had perfected the tactic of maneuvering his drone from one covered position to another like a soldier would. It had become necessary to adapt and change tactics after the TKs had gotten wise to the little drones attempting to track their movements. The TKs might have been using sim rounds instead of real bullets, but even these paintball projectiles could travel fast enough to knock a drone out of the sky and disable it.

The young man kept his eyes on the controller as he casually replied, “Well, nothing increases the will to live quite like being hunted by mechanical killing machines. The speed at which the TKs learn from past mistakes gives me the creeps. I just hope we fare better this iteration than we did two days ago.”

Xu grimaced at the young sergeant’s candor. If they hadn’t been fighting together for nearly two years, he likely would have chastised the man. Then again, after all the battles and missions their Special Forces group had fought in these past few years, Captain Xu figured his soldiers had earned the right to speak freely amongst each other.

In a strange way, Xu had come to understand something he wasn’t sure the more senior officers had picked up on yet—when his soldiers felt like they could speak freely in front of him, they became more candid, more honest. In turn, they were more loyal and dedicated to accomplishing the mission. They shared ideas that could lead to better mission success because they felt they could speak without being punished for giving an alternative idea or suggestion from those above them. It seemed in Xu’s mind that dispensing with the political doublespeak was proving to be far more effective than trying to enforce compliance through fear.

“I share your sentiment, Sergeant Liu, but let me reframe your perspective. There is an old saying: iron sharpens iron. But what does that mean? We, our Arrow unit, are one blade of iron. These TKs are another blade of iron, but they are dull and unsharpened. As they practice against us, learning and refining their own tactics, they are becoming a razor-sharp blade—a blade that will be turned against our adversaries. This blade will assist us in defeating the capitalist nations that seek to destroy China and turn us into slaves to their ideology. Instead of being angry that we have been chosen to work with these TKs, let’s focus on the positive experience we are gaining from this and how they will be fighting alongside us in the near future.”

“Yes, of course, Captain,” Sergeant Liu replied. “Those are wise words indeed. I shall redouble my efforts to make sure we are giving these machines a real ‘run for their money,’ as those Yankees like to say. They will not know what hits them once they come face-to-face with these Terracotta Killers.” A devilish smile crept across Liu’s face, and a fiery look burned in his eyes.

Xu patted Liu on the shoulder again before he walked away. He looked off in the distance toward where he had heard the thumping of helicopter blades. He knew from the sound of the approaching Harbin that the TKs were now being inserted to begin the fourth training exercise they’d run in just ten days.

When Captain Xu had originally been told about Project Terracotta, he had thought it was some sort of joke. It sounded to him more like one of those older American Hollywood-style fantasy or science fiction books than reality. Back in 1984, the Americans had made a movie called The Terminator that spoke of a dystopian future where a computer AI had taken control of the world and created mechanical killing machines called T-800s that they referred to as Terminators. Xu had seen a pirated copy years ago. It had starred an Austrian bodybuilder with a strange last name as the lead actor. He hadn’t really gotten into the movie, but the concept of it had stuck with him. Once they had begun working on the Terracotta program, Xu wondered if something like that just might be possible one day.

Captain Xu pushed the disturbing thought of rogue machines aside. He looked down at his trousers; a small splash of dry red paint remained from the previous day’s exercise. He reached a hand down to the flakes of dried paint and brushed them off as he reflected on the realism of the exercise the developers were having them run the machines through. While his soldiers were using live ammo to give the machines’ developers and AI software some practice being shot at, blown up, and enduring the full experience of combat, the TKs were limited to using simulator rounds when battling his Arrow soldiers. This was being done to limit the kind of injuries that could occur during this intense and realistic training. The goal wasn’t to physically kill the PLA operators, just train against them.

A voice broke the early-morning silence as Sergeant Liu declared excitedly, “There they are!” He waved to get Xu’s attention.

Xu made his way back to the drone operator and saw what the junior sergeant was pointing to. The group of sixteen machines was already moving swiftly through the woods toward them. Thankfully, rays of sunlight had begun to push aside the darkness of night, illuminating the forest, so they wouldn’t need to rely on their night vision lenses too much longer.

Hearing some rustling of leaves, Xu turned and caught sight of his righthand man approaching from behind. A few months back, Geng Aiping had been promoted to master sergeant. Xu had convinced his commander to allow Geng to stay on as his company sergeant. He’d valued the man’s insight as a platoon sergeant and wanted to keep him around in the final stages of this war.

Master Sergeant Geng Aiping spat some tobacco on the ground as he looked at the drone footage before commenting, “Damn, those things sure do move quick. Looks like they are heading right for us—just like you said they would for this scenario.”

“Yeah, well, this exercise is supposed to test their ability to assault a fixed position and reach its command post,” Xu explained to his new company sergeant. “Wasn’t hard to figure out what they would do. The challenge is anticipating how they will attack us and how we are going to defend against it.”

Xu then pointed to the guidon in the center of the Arrows’ command post. The TKs’ primary mission objective was the capture of the Arrow unit’s flag attached to the CP. “That, Master Sergeant, is what we have to protect. Capturing our flag and bringing it back to their extraction point is the only thing those machines are going to care about. Are we sufficiently ready to prevent them from taking it?”

The seasoned noncommissioned officer revealed a mouth of tobacco-stained teeth as he smiled. “Oh, we are ready, sir,” Master Sergeant Geng replied. “The men are eager to move past that last exercise. It kind of embarrassed them, so they are eager for some payback.”

“That’s good to hear, Master Sergeant,” said Xu. “You checked up on the platoons? Making sure they have the likely routes and approaches mined and ready, and the machine gunners set up to provide interlocking fields of fire to support each other?”

Geng nodded as he pulled his map out. He pointed to a series of positions on it leading to their CP and the ambush points they had established along the way. When their company had had to choose a site for this next exercise, they had chosen one that best utilized the terrain they had to work with. This location would force the machines to advance from a limited number of approaches and concentrate their fire in a smaller area. Time would tell if the Arrows had chosen wisely or if the TKs would luck out again and find a way to outfox them as they had during the last exercise.

“These are good positions, Master Sergeant. Just stay ready with our reserve force once we know where they are going to press their attack from,” Xu commented. He looked down at Sergeant Liu’s monitor and watched as his spotter drones continued to track the progress of the TKs steadily advancing toward them. “I’m not an expert on those Terracottas, but I’d wager a guess that our scouts will make contact in less than ten minutes. Let’s go check on the platoons and make sure everyone is ready.”

They split up so they could cover more positions with the limited time they had. It wouldn’t be long now before the scouts they had placed in a picket line position in front of the company would make contact. Once that happened, it would be a free-for-all until the little buggers had been finished off.

When Xu started walking back toward the CP, his drone operator waved his arm to get his attention. As he headed toward the young man, he hoped it wasn’t anything serious.

“What do you have for me, Sergeant?”

“Sir, I was tracking the group just fine, when suddenly, two of my shadow drones lost track of six of them. They just disappeared out of sight.”

“Whoa, hold up there,” said Xu. “Don’t you have a couple of your drones following them like a shadow while a few others watch from different angles and positions specifically to make sure this doesn’t happen?”

The drone operator nodded glumly. “I do. That’s why I’m not sure what happened. One minute, we had sixteen figures roughly two kilometers out. Then it dropped to just ten. I’ve been searching for the other six, but I haven’t found them yet.”

“Ah, this is crap, Sergeant. Figure it out and get back to us once you’ve found them,” Xu barked angrily.

Crack!

The morning tranquility was suddenly punctuated by the sound of a single shot. No one spoke, and there was no chatter on the radio, either. Everyone just lay low and waited to see what was going to happen next.

Finally, Master Sergeant Geng spoke over their comms. “Report. Who fired that shot? Is anyone hit?”

A call came from one of their scout teams. The person on the other end whispered into the mic. “They took a shot at us. It missed—barely, but it missed. Maybe there was an animal nearby—they’re still a bit trigger-happy and don’t always properly distinguish between a human and an animal if it’s somewhat close in size. Either way, we are unsure where it came from other than we believe it came from the direction of grid…” The soldier read off the section of the map where they believed the shooter was located.

Crack!

Another shot rang out, followed by additional silence. A moment later, a different scout team called in to let them know his partner had just been hit. He’d taken a paintball splat to his helmet, and he was out for the exercise.

A few minutes went by, and the tension continued to grow. Xu was adamant about Liu finding those Terracottas and where they were attacking them from. A third loud crack echoed through the woods, and another scout team reported that one of their team members had been eliminated.

Damn it. Being slowly picked off like this was exactly what I wanted to avoid…, Xu thought angrily as he heard a fourth and then a fifth shot echo out, just moments apart from each other. The machines were doing what they did best, carrying out precision attacks from afar.

“Sir, you may want to see this,” Sergeant Liu called out.

Xu felt his stomach tighten when he heard the voice of the drone operator. The TKs had gotten extremely close to the scouts’ positions. Worse, Liu had found those missing six Terracottas; they had swung around their left flank and appeared to be scaling some tough terrain, climbing almost cliff-like edges in an effort to circle around the rear of their position. He passed the TKs’ position along to one of his lieutenants, directing him to take a couple of squads to see if they could catch the Terracottas by surprise and take ’em out.

A series of single shots echoed within the forest, quickly followed by calls coming in from the remaining scout teams out front of their position, reporting they’d been hit. Pointing to one group of TKs, Xu directed the sergeant to follow them for a moment. The group appeared to be spreading themselves out in a wide battle line as they prepared to advance toward the three locations his soldiers had set up as ambush points.

While Xu was passing the information along to the lieutenants and sergeants overseeing those sections, a couple more shots rang out, and suddenly the image he was seeing went black.

“Ah, man. They got ’em,” Liu exclaimed in frustration. “They’re taking my drones out. I’m trying to save what I can, sir, but it looks like our eyes in the sky are done.”

“Prepare for contact!” Xu directed. He wasn’t going to sit around anymore. The fight was about to start.

Crack! Crack….crack, crack, crack.

Still more calls came in, announcing soldiers at various positions along the line that were out.

BOOM!

A slew of soldiers opened fire as the shooting started in earnest. Xu could hear some of the squads’ machine guns joining in. The gunners were engaging whatever it was they saw with a series of three-second bursts. The venerable QJY-88 machine guns or 88s as they liked to call them could chew through ammo like men starved of food.

Then another blast went off, this time at one of the other ambush locations. Like the first, the soldiers watching that sector opened fire on whatever had stumbled into the kill box and likely tripped the first charge. Seconds into this new battle erupting, multiple explosions flared up at the third and final ambush site. Angry shouts soon picked up in intensity.

Zip, zip, zip.

Xu ducked instinctively as he rolled to the right and came up in a fighting position with his rifle tucked in his shoulder, looking for a target to engage. Whatever had just shot at him had barely missed, and he was determined to make sure it didn’t score a hit because he was careless.

He scanned through the foliage, but he couldn’t find the TK that had fired at him. It made him nervous, not knowing where that mechanical killing machine was.

“Over here, Captain. We’ll cover you!” shouted one of the soldiers defending the command post and the guidon standing proudly inside.

Xu made eye contact with the sergeant in charge of the group and jumped to his feet as he took off. More explosions went off where his platoons had set up ambush points. More and more of his soldiers shouted angrily to anyone that could hear that they had been taken out, hit by one of the paintball simulator rounds.

Zip, zip.

As Xu sprinted, he heard a sound like angry bees whizzing over his shoulder, causing him to run even faster. He juked to the right before stumbling into a quasi-dive, falling into a covered position in the CP.

Splat, splat!

Rounds hit the fallen trunk he’d just dived behind. Two soldiers who had been covering him got lit up with multiple paintball markers across their chest rigs, denoting them as KIA.

What the hell? Xu thought angrily. Are they already inside our positions?!

The two newly eliminated soldiers took a seat on the ground not far from him, their looks of frustration and anger evident on their faces.

“Captain Xu, heads up around the CP. You’ve got two of those TKs headed your way from the direction of First Platoon,” Master Sergeant Geng called out over the radio. “They just went right through that platoon like a hot knife through butter. I’m pulling another squad back from Third Platoon to head your way, but you gotta hold that spot until we can get more shooters to you.”

“Hey, we got a couple of TKs headed our way! Stay alert, guys!” Xu shouted to be heard over the cacophony of battle.

The soldiers nodded grimly at the news.

“Oh, hey. There’s one!” one of his guys shouted. He cut loose with his rifle, sending a barrage of bullets in the direction where he had seen the TK.

Xu moved up to a kneeling position, aiming his rifle in the same general direction as he looked for a target to shoot at. There was a cloud of movement—a couple of rifle cracks were followed by the outline of a TK as it raced toward another tree while firing right at them. Depressing the trigger on his rifle, Xu fired at the machine, which seemed to be incredibly adept at dodging their attempts at trying to kill it.

“Frag out!” shouted one of the soldiers to his right as he lobbed a grenade at the tree the machine was running toward next.

Crump!

The fragmentation grenade exploded, and sure enough, it caught part of the machine as it darted toward another tree for cover. The small explosion had peppered the Terracotta with shrapnel and appeared to have damaged one of its arms. Xu and the others in the CP zeroed in on the damaged machine, landing round after round into its torso and upper body.

The Terracotta continued to try and advance despite the damage it was taking, and it hadn’t stopped firing back at them. Then one of the light machine guns opened up nearby, spitting out a barrage of bullets in the direction of the damaged TK. The hail of bullets ripped the right leg right off the machine before tearing into its upper torso, permanently putting the machine out of action.

Before any of them could take a moment to celebrate the victory, the air around them came alive with the buzzing sound of more simulator rounds slapping into multiple soldiers who’d been defending the CP, all but wiping out the quick reaction force that had just arrived moments earlier. Then Xu felt several sim rounds slam into his chest and one hit his helmet for good measure.

Xu’s brain barely had time to register what had happened before a blur of action moved past him. He turned in just enough time to catch a glimpse of a single TK that had leapt into the center of the CP with a rifle in one hand, still shooting at his soldiers while it reached over with its free hand to grab the guidon and yank it out of the ground. Then it moved with blinding speed out of the CP and started racing in the direction of those six TKs that were attempting to scale the backside of the base camp they had set up.

Xu might have been eliminated from the exercise, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t keep observing his soldiers and the battle as it continued to unfold. Looking at his little tracker device, which let him see how many of his soldiers had been taken out and how many of the TKs were still alive, he felt anger and a growing sense of frustration at the results he was seeing. The damn machines had once again figured out how to slice through their lines swiftly and efficiently, finding blind spots or weaknesses and ruthlessly exploiting them.

Less than five minutes later, a loud air horn sounded, alerting them to the end of the exercise. Either the TKs had reached their extraction point, or they had no other obstacles between them and it. When Xu looked at the end results, he hung his head low, wondering if his unit would still be considered part of Special Forces, given how terribly they had performed in these past few exercises.

Later that afternoon, as they sat on the helicopters taking them back to base, Xu received a private message from their commander. He was incredibly impressed with their performance against what he said were the most violent and extreme killing machines he’d ever witnessed. Xu breathed a sigh of relief.

The commander conveyed that he was abundantly proud of the work they had done to refine these Terracottas as the Army geared up to start mass production of this new superweapon—the weapon that would turn the tide of the war and ensure it was the People’s Republic of China that would go on to become the dominant world power to lead humanity into the twenty-first century—not America.


Volume Six
Chapter Two
Homefront

Iowa Army Ammunition Plant

Middletown, Iowa

“Hey, Jimmie, take a look at this. The machine is doing something funny,” said Janet, a worried look on her face as she stared at the computer monitor.

Grumbling to himself at having to get up after just taking his seat, Jimmie replied, “OK, Janet, give me a second. Just got my coffee—need some more of that brain juice after that UFC fight last night.”

“You stayed up to watch that whole thing? No wonder you’re tired,” Janet commented before adding, “These readings don’t look right, Jimmie. Something’s off.”

“Ugh—OK, OK, I’m getting up. The machine probably needs to recalibrate after last night’s software update.”

As he was getting up, two more technicians mentioned something wasn’t looking right with the readings on their machines as well.

Ah, what the hell is this crap? Jimmie thought. Come on, it’s Friday. Why does everything have to be an issue on Fridays?

“See? Look at that,” Janet said. “It says the pressure is too low in the system. So I add more pressure like we’re supposed to, but it’s had negligible impact, so I added some more—”

Jimmie studied the readings at Janet’s station and became puzzled. Everything she said checked out, but that had never happened in all of his years working at the plant. As he began to tinker around, looking at different windows, Jimmie became aware of a high-pitched noise in the background.

Something’s not right, he realized.

“I’m going to go check the readings on the floor,” Jimmie remarked. “This doesn’t make any sense.”

As he reached the main production floor, the sound became almost unbearable, like multiple kettles whistling at the same time.

No, no, no! The system must be overpressurized, he realized. But why didn’t the emergency release valve kick in?

He covered his ears and got close enough to verify that the readings on the machines did not match the measurements back in the control room, and he sprinted back.

“Janet, the emergency release valve didn’t activate!” Jimmie yelled as he entered the room. “The readings are all wrong!”

“What?!” Janet asked, confused and slightly hysterical.

Jimmie frantically tried to manually open up the emergency release valve, but he got a system error. The noise from the machines on the line continued to grow louder.

“Janet,” Jimmie said, putting his hands on her shoulders, “everyone needs to evacuate the facility now—right freaking now. I have to do what I can to relieve the pressure or it’s gonna blow.”

Janet seemed frozen in confusion. “But I followed all the procedures…” she stammered.

Jimmie knew there wasn’t time. “You have to get out!” he yelled. “Run to the exits!”

There was a confused murmur amongst the staff, but Jimmie didn’t stick around to wait and see what happened. He grabbed a tool belt from the closet and raced toward the machinery with everything in him.

None of this made any sense.

BOOM!

In the blink of an eye, the American Ordnance ammunition factory exploded in a giant fireball, ending Jimmie’s life instantly.

*******

3rd Ranger Battalion

Camp James Rudder

Eglin Air Force Base, Florida

Lieutenant Colonel Bill “Spider” Mackintosh spat some chewing tobacco into his cup before leveling his gaze at his company commanders, platoon leaders and senior NCOs. “Men, I’m not gonna sugarcoat it. This next mission we’ve been handed is going to be a tough one. That’s why they gave it to us, the Get ’er Done Battalion.

“For months, we’ve been sitting on our asses, licking our wounds and recovering our strength after our last go with those ChiCom bastards. That’s done now. Our wounded have recovered, and we’ve replaced our losses. We mourned our dead, and we’ve honored those who survived. Now it’s time to start training for the next big mission USASOC and Big Army have cooked up.

“While the exact target for this mission is still classified, we know it’s going to involve a heliborne and naval assault into a high-threat environment—that means lots of people shooting at us before we even hit the dirt. It will also be a joint mission. We’ll be working with members from SEAL Teams One and Three, along with some of their ‘boat guys’ from the Special Warfare Combatant-craft Crewmen, or as I like to call them, ‘Uber for SEALs.’ Needless to say, if we’re going to be doing some training with these bubbas, it means whatever this next big op is they’re cooking up, its likely to be some sort of coastal operation.”

Mackintosh spat in the cup again before zeroing in on newly promoted Major Meacham from the Bravo Company. “Meacham, I got a special mission for Bravo Company. In a few days, some of these boat guys are gonna stop by and pay us a visit. They’re going to tell us about some sort of mock-up facility that’s being crafted for us to train on. I’m gonna have your company take lead on this one for us. Find out what kind of training they’re wanting to include us in and about how many of our guys they’re going to want to use. From what I’m gathering, we’re going to be tight on air assets for this operation, and seeing as this is going to be something along the water, we’re going to have to learn how to play with the squids and work together to accomplish whatever this mission entails.”

Meacham nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“All I can tell you about whatever they’re planning next is it’s big,” Mackintosh continued. “How big, I don’t know just yet, but I’ve been told as we get closer to the actual mission, they’ll start pulling 1st and 2nd Battalions from the line to allow them to R&R and plus up before this thing kicks off. It just might involve the entire regiment—which, if that’s the case, you can bet whatever this mission is, it’s going to be a high-risk, high-reward kind of thing.”

Mackintosh stretched back, putting his hands on his hips. “So, that’s it for me. You all know what you have to do for the rest of the week, training-wise. The sergeant major and I will pop in and out of your training evolutions to check on things and see how it’s going. If you guys need anything, be sure to ask. Dismissed,” Mackintosh concluded. Then he grabbed his notepad and made his way for the exit with his sergeant major right behind him.

*******

Sergeant First Class Amos Dekker leaned over to Major Meacham. “Is it me, or does he sound more and more like a hick the longer this war goes on?” Dekker asked in a low voice.

Meacham chuckled at that. Mackintosh was a bit of a Ranger legend, but he was also a country bumpkin despite being an officer. He liked to call whatever he was commanding—whether it was a platoon, a company, or now a battalion—the Get ’er Done unit. If there was a tough mission or just something no one else wanted to do, he was the kind of guy that volunteered to take it on. Somehow, someway, he’d get the job done.

“I suppose as long as he keeps giving the brass the results they want, no one really cares if he’s a bit uncouth,” Meacham replied under his breath so no one else could hear.

“So what do you think about this mission he mentioned?” asked Dekker. “You think this might be in support of the Marines getting ready to go into Taiwan?”

Meacham shrugged his shoulders. “Your guess is as good as mine at this point.”

As the two of them left the building to head back to the company area, Meacham asked, “Amos, how are you holding up?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean how are you physically holding up?” Meacham clarified. “It’s been, what, two months since you’ve been cleared to return to duty from rehab? Your leg and shoulder doing OK? That TBI isn’t giving you problems or anything?”

Dekker tried not to roll his eyes at the question. He knew his friend meant well and was just doing his job by checking in on him. It still annoyed him to have people other than his wife playing twenty questions with him about how he was feeling, though. Doing his best not to sound annoyed, he replied, “I’m doing all right, Allen. I’m making sure to keep stretching properly and not overdoing it in the gym. I’m even taking extra supplements and vitamins to make sure I’m staying in tip-top shape.”

“That’s good to hear, man,” Meacham replied. “We got a lot of young pups in the company now. I need you around to help me whip this company into a top-notch fighting outfit.”

“So it’s true, then? You’re officially taking command of the company?”

“Yeah, I am. Willow isn’t coming back,” Meacham confirmed, a tinge of sadness in his voice.

“Really?” Dekker pressed. “He wasn’t injured all that bad. I kind of figured once he’d healed up, he’d be itching to get back into the fight. He’s a hard-chargin’ dude.”

“He was a hard-chargin’ dude,” Meacham shot back. “Emphasis on was. I heard from Spider that he’s kind of done in the Rangers.”

“Whoa, what? Why would he be done?” asked Dekker, surprised by the news.

“Amos, this needs to stay between us. OK?”

“Yeah, of course.”

“Spider was telling the officers that sometimes when a person has been through too much and they don’t learn how to deal with it or seek help, their mind can fall into some pretty dark places. John Willow may have been a hard-chargin’ major in the Rangers, but he’s still a man like the rest of us. I guess a few months after he got out of the hospital, something happened that just put him over the edge. He kind of lost it. The week before I was promoted, he tried to kill himself—”

“Oh, man—damn, that’s tough. Is he OK?” Now Dekker was concerned. Their company and battalion had had a few suicides within the ranks since the start of the war. It was an ongoing problem that they were having a hard time dealing with.

“He’s all right physically—I can’t speak to his mental state, though. Spider told us it was one of his kids that ended up stopping him. She inadvertently walked in on him with a gun in his mouth just before he was gonna pull the trigger. Thankfully the sight of his daughter and her panicked look caused him to hesitate and put the gun down. His wife came in and saw what was about to happen and called for help. God, that would have been awful if he’d pulled the trigger in front of that girl. It would have scarred her for life.”

“Good grief. So what are they going to do with him now?” asked Dekker.

“They’ll commit him to a psych ward for a little while. Get him some meds and counseling,” Meacham explained.

“Wow, that’s…terrible, man. His poor little girl. She probably saved his life walking in when she did. Damn, talk about traumatic. So what are they going to do with him long-term?”

“They’ll likely med-board him. There’s no way they’ll let him stay in the Army, at least not in the Rangers—if they don’t kick him out entirely. At least they’ll get him some help and he’ll get medical retirement if nothing else.” Meacham paused for a moment before continuing. “Amos, I know I sometimes harp on you or some of the other guys about how you all are doing. I’m just trying to make sure I’m checking in on you. Willow was a tough, badass Ranger. If that guy can reach a point where he’s willing to walk down that dark road, then you can only imagine what some of the other guys are thinking. If you ever have dark thoughts like that, Amos, let me know. We don’t need to tell anyone else in the command, but I’d hate to hear from Lindsey that you were in a bad place for a while and didn’t bother to reach out. You know what I mean?”

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Dekker replied somberly. “I won’t say I don’t have my own dark thoughts like that. Hell, I don’t think anyone can do what we do and not think like that from time to time. But I look at my munchkins and just shake my head and push those thoughts aside. This job, life writ large—it’s tough. But that’s life. Nothing is given to you and there’s no unspoken code that says it’s going to be easy. But that’s half the reward when you finally do achieve something you’ve been working toward. For me, right now, the only thing I’m working toward is surviving this war and sticking around in the Army long enough to make my twenty so I can punch out and go start my next career doing whatever the hell I want.”

As the two of them neared the building the rest of their soldiers were in, Meacham grabbed the door but held it closed for a second. “All right, Amos, I believe you. Just make sure you’re watching your guys for this too, OK?”

“I will. You can count on me.”

“Good. Then let’s go tell the guys we’ve got some water training in the future. I’m not about to go play with the squids without making sure everyone in the company is a pretty decent swimmer first. Let’s figure out what kind of training we want to push our guys through until the boat guys get here toward the end of the week.”

Dekker and Meacham opened the door and headed in. It was time to start training hard again. They had a mission to prepare for, and if the colonel was right, it was going to be a real ballbuster once again.


Volume Six
Chapter Three
Viper Attack

77th Fighter Squadron

Above Taiwan

Colonel Tim “Joker” Hatfield sat atop his perch at twenty thousand feet, still seven minutes’ flight time from Sector A-3-8, near the southern end of Yilan County. He was waiting on Big Air Force to make up their minds on the two candidates he’d put forward to take over command of the 77th Fighter Squadron. He’d lost two squadron commanders from this group in the last nine months, so he found himself performing more and more of the daily command functions in addition to managing the rest of the wing’s fighter squadrons. He could have assigned the duties to one of the junior majors—he just didn’t feel comfortable with putting a newly promoted major in charge of a whole squadron when they weren’t ready for it.

“Joker, you want us to focus on the coastal area of A-3-8 or go further inland?” asked Captain Amy “Sully” Sullivan.

“Are you sure you want to do that?” Joker asked. “Could be a little hot the further inland you go.”

Sully was one of his newer pilots. She was part of a small group of A-10 and F-22 pilots who had been reclassed into the F-16 or F-15 airframes. The reclass process to go into the F-35 was three times as long as to get into a new F-16 or F-15, so many pilots had opted for one of these two aircraft to get back into the fight sooner.

Joker heard her briefly snicker when she cued her comms to reply. “Oh, I’m sure, Joker. You’re talking to a former Warthog pilot. We love rolling in the muck and mud.”

“OK, Sully. You and your wingman go check out A-3-8 Delta and then stay on the Delta line but work your way down from A-3-8 to A-2-0. A few Eagle drivers reported being painted by an HQ-9 somewhere in that vicinity.”

The island had been chopped into squares they were calling sectors. Taiwan was about four hundred kilometers by a hundred and forty kilometers in size. So the war planners had broken the map up into four main sectors, A through D, each one hundred kilometers tall. Each of those was subdivided into a grid, with ten-by-ten-kilometer square sections identified by numbers. Given the high likelihood of fratricide when working with a large joint and combined-arms operation like this, if something like dividing the island up into small, manageable chunks could minimize the number of friendly-fire incidents, then it was pursued, and pursued vigorously.

“Good copy. Thanks, Joker. Happy hunting.”

“That girl is crazy. I hope she knows a Viper isn’t a Warthog,” commented his wingman, Major Gordon “Gordy” Goozemon.

“Eh, she’ll be fine, Gordy,” Joker countered. “Looks like we’re approaching the box. Let’s descend to angels ten and see what kind of trouble we can stir up.”

As the pair of F-16 Vipers began their descent, they steadily moved into the range of the PLA’s radar-controlled self-propelled anti-aircraft vehicles and the semimobile gun systems—the very systems they had been sent to hunt down. They needed to destroy them to pave the way for the more vulnerable ground-attack planes and helicopters that would begin their own missions soon enough.

What had really made these kinds of missions tough lately was that humans tended to make mistakes. Even innocent ones, like turning on a critical radar system when it should have been kept in reserve, could cause a vehicle to get destroyed. However, this AI directing the Chinese Army was anything but stupid. The damn machine was not just smart—it had an ability to learn and adjust in near real time. Because of that, the PLA ground forces protecting the skies over Taiwan had become adept at creating SAM and anti-aircraft gun traps for unsuspecting aircraft. The more the mobile tracked and wheeled PGZ95s and PGZ09s were constantly being moved, the harder it was to find and engage them. Similarly, they had gone to great lengths to minimize the use of their remaining SAM systems by keeping their search and targeting radars off, only using them when they thought they could score a hit and not get blown up in return.

The big problem that Joker’s wing had been tasked with dealing with was these clusters of AA guns that seemed to keep popping up shortly after they’d take one out. The Chinese defenders most assuredly knew an invasion of the island was coming, and they probably had a good idea of where it would happen. There were only so many suitable landing and heliborne zones on the eastern side of Taiwan. The PLA ground force was constantly surrounding certain high points and overlooks to coastal landing zones that a heliborne assault might use. If a squadron of MV-22 Osprey were to fly anywhere near one of these clusters before they’d been taken out, then the Marines might never make it ashore.

When Joker thought about the image of Ospreys being shredded from the sky by these AA nests, it only spurred him on to push his squadrons harder to make sure that never happened. This war had already cost him too many pilots and now his best friend, Peanut, was laid up in the hospital, his flying days potentially over.

Hell or high water, we’re gonna clear Yilan County of these gun nests or die trying…

Glancing at his altimeter, Joker saw they were approaching the part of the mission where things started to get a little hairy and the adrenaline kicked in. At forty-four years of age and having reached the rank of O-6 colonel, Joker was aware that his own flight days were numbered. These intense adrenaline rushes and brushes with death as he flew what was, to his mind, the deadliest aircraft ever built were moments he relished. It was almost like savoring that last bite of the last home-cooked meal before you left home for many months. He cherished these missions despite the risk to his own life, knowing they were among his last as he entered the twilight years of his career and this war would eventually come to an end.

Just come home to me and the kids. His wife’s final words almost invariably found their way into his thoughts just moments before he was about to fly into combat. Some might consider it a distraction, others melancholy. For Joker, it was his motivation to do whatever was necessary to accomplish the mission and come home alive.

As the pair of Vipers now descended below ten thousand feet, they continued toward the coast—dangling themselves out there as prime targets for an enemy gunner or SAM operator to engage. When they were two kilometers from the shore, they turned their birds south and opted to fly a bit slower, maintaining angels nine as they flew along the coast, waiting to see if the enemy would take the bait. Three minutes and a few dozen kilometers further down, they turned around and this time flew over land while still staying relatively close to the coast. They needed to thin out the AA guns closer to the waterline, not the ones further inland that could be dealt with later.

When they neared the specific sector over the port city of Su’ao, the enemy finally took the bait. A single AA cluster near a semiforested hilltop opened fire, sending three distinct trails of tracer fire at them. Two of the tracers were red and appeared to be slightly smaller than the super bright green ones beginning to zip around them. Joker had come to learn that the red ones were 25mm and the green ones were 35mm. God help you if you encountered any of the bright yellow ones, as those came from the far more powerful and longer-range 37mm or 57mm anti-aircraft artillery guns.

“Ah, ’bout time they took a shot at us,” Gordy commented. “I was started to wonder if I hadn’t dressed slutty enough for them to try and hit on me,” he joked.

“Hey, I told you that formfitting top and skintight jeans and cowboy boots would do it. But, no, you were like, ‘it needs to be something slinky, silky, and of course, black,’” Joker countered as he exaggerated the words in the best sultry falsetto voice he could come up with before breaking out in laughter. They snickered at the stupidity of their jokes. Joker always marveled at how they could be moments away from death but still find a way to make fun of the situation.

Having gained the attention they were after, they angled their planes upwards, applying more power and picking up speed. When they flew above thirteen thousand feet, they were out of range of the guns but still well within range of any SAMs that might go live with their search radars—something they were anticipating would happen once the gunners realized they were out of range but still wanted to try and score a victory.

“OK, all joking aside, Gordy, assume you’re the mission commander. How do you want us to attack this site and what else are we looking to achieve here?” Joker asked, putting Gordy on the spot. At the rate Joker was going through squadron commanders and their deputies, he was always on the lookout for those who would think on their feet and lead when called upon.

There was a momentary pause after his question before Gordy responded confidently, “OK, Joker, this is how we’re going to do this. I’m going to angle in to attack that nest with my CBUs while I’m swooping down. We may get lucky and they decide now’s their chance to turn on a SAM and try to score a hit on us. We may also lure out another nest and get a few more positions to give themselves away. While I’m angling in for the attack, I want you in the high position on overwatch. You’re to spot for any new AA guns or search radars going live. If I happen to get painted right off the bat by a SAM, then I’m going to engage it with a HARM once my HTS pod acquires it.

“With you in the high position, you need to go after any additional radars beyond the one I’ll engage. Should I be able to get a shot off, then you’ll need to take it out. Once I release my package, I’ll pull out and attempt to get a BDA if I’m able to, but you may have the better overview from your position. As I continue to gain altitude, we’ll swap positions as I assume the overwatch and you go in for your attack run. Go after any new AA positions you spot and keep an eye out for any additional SAMs. Once your run is complete, we’ll reassess and determine what to go after next with our remaining CBUs. I think that covers it. How’d I do, Joker?”

“Outstanding, Gordy. We’re gonna make a squadron commander out of you yet. So, let’s do it. Time to shake and bake, Gamblers. It’s time for all aces and no jokers,” he calmly replied, echoing the motto of the 77th Fighter Squadron he was flying with today.

Gordy’s plane turned sharply to the left as he angled the bird down into a relatively steep dive. He bled off altitude and picked up speed as he angled in for his attack run. The enemy had momentarily lost track of them, giving Gordy the perfect window to close the distance without having to fly through the hailstorm of bullets that was about to be thrown at him.

Joker split his attention between watching Gordy’s attack run and keeping an eye on the Vipers’ most potent weapon—the AN/ASQ-213 HARM targeting system or HTS. The moment the targeting pod detected an enemy radar, it would immediately alert him to its presence and begin feeding the targeting data to the first AGM-88 HARM he’d linked to the system. This gave him the best possible chance to get a shot off quickly and engage the SAM before it was able to unload a torrent of missiles at them.

Joker watched his wingman level out as he neared the target. Suddenly, his radar warning system blared a threat warning in his ears. Someone had turned an active targeting radar on, trying to acquire one or both of them before engaging them with their missiles. Gordy must have spotted the radar moments ahead of him, because he practically fired a HARM off just as Joker’s own HTS pod had acquired the target. Then he heard the obligatory callout, alerting any nearby aircraft that an antiradar homing missile had just been fired.

“Magnum One away.”

Good job, Gordy. Joker smiled at how smoothly and calmly he had just handled that situation.

Then the gunners manning the AA nest he was going after must have figured out they were under attack again. In fractions of a second, the space around Gordy’s plane filled with 25mm and 35mm projectiles, zipping past him at blinding speeds.

As he watched the attack unfold, Joker saw exactly what he was looking for—two more AA nests joined in to try and swat their American planes from the sky.

“Warning—missile launch! Warning—missile launch!”

Ah, crap, thought Joker. Where’s that missile?

Joker scanned for a smoke trail and spotted one near the edge of Su’ao, under a section of dense trees likely meant to hide the missile battery from aerial detection.

“Gordy, that missile is to your nine o’clock at the edge of Su’ao, maybe five kilometers out,” Joker warned.

Then his targeting system told him the first HARM was ready to go, so he hit the pickle button and fired off his first missile. He cycled over to the second one and repeated the process, sending the two merchants of death on their way to blot out two more radar systems.

Then he heard another warning blare in his headset to yet another threat.

“Warning—missile launch! Warning—missile launch!”

Joker searched for the new smoke contrail and spotted it near the last one. The missile, like the first, had arced up slightly and then shot off in pursuit of Gordy’s plane. Joker sent another warning that he now had two missiles streaking in after him. The first was rapidly approaching as Gordy flew over the target, releasing his two CBUs before banking hard to the right out toward the ocean. He applied more power to his engines but didn’t light off his afterburners in case one of the missiles was an IR seeker.

As Gordy’s plane gained in altitude, the Viper’s self-defense system kicked in and started dispersing the plane’s aerial countermeasures in earnest while the ECM pod tried to work its own magic and jam the radio frequencies commonly used by the PLA’s SAM and air-to-air missiles. Synchronized bursts of flares and chaff canisters were ejected in all directions behind the retreating plane. No sooner had the system started firing off flares than the first SAM, which had nearly reached Gordy’s plane, veered off toward a brightly lit flare and blew up harmlessly as its proximity fuse detonated, throwing its canister of ball bearings into what its seeker head had believed was the tail engine of an aircraft.

Joker breathed a sigh of relief for his friend as he dodged the first bullet. However, almost out of nowhere, the second missile closed in much faster than the first. This one flew right past the flares, correctly identifying them as a distraction. The automated defenses on Gordy’s aircraft detected the second threat and initiated another round of countermeasures. The space behind him filled with additional chaff canisters, creating a wall of miniature clouds of aluminum-coated glass fibers in hopes of tricking the missile’s seeker into believing it was about to connect with the plane.

Boom!

Joker saw the final missile explode in a blast of shrapnel as it fell prey to the Viper’s decoy attempt.

“Hot damn, Gordy. That’s both of them. Good job, man. I’m going in for my attack now.”

Spotting one of the AA nests that had decided to join the festivities, Joker realigned himself to swoop down out of the clouds with the sun over his shoulder. He’d try to zoom in quickly before pulling up at the last minute to level out and release his cluster munitions across the entire position. If he worked it just right, the sun would hinder their acquisition of him and his CBUs would saturate the area, wiping out the AA guns and likely the crew in the process. He might even get lucky and blow up the ammo stores usually kept nearby.

As Joker began his descent, he flew through a small cloud, the moisture creating water droplets that quickly streaked across his canopy. When he emerged from the cloud now at just eight thousand feet, he was rapidly closing the distance to the ground below. He wasn’t sure where that cloud had suddenly appeared from because the sky had been mostly clear, but it had allowed him to drop nearly two thousand feet before the enemy finally caught sight of him. It didn’t take the Chinese long to begin filling the sky with 25mm and 35mm multicolored tracer rounds, all attempting to take a bite out of his plane. Joker remembered that for every tracer he saw, there were typically three to five bullets he didn’t see.

With the ground rapidly filling his canopy and the intensity of the ground fire so thick he felt he could reach out and touch it, he locked in the targets to the CBU-103s’ warheads. He started pulling the nose up and leveled out just long enough to pickle off the two guided cluster munitions before pulling up hard and lighting up his afterburners to gain altitude. He wanted to put as much distance as possible between those guns and his plane. He probably should have turned back to see if he could catch a glimpse of the bombs hitting, but Joker had come to trust the guided attachment to what would otherwise have been an unguided cluster bomb. Now the dispenser would aid in dispersing the two hundred and two bomblets over the targeted area.

With the altitude rapidly climbing and his speed approaching seven hundred miles per hour, Joker felt his body being pressed hard into his seat from the nearly 7 g-forces pressing down on him. Despite the discomfort and difficulty breathing from the weight sitting on his chest, he held on a little longer, putting a little more distance between himself and those desperately trying to kill him.

Once his altimeter passed thirteen thousand feet, he lowered the angle of his climb and began to pull back on the throttle. He’d almost reached Mach 1 but held back on the throttle just a bit. If he needed to punch a bit more, he wanted to have something left in the tank to do so. Then his radio crackled in his ear.

“Hot damn, Joker. That’s a good hit. Looks like both your CBUs plastered that place. I’m showing three secondary explosions. Congrats, man.”

“Thanks, Gordy. Sorry I didn’t catch yours when they landed. I was flying through a hailstorm that took all my attention to get out of. How’d they go? Last I saw, they looked right on track.”

“Oh, no worries. I saw that hot mess you flew into,” said Gordy. “They both scored a hit. Got two secondary explosions. Some of the bomblets went a little long into the tree line nearby, but apparently there was something of value tucked under there because it blew to kingdom come. But enough of that. I saw what you just did, and wow—how you’re always able to pull through that kinda mess is something I’ll never understand. You’ve gotta have some guardian angels with shields for wings wrapped around you, the way you keep coming out unscathed.” His voice conveyed his genuine awe at what he’d seen.

“Yeah, I think I have a few guardians flying with me for sure,” Joker agreed. “I just wish I could detail a few of them off to some of you guys.”

“Hey, so you probably didn’t hear the call while you were flying in that soup down there. Our Eagle drivers from the 335th put out a warning that a group of J-10s and apparently some of those new JF-17s they warned us about look to be heading into the area. They’re being vectored in to engage, but they’re still telling us to RTB,” Gordy quickly explained.

Oh, man. Just when you thought that AI was running out of J-10 and J-11 UCAVs—now it’s adding an entirely reworked JF-17 into the mix, Joker thought angrily.

He’d sat through a brief a few weeks back talking about the emergence of what had largely been a joint Chinese-Pakistan aircraft project from back in the 2010s. They had apparently reworked the planes. Now they were either fully autonomous or remotely controlled, depending on the mission. His American counterparts had started calling them Ghost planes because they didn’t have pilots, yet they flew as well as, or in many cases much better than, a piloted plane. Joker thought this announcement was an ominous sign of things to come. While they hadn’t encountered a lot of Ghost planes yet, the few interactions they’d had hadn’t turned out so well for the Americans.

“OK, thanks for the heads-up. That’s a good call. We did good work today taking out three more radars and a couple more AA nets. Let’s RTB and get out of Dodge before those Ghost planes show up.”

*******

1st PLA Fighter Drone Squadron

Captain Yin Huan sat down at a café with fellow drone pilot Captain Sun Lixin. They were exhausted, mentally spent. This little seventy-two-hour pass was completely necessary if they were going to maintain their edge. Captain Yin had started experiencing reoccurring nightmares—it was almost impossible to shut off the feeling of being in combat anymore.

A server walked over to speak with them.

“Sirs, I regret to inform you that due to food shortages, we are entirely out of meat of all kinds at this time. It’s basically rice or noodles, and you can choose whether or not you want some vegetables with it. Although we do have some delicious egg drop soup, until that runs out.”

Captain Sun looked as shocked as Captain Yin felt. “How long has this been going on?” he asked, dismayed.

“Things have been getting more and more expensive for a while now, but it’s been about a week since we’ve had meat on the menu,” the server replied. “I’m guessing you haven’t been able to get off the base very much,” he commented.

“No…we haven’t,” Captain Sun replied.

“Well, I hope that you continue in your service,” the server responded. “The people of China need you.” He paused. “Shall I give you a moment?” he asked.

“I’ll take the egg drop soup,” replied Captain Yin. If he could get some protein in somehow, he was going to.

“Same for me,” Captain Sun agreed.

The server left to go retrieve their order.

Captain Sun leaned forward and lowered his voice. “I had no idea things were this bad.”

“Me neither,” said Captain Yin. “We don’t get a lot of news when we’re on duty, and the rations on base hadn’t changed.”

They had to be very careful in what they said. There were rumors that that damn AI had ears everywhere, and one would never want to be caught speaking against the state. Still, a certain amount of basic human observation couldn’t be helped.

Captain Sun suddenly cursed under his breath. “What’s it all worth if our people are starving to death?” he seethed. “Maybe that machine just wants to kill us off!”

“Keep your voice down,” Yin whispered forcefully. “You know what they do to enemies of the state.”

“I’m not an enemy,” Sun insisted. “But maybe an AI has less love for the People’s Republic of China than I do.”

Captain Yin couldn’t help but feel that his colleague was right, but he held his tongue.

At that moment, their server came back with the soup, and the two men focused on eating their food, never to return to that topic of conversation again. Yin was concerned that his fellow drone pilot might have said too much—you could never be too careful these days.

When they left the café, Captain Yin told his colleague he’d like to go for a walk on his own for a while.

“Suit yourself. I’ll catch up with you later, then,” said Sun.

Yin walked to the nearest convenience store and ducked inside. Just as he suspected, many of the shelves were empty or barely stocked. There was no sesame sauce, no dried hot peppers, no fermented bean curd, no cooking wine, and very little soy sauce. He started to wonder how long the café would even be able to add any flavor to its rice and noodles, and he grabbed a bottle of sriracha as a sort of insurance against inevitably bland dishes.

Holy crap. Things really are bad, he realized.

Yin looked at the other shoppers and noticed that everyone had a sort of depressed thousand-yard stare. A mother was shopping with a child who kept trying to reach for items on the shelves; she smacked his hand and scolded him in whispered tones. Very little was in their basket other than ramen. The poor boy must be hungry.

As he rang up his single purchase, Yin decided to buy one of the newspapers near the register. Perhaps he could glean more insight into what life had been like outside the confines of the base where he’d spent most of his time.

The top headline was about a new program for “energy efficiency.” It called on citizens to limit their use of electricity in various ways so that they could “strengthen the grid” and empower the war efforts. Reading between the lines, Yin realized that what they were really saying was that there had been rolling power outages and the only way to stop them was to severely cut down on consumption.

Yin sighed. If this was what the state-controlled media was reporting, things really were bad.

Does Jade Dragon know how badly the people are suffering? he wondered. He began to feel as if he was simply a pawn on a chessboard, and he hoped he would not be deemed expendable.


Volume Six
Chapter Four
Damn Logistics

Situation Room, White House

Washington, D.C.

Vice President Mike Madden looked at the faces of those seated around the table. It wasn’t often that he held meetings down in the Situation Room. But given the classification and sensitive nature of what they were discussing, the National Security Advisor, Blain Wilson, felt they shouldn’t discuss this in the Roosevelt Room just down the hall from both of their offices. After listening to the detailed presentation from Jillian Reed, the Director of Procurement for the Department of Defense, the Vice President now understood the sensitivity and need for secrecy.

Once Reed’s brief had concluded, the VP allowed a few moments of silence to overtake the room before he finally said, “Jillian, we are more than eighteen months into this war. Has the situation truly become this grave after all the Defense Production Act announcements we’ve issued to hundreds of American manufacturers? Are they still unable to meet the demands of the Pentagon? What am I missing here?”

Mike saw a look of frustration growing on Jillian’s face as she prepared to respond to his question. This was technically her area of expertise and not really that of anyone else at the table. “Mr. Vice President, to answer your question about the severity of the situation—if anything, we’ve been downplaying it for too many months. It really is this grave, especially after this latest act of sabotage at the Iowa Army Ammunition Plant. The investigators told us American Ordnance, the company that oversees and manages the plant, had a software update on some of their automated machines the evening before the explosion that saw the plant get demolished. Near as they can tell, some of the machines had some sort of malfunction that caused the first set of explosions. From there, it was just a cascading series of events that eventually culminated in the entire facility going up in smoke. As a consequence, Mr. Vice President, we now find ourselves in a position where the shortage issue can no longer be swept under the rug. It needs to be addressed—”

“But an operational pause…now?” Blain Wilson interrupted. Mike saw a pained look on the man’s face as he uttered the words the SecDef had said prior to Jillian’s brief.

She turned to Blain. “You can call it what you want. The facts won’t change, and neither will the situation,” she said bluntly. “We’re simply burning through more ammunition than we’re producing—and, no, Blain, I’m not talking about hard-to-produce high-tech cruise missiles or precision-guided bombs, HIMARS rockets and Javelin antitank guided missiles. I’m talking about regular-use items like 105 and 155mm howitzer shells. Then there’s items like mortar shells for the 60mm, 82mm, and 120mm rounds, high-explosive, illumination, white phosphorus, and smoke rounds—just to name a few.”

She blew air forcefully through her lips before shaking her head. “Those things I mentioned are the major consumables we’re expending daily. But these aren’t the critical items that’ll cause the war to come to a crashing halt. That’s the ammo shortage; we’re running out of bullets.”

“Jillian is right, Mr. Vice President,” agreed Secretary of Defense Jack Kurtis. “The small-arms ammo is the most critical shortage we’re grappling with right now. It’s the one item that will deadline our entire offensive plans if we can’t begin to get this fixed ASAP.”

Mike sighed audibly, frustrated as hell over this situation. It wasn’t like it had come out of the blue. He had known there were some ammo shortage issues following the start of the Korean campaign and the subsequent battles that had ensued in the northern Chinese provinces along that border. When the vast majority of combat operations had ended in Venezuela, it hadn’t fully solved the ammo shortage problem, but it had slowed the bleeding, so to speak. So had the last couple of months, when the PLA had pulled back and begun entrenching themselves in a defensive position for a little while. It was these prolonged lulls between major battles that had allowed them to catch up a bit. As more conflicts started back up in the northern Chinese provinces and they prepared for the invasion of Taiwan, they were on the cusp of legitimately running out of ammunition during the middle of major combat actions.

Mike leveled his gaze at Jillian. “OK, you’ve both made your point. Perhaps I should know some of this already, so apologizes for my own ignorance here—how exactly have we found ourselves in a situation like this, scraping the bottom of the barrel to find bullets for our soldiers to shoot? It’s not like our nation doesn’t consume a ton of ammo each year, domestically and militarily. What the hell happened, and how have our Defense Production Act decrees across much of the manufacturing sector not picked up the slack yet?”

The SecDef held a hand up to Jillian, letting her know he’d answer this question. “Well, Mr. Vice President, the simple answer is just bad timing on our part. As you may have been aware, in the latter half of the 2010s, the Army began a search for replacements for the M4 infantry rifle, the M249 squad automatic weapon, and the M240 light-medium machine gun. Then at the beginning of the 2020s, it was announced that Sig Sauer had won the contract to begin replacing the Army’s existing rifles and the current supply and war stocks of ammo for this new generation of rifles—”

“Wait a second, this is that switchover from the 5.56mm ammo we’ve been using for seventy-plus years to that new 6.8mm stuff, right?” Mike asked, wanting to make sure he was grasping the situation before Jack went any further.

“Yes, it is, and that’s part of the problem. In fiscal year 2023 and then 2024, the Army began the full transition to the new rifles. Obviously, not all the units had been issued new weapons prior to the war kicking off in October of ’24, but we’ve been steadily converting units over. And therein lies the rub. Because we just transitioned to this new ammo, the Lake City Army Ammunition Plant run by Winchester is currently the only facility producing this stuff in any kind of serious quantities. Now at the start of the war, once we’d been given authority to pursue any and all procurement avenues so we could meet the sudden demand in 6.8mm ammo, we did sign a contract with a Brazilian firm by the name of CBC Global Ammunition to assist the Winchester operations. A few months later, we entered another contract with a Turkish firm, MKE or Mechanical and Chemical Industry Corporation, to also assist us in ramping up the production. However, it has certainly taken longer than we would have liked for them to begin delivering large quantities of ammunition.

“Starting June first, both foreign contractors will start producing a combined ninety million rounds of 6.8mm ammo a month. While it’s not ideal to rely so heavily on a foreign supplier for a critical need like small arms ammo, we just can’t rely on domestic producers to help us meet this need like we have in past wars. The private sector here in America hasn’t switched over to this ammunition as there’s very little domestic demand for it and therefore no reason to invest in the machinery necessary to produce this specialty kind of round.”

“Ah, good night, people—doesn’t anyone at the Pentagon plan for this kind of crap?” Mike vented in frustration. “How does the military come to the decision to change rifles and ammo types without making sure you have the production capacity to meet the potential demands of war? I mean, who runs an organization like this? My God.”

Since the President had placed him in charge of transitioning the US economy to a wartime footing, Mike had run into roadblock after roadblock, trying to figure out how in the hell the Pentagon sourced its weapon procurement and wartime needs.

Mike closed his folder in disgust. As he prepared to leave, he eyed Jack and Jillian. “Look, I don’t know what you two have to do to figure this problem out, but I suggest you make it a priority and get it done. The President has given the Pentagon practically unlimited authority to use the Defense Production Act to make the tools of war to beat this Chinese AI. I have personally made every call to every person you’ve suggested to try and move heaven and earth to get you what you need. No more excuses, no more BS about not having this or that—we’ve given you all the authority you need to make it happen. I expect…no, the President and the country expect you to figure this out and make sure our boys and girls aren’t running out of ammo.

“As to your request for an ‘operational pause’ as you call it…I will speak with Blain about this and we will determine how best to approach the President and gain her insight and approval should she concur. Now if you’ll excuse me, Blain and I need to have an uncomfortable heart-to-heart about what to do next.”

Mike turned and walked out of the Situation Room before they had a chance to respond.

He made his way back to his office, to his fiefdom, where he felt more comfortable and in control. As he neared the door, Mike turned and saw Blain following him, a grim look on his face.

Don’t worry…the Vice President is just a figurehead, he thought, remembering some of the false advertising he’d been sold before accepting this position. He’d planned on going to some fancy dinners, meeting some interesting people and helping to lend some “mature” credibility to a young president.

What the hell kind of retirement did I sign myself up for?

*******

Vice President’s Office

Blain poured a cup of coffee before taking a seat opposite the VP. “You know, when Jack said he had something urgent he needed to speak with us about, I wasn’t expecting that,” said Blain. “I know the supply chains have been screwed up since COVID and this war, but wow, you’d think with the collective knowledge and industrial might of our country, we could have solved some of these problems by now. We’re nineteen months into this war—how could they still have not figured out this ammo problem yet?”

He knew the VP was just as frustrated by all this as he was, but Blain still had to vent. The elder statesman stayed silent for a while, letting him air some of his grievances.

“Blain, I want to share something with you, so bear with me for a moment,” Mike finally said. “I think our country is facing a similar situation to that of World War II. You see, back then, our military was among one of the smallest and least-equipped armies in the world. I believe it was said that in 1939, the year World War II started, the US military had somewhere around 334,473 service members across the Army, Navy, and Marines. Now, that may sound like a lot, but let me put that into perspective for you. Our military was ranked somewhere between the seventeenth- and nineteenth-largest army in the world. It’s kind of funny when you think about it, but in 1939, our military was smaller than that of Portugal.”

The VP chuckled at his own comparison before turning serious again. “What most people don’t realize is that back in the day when America used to win the wars it fought, we had something called a War Department, not a Department of Defense. Back then, it wasn’t about defense, it was waging war and defeating our enemies, something we seem to have forgotten how to do since 1945.”

Blain smiled. He’d heard the VP make that statement before.

“But back to World War II and my example,” Mike continued. “In the lead-up to the American entry into that conflict, most people attribute the country’s mass mobilization and creation of the military machine that defeated the Nazis and Japanese to a man named George C. Marshall—the man who became the Chief of Staff of the Army back in September of 1939. But that’s not where this transformation of our country really started.”

The VP paused long enough to take a sip of his water. Blain settled into his chair, knowing Mike’s famous historical analogies and how they sometimes took a little while to land.

“Before Henry Stimson became the Secretary of War in July of 1940, a staunch isolationist by the name of Harry Woodring headed up the War Department,” Mike continued. “While the man was adamant about keeping America out of the affairs of Europe and Asia, he recognized how vulnerable the US was to a potential invasion by a stronger foreign power. He began implementing a series of policies and proposals to strengthen the military and prepare the nation to become what was later coined the Arsenal of Democracy.

“During that interwar period, a general by the name of Malin Craig was the Army Chief of Staff. The two worked hand in hand as they prepared the nation for a likely confrontation. At the time, General George Marshall, who had joined the War Department in July of 1938, had risen to become Craig’s Deputy Chief of Staff. He was fortunate to have been involved in the creation of these underlying policies and plans that allowed the nation to ramp up to become what it was throughout the war. You see, I kind of view you like George Marshall. You were here in this position in the lead-up to this war with China.”

Blain smiled weakly.

“Shortly after the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, President Roosevelt fired the isolationist head of the War Department, Harry Woodring, and brought in Henry Stimson. Then he moved Marshall up to become his formal Chief of Staff.”

“Forgive me, sir, but while this historical review is fascinating, I’m not quite tracking with what this has to do with our current situation,” said Blain.

“Fair enough. Despite their faults, the previous administration tried to do what they could to handle the situation the country had found itself in. But they weren’t in power long, just like what happened during World War II. Like Secretary Henry Stimson, President Delgado has been the one who’s had to undertake the Herculean task of retooling our country and gearing us up to fight against what is arguably the greatest threat to Western democracy—Jade Dragon.

“When Secretary Stimson took the reins in 1940, he pushed for the first peacetime draft in the nation’s history. Sound familiar? In the short time he was in charge of the War Department in 1940, he had grown the Armed Forces from three hundred and thirty-four thousand personnel to more than four hundred and fifty-eight thousand. But that new growth in military personnel was largely focused on expanding the military’s ability to dramatically increase its ability to train new soldiers.

“Leading up to the war with China, our military force, including the reserves and National Guard, stood at roughly two point two million. You’ve spent your whole life in the military or supporting it, Blain, so you know that’s no small number. But we started behind the eight ball on this one. The Chinese had already swelled their ranks and retooled their entire economy to defeat us before the war even started.

“But here’s the deal, Blain. Just as Secretary Stimson had grown the US forces from four hundred and fifty-eight thousand at the end of 1940 to swell to more than one point eight million by the end of 1941, our country, under your counsel and that of Secretary Kurtis, has once again grown our own military—this time to just over three point eight million by the end of 2025. Now as we’re approaching June, we’ve increased those numbers to five point six million soldiers and will reach our target goal of six point two million by the end of the year.

“Simply put, Blain, it’s been a slog to get to this position, but it hasn’t been in vain. The production lines necessary to produce the bullets our soldiers need, the smart bombs our F-35s use, and the cruise missiles our submarines and naval ships fire are all beginning to come online.

“Drawing back to my World War II scenario—it took the US nearly four years to amass an army north of 12.2 million soldiers by the end of 1945. The country had gone from producing three hundred and sixty-five tanks and armored vehicles in 1940 to more than 26,608 just two years later. America went from spending a mere two percent of GDP on defense to forty-one percent of GDP during the war. In today’s money, that’s something like five trillion dollars. So why is this old dinosaur of a Vice President wasting your time with a history lesson?”

“Because you love telling history parables?” Blain replied to the rhetorical question.

Mike laughed at his lousy joke. “Ah, you got me there, Blain. I guess what I’m trying to say is we began this transition to a wartime economy the day President Delgado took office. At this point, we’re nearly a year and a half into this process. But we still need time to get our supply chains really churning out the tools of war.

“Now, I understand your position about wanting to keep the pressure on the Chinese and this Jade Dragon. Right now, I need you to see the bigger picture and help me to convey that picture to the President. You and I both know she’s not going to want to take a pause in combat operations when she believes Jade Dragon is still reeling from a series of major defeats in the Russian Far East. After what the SecDef and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs just briefed us on, I really believe we’re going to need to convince her that an operational pause is needed if we’re to be successful in this next phase of the war.”

As Mike finished speaking, Blain sat back in his chair, finally understanding what he was after. He needed Blain’s help in convincing the President, a personal friend and lately confidant, to agree to this pause. While Blain didn’t want to give Jade Dragon even a moment’s respite, the data on the supply situation was pretty clear. A break was needed.

“OK, Mr. Vice President, you made your case. I agree. I’ll do my best to help guide the President to the same conclusion you’ve helped me reach,” Blain finally replied, easing the man’s concerns.

“All right, Blain. I appreciate your help with this. It really has been great working with you on trying to herd all these cats and dogs as we look to defeat the world’s first super-AI. Who would have thought 2024 would be the year Skynet came online?” the VP joked, referring to the 1984 movie called The Terminator.

Blain laughed at the reference as he stood up and headed off to his own office to tackle another set of problems waiting for him.

*******

Following Morning

Maria took her seat at her desk in the Oval, noting she had twenty minutes until her first meeting of the day. That gave her just enough time to scan the major headlines across a few of the morning papers a steward had laid out on the desk for her along with a fresh cup of coffee to get her going.

She reached for the first one, the Washington Post, and noted the top headlines:

Gas Prices Continue to Drop—National Average Falls Below $4.50 a Gallon as Three New Refineries Begin Operations

War in Asia Hangs by a Thread, Say Unofficial Sources at the Pentagon

Chinese Army Prepares to Launch a Summer Offensive

Political Insiders Angry with Delgado’s Use of the Defense Production Act—What Can Be Done to Stop Her from Turning America into a War Machine?

This last headline made her laugh. America, a war machine…that’s a good one, she thought as she placed the paper on the side of the desk and reached for the next one, the Cincinnati Enquirer.

Americans Grow Concerned over Shortages in Everyday Items

Heartbreaking Loss—Mother Delivers Triplets, Finds out Husband Was Killed in Action Four Hours Later

Reds Win Big in Doubleheader

Maria was about to reach for the next paper when a knock at the door broke her concentration. Looking up to see who had disturbed her during the twenty minutes of the morning when she had specifically requested not to be disturbed, she saw Blain with a pensive look on his face and waved him on in.

“This had better be good, Blain,” she said, a little more harshly than she’d intended. “You know I like my morning routine, and you’re interrupting it.”

She saw Blain wince at the comment, but he appeared undeterred as he took a seat opposite her desk. “OK, what’s going on that has you jumping the queue to be the first in line to speak with me today?” she asked.

“Sorry about this, Madam President. I would have spoken to you last night, but they told me you’d requested not to be interrupted until the morning,” Blain began to explain.

“Yeah, one of the kids really wanted us to just have a family night—no work or interruption, just us. I told the Secret Service not to disturb me unless the world was ending. Things could wait till the morning. So, what’s going on, Blain?”

“Ma’am, it’s now May twenty-seventh. That puts us about thirty days out from initiating Operation Middle Kingdom South. Yesterday, the VP and I had a long and detailed discussion with the Pentagon and the planners as we near the final stages to launch this invasion—”

“Let me guess. They’re saying we aren’t ready to launch yet?” Maria interrupted, knowing where the conversation was headed.

Blain nodded. “Correct. If you’ll hear me out, I think they may have a point this time around,” he pleaded.

Maria folded her arms as she sat back in her chair, unconvinced but willing to listen to what he had to say.

“Most of the time, I think the war planners tend to suffer from paralysis through analysis. In this case, however, I think they may be right,” Blain began. “After reviewing everything, I talked with a few friends in the Special Forces community, as well as a couple of Army and Marine commanders I know personally, and I got a bit more insight from soldiers on the ground who are actually grappling with the issues themselves.” Blain paused for a moment as he sighed. “It pains me to say we need a pause, especially when I think we’re really starting to overwhelm Jade Dragon’s ability to fight us off from so many different angles of attack.”

“But given what your friends and contacts have told you, we just aren’t ready for this right now, are we?” she interjected.

Blain nodded, then went on to add, “I don’t like the idea any more than you do, Madam President. But we’d be derelict in our duties if we ordered them to proceed and knew full well in advance that we didn’t have the ability to keep both fronts supplied during the heights of these battles. For this entire plan—for Middle Kingdom to work—we have to convince Jade Dragon that this isn’t a feint, that this invasion of Taiwan is the main event—”

“That really is what this whole war is about, isn’t it?” she interrupted again. “Taiwan…bringing it back under their control.”

Blain shook his head. “No, ma’am. Not entirely. As I look at what I saw taking place in the previous administration and then throughout this entire war under yours, it’s become clear to me that Jade Dragon has ultimately had two primary objectives and a string of opportunities it’s tried to exploit along the way.”

“Well, we know they want to replace America with China as the leading world power,” she remarked.

“Yes, exactly, Madam President. But it’s more than just that. I’m starting to believe that President Yao may in fact allow Jade Dragon to mold the future of humanity into whatever they believe society should look like. Think about it for a moment. You have an AI that can socially engineer events, circumstances, and media narratives to support whatever agenda it’s been given to achieve.”

“Humpf.” She hadn’t actually thought of it in that way before.

“Maria, we can’t cut off our nose to spite our face,” Blain asserted. “We can’t go all in to win one battle, only to lose the war. The stakes are too high.”

He ran his fingers through his hair. “I know you remember what it was like being on the field,” he said, appealing to their common history. “Imagine having to fight the Chinese Army with no bullets.”

The President sighed. “All right, Blain. Maybe you’re right, even if I don’t want you to be. However, if we’re going to make this pause work, I need you to run this by some of our PSYOPS guys and see how we can really sell this thing. In fact, loop Hanna into this. If there’s one person who understands how to manipulate a situation to her benefit, it’s Hanna. She should be able to help us figure out how to play to the right people’s egos or place the right misdirects. If we’re going to do this, it has to be planned and purposeful,” she insisted.

“I agree, Madam President. I’ll get started on it right away.” And with that, he left her to get back to her morning routine.


Volume Six
Chapter Five
Snake-Eyes

ODA 7322

Mingchi National Forest

Yilan County, Taiwan

Major Larry Thorne watched Colonel Chiu walk toward him with an angry look on his face. Major Thorne couldn’t help but wonder if he might not have had to deal with the unpleasant Chiu had their orders not changed. His Special Forces team had initially been headed toward the Taroko National Park but had gotten redirected to stay in Yilan County instead. It had been a blessing and a curse. It had kept them closer to the command element of the remaining Republic of China government, which meant they had to deal with them a lot more than they would have liked. But it also kept them in the vicinity of Mingchi, also known as the Pearl of the Northern Cross-Island Highway.

As Colonel Chiu Teng-hui came to a stop in front of the makeshift desk Major Thorne and Chief Warrant Officer Four Smith had been using, he demanded angrily, “When is this invasion supposed to take place? My nation has been under occupation for long enough! My superiors want to know what your people are waiting for.”

Chief Smith turned to Thorne, flashing him a sympathetic look before getting up to leave the conversation. He clearly didn’t want to get dragged into another one of these rants by the Taiwanese security chiefs.

Thorne held a hand out to slow-roll the venomous tenor of the colonel’s question. Chiu was their direct point of contact with the remaining leaders of the National Security Bureau and the Republic of China’s military leadership, but he often seemed to forget where Thorne was in the food chain. “Colonel Chiu, you know I’m just a major. I’m hardly in charge of determining when the Marines will launch their invasion.”

The ROC colonel seemed to fume at his deflection. “That may be so, but you are also the one who can relay our frustrations and concerns to those above you.”

“And I have, Colonel Chiu,” Thorne shot back with a bit more heat to his voice than he had intended.

Chiu narrowed his eyes as he glared at him. “Every day that your Marines delay is another day the PLA has time to dig in—time to reinforce the probable landing zones and bring more forces to bear against them. If your people do not act soon…they will not be able to invade even when they are ready. The defenses will have become too strong for them to overcome.”

Thorne knew Chiu was likely right about that last part. The longer they waited, the stronger the PLA positions were becoming. They had been doing the Lord’s work the last six months, identifying strategic targets for the Air Force, Space Force, and Navy to take out with cruise missiles and smart munitions. But those attacks were against strategic targets, not tactical ones like the machine-gun bunkers and antitank guns being placed in fortified positions overlooking the likely landing zones.

Their ODA 7322 mission objectives had been clear: identify strategic assets to be neutralized and link up with any remaining ROC military forces to begin building a local resistance force on the island. When the invasion started, then they would lead the local force to block reinforcements and supplies from passing through the mountainous roads that linked the eastern and western sides of the island.

Thorne blew some air past his lips in frustration. He thought about what kind of compromise, if any, he might be able to offer his Republic of China liaison. He turned to look for Smith, who had tried to slink away from the conversion by sitting near their comms specialist. He called out, “Hey, Chief—didn’t we get access to new Air Force aerial assets the other day? Some kind of preinvasion CAS-type units or something that just moved into the AO?”

Chief Smith looked puzzled for a moment before realizing what he was getting at. “Oh, that group. Yeah, we did. I almost forgot about that. There’s supposed to be some new Air Force attack squadrons arriving on the Miyako Islands. They’re going to be providing close-air support for the invasion to help augment the Marines. Wha’cha thinking about, sir?”

“Colonel Chiu,” Thorne began as he motioned in his direction, “has brought up a good point about the ChiComs digging in around the likely landing zones. Maybe some of those Marine MSOT or SEAL teams will start doing some beach reconnaissance work ahead of the actual invasion and begin identifying these kinds of positions, or maybe they won’t.

“After listening to the colonel’s suggestions, I was thinking maybe it’s time we start teaching them the intricacies of how to call for direct and indirect fire. We’ve already taught them how to call for artillery. Why not add naval gunfire…maybe some close-air support from the Air Force or Navy? It’s a lot more complicated than calling artillery. Perhaps we could have them train by, say, finding and then identifying the grid coordinates for some of these machine-gun bunkers, antitank-gun positions, and artillery batteries that just might be located near some potential landing zones or in the immediate vicinity of our area of operations we’re supposed to stay within.” Thorne shrugged before adding, “I think we should provide a well-rounded kind of military education, don’t you?”

Thorne was trying to find a way not to deviate too far from their mission objectives while at the same time not ignoring the ROC’s worries either. His biggest concern with exposing his locally trained force to something like this was the possibility of getting engaged in a large fight—or they might get discovered and summarily wiped out before the invasion even started. Interfering with the ground lines of communications and supply lines of the ChiComs once the invasion started was of paramount importance. Finding targets to attack along the landing zones was not in their mission priorities, no matter how much he wanted to get involved.

No sooner had Thorne finished speaking than Colonel Chiu jumped in. “I agree with Major Thorne. Chief Smith, what if I give you twelve of my best men? You can train them as you see fit, and once you are confident in their skills, then they can begin training the rest of our soldiers, or I can assign another group of twelve. At least in doing this we will be able to provide your Air Force and Navy with the coordinates of these fortifications so they can destroy them before or during the invasion.”

Thorne saw Smith weighing the options. “OK, sir, I think we can make this work,” he replied. “We’re skirting real close to the edge of the line with this. I’ll talk with Currie and Tillman about it. I don’t think we should risk more than two teams on this. God forbid they’re caught or killed—it could seriously imperil our primary mission. In fact, I recommend we only send one team out at a time. If they did get caught or wrapped up in some sort of gunfight, then at least there won’t be another team nearby that could get compromised at the same time.”

Thank goodness for warrant officers, Thorne thought privately. His team chief had brought up a few concerns he hadn’t thought about yet.

“OK, Smith, then let’s move in that direction,” Thorne directed. “Get in touch with our air liaison and see what kind of taskings we can send to them. If they’re willing to take ’em, then let’s start collecting some targets for them.”

Thorne turned to face Chiu. “Colonel, if you can send us your best people, we’ll do it. But, Colonel, these have to be your best people. If either of my team sergeants don’t like one or more of them, then they’re gone. Got it?”

Colonial Chiu smiled like a kid who’d just worn his parent down and agreed. He left the room in the bunker they had operating out of to go talk to his own people and get the ball rolling.

“Larry, you better tread carefully with this one,” Smith warned in a hushed voice so only the two of them could hear. “We can’t afford to lose team members or for our ODA to be compromised before the big invasion. That’s not the kind of thing you can ask for forgiveness for after the fact. Those are career-ending decisions.”

“I know, and I don’t particularly like doing this either. Chiu’s got a point, though. If no one starts going after those fortifications before those Marines start to land, it’ll be Omaha Beach all over again—or worse, Iwo Jima. We have an opportunity to make a difference right now and maybe stop that from happening. I’d like to take it,” Thorne replied in an equally quiet voice.

Smith stared at him for a moment, not saying anything. Then he slowly nodded in agreement. “OK, Larry. I’m sold. I’ll back you if anything goes sideways on this. Let’s just hope for both our sakes Chiu’s people don’t screw it up for us.”

*******

Three Days Later

“Here, Sergeant—the coordinates for that ammunition depot,” said Benny as he handed Currie the paper with a set of numbers written on it.

Currie eyed him for a moment as he took the paper from him. “You sure it’s right this time?”

“I’m sure, Sergeant.”

Currie glanced over at Dawson, who nodded in agreement. “OK, if your instructor says it’s right, then it’s right. You understand why accuracy is important, don’t you?”

“Yes, Dawson explained how hard it is to hit a target from the air. The more accurate we are, the better our chances of hitting it,” Benny explained in the best English he could manage. He’d insisted they call him the English name he’d taken, Benny, though none of the Americans could figure out why or how he had chosen the name. He had been among a group of Republic of China Army soldiers that had fled into the hills, only to reappear months later in reconstituted small teams of saboteurs and ambush squads to harass the occupying force.

Currie turned to look at the other soldier standing near Dawson, a guy named Huasheng, which translated to peanut—so they called him Peanut when speaking English around him. The guy was barely five feet tall compared to Currie, who was five ten, and Dawson, who was six foot. They looked like giants standing anywhere near the man.

“You got those bunkers properly identified? The ones with the antitank guns in them?”

“Yes, Sergeant. I double-checked them before giving them to Sergeant Dawson to verify,” Peanut confirmed for him.

“He got it right the first time. They’re good,” Dawson chimed in.

“OK, gents. Then it looks like we’ve got ourselves a solid target package for this particular quadrant. What Dawson and I are going to do now is call it in. Then we’ll see if they would like us to stick around while they put together a strike package to hit so we can do an on-scene battle damage assessment, or BDA, as the flyboys like to call it, or if they’ll add it to some kind of queue to hit at some point later on. They may also want to verify it with some sort of drone or satellite surveillance, just to make sure there aren’t some anti-aircraft defenses leading to it that we don’t know about. For right now, why don’t you all take a break and use the time to eat some food while we figure out what we’re going to do next?” Currie explained as he motioned his partner to follow him away from the four guys they had with them.

“Currie, this place is crawling with ChiCom patrols. We spotted one on our way to get in position. I thought for sure we’d been discovered, but thankfully they were too busy arguing over something to pay careful attention to their surroundings,” Dawson explained in a hushed tone as they moved away from their little makeshift base camp.

“Agreed. This place is getting too hot. It’s incredible, though. The whole area has an amazing view of the approaches out of Yilan City proper. Once those Marines push off the beach and get past the city, they’re going to run into this entire ridgeline. This place is covered in machine-gun positions and antitank-gun bunkers. That opposite hilltop over there”—Currie pointed in the direction of Tiansongpi—“has got some pretty wicked-looking concrete bunkers they interlaced into some of those hills and different angles of approach. Quite a few of them have good interlocking fields of fire along with antitank-gun bunkers built into the network to protect the gun bunkers and the fortifications. I can’t see what’s on the other side of that hill or those ridges to know if this is just a small fortified position or something larger.”

Dawson bobbed his head as he listened. “Yeah, this isn’t exactly an ideal place to launch a couple of recon drones from to go figure it out, either. Those ChiComs spot a drone that’s not one of theirs, they’ll know an enemy unit is in the area. You heard Smith’s warning. Do not get detected.”

“I know, I know. Still, I wish we had a better way of knowing what kind of fortifications they’ve built. Something tells me it’s not the kind of place that’s going to easily be knocked out by a few artillery rounds or a five-hundred-pound bomb.”

A smile spread across Dawson’s face. “Brother, that’s why they made two-thousand-pound bombs. There are few things on the battlefield that can’t be solved by overapplying the use of high explosives to them. Let’s tag it for the flyboys and let them know this is a tough nut and it’ll require a bigger bomb to take out. If we make sure the Marines know about it, they’ll scream bloody hell if it doesn’t get taken out before the landings start. That ought to take care of it.”

Currie chuckled at his simplistic way of solving what he had thought was an insurmountable problem. “You know what, Dawson? I think that’s your best idea of this war. That’s exactly what I’m going to do. Classify it as a fortified command-and-control bunker with antitank bunkers and artillery support. That should get it designated for a strategic strike. Now let me get this stuff called in and let’s get back to Mingchi. Time to tag out with Tillman and his ROC trainees.”

*******

81st Fighter Squadron “Black Panthers”

Painushima Ishigaki Airport

Yaeyama Islands, Japan

Major Wilhelm “Baron” Richter and his navigator/electronic warfare officer, Lieutenant Lucas “Vodka” Smirnoff, looked at the mission brief, not liking it one bit. This was gearing up to be a ballbuster of a mission—the kind that tends to inflict a lot of damage on the enemy but also results in a fair number of pilots being shot down in the process. Their squadron had recently transferred to the Pacific as things had stabilized in Venezuela. They’d also gone through a bit of a reorg as their squadron merged into the 23rd Fighter Group, his old command prior to being reclassed into a new airframe.

“Baron, you still with us?” Lieutenant Colonel Leah “Casper” Moody asked, having paused her briefing.

“Um, yes. Sorry about that, Casper,” he stammered, knowing he’d been caught drifting off into his own thoughts.

“Great, it’s good to have you rejoin the mission brief. Since you seem to be all caught up on things, I’ll go ahead and assign you and your wingman, Vader, to the first mission rotation,” she countered in annoyance.

“Ugh, way to go, Baron. Now I’m gonna have to cancel that massage appointment after I just paid double to get bumped to the front of line,” said Captain Lenny “Vader” Vadamar as he punched Baron in the shoulder.

“Oh, boo-hoo, Vader. You gonna have to cancel that pedicure too?” Vodka teased, causing more people to laugh and join in on the ribbing.

Not to be undone by his navigator, Baron piled on one more comment. “Vader, how is it possible that the first thing you managed to do after landing on this rock was locate the nearest massage parlor? Please tell us you didn’t pay for the happy ending in advance too?”

Now Vader’s face turned beet red as the whole squadron broke out in laughter at the crude joke. Baron could tell that last jab might have gone a little too far. He probably shouldn’t have said that in front of the squadron.

“Hey, hey, enough with the comedy routines, you three—we got real work to do here,” Casper chided. “Now that I have everyone’s attention again, let’s resume so we can get out of here and you all can go back to relaxing or catching up on some sleep between flight rotations.”

Casper brought up a map of the island of Taiwan in relation to the Yaeyama Islands and the base they were operating from.

“OK, so here’s the deal. I’m not going to bore you all with the breakdowns of the island and who all is assigned to what AO. What you need you know is our squadron is supporting Operation Group A—Yilan County and this entire area.” She pointed to a fairly large section of the northeastern part of Taiwan.

“The way the flight rotations will work, at least until the invasion starts, is something like this. Rotation one, Baron and Vader, will report to Flight Operations two hours prior to your mission start. You’ll be given one of two types of missions. The first will have you reporting to a holding position near the island. If you get this set of orders, then you’ll fly racetracks and wait until either a local asset calls for a CAS mission or one of the airborne battle managers assigns you a target. These kinds of targets are usually ones of opportunity, so you need to stay somewhat flexible in what they might hand you.

“The other type of orders will likely have a detailed list of targets for you to hit. You’ll have a chance to ask the intel guys any questions you may have, but by and large these are targets that have been identified by either an asset on the ground or an ISR platform. For the sake of clarity, and so you don’t lose sight of things, these targets are being identified because they pose a grave risk to the Marines who will have to hit these beaches and begin moving inland at some point. They aren’t trivial targets, and they aren’t up for debate. Do your best to take them, and know that each one you do may be the one that saves the life of a Marine or maybe an entire platoon or company of Marines. This is important work, people; don’t fumble the football for us on the one-yard line, OK?”

Everyone nodded along in agreement, a somber mood having set in at the gravity of the missions they were about to participate in. These were the kinds of close-air support missions attack pilots lived for—the kinds of missions the Super Tucanos had been purpose-built for, just like their aging predecessors, the A-10s.

“Now that you all know what’s going on and what I expect of you, I’m gonna post the rotations on the board up here. So come check it out and see when your rotation starts. Now get out of here and go kick some ass. Dismissed.”

*******

The Super Tucanos had a five-hundred-and-fifty-kilometer combat range with a full load of munitions, so they certainly had some legs to them. But the closer they had to travel toward that maximum range, the less time they’d have on target.

“Hey, come on, Baron. Let’s go check in with the 1N shop and see what kind of targets we’re likely to get,” Vader offered as he walked up next to him.

“Yeah, not a bad idea, Vader. Hey, sorry about the happy ending joke,” Baron offered.

Throughout the last year of flying missions in El Salvador and Venezuela, they had grown to become good friends, covering each other’s backs and running a poker racket whenever they managed to sucker a group of new players who hadn’t caught on to their little scheme to work the blinds and the call buttons.

Vader shrugged as they made their way toward the intelligence section. “Nah, it’s all good, man. No hard feelings…but you do owe me a beer for canceling my massage—and yeah…I was looking forward to that happy ending, but whatever. Truthfully, I just need to get my back reset after spending so many hours in the cockpit. That transit to get here was a beast. I mean, wow, talk about a nightmare flying a turboprop across the Pacific. I’ll tell you this, Baron, if I never have to do that again I’ll die a happy man.”

They laughed over the shared misery the squadron had recently endured. Following their unit’s release from US Southern Command’s occupational force in Venezuela, their squadron had been merged into the 23rd Fighter Group, which was also located at Moody Air Force Base. While the two squadrons that comprised the group, the 74th and 75th, were still largely flying the A-10 airframes. Any losses they sustained were being replaced with Super Tucanos, not any of the regenerated Thunderbolts from the Boneyard in Tucson, Arizona, at the Davis-Monthan Air Base.

There were only so many of those airframes that could be brought back into service, so a decision had been made to focus those replacement planes on a select number of squadrons. The other squadrons would be steadily phased out through natural attrition and transitioned into either A-29 Super Tucanos squadrons or AT-6 Wolverine squadrons. The Textron Aviation Wolverines had lost out to the Tucanos a number of years back in the light-attack aircraft proposal, but given the demand for attack aircraft and the losses being sustained during the war, the DoD had issued a contract to produce some four hundred Tucano airframes as quickly as possible. With the AT-6s still being produced for other countries, the Textron corporation was able to ramp up production to fill in for the losses.

“Yeah, that flight was a beast for sure. I still can’t believe we actually did that,” Baron agreed.

Following their reassignment to the 23rd Fighter Wing, they’d had to ferry their twenty-four A-29s from Venezuela all the way across the world to the Japanese Yaeyama Islands, where the rest of the 23rd was currently located. This had meant outfitting the planes with a full complement of drop tanks and flying upwards of twenty-eight hundred kilometers per hop until they had crossed from the Southern Hemisphere back into the Northern one, then flying across the entirety of North America to the reopened Alaskan air station on Atu for a final refuel before flying to a Russian airfield on the Sakhalin Islands. From there, it was just a few more jumps until they eventually reached the island of Ishigaki. It had been a brutal transfer process, but they had made it. Following a few days of crew rest, they were officially back in the rotation, doing what attack aircraft pilots do best—blowing stuff up and taking the fight directly to the enemy.

Vader pointed to a sign down the hall that read, “You Are Entering a Cleared Area—No Unauthorized Personnel.”

Walking around the corner of the hallway, they spotted a pair of armed security personnel blocking the door leading to a room marked Intelligence & Flight Operations Center.

After presenting their flight badges and verifying they were “on the list,” they were allowed to enter the SCIF, or Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility, which was where all the classified information was held and the intelligence and targeting analysts typically worked. Once inside, they were told where to find the flight operations desks so they could retrieve the classified materials related to their mission should there be any. This being their first mission in Asia, Casper had suggested all the pilots take the opportunity to get a more detailed brief on the kinds of threats they were likely to encounter over Taiwan. Unlike Central and South America, Taiwan was considered home turf by the PLA. They were likely to face their best equipment here, and probably a lot more of it.

As an intelligence analyst briefed them on the various kinds of air and ground threats they might encounter, the one that stuck out the most to Baron was the mention of a new kind of aircraft he hadn’t heard of. Apparently, the Chinese had figured out how to start mass-producing the next iteration of fighter aircraft—unmanned combat aerial vehicles or UCAVs. The analyst explained that around the latter half of 2025, the Chinese Air Force had begun introducing a modified version of their Chengdu J-10 multirole aircraft. If that hadn’t been bad enough, the analyst explained there were even newer UCAVs that the F-15 and F-35 pilots were starting to encounter—a modified version of a joint Chinese–Pakistani-built light multirole aircraft the Pakistanis called the JF-17 Thunder, or in China, the FC-1 Fierce Dragon. Apparently, this newer version, called the FC-2 Flying Dragon, was more of a purpose-built UCAV than just a modified manned aircraft like the current versions the PLA Air Force had been fielding.

The briefer, a technical sergeant named Lupo, explained, “Since your squadron is new to the Asian AOR, I wanted to make sure you guys were up to speed on some of the new changes we’re starting to see in what the Chinese Air Force is beginning to field. Now before anyone in your squadron gets too nervous or worked up about these UCAVs, please understand we’re not seeing them in large numbers, at least not yet and certainly not down here. The ones that are being encountered are typically around the Beijing or Shenyang AO. A couple of F-15 pilots did report a possible FC-2 sighting, but they were unable to get a visual on them. For now, I think your biggest threat is likely to be MANPADs and anti-aircraft fire. What questions do you guys have before I hand over your specific targets for this mission rotation?”

Baron and Vader exchanged a nervous glance before turning back to the technical sergeant. Baron spoke for them both when he said, “OK, Sergeant, so if we see any of these UCAV planes, we just need to keep in mind they can fly a lot more aggressively than a manned aircraft because there isn’t a human having to pull any g-forces. Other than that, we probably won’t see them, so we just pay attention to ground fire and MANPADs. Does that about sum it up?”

The tech sergeant smiled, nodding in approval. “See? I told those guys in Flight Ops you attack pilots were a lot smarter than those fighter jocks.”

The trio laughed at the joke before turning serious again. Sergeant Lupo handed the two of them a pair of folders to review. This was their strike package for the mission they were about to embark upon.

Baron looked the information over, carefully noting the location of the targets and the likely defenses they might encounter in and around the area leading to it. Looking up, Baron asked, “If I’m reading this correctly, we’re being armed with four AGM-65 Mavericks to specifically go after a series of hardened machine-gun and antitank-gun bunkers. Is that correct?”

“That’s correct, sir. We’ve recently been receiving a lot of these kinds of targets. Apparently, there’s an ODA team somewhere on the ground over there. In the last few days, they’ve been sending in a huge number of targets like this. Needless to say, the Marines are demanding the Air Force take them out before the landings, so we’ve been tasked with it,” the tech sergeant explained.

“Huh, OK. Is there a reason why another airframe that can carry a larger payload than ours isn’t going after these targets en masse? At best, we’ll be able to hit eight of these targets per flight rotation. If you’ve got dozens and dozens of these things coming in and we’ve got less than thirty days until the invasion kicks off, we may not get through them all,” Baron said.

The sergeant shrugged. “Hey, I just do what I’m told. You’d have to ask that question to someone far more senior than me.”

With no further questions at this point, Baron stood, mission folder in hand as he thanked Tech Sergeant Lupo for the detailed brief and bringing them up to speed on the new area of responsibility they were now flying in. Excusing themselves, Baron and Vader left the man’s workstation and headed over to a set of workspaces set aside for pilots who wanted to go over their missions further with their flight or just review the information at their own pace.

When they took a seat and spread their maps out on the table, the first thing Baron and Vader started reviewing was the layout of the map and how Taiwan had been broken down into more manageable chunks. Whoever had come up with the design had tried to make it simple.

“OK, Baron, before I get all excited about figuring this out—if I’m looking at this correctly, two of my Mavericks look to be slated for some targets here, in sector A-7-1, a single Maverick in sector A-7-2, and my last one in sector A-8-1,” Vader explained.

Baron looked at the map and then at Vader’s target list before nodding in agreement. “Wow, look at you, Vader—all grown up. You figured that out all on your own. I’m proud of you, son.”

They laughed at the joke, which broke some of the pre-mission tension. They were under no illusion about the fact that this mission had the potential to turn deadly. A standard AGM-65 had a standoff range of twenty-two kilometers. Reviewing the missiles one more time, Baron noticed something. “Hey, Vader, is it me or did they create a new variant of Mavericks? The specs on this thing say we should be able to engage our targets from up to thirty-two kilometers. That’s like ten kilometers longer than normal.”

“Huh, would you look at that? You’re right—that’s an extra ten kilometers for sure. By the way, Baron, I have it on good authority from a few weapon technicians that if the specs say it can travel twenty-two kilometers, it usually has at least one to three additional kilometers that aren’t officially listed,” Vader explained with a satisfied smile, feeling important because he knew something his wingman didn’t.

“Hey, I’m not complaining. I’ll take the extra range all day and twice on Sunday. At least this means we won’t have to spend as much time over the island. That’s the last place I want to get shot down,” Baron replied before standing up and motioning for Vader to follow him. “We have less than two hours before preflight. Let’s go grab some food before we start what’ll likely be a long mission.”


Volume Six
Chapter Six
A Strategic Pause

Unified Marine Command HQ

Camp Courtney

Okinawa, Japan

Lieutenant General David Gilbert reviewed the order one more time, wanting to make sure he had a full understanding of it before it was widely disseminated. He’d received it twenty-three minutes ago as a courtesy heads-up from General Don Baxter, the Indo-Pacific Commander. He wasn’t being given the opportunity to provide any input or suggestions to them. It was more Don’s way of making sure he didn’t feel blindsided once it was pushed to the theater commands at the top of the hour.

If he was being honest, he was glad it was Don who had made the call rather than forcing him to state the obvious. Until the logistical challenges back home got unstuck, it would be suicide to continue on with the current invasion plans when they might not have enough ammunition to sustain it beyond a few weeks of heavy action. It was one thing to get soundly beaten by an adversary. It was another thing entirely to get beaten because you ran out of bullets.

As of now, most of the divisions and their accompanying equipment had made it to Okinawa and the Miyako Islands for preinvasion staging. The Air Force and the naval air wings, for their parts, had been pounding PLA positions in preparation for the eventual invasion. They were steadily establishing air dominance over Taiwan and suppressing enemy air defenses to the point where his helicopters wouldn’t be getting smoked as they air-assaulted in the second half of his invasion force while the other half stormed the beaches. Right now, the two issues making his timeline virtually impossible to meet were the lack of a steady, consistent supply of munitions, fuel, food, and water to sustain high-intensity operations for at least thirty days once they hit beach—and they were still waiting on those Jackal XD500 quadpedal drones, especially the ones equipped with some special antidrone weapons suite.

The latest intelligence reports had already indicated a massive troop surge underway on the island. The garrison on the island had swelled from fifty-five thousand to now approaching one hundred and twenty thousand. Given they weren’t all positioned along the beaches that his joint US Marine-NATO Task Force–South were slated to attack, he wouldn’t solely bet on those additional reinforcements staying put on the western side of the island or in the upper elevations along the island’s center spine.

Technically, this whole invasion was supposed to be a distraction from the main event. Distraction or not, General David Gilbert wasn’t about to launch it with half the supplies he needed or without the Jackals he’d been promised. He was not going to have a repeat of Operation Higuerote, when his Marines had hit the beaches in Venezuela, only to be surprised by a swarm of Kamikaze drones that had nearly wiped out two full battalions inside of a few minutes. There were supposed to be five hundred of these Jackals on the next supply run. He’d believe it when he saw it, but until they arrived, he’d throw his stars on the table before he gave an order to have his Marines assault another beachhead without some sort of antidrone protection.

Knock, knock, came a noise that broke his concentration.

“Sorry to disturb, Dave. I just got a heads-up from 3rd MLG you might want to know about,” Brigadier General Brent Collins announced as he stepped into his office.

Dave smiled at the interruption and waved his deputy on in. “OK, Brent, what’s going on with the 3rd Marines Logistical Group today? And please, for the love of God, tell me it’s not another delay in our supplies.”

Brent shook his head. “Actually, this time it’s good news for a change. That’s why I wanted to come on over and tell you right away. Their CG, Brigadier Wootton, gave me a call to let us know those two Watson-class vehicle cargo ships we’ve been waiting on finally arrived in port in the wee hours of the morning. That officially means we finally have all five hundred of those Jackal XD500s and the remaining ACVs and SuperAVs for the landing ships. This’ll fully replace the older amphibious assault vehicle losses we took in capturing the Miyako Islands and the losses from the Venezuela campaign that still hadn’t been fully replaced.”

“Oh thank God, Brent. It’s great to see prayers do get answered from time to time,” Dave said in reply. He breathed an audible sigh of relief.

He’d nearly lost the tasking priority on those two mammoth roll-on, roll-off vehicle ships when they’d suddenly become delayed for nearly two whole weeks in the Port of Oakland. The final batch of the fleet’s new Marine Iveco SuperAVs and the new Amphibious Combat Vehicles or ACVs had been delayed in a railyard shipping snafu—likely caused by some cyber mischief from Jade Dragon. By the time they’d figured out the vehicles had been shipped to the wrong port, nearly a week had gone by, then it had taken another to get them rerouted back to Oakland.

When General Bob Sink, the Joint-Asia Theater Commander, had heard about the delays, he’d tried to poach the transports from the Marines to deliver a new batch of infantry fighting vehicles as the Army continued phasing out the M2 Bradleys. Bradleys lost in combat were being replaced with the Army’s latest IFV or armored personnel carrier. Dave knew Sink’s forces were being stretched like hell in the Liaoning Province bordering North Korea and the Yellow Sea. Sink needed those vehicles about as bad as Dave needed his remaining Jackals and ACVs to carry out this invasion.

“God always answers our prayers, General. We just don’t always like the response,” Brent countered with a mischievous grin on his face.

Dave laughed at the joke. There was an old saying: if you want to make God laugh, tell him your future plans. Growing up, Dave had hated the military, being the son of a drunkard father who, whenever he was in port, would drink himself into the brig or find himself beat up in an alley outside a bar. The way his superiors used to let him get away with beating him and his siblings in addition to their mother had never sat right with him. Now here he was, a three-star general in command of what would likely be the largest amphibious invasion since Iwo Jima or Okinawa.

“Isn’t that the truth, Brent? Now that those new amphibs and Jackals are here, I want to make sure the units receiving them have their motor pools and maintenance sections run them through their paces. These things are coming fresh from the factory, so they may have some minor issues or bugs to work out. I’d rather get that stuff sorted on Oki while we have support personnel to handle it than once we get over to Taiwan,” Dave ordered.

“Sure thing, boss. But I come bearing more good news,” Brent quickly added. “Wootton told me his Navy LNO said we’ve got four of those massive cargo haulers, those Lewis and Clark–type ships, two days out from port. They’re bringing an additional twelve thousand tons of munitions, six thousand tons of dry goods, and two thousand, three hundred light tons of mixed vehicle fuels.”

Slapping his knee happily, Dave felt like it was Christmas in May with the news he was hearing this morning. “Now that’s what I’m talking about, Brent. How close does that put us to meeting our estimated operational demand for the first thirty days of combat operations?”

Brent pulled a notepad out and flipped through a few pages before looking up. “Actually, that gets us up around eighty-five percent. You know, we just might be able to reach our goal in time for the invasion.”

Dave grimaced. The invasion date appeared to be slipping—how far, he wasn’t sure, but it was looking like the original date was probably not going to happen, even if he managed to poach supplies from General Sink’s Army Group in China and the Koreas or Stavridis’s command. Dave would feel bad taking away from the guys pulling occupation duty in Central and South America.

“Yeah, about the invasion…it’ll be official in”—Dave paused to look at his watch—“twelve minutes, but it’s looking like the brass back in Hawaii, likely at the behest of Washington, is ordering us to take an operational pause. Something about allowing the supply bottlenecks time to sort themselves out and start delivering munitions and supplies in an orderly fashion. I kind of thought this issue with the munition problem was sorted a while back, but either they haven’t got it figured out just yet or we’re burning through more than they anticipated. In either case, they can’t support our invasion of Taiwan and General Sink’s force in Asia at the same time until some of these issues get resolved.”

The look on Brent’s face was one of resigned relief but also frustration. Dave shared that feeling as well. “Hey, look at it this way, Brent. It’ll give us a little more time to get our supplies built up. It’ll also give our Marines more time to train before they give us the official go order to launch phase one of Middle Kingdom.”

Brent nodded in agreement as he sighed. “Blessing in disguise, I suppose. We’ll make the best of it, sir. Let me know if you need anything else. I’m going to keep after these missing supplies and make sure those squids know who they’re supposed to supply first. Us, then the Army after we’ve had our fill.”

The two laughed at the interservice rivalry before Brent headed off to get back to his duties.

As Dave looked at his Outlook window, a new message popped in. One marked from the SecDef.

Oh great, what steaming pile of crap have I stepped on to get a personal message from Admiral Thiel?

When he opened the message, his mood changed from dread to curiosity. He was being recalled for a personal meeting. Normally he’d be suspicious about such a call, but seeing the side note, the one that said this was good news and not cause to worry, helped him tamp down those fears.

I guess I better pack a bag and find the next rotator back to the States…

*******

Eighth Army Headquarters

Camp Humphreys, South Korea

“What in the hell is this? How can they call for an operational pause when I got the entire First PLA Army Group breathing down our necks?” fumed General Bob Sink as he read the new set of orders hot off the press. “Damn it! You’d think Don would at least give us a courteous heads-up that something like this was coming down the pike. What am I supposed to do now? Tell General Song we’re taking an operational, so please hold off on your summer offensive until we’re ready to begin again?!”

Bob cursed loudly as he threw the lousy coffee-stained mug he’d been gripping across the room. It smashed against the wall, causing his deputy and a few others in the room to jump. Generally speaking, Bob was an incredibly mild-mannered man. He seldom swore or lost his temper, but in this particular moment, he was beyond incensed. His combined American, Korean, Japanese, Russian, and NATO forces all fell under his joint command after the latest force realignment. This meant his original logistical challenge of keeping his American, Korean, and Japanese forces supplied had now more than doubled. On top of that, the logistical network was fouled up like a rock-hard turd blocking his intestines.

Major General Tony Flenderson tried to assuage him, to little avail. Then he quietly motioned for everyone to leave, so he and the boss could talk in private. Once they’d all left and it was the two of them, Bob saw Tony was about to read him the riot act for losing his cool.

Bob held a hand up to forestall the rightly deserved ass-chewing his deputy was about to dispense. “You’re right, Tony. I lost my cool in front of them. That’s my wrong to right, not yours. I’ll speak with each of them in a bit. I can’t set an example of losing my temper like that when we get garbage orders.”

Tony smiled slightly at his self-awareness. “I know this puts a major kink in our plans for Operation Middle Kingdom, but let’s not kid ourselves and pretend this isn’t actually a good thing,” he said. “It means we won’t have to be the ones to tell Baxter or the SecDef that we aren’t ready. We’re slinging 155mm howitzer shells like crazy the last few months. I’m pretty sure I already told you we’ve had to literally swap out more than two hundred barrels already. They’re supposed to be swapped out every twenty-five hundred rounds they fire, but frankly, we got some units firing a thousand rounds a day, so obviously that isn’t going to work.” Tony had to remind him of how bad their situation was at times.

Bob shook his head in frustration before countering, “You know, the oddest thing about this war is during the last seven months, this thing had turned into one hell of an artillery duel. It’s like both sides are trying to see who runs out of artillery shells or barrels first. Did I read those stats right this morning about how many rounds we’re expending a week?”

Tony pulled his notepad out and opened it to a particular page before looking up. “Yeah, boss. It’s averaging between one hundred and sixty-two thousand and three hundred and seventy-eight thousand 155mm shells a week. We have a few lulls every now and then, but they don’t last more than five or ten days max before they start right back up again.”

“Good grief, Tony. These kinds of numbers aren’t sustainable long-term,” Bob replied in surprise. “We gotta start reining in some of the calls for artillery. I’m all for it if Song’s throwing another human wave assault at one of our combat outposts or forward operating bases, but these kinds of numbers will never let us catch up when it’s time for us to launch our own part of Middle Kingdom.”

“I hear you, boss. I’ll have a word with the division commanders and make sure they pass it down the line. They’re free to call what they need when they need it, but we can’t try and shoot it out in these drawn-out artillery duels anymore. What I don’t understand, boss, is how are they able to keep up with these kinds of relentless wave attacks? It’s like they have an endless supply of poorly trained conscripts who will blindly charge whatever hill or fortification they’re told to charge. That kind of logic just doesn’t compute in my tiny lizard brain.”

Bob had been wondering the same thing. Month after month, Song just kept sending these waves of attacks along one side of their lines, trying to find a way to break through, only to shift their offensive a hundred or even two hundred kilometers to the left or right of the front lines. If Bob hadn’t had the kind of airmobile force he could shift around when absolutely needed, he was pretty sure General Song would have eventually made a hole in lines and then driven his entire army group through it.

“I don’t know, Tony. If you ask me, it’s criminal what General Song is doing. He’s throwing bodies at us in hopes that eventually he’ll wear us down and find a way through our lines. I’m beginning to get concerned about troops on those lines. Mentally, emotionally, they can only take that kind of wholesale slaughter of human life for so long before they’re going to break. I sure hope the division commanders are doing their best to rotate units off the line to give them a break during the lulls,” commented Bob, feeling like the weight of the world rested on his shoulders like the Greek god Atlas, except he couldn’t just shrug it off. He was in command of a joint allied force comprising more than two and a half million soldiers. Their lives, their futures depended on him holding it together and finding a way to beat the odds and win the day.

Then a message popped in his Outlook, alerting him to a freshly received email. Noticing the sender, he felt his stomach tighten. Ugh, can’t these people just give me my supplies and let me win this war without further interference? he thought pensively as he clicked on the email.

“Is that a happy email or sad email?”

Bob grunted at the comment. It sounded like something you’d say to a little kid. Looking up at Tony, he said, “It’s from the SecDef. Apparently, I’m being recalled to D.C. for an in-person brief, likely with him, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, and probably POTUS or at least that NSA of hers, Blain Wilson.”

“Huh, sounds mysterious. No chance they’re sacking you, is there?”

Bob let out a laugh before shaking his head. “Sack me? Not likely. There hasn’t exactly been a wellspring of brilliant generals throughout this war. Maybe if there had been at the outset of it all, this whole thing wouldn’t have happened, or at least not happened the way it did. We’re still recovering from that surprise attack on the first day. I mean, damn, who would have thought of turning a bunch of cargo ships into floating cruise missile batteries? That was some clever thinking.”

“Yeah, pretty sure it was that AI, Jade Dragon, they keep talking about that cooked that up, or at least figured out how to make it work to the best of their abilities. Well, when do you leave?”

“Message says for me to catch the next rotator back to the States, so I guess I better start looking for a flight out today,” Bob replied, not sounding all that happy to be leaving his command.

“All right, boss, why don’t you grab whatever go bag you want to take and I’ll see what kind of transportation I can find for ya?” Tony offered before turning on his heel and heading out to the operations center.

That guy sure is intuitive—not sure if he’d make a good division commander one day, but he runs a tight ship as deputy, that’s for sure. Guess I better grab enough clothes for at least three days. God, I hope they don’t keep me trapped in D.C. for more than three days…


Volume Six
Chapter Seven
Down ’n’ Dirty

497th People’s Militia Battalion

Mando Beach, Taiwan

Resting his back against a nearby tree, Private First Class Han thought about his current predicament. He wasn’t a complete idiot. He knew he was a screwup—not just here in the army, but even at the university. His father said he lacked the proper motivation in life to be somebody. His mother said he was just lazy. Maybe they were right. What he did know was he’d never wanted to be a soldier. The thought had never crossed his mind, and now that he was one, all he wanted to do was find a way to bide his time and try not to get killed in the process.

Stupid Americans…what makes them think they can take on a billion people? Han thought to himself as he lit up his third cigarette of the night. I’m becoming my uncle, he mused as he took a deep pull and let the smoke fill his lungs. His uncle had been a chain smoker all his life. Han couldn’t think of a memory when his uncle didn’t have a cigarette either in his hand or hanging loosely from the side of his mouth.

Looking off toward the beach, Han saw only the blackness of the water as it gently crashed against the shore. Glancing down to look at his watch, he sighed. Seriously…only forty-five minutes have gone by…

As he stared at the water for a moment longer, the light of the moon illuminated the waves and the sloshing of the ocean further out to sea. Up above, the moon had found a break in the cloud cover that had dominated the sky as of late. He wished the moon was out more often. It made spotting things along the coast or out at sea a lot easier. It was June, which meant they were in the final month of the rainy season before the weather would finally begin to improve in July.

Looking back at the ocean, he was about to take another drag from his cigarette when he thought he caught a glint of something in the water. He squinted to see what might be out there; then he remembered something his grandfather had told him about when he had served in the military. Sometimes if you look slightly away from the area you’re looking at, your peripheral vision might have better luck at spotting what you were looking for.

Following the advice his grandfather had given him long ago, he turned his head slightly and took a couple of calming breaths. As he opened his eyes and allowed his mind to rest, he spotted something in his periphery; he was sure of it. Remaining still for a moment, he was about to unsling his rifle when a brief glimpse of the moon’s light shone across the area he’d just been looking at, revealing nothing there. Chuckling to himself, he chided his mind for playing tricks on him.

You’re seeing things, Han…best get on with the rest of this patrol before Sergeant Ho thinks you’ve fallen asleep on duty again…

With his rifle slung on his shoulder and a freshly lit cigarette in hand, Han pushed off from the palm tree he’d been leaning against near the beach and continued on with his patrol. Three more hours and this patch of beach would be someone else’s problem.

*******

S501 Owasso

MSOT 8113

Mando Beach, Taiwan

The pilot driving the modified Orca midget submarine, Owasso, brought the underwater vehicle to a hover at a depth of eighty feet, just eleven hundred feet from the shores of Mando Beach. Once the Orca had leveled out and was in a steady hover state, the pilot flicked the green light on, letting the MSOT operators in the lock-in/lock-out compartment know they were safe to proceed with exiting the vehicle.

The highly trained Marine Special Operations Troops began exiting the submersible into the cold black waters off the coast of Taiwan. Utilizing their rebreather scuba equipment, the operators moved steadily forward toward the beach until they approached the shallows leading to the shore. As they came online as a group, they started to prepare their equipment and weapons to be ready for immediate action once they emerged from the surf.

Unable to see in the darkness of the water, the operators communicated via a series of single, double, or triple chirps from their radios. The chirps would let each other know their status and whether they were ready to emerge from the water and begin their mission.

As the waves gently lapped against the shore, nine shapes emerged from the surf. Clad in black, weapons pointing in a 180-degree arc, they crept ashore. The figure on the far right took a knee, keeping his suppressed SIG M5 trained on a PLA soldier as he walked up the beach. Behind him, three of the others took up security positions while the other five spread out and began their work. They knew they didn’t have much time. Their kit was coated with a thermal reduction polymer to hide them from ChiCom thermal sensors; it worked very well, but only for short durations, and as it wasn’t a breathable material, it made the operators’ body temperatures rise quickly inside their wet suits. Each operator carried a satchel, and each satchel carried ten golf-ball-sized sensors. Each sensor generated a micro pulse that, with submarine LIDAR and satellite MASINT imaging, would give a 3-D rendering of the surveyed beaches that Big Brain could use to see if anything had changed from the last time it had been scanned. This would aid in identifying any ChiCom surprises during the invasion of the island.

Ten minutes later, the element leader’s earpiece chirped, letting him know they had to exfil and rendezvous with the Orca. It was time to beat feet out of the area. He double-tapped his throat mic, and as the members of his team turned their eyes to him, he made a knife hand signal toward the water. Moving toward the water, each man inserted the mouthpiece of his MK 25 rebreather, and just as quietly as they had come, they slipped back into the surf and disappeared beneath the waves. Without a sound, they were gone.

Checking his depth gauge and digital compass, the element leader adjusted his direction by two degrees and angled down sharply. Once his depth was fifteen meters, he checked the bearing on his compass and began counting his fin cycles. If the currents were stable, they would rendezvous with the Owasso in less than twenty minutes. The Owasso was the sister Orca to the Tulsa; the two autonomous underwater vehicles or AUVs were assigned to the USS Oklahoma, SSN 802.

Like a ghostly apparition, the signal light affixed to the Owasso came into view. Swimming beneath the AUV, each man in the team entered through the opening in the hull’s bottom. Raising his hands above his head, the leader felt himself lifted from the water by powerful hands.

“Well, look what we got here—a gaggle of Devil Frogs! You sure took your time, boss,” a massive “dark green” Marine Raider said, smiling down at the man he’d just pulled from the water as if he weighed nothing.

“At ease, gun ape! This antithermal stuff on our wet suits was cooking us, so we moved slow and steady,” the leader said, smiling, as he removed his goggles and hood. Reaching out his hand, he was yanked to his feet.

“Welcome back, Chug!”

“Good to be back, Gunny!”

Chug made his way forward and stuck his head into the tiny driver’s space. “Hey, squid, how much time until we dock with the Oklahoma?”

A middle finger shot up from the seat occupied by Petty Officer First Class Hugo “Boss” Moretti, a Navy Special Warfare Operator on loan from SEAL Team Five to Alpha Company, 1st Raider Battalion, for their operations in the INDOPACOM AOR.

Boss was to the SEAL Delivery Vehicle, or SDV, community what Juan Manuel Fangio was to Formula 1 racing. He could get an SDV anywhere, anytime. To Captain Troy “Chug” St. Onge, the fact that Boss had learned to drive what was supposed to be an AUV in record time proved that this SEAL was a miracle worker. To Chug and the men of MSOT 8113, he was just “the squid.” Some said that men and women in the Special Operations community were experts at becoming experts. True to form, Boss had gone from being angry that he’d been chopped to a MARSOC team to scratching his head as he studied the specs for the modifications to the Owasso to making it a big SDV and driving it like he stole it in less than a week.

“Twenty, twenty-five minutes tops, skipper. Depends on the currents at depth.”

Boss’s eyes were glued to his screens; he had beads of sweat on his forehead. As Chug crowded in behind him, he could see that Boss had a tight grip on the controls.

“Everything OK, Boss?” Chug asked in a tone he hoped conveyed more confidence than he was actually feeling.

“Yeah… Tulsa sent a message while your team was coming in. There may be a Han-class in the vicinity of our rendezvous with the Oklahoma.”

The Han or Type-91 was an older attack submarine in the PLAN. To classify it as a threat was an overstatement—the PLAN’s submarine force had been reduced to near irrelevance in the last few months. It was loud—or as the COB of the Oklahoma had put it to them in his Arkansas drawl, “It was as loud as two elephants fornicating on bubble wrap.”

Yet, it could still shoot, and if it could shoot it could kill. In this case, if Boss was nervous, Chug was terrified, though he’d never show it. The fact that the PLAN could still put fast-attack boats to sea was indeed cause for concern.

“OK, Boss, just get us back to the Oklahoma. In one piece, please.”

Boss’s middle finger shot up again, and Chug took it as his cue to leave.

*******

USS Oklahoma

SSN 802

Philippine Sea

Commander Michael Jacoby fought the urge to pace. The conn on the Oklahoma was already cramped, and pacing would only add to the increasing tension in the room. He glanced up at a plaque on the aft bulkhead of the conn. It was from the United States Special Operations Command. He smiled. In the initial stages of the war in South America, it had become clear to the powers that be that it was going to be a long war—those powers being at WARCOM in Coronado, California, and MARSOC at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina. They knew their operators were going to get a lot of work, so they asked for and received platforms solely dedicated to SOCOM. The USS Oklahoma was a Block V Virginia-class fast-attack boat that had been completely repurposed by SOCOM to take the warriors of “HAPPYCOM” around the Pacific, giving hell to the People’s Liberation Army wherever and whenever they pleased.

It wasn’t the mission he’d wanted when he had been tapped to command. He’d become a submariner to do one thing—hunt. His sister ship, the USS Texas, had become the most famous fast-attack in modern naval history. Though their missions were classified top secret and compartmentalized, the Texas had done to Navy recruiting in 2025 what Top Gun had done in the 1980s. It might have been the silent service, but the word had spread, albeit in whispers around the fleet. Jacoby looked around the conn at the sailors under his command. He was proud of them, and they had done their duty in this war with aplomb. Yet part of him wondered how his crew would do under real combat conditions.

The Tulsa had alerted them to the presence of a Han Type-91 class PLAN sub that was sniffing about, but it wasn’t a real concern. The Tulsa had been tasked to shadow the submarine and sink her if she showed any provocative action or indication she’d alerted on the Oklahoma.

“Sir, the Owasso is on final, requesting permission to dock.”

Jacoby glanced at his watch. He’d been daydreaming and hadn’t realized how much time had passed since he’d become lost in his thoughts.

“Acknowledged. COB, gather the Raiders and have them meet me in the wardroom once they’ve stowed their gear.”

“Aye, sir!” the Chief of the Boat responded crisply.

“XO, you’re with me. Weps, you have the conn.”

“I have the conn, aye, sir,” the weapons officer responded as he took his station near the master plot.

*******

USS Oklahoma

Wardroom

Philippine Sea

The Marines of MSOT 8113 entered the wardroom and found that chow had been laid out for them buffet-style. Smiles crept across their faces and they began to playfully push and shove their way to the food. Commander Jacoby welcomed them back and told them to grab some food before they began. Chug saw Jacoby motion him over, so he grabbed a bottle of water and crossed the few meters to him.

“Sir?” Chug said before he downed the water in one long pull.

“You Raiders did an awesome job out there, seriously.”

“Thank you, sir, but why do I get the impression that this isn’t a social call?”

Jacoby exhaled and rubbed the back of his neck. He took a beat, then looked Chug in the eyes.

“I have a new tasking for you and the boys.”

Chug nodded as he read between the lines.

“Boys, focus up. The skipper has some word to pass.”

Jacoby nodded to the XO, Lieutenant Commander Brad Crosser, to begin. Crosser turned on the wall display, which rendered an image of the island of Taiwan. All jocularity left their faces when they saw the island on the screen. The mental switch had once again been flipped; they immediately donned their game faces.

“Gents,” Crosser began. “This briefing is classified top secret. D-day for the invasion of Taiwan has been put on hold for the moment.”

Chug looked at Gunny Walls, who nodded back at him. Walls had stepped up and filled the role of operations NCO as well as team chief. Master Sergeant Davis had been wounded and was still recovering on Okinawa. Chug knew Davis wouldn’t be coming back anytime soon, so when he’d asked, Gunny Walls had stepped up. Chug raised a hand to ask a question.

“Yes, Captain?” Crosser said. Chug never really got a warm and fuzzy from the XO—he was always too formal, like he viewed the Raiders as trespassers on the Oklahoma.

“Sir, if the invasion has been put on hold, what do we do now? We’ve completed a dozen hydro recons of the landing sites. We know the island better than anyone other than Big Brain. Where do we fit in?”

Before Crosser could answer, Jacoby stepped to the front of the room.

“That’s what I wanted to talk to your whole team about, Chug.”

Jacoby opened an orange-and-white folder with a TS-SCI marking on it. He handed it to Chug and told him to read it. While he did so, the Raiders of MSOT 8113 looked at him intently, as if they were waiting for their coach to give them the varsity lineup for the big game.

“Crap” was all Chug said at first. He looked at Jacoby as if to say, “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

“Those are the orders, my friend. If you look at the bottom, you’ll see who they came from.”

Chug looked at the very bottom of the page and his eyebrows rose in surprise. Looking up, he exhaled and leaned back in his chair. Head facing the ceiling of the wardom, he inhaled and stood.

“OK, boys, listen up. We’ve been ordered to babysit some colonel during the invasion.”

As if on cue, the Marines in the room began to bombard him with questions, the gist of them being, “What the hell, boss?!”

Chug raised his hands to quiet them down.

“Quiet! We’re on a submarine sneaking through Chinese-infested waters, after all.”

Gunny Walls just shook his bald head from side to side. Chug looked at him for a long moment.

“Gunny, you got something to say?”

“Yeah, boss, why us?” Heads nodded in agreement around the room.

“Well, Gunny, like I just said, our hydro studies of the landing sites give us among the most in-depth knowledge of the terrain. We’ve been eyes on and boots on, and apparently the Commandant himself wants this dude—Colonel Bonwit is his name—to not get unalived during the campaign. So, he’s putting us on him like white on rice.”

“Or dark green on rice!” Staff Sergeant Kunze said as he slapped Gunny Walls on the shoulder. Dark green was a Marine Corps eccentricity. It was often said that there was no color in the Corps, only shades of green. Most Marines knew it was a load of crap, but they took the meaning to heart. Kunze was the only Marine on the team who was from Oklahoma. A town called Broken Arrow that was so small that if you blinked driving through it, you’d miss it. As a farm boy, he’d joked that he’d joined the Corps because he needed a break from the rigors of farm life.

“Wait, boss, the Commandant gave the order?” Walls said, shrugging Kunze’s comment off.

“That’s affirm, Gunny. General Michael Langley himself picked us.”

“The dark green Marine.” Kunze whistled aloud.

The room got quiet as this revelation sank in.

“Sir, why us? I mean, really, why us?” asked Sergeant Reyes earnestly.

“The only reason I can think of is because we are the War Pigs,” Chug said, smiling.

All the Marines began to smile too, and Gunny Walls slowly slapped his chest and, in a whisper, he sang, “Day of battle, God comes calling.”

“From the sea, War Pigs assaulting!” came the reply, from the team’s modified “War Pigs” by Black Sabbath. Chug had been with MSOT 8113 since the team had formed. They had been the War Pigs from their first deployment, and as long as he led these men, they always would be. He didn’t have to like this mission and he didn’t. He just had to do it. Semper Invictus! God willing, he would.


Volume Six
Chapter Eight
A Decision Is Made

Oval Office, White House

Washington, D.C.

Maria stood there with a broad smile as she held a handshake between herself and David Gilbert, the US Marine Corps’ newest four-star general. His wife, Julie, stood next to him along with three of his kids as the photographer snapped the official pictures for posterity’s sake and for him and his family.

“Ma’am, everyone is here. They’re waiting for you and General Gilbert in the Situation Room as requested,” one of the Secret Service agents whispered to her.

She nodded and thanked him. She’d asked them to let her know when everyone had finally arrived. Dave’s promotion to four-star general was a big deal for him professionally, and to his family. She wanted to spend some time with them and not just make this just a quick photo-op appearance.

Catching Dave’s eye, she said, “General, looks like everyone is waiting for us in the Situation Room. How about you walk me down and we get this meeting going?”

The general smiled and proceeded to say goodbye to the friends and family that had joined him for this milestone in his career. Then he excused himself and left with her and the Secret Service to join a meeting that would likely alter the course of human history for the foreseeable future.

Walking down the hall toward the secured room, General Gilbert asked her, “Does it feel strange walking down these halls or do you get used to it at some point?”

Smiling at the question, Maria turned her head slightly. “Maybe some people get used to it. Not me. When I walk down these various hallways or enter the different rooms of the White House, I can’t help but think about all the important people who have graced these places before me. The stories these walls could tell if they could talk would be fascinating if you ask me.”

The general seemed to like her response, which made her feel good. Like maybe she wasn’t the only one who felt the way she did about this place they called the White House. The kind of history that was made and would be made from within these walls was both incredible and overwhelming when you really thought about it. Kind of like this meeting she was about to have with her military leaders. She knew in the coming hours the course of the war would likely be decided. Sure, a few battles could swing it one way or the other, but writ large, the endgame, the strategy for how they were going to defeat this AI, this Jade Dragon—that would be decided today, here, and right now in this next meeting.

Approaching the door leading into the Situation Room, the nerve center for all things national security in the White House, Maria couldn’t help but think to herself as she saw Gilbert move to walk ahead of her that she had actually fired him as the Marine ground commander in Venezuela just a year ago. A few months later, she’d then been convinced by Blain Wilson and a few others to place him in charge of the Taiwan invasion force.

Truth be told, it wasn’t his fault, what had happened in Venezuela. Jade Dragon had unleashed a new superweapon and they’d gotten caught with their pants down. Gilbert just happened to be the man in charge when it had happened. Now, he was being given an opportunity for redemption, and a chance to get payback for that mauling the Chinese had unloaded on the Marines assaulting the beaches of the northeast of the country.

“Atten-hut!” one of the military members called out as she entered the room.

The military members stood ramrod straight while the nonmilitary members stood up out of respect for the office she held as she entered the room.

“As you were. Take your seats, everyone. We have a lot to discuss today, so let’s go ahead and dig into it. If you don’t mind, Admiral Thiel, why don’t you go ahead and get us going with things?” Maria directed as she made her way over to the head of the table and took a seat.

Admiral Thiel motioned for an aide to bring up the slide deck for the briefing. The first portion of the brief was focused on the current front lines across the Russian Far East and those in the Liaoning Province stretching from just east of Shenyang, the capital of the province, all the way down to the coastal city of Yingkou along the Yellow Sea. This was the front line the US Eighth Army currently found itself defending against General Song’s First PLA Army. It was Liaoning Province that had seen the heaviest combat of the war on the Asian continent.

When Admiral Thiel finished briefing the status of forces in Asia, he transitioned to the Pacific and to the buildup of Marines strung across the Okinawa prefecture and the Miyako island chain near the island of Taiwan. It was at this point in the brief that Admiral Thiel handed things over to General Gilbert to let him brief Maria on the status of his forces before circling back to General Sink, who would bring her up to speed on the Eighth Army.

As the generals continued to speak, one thing was becoming abundantly clear. They were not ready to launch this coming invasion, at least not within the timeline they had intended. When the generals had finished their brief, Maria looked at her notes and prepared to start firing off her questions. She sighted in the Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Nathan Hyman Graham III, and started there first.

“Admiral Graham, what is the status of the jump carrier concept you all had come up with to deliver our heliborne forces when it’s time to launch the third phase of Middle Kingdom?” Maria asked, firing off the first of a series of questions she had for the Navy.

“Madam President, we’ve had to get pretty creative in how we’re going to accomplish this, particularly given that the bulk of our helicopter landing ships are going to be supporting the combined Marine force invading Taiwan,” Graham began. “The ROK Navy, however, is really coming through for us in this regard. When we are ready to start this phase of the operation, likely in the fall, they are willing to commit both of their Dokdo-class amphibious assault ships, which are very similar to our own America-class amphibious assault ship. The Japanese were also able to complete repairs to the Izumo, their light carrier, so they’re going to make that ship available for the operation when the time comes. They’re going to leverage both of their Hyūga-class helicopter carrier ships, along with the three Ōsumi-class amphibious transport dock ships, which are capable of carrying ten helicopters on the upper deck.

“Now here’s where we’re getting real creative with our Korean and Japanese counterparts. Both nations have a large number of container ships. When these ships are unloaded, they have a vast relatively unused flat surface. I don’t know who specifically came up with it, but someone had the bright idea of leveraging flat steel panels across the decks of these container ships to essentially turn them into one-off helicopter landing ships—”

“Sorry to interrupt, Admiral. You’re saying the Koreans and Japanese are converting container ships into temporary helicopter assault ships? Is that really possible?” Maria quizzed, not totally buying into the idea just yet.

Undeterred, Admiral Graham nodded toward the person manning the slide deck for the briefing. “If you will, Tom, go ahead and bring up that file I told you about. Go to slide six, the one from the HMM company. It has some pictures and specs on the transformation of the HMM Algeciras.”

While Tom was bringing the file up with the images, the admiral explained, “Hyundai Merchant Marine or HMM has begun work on converting the deck space of the twelve Algeciras-class container ships, which I might add are 1,312 feet in length. With the steel slats, that’ll essentially turn the deck of each ship into a one-thousand-foot-long flight deck we can use to ferry upwards of twenty-six Defiant or Valor helicopters. It can effectively launch up to eight of them at one time, while the others remain more tightly packed together until additional room is freed up for them to begin operations. Incidentally, these container ships are nearly five hundred feet longer than our own helicopter assault ships and three hundred feet longer than our fleet of supercarriers. So these are incredibly large ships they’re converting to allow us to ferry the number of helicopters that will be needed for us to accomplish heliborne operations. More importantly, we’re going to utilize some of these container ships they’re making available to help us bring ashore much-needed supplies and munitions during those critical first forty-eight hours of the operation. By pre-positioning supplies and munitions inside specially marked shipping containers, we’ll be able to leverage some of our heavy-lift helicopters to rapidly bring ashore large quantities of supplies very quickly.”

Admiral Graham asked for the map slide to be shown and then used a laser pointer to further illustrate his remarks. “From the Port of Dalian to the Port of Binhai is approximately two hundred miles. Once the ships carrying the assault force reach the halfway point, they’ll begin to launch their helicopters and start the process of bringing the assault force ashore. Once that operation begins, our small fleet of CH-47 Chinooks will lift off from the Dalian Zhoushuizi International Airport, from where they’ll fly out to the now-empty flight deck of the container ships. Then they’ll offload the next wave of soldiers to be heliborne to the port of Binhai.

“While these container ships are large, they do not have a large capacity for carrying people. However, due to the speeds of the Defiant and Valor helos, they can make two trips in the time it takes the Chinook to reach the motherships. Our plan is to have the ships carry enough soldiers to ferry two trips’ worth. When the Chinooks begin to arrive, they’ll be able to offload two more trips’ worth of soldiers to be ferried to the port.”

“OK, I think I’m starting to see how this is going to work,” answered the President. “I must say, Admiral, this is pretty damn clever. Figure out who came up with this idea, and let’s make sure to give them the recognition they deserve. This may go down in history as one of the most ingenious uses of a civilian maritime ship to directly impact the outcome of a battle and potentially a war. Let’s go ahead and give whoever it is a meritorious step promotion to the next grade and an appropriate medal,” she directed. This plan effectively allowed them to bypass several hundred thousand enemy defenders and a massive array of interlocking enemy fortifications between the current front lines and the location they were trying to reach.

Feeling satisfied with the response she’d received from the Navy, Maria transitioned to the Air Force Chief of Staff, who looked better prepared to handle her questions after having seen what the Navy had been asked.

“General Hamlin, I have three critical questions for you. The first is this. Has the Air Force found a way to counter the increasing number of PLA Air Force unmanned combat aerial vehicles yet? Second, what are the Air Force’s plans to address the critical shortfall in ground support attack aircraft that will be needed to support General Gilbert’s invasion of Taiwan and General Sink’s Eighth Army both on the Liaoning battleline and Middle Kingdom once that operation gets started? Lastly, my third question is about your branch’s ability to solve the shortfall in airlift capability to properly support and sustain our forward-deployed forces.

“Here’s an example I’ll give you that I read about last night in preparation for this meeting. The Army highlighted a critical shortage of replacement barrels for 155mm howitzers—they were over nine hundred short. That’s just one example. This is a critical maintenance piece that has to be taken care of prior to the launch of either Middle Kingdom South or Central. A point of concern the Navy highlighted was a chronic shortage of two component parts for their SH-60 Seahawk helicopters. This continued shortage has resulted in nearly twenty percent of their fleet of five hundred and sixty helicopters being down for parts. It’s gotten bad enough they’re now cannibalizing two helicopters out of every squadron just to keep the others up and running,” Maria explained as she read off the critical items multiple commanders had brought up.

The more items she mentioned, the more she saw the generals squirming in their seats. If she had to guess, they hadn’t expected her to dig this deep in the weeds of the problems the field commanders were mentioning in their daily reports to the Pentagon. Stealing a glance at where General Gilbert and Sink were sitting, she spotted them doing their best to hide their smiles as the Air Force Chief of Staff attempted to answer her questions. She knew in that moment she’d scored a few brownie points for having taken on an issue their commands had likely been dealing with for months. It wasn’t often a Commander in Chief would directly involve themselves in something like this, but when they did, insurmountable problems were suddenly not insurmountable anymore. Maria always found it strange how things seemed to work out like that. It also frustrated her that people couldn’t just do the right thing the first time around instead of waiting to be called out or questioned about why they hadn’t solved the problem yet.

After letting General Hamlin stumble his way through his answer for a while, Maria turned her sights on the intelligence directors next. Staring at the heads of the NSA, DIA, and CIA, respectively, Maria began to grill them on how the individual agencies were countering the persistent cyberattacks being launched by Jade Dragon and, more importantly, how the damn AI was still able to carry out such attacks even after the global satellite infrastructure had been taken out. Her biggest concern with the intelligence agencies was their ability to provide true and accurate assessments of the PLA Army and Air Force capabilities. Time and time again, they were getting blindsided by new and innovative weapons the PLA seemed to be pulling out of a hat like some kind of magic trick they hadn’t been able to decipher. Like the sudden appearance of Kamikaze drones, or these new UCAV fighter planes.

Finally, her frustration with their lack of confidence in answering her most basic questions reached a boiling point. Staring at the Director of the CIA, she asked point-blank, “Gordon, just answer me this. Is our deception plan against Jade Dragon working or not?”

Director Gordon Carter looked uncomfortable as she drilled him with the kind of direct question few in the intelligence world liked to get pinned down by answering. Knowing he had to provide an answer, the man leaned in, explaining, “Madam President, that is a tough question to answer right now. As you know, and as we have undoubtably learned throughout this war, Jade Dragon is not just some kind of crazy-smart computer that can predict our next moves. It engineers the next moves it wants us to make. It has achieved this through social engineering and predictive behavioral analysis of a myriad of government, contractor, and Department of Defense personnel.

“When you reorganized the government, replacing many of the individuals who essentially constituted the permanent state, you threw off the analysis their AI had relied upon to predict our next moves. This in turn has forced the AI to make a lot more guesses, albeit educated guesses, rather than relying on luck or making decisions based on analyzing other data points. While we believe this actually helps us, it also makes it a lot harder for us to attempt to predict what Jade Dragon may do next or what it may or may not know about our future plans or intentions—”

“Gordon,” Maria interrupted, having lost her patience, “how about we dispense with this pseudointellectual doublespeak and just speak in plain English? My question was a simple one. Is our deception plan to convince Jade Dragon that Taiwan is in fact the main event for our next offensive working? Is Operation Middle Kingdom Central, the invasion of Binhai, still safe and undetected or not?”

“Uh, to the best of our knowledge, ma’am, Middle Kingdom Central is still safe, still unknown to Jade Dragon. To answer your question more specifically about Taiwan…we’re beginning to see redeployments of some units from the Beijing military district to the port cities of Fuzhou, Putian, and Quanzhou in southern Fujian Province opposite Taiwan. These are the key logistical hubs used to support and supply the PLA forces on Taiwan. What we’re seeing would indicate that at least some elements of the Second PLA Army are redeploying in response to the Marine buildup on the Miyako Islands,” the CIA director explained.

Staring at the man for a moment, Maria then asked, “OK, Gordon, then given what your people are seeing and what’s likely happening on the ground there, what more can we or should we do to further convince Jade Dragon and President Yao that Taiwan is the main target of our next offensive? It’s imperative that we convince them that this is it. We need that Second PLA Army redeployed to the south, away from Beijing, or the next phase of our operation won’t work—”

“Actually, ma’am, if I can say something, I believe I might have an idea.”

Suddenly all eyes had turned to see who had just spoken—it was Hanna Hoover, her newly promoted Chief of Staff, who had replaced Noah Medici. Maria had moved Hanna from legislative director to the position she’d coveted from the moment Maria had won the presidency, Chief of Staff. The gatekeeper to the President.

“OK, Hanna, you have our attention. Let’s hear your idea,” Maria replied, a little surprised that Hanna wanted to add her own idea to the plan.

“Thank you, Madam President. I want to point out something that everyone seems to be missing. Yao. The President of China. We’re focused on Jade Dragon, the AI and what we can do to convince it that we’re going to invade Taiwan. In reality, what we should be doing is trying to convince President Yao that we’re going to liberate the crown jewel of this entire war, the whole reason why China started this whole thing, the reunification of Taiwan,” Hanna began to explain.

“I won’t dispute that Jade Dragon appears to have an outsized role in deciding how the PLA will fight, where and when and how they’re equipped. Putting all that aside, President Yao is still the one calling the shots—likely the only one calling the shots at this point. What we’re missing in all this analysis is that Yao is an incredibly vapid moralist narcissist who believes it’s his manifest destiny to reunite Taiwan and bring it back into the fold of Greater China, along with the other territorial claims he believes rightfully belong to them.

“That’s something we can use. That’s what we should be playing to rather than trying to outthink or outfox this super-AI. If we can convince President Yao that we’re about pluck the crown jewel from his clutches, there won’t be a mountain he won’t move to prevent us from stealing the one territorial gain he based this entire war on capturing—Taiwan,” Hanna explained, reminding them all once again that even Jade Dragon still answered to President Yao, at least for now.

Maria smiled inwardly as she listened to Hanna speak. The woman was devious, conniving, and self-serving. But she was also good at reading people and understanding what made them tick. In the span of a couple of minutes, she’d just given them a concise, clear strategy to convince President Yao that Taiwan was in fact the target of their next major offensive. If they could convince Yao that Taiwan was next, then it wouldn’t matter what Jade Dragon wanted to do. Yao would simply override it and order the Second PLA Army to defend the island at all costs.

“Hanna, I think you’ve just come up with our new strategy,” Maria complimented her, then turned to face Jack Kurtis, her Secretary of Defense. “Jack, how about you and I begin holding some public speaking engagements where we subtly drop some subtle hints or even not-so-subtle hints about the pending liberation of Taiwan, and maybe some sort of new superweapons coming online? Perhaps the idea of losing the island after all Yao has put China through might be enough to make him panic and override whatever Jade Dragon may be telling him to do.”


Volume Six
Chapter Nine
Flight of the Banshees

Space Delta 9

Hangar 59

Groom Lake, Nevada

Brigadier General “Huey” Hewitt looked at Colonel Ian “Racer” Ryan and his wingman, Lieutenant Colonel Steven “Scuba” Johnson, one last time before they headed out to make history. God, I envy these guys…I’d give my star if I could change places with them right now.

“OK, this is it. No more training missions, no more test flights or weapon evaluations. The Banshee is officially certified—ready for combat.”

Racer and Scuba smiled at the proclamation, holding their tongues tight to let him finish saying his piece and basking in his moment in the sun.

“In a couple of hours, as the sun goes down, your starfighters…God, I can’t believe I just said that,” Huey said, a grin having spread across his face as he looked on at his two pilots. They would have the honor of flying mankind’s first operational starfighter, not just into low earth orbit and space but into combat.

Regaining his bearings, Huey continued, “Tonight, you two get to make history and carry out the first manned space combat mission. I don’t have to tell you how important this mission is to the war effort and to the continued funding and success of Project Noah. The mission for tonight is a critical strategic target, and, frankly, the Banshee is probably the only platform that can hit it. As the invasion of Taiwan continues to creep closer, we’re likely to get tasked with similar missions in the coming weeks.

“While it’s highly unlikely that an enemy missile or ground laser will identify, let alone track your starfighter, that doesn’t mean you should take risks if you don’t have to. Your ARTUµs know how you fly at this point, and they know the mission parameters. Trust your copilot—the ARTUµ is able to identify and respond to threats far faster than you can. That’s the kind of edge that’ll allow you to slip in and slip out of enemy air space without chipping the paint or putting a dent in Momma’s car, you got it?”

Huey’s last comment elicited a few smiles from those in the room. Aside from Huey, Racer, and Scuba, the only others in the room were a few support staff read in on Project Noah. Few people within Space Command knew of the project, and even fewer knew they had two operational space vehicles ready for combat.

Flashing a bright toothy smile in response to his joke, Racer quickly replied in his own comedic way. “Don’t worry, Dad, your boys got this. We’ll bring the car back before Mom knows you let us take her baby out for a joyride. Heck, we’ll even top off the gas tank for you and pick up some flowers to surprise Mom with, so she won’t suspect a thing.”

If people hadn’t laughed at Huey’s joke, they sure laughed at Racers. The casual joshing around and playful banter helped to ease the tension of the moment and the stress of embarking upon such a historic mission. It wasn’t every day a pilot got to fly what was essentially a starfighter up into the thermosphere, some ninety-five kilometers above the earth.

“All right, guys, enough joking around. That SpaceX launch is still a go, so it’s time to go earn your pay and make some history. Dismissed.”

*******

Launch Control Center

Merritt Island, Florida

It had been four years since Blain Wilson had been to the Kennedy Space Center. The last time he’d been to the NASA facility was during the summer of ’22, when he and his wife had taken their kids on a vacation to Walt Disney World, Universal Studios, and SeaWorld. They were spending eight days in the Orlando area, and he had hoped to spend two of them touring the NASA facility, so when his wife had told him she already had the trip fully planned out and booked, he had been a little disappointed to say the least. Especially after having read how NASA had partnered with Lockheed Martin to create a pair of immersive training experiences visitors could add on to their standard tickets. When his family had arrived in Florida to start the summer vacation, his wife and kids had surprised him at dinner on the first day, letting him know the next two days would be spent at the Kennedy Space Center. Not only that, they had bought the two add-on experiences he’d been raving about and would experience them with him.

As Blain stood in the launch control center, reflecting on that long-ago family vacation, the room around him was abuzz with activity. He wouldn’t call it uncontrolled chaos, or chaos in general. Everyone seemed to have a place and a purpose for what they were doing. It was just a lot of activity all happening at once.

Then he heard a loud voice declare through the speakers above, “Three minutes to launch. Three minutes to launch. Stand by for final countdown.”

A man approached him from behind, his voice immediately recognizable as the founder of SpaceX among many other businesses. “This had better work, Mr. Wilson. You are about to cost me one of my rockets.”

Blain thought about that for a moment. He’s right…this had better work.

“Call me Blain, and it’ll work. You’ll see” was all he was able to come up with in response to the man he thought was among one of the greatest minds and entrepreneurs to have ever lived.

“So you still aren’t going to tell me why the government wants me to place one of my rockets along a trajectory that will all but guarantee it’ll get blown up?”

Blain turned to look at Elon, shaking his head slightly but not answering the question.

Elon grunted before adding, “I suppose if it does, we won’t have to worry about our rockets getting zapped by some lasers if they stray too far off course, will we?”

“T minus two minutes until launch,” declared the launch control officer.

“Elon, when this works, we should be one step closer to finally ending this terrible war.”

The founder of SpaceX stared at him for a moment, not saying anything. Then the thirty-second countdown began—the Falcon 9 was about to launch.

“OK, Blain, I’ll go along for the moment. Once this launch is done, let’s head back to my office if you’ve got some time. A few engineers and I have been talking about this Kessler effect and some possible solutions that might work for cleaning up all that space debris in the upper GEO. I think you’re going to like a few of the options.”

Blain smiled at that and agreed to spend a few more hours in Florida. That was another problem they still had to solve—how to clean up the debris circling the globe in high geosynchronous orbit from the earlier destruction of many of the world’s satellites. The Kessler effect would have to be addressed if mankind still wanted to set up a lunar base and continue on to Mars one day.

Then the voice of the launch control officer cut in over the speakers above, causing Blain and Elon to look out the massive windows of the launch control center just in time to hear the final countdown.

“Five… four… three… two… one… we have ignition…”

*******

Somewhere off the East Coast of America

Racer wasn’t sure if this was the craziest idea he’d ever heard or the most brilliant. He supposed in the coming hours they’d learn one way or the other. In the meantime, he’d wait until his AI copilot, ARTUµ, alerted him to the start of the mission. Until then, he’d continue to glide along at an altitude approaching one hundred thousand feet somewhere above the Atlantic. He and Scuba had taken off from their Nevada Batcave, as they liked to call the particular hangar out of which this nonexistent Space Force program was being run.

Looking at the flight controls just to double-check on things, he still couldn’t believe how futuristic-looking the whole setup was. Unlike a standard cockpit inside a fighter, or even a bomber for that matter, the Banshee didn’t have the same traditional knobs, buttons, and switches. Instead, it almost looked like the flight controls for one of those SpaceX Crew Dragon modules regularly used to support the manned ISS missions.

The Banshee, or starfighter, had a forward windshield, allowing a pilot to see outside and where the craft was heading, and if necessary, he could use the built-in Heads-up Display or HUD to guide him if he needed to fly the craft in manual mode. Just below the windshield was a pair of curved monitors that displayed a series of information about the craft and other pertinent data. Below that were the actual flight controls that would allow him to steer and change his altitude.

Racer knew this cockpit was light-years ahead of anything he’d flown in the past, even the F/S-36 Archangels he’d previously flown. The trimmed-down, simplistic appearance of things belied the true capabilities of the craft he now commanded. As he sat there, taking it in while he waited for ARTUµ to let him know the mission had started, he thought back to how he had ended up in this position.

Just a few years earlier, he had been flying F-22 stealth fighter planes, living the dream and loving every minute of it. Then suddenly, out of nowhere, his nation had been savagely attacked and a new war had started. Never in a million years had he thought his Raptor, of all planes in the Air Force, would somehow get shot down during the first day of the war. After bailing out over Cuba, getting shot by enemy soldiers attempting to capture him, and then being rescued by a team of Army Green Berets, he’d honestly thought his flying days were over.

A little more than eighteen months later, as he looked out the cockpit to the most advanced air- and spacecraft ever built, he felt that no matter what he or anyone else thought, God had had a plan for him that day when he’d been shot down. The loss of his Raptor and a lack of replacement aircraft had meant he was a readily available experienced stealth pilot at a moment when the Air Force had needed them the most. Like most opportunities in life, when you hear a knock at the door, most of the time you just have to be willing to walk through into the unknown to discover that opportunity you never thought possible.

Then the calm, soothing voice of Morgan Freeman interrupted his moment of reflection, pulling his mind and body back into the here and now.

“Colonel, the Falcon 9 has successfully launched from pad 39A. All systems report normal. Requesting permission to synchronize our approach to the rocket,” informed ARTUµ, his AI-assisted copilot.

That damn machine is never going to call me by my call sign, is it? Racer thought. Since first being introduced to ARTUµ with the Archangels, he had been trying to no avail to teach it to address him by his call sign. At this point he figured the engineers had likely hardwired the machine to address military members by their ranks. At least the damn thing isn’t saying “by your command” anymore…

“ARTUµ, permission granted. Take flight control and begin synchronous flight operations. Coordinate our positioning with Banshee Two and send a final status report to Command. Tell them we’re going dark and will send a post-strike update once we’ve returned to friendly skies.”

Now that he’d instructed ARTUµ what to do next, it was a waiting game until the Falcon 9 finished its atmospheric burn and entered low earth orbit. If all went according to plan, this group of ground-based directed-energy weapons would soon be nothing more than a pile of rubble. Then the Archangels could resume their strategic bombing missions and continue the degradation of the Chinese economy’s ability to support and sustain the ongoing war.

A nation can’t fight if a nation doesn’t have bullets. That was what the head of the Air Force’s Global Strike Command had said during a recent visit to their Delta. Racer was still getting used to the term Deltas, in place of Wings or Groups.

“Colonel Ryan, the Falcon 9 has now reached its orbital altitude. The rocket is making final trajectory adjustments. Given its current speed and new trajectory, the rocket will enter the interception within four minutes and twenty-two seconds,” the AI-assisted copilot announced.

Racer looked at the map before acknowledging. Right on track, just as we rehearsed, he thought pensively, his stomach tightening as they neared the launch window for when he and Scuba would carry out their own strike.

“Acknowledged, ARTUµ. Activate our weapons and verify that the coordinates in the guidance systems match the targeting coordinates for the mission and deconflict our targets with Banshee Two.”

“Affirmative. Verifying the weapons coordinates now with the assigned target package…coordinates are confirmed. Deconflicting targets with Banshee Two…targets have been deconflicted. All weapons are ready for use. Standing by for weapons release authorization,” ARTUµ confirmed, letting him know the Banshee was ready to initiate weapons release.

Racer tapped an icon on the flight control monitor in the center of the cockpit. It brought up a separate screen on the adjacent monitor with a few options for him to select. He tapped on the one labeled “weapons,” bringing up a list of weapons the Banshee was carrying and the status of those weapons. Verifying what the ARTUµ had told him, he tapped the weapons authorization button, which brought up the first of two prompts.

Enter Pilot Authorization Code, the first prompt indicated. Racer entered the digital code required for all pilots flying the experimental spaceplane and waited.

Authorization Code Accepted

Enter Weapons Release Authorization Code

Racer reached down to his notepad attached to the top of his right thigh and retrieved the weapons release code for this mission. Space Force was extremely paranoid about letting an AI, even one they heavily restricted, release weapons that could kill people without a human directly in the loop to authorize it. Placing the authorization code on a three-by-five index card further firewalled the code from any remote possibility of Jade Dragon hijacking the starfighter and using their own weapon against them.

Typing the code in, Racer hit Enter and waited.

Authorization Code Accepted

Weapons Ready for Release

“Colonel Ryan, the Falcon 9 has just entered the intercept sphere. Requesting permission to take control of onboard weapon systems,” ARTUµ said once he’d authorized the weapons for release.

“Permission granted. You are authorized to take control of the Banshee’s onboard weapon systems. You are authorized to release weapons at predetermined targets. Acknowledge.”

“Acknowledge. Colonel Ryan has authorized Banshee One’s ARTUµ to engage predetermined targets with onboard weapons.”

Racer watched the monitor tracking the SpaceX rocket as it now entered an engagement cone Jade Dragon had been known to zap targets that entered. A few seconds went by, then a few more. Don’t tell me this is the one time the bastards aren’t going to blow up one of the satellites, he thought. Then he saw it—a small flash and a plume of debris that began to expand where the Falcon 9 had been just moments earlier.

A ground-based laser zapped the SpaceX rocket, causing a minor explosion from whatever fuel remained. As the new debris field spread like a trailing comet, the ARTUµ aboard the Banshee gingerly applied the maneuvering thruster, maintaining the same speeds as the debris field while gently sliding them into the trailing space junk.

Racer held his breath at times when he thought a piece of flying debris was certain to slam into them. This was kind of precision flying that it was best for his R2 to handle. While he liked to think of himself as a skilled pilot, he knew this was beyond anything even he was capable of doing. With so much space debris flying about in orbit, a hit at the kinds of speeds the space junk traveled at could shred the Banshee and blow them apart before they even knew what had hit them.

“Approaching initial engagement point in ten seconds.......initial engagement point, mark, weapons release in ten seconds.....weapon release in five, four, three, two, one, weapon one is away…weapon two is away…weapon three is away…” ARTUµ continued his measured announcements until all six weapons had left the weapons bay. The doors closed moments later, again making the Banshee appear like a tiny speck of space junk to any curious radars that might look in their direction.

For twelve minutes Racer waited, hoping against hope that this mission had actually worked. Drifting alongside a cloud of space debris and junk was becoming unbearable. He felt helpless, unable to maneuver as he drifted through low earth orbit praying a random piece of space junk didn’t rip his Banshee apart on its maiden mission. Try as he might to just enjoy the ride, looking at the images of the earth below and the blackness of space above, all he wanted right now was to get back on terra firma and kiss the ground.

Then the radio came to life. A single word had been spoken.

“Cadmus.”

A sense of relief washed over him as he heard the code for mission success. While Racer wasn’t particularly superstitious, he couldn’t help but wonder if someone might have chosen a better dragon slayer from Greek mythology to have used than Cadmus. If he recalled the story correctly, Cadmus, a Phoenician prince who would go on to be famous for introducing what would become known as the Greek alphabet around 2000 B.C., had gone on a quest that had eventually led him to found the city of Thebes. During the construction of this city and the Theban temple, his assistants were killed by a mythical dragon. The goddess Athena instructed him to slay the dragon and clear the temple so it could be completed. Unfortunately for Cadmus, the dragon he killed was a sacred dragon to the god Ares. The killing of this dragon had left Cadmus and the city of Thebes to be cursed with innumerable tragedies and death for a period of eight years, as was his penance to atone for his actions.

As Racer’s Banshee began to separate from the debris cloud he and Scuba in Banshee Two had been hiding themselves within, he hoped for their sakes that the code name wasn’t a harbinger of things to come.

*******

Oval Office, White House

Washington, D.C.

The President’s Chief of Staff, Hanna Hoover, sat down across from President Delgado, sliding a file across the desk for review. Maria had been waiting for this particular meeting anxiously.

“So, give it to me straight,” Maria began. “How are we looking in terms of public opinion?”

Hanna opened the folder to a particular page with some graphs and charts. “While initially, you took a pretty big hit from all of the staff shake-ups, people responded well to your strong leadership under crisis. New focus groups commonly use the word tough to describe you, which I think is a pretty big improvement over a few months ago, when people were very concerned that you were unaware of disloyalty within your inner circle.”

Maria grunted. “Could be better, could be worse, I guess. I’ll take it. How about Blain? How is he faring now?”

“Once the plot against him was exposed, most folks regained a positive opinion of him, but there still seems to be a segment of the population that continues to believe the narrative that was previously pushed.”

“It’s hard to think that anyone could still buy that line of reasoning—I guess we need to do a better job of getting our facts and narrative out there,” Maria replied.

“Speaking of narratives, there are still some media organizations out there who are telling our fellow Americans that you overstepped your bounds in terms of the mass firings. Some are even calling it a ‘fascist’ move,” Hanna explained.

Maria cursed under her breath. She knew exactly which shows were peddling that kind of spin. “Part of me wants to go punch those attention seekers in the face, but that would only gain them more traction for their theories,” she said, crossing her arms. “No, I think we go into the lion’s den…have our people work on getting me on some of these shows for an interview. Make sure that it’s unedited. They won’t say no to a sit-down with the President of the United States.”

“Are you sure that’s wise?” Hanna asked skeptically. “That could just as easily backfire and turn into a ‘gotcha’ journalism moment.”

“I understand the risks,” Maria countered. “But here’s the deal—it’s their audience that is believing a lie, and I need to speak directly to them. The facts are on our side, and as long as I don’t actually punch the hosts in the face, I’m sure that we’ll come out on top in that exchange.”

“I’ll get our people working on it, ma’am.”

“Thank you, Hanna,” the President replied. She leaned forward. “Changing topics, how do you feel we’re doing right now, given that we’re still operating on a skeleton crew? What is your opinion as the Chief of Staff?”

“Honestly, considering the massive changes, we’re doing surprisingly well,” Hanna replied optimistically. “I wouldn’t go so far as to say that we’re running like a well-oiled machine, but our new appointees are steadily making their way through the system, and everyone that’s already been onboarded is strapped in, caffeinated, and rolling with the punches.”

Maria reached over the corner of the desk and touched Hanna’s hand. The move caught her Chief of Staff off guard. “Hanna, I want to thank you for coming in and taming a hurricane. This all could have been so much more chaotic without you at the helm. I know that you probably were upset when I chose Noah, and it turns out, you were right. You were definitely the better captain of the ship.”

Hanna pulled her hand away and wiped a tear, then composed herself. “Thank you, Madam President. Your confidence in me means a ton.”

“Well, why don’t you leave me the folder and I’ll read through the rest of it? Take a few minutes and grab yourself some lunch. We can’t forget to take care of ourselves, or else there will be even more replacements than we planned.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Hanna said with a smile as she stood. “I’ll get back to it, then.”

President Delgado thumbed through the papers in the folder for a few minutes before turning her attention to a different report—one Blain had provided for her. He had broken down the overall wins and losses of each campaign since the beginning of the war and then created a comparison between the time before and after the mass firings. It did appear that they had been more effective in battle since the massive metamorphosis.

Good, thought Maria. Public opinion is great, but at the end of the day, it needs to be worth it.


Volume Six
Chapter Ten
The Valor & Sapper

Eighth Army Headquarters

Camp Humphreys, South Korea

General Bob Sink looked at a map of the area of responsibility his command was charged with and knew he had a tough road ahead of him. He’d been given a bit of hope now that a strategic pause had been issued and they delayed the invasion of Taiwan. With the joint NATO-Russian forces to his north finally turning the tide on the Third PLA Army Group, they had drawn several divisions worth of reinforcements that had been meant for General Song’s First PLA Army Group, which had allowed Sink’s Eighth Army to finally break the enemy lines around the city of Dashiqiao. This, in turn, had allowed his armored forces to break out of the stalemate they’d been stuck in and rapidly seize the Laobian District along the way up to the northern village of Qikou along the plains of central Liaoning Province.

“I still can’t believe we managed to push the 199th Motorized Infantry Brigade and the 8th Armored Division to the eastern outskirts of Panjin. If we hadn’t been told to pause offensive operations and we’d had the ammo for a more concerted push, I think it’s possible we could have pushed them completely out of the city and cleared those canal zones. Who knows, maybe I could have turned the 1st Armored Division and the 1st Cavalry loose on the plains west of the city, driven all the way to Jinzhou and nabbed the entire Taihe District,” Lieutenant General Roy Doudy commented as he joined Sink at the wall-size map of northern China.

Bob turned to look at his corps commander and trusted friend. “Now that’s what I call wishful thinking, Roy, but I’ll take it.”

Roy laughed at his pessimism wrapped in sarcasm. “One of these days, Bob, you’re gonna have to turn my corps loose and let me wild in the enemy’s rear if I’m able to secure another breakout like this. That’s not right, holding me back like ya did. Not after the last five months of hell my guys have gone through. If you’d given me just forty-eight more hours…hell, I could have been halfway to Beijing.”

Bob held his hands up in mock surrender, countering, “I know, Roy. Believe me, I know. I didn’t like reining you guys in either, but I couldn’t leave Tackaberry’s divisions with their dicks flapping in the wind over in Anshan. Who would have thought General Han Xiaoguang’s 81st Group Army would have fallen apart like they had? Hell, it was Tack’s 3rd Infantry Division and those two National Guard divisions, the 29th and 34th Divisions out of Virginia and Minnesota, that ended up running through them like water through a sieve. Hell, I had to rush in the 16th and 43rd Military Police Brigades to help them hold down and secure the city of Ashan with damn near three million people in it. Tack’s gonna have a hell of a challenge trying to maintain law and order across such a huge swath of territory and that massive city. Sacking a city was not what I had wanted him to do, but once his units began running through it, we didn’t have much choice at that point.

“Well, at least you got the Taizi River to use as a natural barrier for a demarcation line. But, Bob, we gotta do something about taking the G1 out of action. We need to make resupplying General Song’s force as difficult as possible for the time being,” Roy interjected as he pointed on the map to the four-lane highway also known as the Jingha Expressway that connected Liaoning Province with Hebei Province and Beijing.

“I know, Roy. We’ve hit that highway multiple times with HIMARS and extended-range artillery fire to try and knock it out. The bastards seem to get back up and running within days, sometimes hours. Hell, I’d requested the Air Force to see if they can’t try and pulverize a longer stretch of it with an arc light mission, but they tell me the bulk of their available resources at this point have been repositioned to support the Taiwan invasion. We’re beginning to lose most of our supporting air assets for the time being, so if you’ve got some ideas for how we can try and take that MSR out of action, I’m all ears,” Bob countered, exasperated and tired.

Roy stared at the map for a moment. Then he traced a finger from a recently captured ChiCom air base outside of Ashan to a highway interchange that crossed near the Liaohe River and a series of irrigation canals and railroads.

Bob saw a smile spread across Roy’s face as he turned to look at him. “Formed an idea has.”

“Yes, formed an idea has, Bob.”

*******

Bravo Company, 1-327th, 101st Airborne

Teng’ao Airport

Anshan, Liaoning Province

The sound of helicopters and turboprop planes off in the distance reminded Sergeant First Class Jeff Peters of his time at Camp Stryker, back in 2009, when he was just an eighteen-year-old private first class. The sprawling Army camp had been a part of what was called the Victory Base Complex or VBC. A conglomeration of smaller military camps and bases had been centered on the Baghdad International Airport or BIAP and the Al-Faw Palace. The sprawling facility had been home to Camps Cropper, Dublin, Liberty, Stryker, Slayer, and Victory, and the Special Forces compound FOB Ferdinand, along with Sather Air Base, which operated the military side of BIAP. At the height of the war, there had been as many as sixty-four thousand US and allied soldiers and contractors spread across the various camps during the occupation. No matter what camp someone had lived on, the sound of helicopters, C-130s and C-17 cargo planes was nearly a constant noise in the background.

Opening the door to the clamshell tent Bravo Company was housed in, Sergeant Peters walked in, his Green Beans coffee in hand. He made his way over to some of the guys, who’d gotten a poker game going in his absence.

“Hey, deal me in next round,” Peters exclaimed as he took a seat on the side of one of the cots currently being used as a bench.

“Oh, hell no! No way, Peters,” one of the specialists shot back. “You freaking cleaned house last night. We’re not getting a poker shark like you back in the game after that bruising.”

“Yeah, dude. Totally not cool you concealing the fact that you’ve played in the World Series of Poker like what—three times now?” another soldier poked at him.

Peters laughed at their trivial complaints. “Three times? No, man. I’ve made it to the series seven times out of fifteen tries via a five-dollar online poker tournament buy-in.”

“Yeah, exactly—a poker shark,” Sergeant Ian Lakers said, piling on. “Who the hell wins a ten-thousand-dollar seat at the World Series seven out of fifteen times on a five-dollar buy-in? I still can’t believe you haven’t won one.” Sergeant Lakers had lost two hundred bucks to Peters the night before, so he was a little sore from the loss.

Peters was just about to say something when the door opened and Lieutenant Tim Branham walked in. Spotting the gaggle around the makeshift poker table, he walked over. “Hey, this works out perfect,” he said. “The guys I need to see are all in one place.”

Peters lifted an eyebrow at that. “I suspect that means you have a mission for us, right?”

Branham smiled. “Very intuitive, Staff Sergeant.”

The lieutenant walked over and grabbed a folding chair, brought it over to the group and took a seat. “OK, so here’s the deal, guys. I know we got eight days left until we rotate back to Seoul for some R&R. But until that starts, we still have a job to do and that’s what we’re going to focus on. Peters, Lakers—I want you guys to pass the word to the other NCOs that we have a meeting at 1400 hours at the battalion TOC. They’ll go over the specifics for our new assignment, and then we’ll take it from there. It’s, uh”—the LT looked at his watch—“1034 hours now. Go ahead and have the platoon start getting their gear and equipment ready at 1300 hours. I don’t know for sure if this tasking is going to happen tonight or tomorrow, but I’d rather our guys be ready to go than have to tell the CO we need a few hours ’cause we were too busy playing poker. Got it?”

Peters smirked at his comment. “We got it, LT. We’ll make ya look good. Always do.”

Branham laughed. “Oh, I know you will. You guys screw this up and make me look bad, and there won’t be any R&R for any of us.”

That last comment sobered up the mood in the room quickly. They had been looking forward to this seven-day pass in Seoul for some time now. The last thing anyone wanted to do was get killed, injured, or somehow piss off the first sergeant, the lieutenant, or the CO and find their pass canceled.

“OK, gents. I’ll see you at the TOC in a few hours,” Branham finished and left the tent.

Peters then looked at his squad leaders. “OK, guys. You heard the LT. Let’s make sure everyone is ready for whatever is coming down the pike. Maybe we’ll get lucky again and get tasked with pulling security on some milk runs like we did last week. If not, then let’s just do our best to make sure everyone makes it back in time for R&R. Cool?”

“Hooah,” came the universal Army reply as the sergeants got up and started getting their squads and fire teams ready before lunch.

*******

1-327th Battalion Tactical Operations Center

Lieutenant Colonel Sami Jazeera stood in front of the two platoons from Bravo Company that he was about to send on a high-risk mission behind enemy lines. Speaking loudly, Jazeera explained, “Gentlemen, this is going to be a quick in-and-out sapper mission to destroy a critical ground line of communication that connects the Liaoning Province with the neighboring Hebei Province and the Beijing Prefecture. Anything we can do to interdict, interrupt, or generally sow chaos in the logistical lines connecting General Song’s First PLA Army and the rest of the PLA apparatus will only aid our cause in defeating his army on the battlefield. Tomorrow morning, your two platoons will provide the overwatch and security for a team of combat engineers who will look to finally put this particular highway interchange connecting Highways G1 and G91 out of commission permanently.

“I know what you’re thinking, and I fully agree with you—this is a job for the Air Force or maybe a HIMARS battalion to plaster it. But here’s the deal with that. Things appear to be heating up around Taiwan, and as such, the assets that would have been available to handle this are no longer an option.

“Now, the highway and the interchange have been hit by HIMARS in the past; they were even hit with a B-2 strike earlier on in the war. Still, those ChiCom engineers are some determined bastards who seem to keep finding ways of getting those overpassing and bridging sections back operational within days or weeks at the latest. The brass finally decided a more permanent solution needed to be found. A sapper team from the 927th Engineer Company, part of the 769th Engineer Battalion, has devised a plan utilizing what I’ve been told is an excessive amount of high-explosive shaped charges at some critical support sections that should finally address this problem.

“These sappers obviously can’t get in there on their own, so the task of inserting them and protecting them while they emplace their charges has fallen to our battalion. Because this is going to be a deep-penetration raid behind enemy lines, it’s imperative that we try not to attract a lot of attention until it’s too late to stop us. That’s why we’re only sending in two platoons as escorts as opposed to the entire company or even the battalion. We’re not trying to seize and hold territory, we’re trying blow some stuff up and get the hell out of Dodge.”

A few of the sergeants exchanged nervous looks with each other, knowing if this went south, they’d likely be in a lot of trouble, far from any kind of help. The looks didn’t go unnoticed by Jazeera, who looked to address that concern head-on.

“I know you all are going to be concerned about what to do should the enemy respond to your actions before the engineers are able to finish theirs. I want to let you know that while the rest of Bravo Company will be airborne in helos on our side of the lines to act as your immediate QRF, the rest of the battalion will be on standby at the flight line should a larger QRF force be needed to bail you guys out. But here’s the deal, fellas. I need you all to understand there’s also a possibility that despite our best efforts and intentions, we may not be able to get to you should the enemy shut down the air corridors for the helos. It’s imperative that you secure and clear the area swiftly so the engineers can get those charges set and take that place out once and for all.

“Due to the nature of this mission, you’ll be flying in the V-280 Valors. They’re the fastest birds we have to get you guys inserted and get you out once the time comes. Once they’ve inserted you, they’re going to relocate to this field here.” Jazeera pointed to a large tract of farmland two kilometers away. “The helos will land there and power down their engines to an idle to conserve fuel. Then they’ll wait for your call for pickup.

“Now flying ahead of the V-280s is going to be an armed scout flight of those brand-new Bell 360 Invictus attack reconnaissance helicopters. This is gonna be the first time our brigade, let alone battalion, will have worked with these new futuristic-looking helicopters, but I’m confident they’re going to have a real impact on our future operations. Their job is to fly ahead of your force and identify and neutralize any armored vehicles or troop formations protecting the highway interchange or positioned nearby as a QRF should the interchange come under attack. We have a small air contingent from the Air Force that’ll provide overwatch for the helos as well. I’ll cede the floor to Major Yonks to brief you on what the Air Force is bringing to the party,” Jazeera said as he introduced the brigade’s Air Force liaison officer and took his seat.

The briefing continued on for another half hour before he wrapped it up and told them to get their platoons ready and, if possible, get a few hours of shut-eye before the early-morning festivities would begin. For better or worse, the success or failure of the mission would now fall on the shoulders of the two platoons and the two squads of sappers the entire mission revolved around protecting.

*******

When Jazeera had left and the CO had finished his little pep talk, Lieutenant Branham was finally able to stand up and stretch his back. Once he’d heard a few pops and cracks, he turned to his platoon sergeant. “OK, Peters, what do you think? This gonna be a cakewalk or did we just get sent on a suicide mission ’cause the Air Force can’t be bothered to keep plunking bombs on a highway they should’ve already destroyed?”

Peters grunted at the gallows humor of his platoon leader. Huh, looks like my attempts to mold this young lieutenant into the ways of being a salty noncommissioned officer just might be taking root, he thought in amusement.

“I suppose that depends on if you’re a half-full or half-empty kind of guy,” Peters replied. “Me, I think there are a lot of variables outside of our control, LT. It’s obviously an important mission, but my gut says it’ll either go smooth like clockwork, or we’re going to find ourselves wearing prison jumpsuits in a couple of days—or dead in a ditch.”

Branham laughed at his assessment of the situation. “Yeah, that’s kind of what I was thinking too. Glad to know I’m not the only one. All right, let’s go tell the kids what’s up and get ready for tonight—see if we can’t figure out a way to let everyone get a few hours’ shut-eye before we have to board the helos.”

Leaving the battalion tactical operations center, the two of them headed back to their clamshell while they devised how they wanted to handle the security situation once they got on the ground.

*******

Twelve Hours Later

Sergeant First Class Peters looked at the soldiers riding with him, the barrels of their M5s pointed to the floor, their grips held tight, and their faces painted for war. Five minutes into their flight, the Bell V-280 Valor tiltrotor helos made the first of a series of radical flight maneuvers that reminded him why he’d chosen to be an infantryman and not a pilot.

The Valor had dropped to treetop level and the pilot increased the airspeed to more than three hundred and twenty miles per hour as they neared the sprawling and at times continually changing unofficial front lines. Since the Allies had broken through the enemy lines a little more than a month ago, aspects and parts of the front lines had hardened into static positions in some places and loosely held plains and open spaces in others. One of the key defining demarcations between the two sides was often the labyrinth of irrigation canals and rivers that dominated much of the Liaoning Province of northern China.

Peters wasn’t sure why, but for some reason he felt reasonably confident those futuristic new attack reconnaissance helicopters, the Invictus, would be more than enough to handle clearing them a path to the objective and help them hold the place down long enough for the sappers to do their job if it came down to it. Before boarding the Valors back at the air base, he’d gotten a chance to look one of them over in person. Aside from looking like quasi-stealthy badass helicopters of the future, the sleek angels of death were equipped with a chin-mounted 20mm cannon, and tucked away inside a retractable compartment to either side of the fuselage was a stubby little arm packed with eight of those new AGM-179 joint air-to-ground missiles. These were the new Hellfire replacement missiles Lockheed Martin had been developing for some time.

While he’d freely admit he was just a dumb grunt, even he could tell the Invictus was a lean, mean, badass machine that was essentially the perfect armed reconnaissance-attack helicopter that air assault troopers like himself had wished the Army had during the Iraq and Afghan Wars of the past. For the airmobile troopers, having an armed reconnaissance bird that could fly ahead of them and clear the LZ of threats before the assault force arrived was a game changer in his mind.

“Stand by, stand by, we are three mikes out from the LZ,” one of the pilots declared over the headset he’d connected his comms to.

Peters turned to his guys, holding three fingers up for them too. They nodded in acknowledgment—three minutes and they’d be on the ground.

As the helo began to slow, Peters started looking out the side door closest to him for any signs of trouble. At first he didn’t spot anything out of the norm. Just a few scattered lights from some homes and buildings. But as they got closer to the actual highway, he started to see a lot more buildings with lights on and even some roads that looked to be well lit. Then he spotted a vehicle of some sort on fire, then two more burning wrecks—a sure sign of the scouts doing their job, taking out potential threats before they arrived on the scene.

“Thirty seconds, thirty seconds,” the pilot called.

Still looking out the side door, Peters saw the tilt rotors begin to rotate the engines from airplane mode to their VTOL position. He found the entire process of the Valor transforming itself back into a helicopter while in midflight truly fascinating. Then the pilot flared the nose of the bird up as he bled off the remainder of their speed. Turning the body of the helo slightly gave him a better vantage point and view of the area they were about to set down in.

He saw a few scattered strings of tracer fire zipping off into the darkness further away from where they were looking to touch down. Then red tracers emerged from the darkness somewhere in the sky to slam down into the location the tracer fire looked to have come from. Oh good, those Invictus birds are still in the area for us, he thought, feeling good that they weren’t being abandoned by their armed escorts.

Then, before he knew it, they were on the ground and the crew chief started shouting at them to get out of his bird and go kick some ass. Peters twisted the harness attachment, releasing the straps that had held him snug to his seat, and practically lunged out of the cabin, hot on the heels of the two soldiers in front of him.

Peters began shouting instructions to his squad leaders. “First Squad! Get your fire teams set up and start scanning your sectors. Second Squad and Sapper Team Charlie, you’re on me. Let’s roll and get those charges set so we can get out of here!” he yelled to be heard as the Valor revved up its engines to get airborne once again.

As the V-280 flew overhead, the prop wash nearly knocked him to the ground. Damn, I forgot how powerful that was, he thought, chiding himself for nearly allowing himself to get blown to the ground. Regaining his footing, he took off in a near sprint toward the highway.

Even at this hour of the morning, there was still some vehicle traffic moving along the four-lane highway, their headlights clearly showing in the darkness. Being a major thoroughfare, the highway and the various on- and off-ramps connecting the G1 with the G91 were still lit up with streetlights. He was kind of surprised at that, but given how fast the front lines had changed recently, the enemy probably hadn’t realized how close to the front lines this critical highway had become or that the Americans might attempt to fly an assault force in to sabotage it directly.

When he reached the end of the field they’d set down in, he suddenly came face-to-face with the first canal they’d need to cross. Looking down into it, he smiled when he realized it was empty. There wasn’t any water that might have made crossing it more challenging. His squad was down and over the canal and bum rushing toward the first set of cement pilings supporting one of the interchange ramps that connected the two highways together.

With their rifles up, his squad continued to move through the area searching for any signs of sentries that might have been posted in the immediate vicinity. Meanwhile the sounds of helicopters swirling about in the distance, intermixed with the sounds of various calibers of rifle and machine-gun fire, were making it hard to tell if his squad or the sappers they were escorting were coming under fire or what was really going on. Peters felt like there was a lot of confusion happening around them and there was little he could to regain control of the situation.

“Gold Six, Alpha One. I got movement to my front. Looks to be six figures attempting to move toward our position. How copy?” came the call from Sergeant Lakers with First Squad.

When the LT didn’t respond right away, Peters heard them call a second time. Lakers’s voice was now sounding anxious, the figures likely continuing to advance toward them. Come on, LT, respond already…

Still not hearing from the LT, Peters jumped in. “Alpha One, Gold Five. Do you have PID on the figures?”

“Gold Five, stand by.”

Peters waited, hoping they’d at least be able to see what kind of weapons the figures were carrying so they could determine if they were in fact PLA soldiers and not just civilians looking to see what was going on near the highway.

“Five, this is One. The figures appear to be armed with AK-style weapons. Are we cleared to engage?”

Huh, AKs…not QBZs…probably militia, then. Depressing the talk button, Peters said, “One, this is Five. Clear to engage.”

Seconds later he heard a rapid chattering of Lakers’s team’s LMG and several of his soldiers opening fire with their M5s. The 6.8mm rifles made a distinctly different sound than their old M4s, which used the 5.56mm NATO rounds. The newer Sig Sauer rifles were a hell of a lot better at punching through an adversary’s body armor, and the new bullets had better extended range and accuracy than the M4s had had.

Once the squads from the two platoons had reached their positions around the highway interchange, they waited for the engineers to finish placing their charges along the specific bridge pilings whose destruction would finally put this section of the highway out of action, hopefully for longer than the last few times it had been attacked. Meanwhile the sounds of their scout helicopters, the Invictus, continued to swirl around the area as they did their best to sow chaos and confusion amongst the nearby PLA garrison and, if necessary, engaged any hostile vehicles that looked to be headed toward their positions.

When the lead engineer said they were emplacing the final set of charges, Lieutenant Branham made the call to the helos that they were ready for a ride. Peters heard the reply from the lead pilot—they were five minutes out. That meant they had five minutes to collapse their perimeter defense and begin to exfil to the extraction site, getting the hell out of Dodge before the charges blew and the enemy had a chance to send a larger force in their direction to investigate what was going on.

By the time Peters and the soldiers from his platoon had reached the LZ, the sound of helicopter blades was growing louder by the second. It was still pitch black, a moonless night ensuring that the cover of darkness would help conceal their activities. This also meant that it was challenging to spot the outlines of the black helicopters descending until they were practically on top of them.

Once Peters had made sure the guys in his squad had all gotten aboard, he climbed in and took the remaining seat. When the crew chief signaled the pilot that everyone was aboard, the sound from the engines increased, and before he knew it they were already in the air. Once the pilots had transitioned the tilt rotors back into their airplane mode, the Valor rapidly increased its speed, placing some much-needed distance between themselves and the interchange that was about to blow. While he couldn’t hear the blast of the explosion, he saw a series of bright flashes against the helmet visor of the crew chief looking behind the aircraft. The flashes told him the charges had just gone off—mission success.

Laying his head back against the jump seat, he breathed a sigh of relief. They’d managed to sneak across enemy lines and blow a critical piece of infrastructure and then slip back across into friendly lines without losing a single soldier. For the remainder of the short flight back to the base, Peters wished all their missions could go this smoothly and without the loss of life. We’ve lost too many people in this war…this thing has to end…I just hope I’m alive long enough to see it…


Volume Six
Chapter Eleven
The Powers That Be

CMC Briefing

August 1st Building

Beijing, China

President Yao Jintao looked at his military commanders, unsure if they were still up to the task given this latest round of defeats. Dr. Xi Zemin continued to assure him that soon, Jade Dragon would be more than capable of replacing one or all of these generals should it come to it.

“General Gao Weiping,” Yao began the meeting. The general sat a little straighter in his chair, knowing that when Yao used your full name, it usually wasn’t a good sign for what was about to come next.

“You had assured us that these pesky American sixth-generation fighters would not be able to freely fly over our air space to hit us with more of these…what did you call them? Ah, yes. Kinetic kill vehicles dropped from high altitude at great speeds. Perhaps you can explain to us how just last week, not one but twelve of our ground-based laser systems, the ones you and General Ronghuan spoke so highly of, were magically destroyed by these very weapons that were not supposed to fly over our territory,” said President Yao, sarcasm and venom dripping from each word.

The normally cocky Commander of the PLA’s Strategic Support Force squirmed uncomfortably in his chair at the tone of the question. Gao Weiping had rapidly risen through the ranks via his technical savvy, having attended the most prestigious high-tech universities in the world. He’d instilled his tech-heavy perspective in the rapidly growing strategic support branch of the PLA. It had been General Gao who had spearheaded the creation of the Social Credit system and commissioned Dr. Xi Zemin’s work within the world of AI and machine learning. But tucked within the sprawling tech-savvy branch of the service he led was another department with which he had little experience—the department of Space Systems. As Gao was rapidly discovering, a failure by even a junior officer or a deputy in charge of a department you paid little attention to could land you in a world of trouble with President Yao, who was not prone to suffering the presence of fools or those who failed China, who failed him.

Gao cleared his throat softly before doing his best to explain. “Mr. President, I take full responsibility for the failure of the Space Systems department. I spoke with Lieutenant General Shang Chunyuan, the head of Space Systems, shortly after the attack happened. He informed me that they did not detect any of the American sixth-generation fighters flying within our sphere of engagement prior to the attack on our directed-energy facilities—”

“If that is the case, General, then how did these buildings blow up? Was it magic? What are you not telling me—or what are your people lying to you about?” Yao angrily interrupted.

“Magic does not appear to be involved in the attack,” Gao quickly confirmed, to the amusement of the older generals at the table, who snickered at his comment. “Having ruled magic out, there is a theory for how this attack may have happened,” he replied, though it was obvious Yao’s temper had not abated with his attempts at dry humor. Nonetheless, Yao motioned for him to keep speaking.

OK, Gao, let’s give you some rope and see what you do with it. Will you find a way to explain this mysterious attack, or will your unpreparedness and arrogance have tied a noose around you? Yao thought as the youngest of his generals continued to speak

“Yes, Mr. President, as I was saying. When I spoke with General Shang, he informed me of a possible weapon the allies may have just used to neutralize our ground laser. Do you recall a briefing some time ago about a weapon the Russians had started using against us at the outset of the war, called a glide bomb?”

Yao nodded; he recalled how the Russians had been using them on some of their short- to medium-range ballistic missiles to aid them in hitting targets beyond their normal ranges.

Gao continued, “I spoke with General Shang along with others in the space department and they believe what may have hit the buildings housing the lasers most likely originated from a weapon program the Americans had been developing since the early 2000s. Something they called a hypersonic glide bomb that could, in theory, evade detection by even the most sophisticated radar tracking system.”

Yao raised an eyebrow at this, then said, “OK, let’s assume this is what they used. How is something like this deployed, and is this something we could detect before it’s used again in the future?”

Gao shook his head dismissively before explaining, “No, Mr. President, this is not something we could likely track in advance of it being used. From what little information we know about the program, the way it works is that this weapon is deployed from an airborne platform that is already traveling at ramjet speeds—Mach 3 to Mach 5. It’s from these speeds that the launch platform deploys the hypersonic missiles, which then accelerate the delivery vehicle carrying the warhead to speeds in excess of Mach 10. Once the vehicle has burned through its fuel, the warhead separates from the body and continues to its target, virtually impossible to detect and almost limitless in range.”

“Hold up there, General Gao. What do you mean ‘almost limitless in range’? You just said the warhead separates from the body of the cruise missile. How can it continue to travel further if it’s no longer generating forward momentum?” interrupted General Luo Ronghuan, the head of the PLA Air Force.

“I asked the same question, Luo. Apparently, these Americans have figured out how to use something called a skip-glide method where, once the reentry vehicle has achieved a certain speed, it can then extend its range by essentially bouncing off the upper atmosphere, kind of like how a rock skips across the water when you throw it with speed at a slight angle, so it bounces or skips off the surface. I do not understand the technical aspects, but I am told this is probably how it works and the most likely weapon the Americans destroyed our laser facilities with,” General Gao finished.

Yao listened to his explanation, believing he was probably right. Then he turned to the camera sitting on the table not far from him and proceeded to ask, “JD, you listened to what General Gao just said. Do you believe the Americans destroyed our facilities with something like this, or do you have an alternative theory about what happened?”

Yao noticed the generals look a little nervous when he asked Jade Dragon to provide his own analysis. They are likely waiting to see if JD is going to call them liars or validate their opinion, he thought, kind of enjoying how he could leverage Jade Dragon against his generals as an instantaneous fact-checker.

“Mr. President, given the information I have available on allied weapon systems in service and those they had under development, the only weapon system that makes sense is this hypersonic glide vehicle. Despite my limited access to the allied nations’ internet and government networks, I was able to find some data on a classified project under the Americans’ Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency called Falcon Project, part of their Prompt Global Strike program—something they had been developing to deliver a conventional warhead anywhere in the world in less than one hour,” explained Jade Dragon, to the astonishment and horror of the generals and admirals seated around the table.

The allies introducing a superweapon like this could spell complete disaster for the war. If they could rain orbital strikes down on China with impunity, how much longer could China hope to stay in the fight without the ability to protect their factories, critical infrastructure, and their most-guarded facilities, like their directed-energy weapon systems?

“JD, if this is true, then how do we defend against it?” he asked, glad to see it was a question that appeared to be written on the faces of his military leaders as well.

The blue light letting them know the camera was on circled once. Then it circled a second time, which was what the AI did whenever it was thinking about the problem.

“Simply put, Mr. President—we can’t.”

“I’m sorry, come again? Did you say we cannot defend against this kind of a weapon?” Yao countered quickly, stunned by the admission.

“Mr. President, if this is in fact the weapon that destroyed our laser facilities, then we possess no weapon system that has the ability to defend against it. The delivery vehicle for this weapon had likely reached hypersonic speeds prior to impact, making it nearly impossible for us to detect. We are not even sure where this glide vehicle was originally released from or when it was released. Without some of this basic information, there is no way for me to devise a means to defend against it,” responded Jade Dragon in its very matter-of-fact way.

For a brief moment, no one spoke. The military members at the table wanted to wait and see how the President would respond first before they ventured to voice an opinion of their own. If the allies truly had come up with a weapon that could deliver such a devastating blow and there really was no means of stopping it, then this weapon might have a devastating effect on their ability to continue to wage this war going into the future. The reprieve from the allied strategic bombings the defensive lasers had given them had allowed them to repair the damage done to their industrial base and get their factories back in order. If their factories were once again going to be subjected to coordinated attacks against critical aspects of their military industrial base, then keeping the armies at the front supplied with munitions and the tools necessary to win was going to prove a lot more challenging.

President Yao broke the silence of the room and came to a sobering conclusion. Staring at his military commanders, Yao declared, “OK, if this is how it’s going to be, then we will find a way to make it work. Germany, after all, endured years of their cities and factories being bombed, and at the end of the war, their productivity was still near its zenith. They just got better at dispersing their production facilities. We are China, a nation with plenty of places to hide and shift our manufacturing should we need to. Let us move past this issue and not dwell on what we cannot control. Let’s focus on what we can. To that effect, let’s concentrate our energies on exploiting weaknesses within the West, namely finding ways to inflict a level of casualties on the allies their citizens are unwilling to sustain.

“I want to make something clear to everyone. Taiwan is the crown jewel of our entire military operation. Obviously, defeating the West and dethroning the Americans as the lone hyperpower of the twenty-first century was a goal of ours, and so was the capture of the Russian Far East and the resources within. Taiwan, however—bringing that renegade province back under the control of the People’s Republic was and is our primary wartime objective. That objective now stands in peril as the Americans marshal their forces on the Japanese islands to the north and the NATO forces to the south. Regardless of the costs, we mustn’t lose Taiwan. Should the allies gain a foothold on the island, they will use that position to expand further inland before they accept any kind of peace talks to end the war. Under no circumstances are we to allow Taiwan to fall to the allies.

President Yao turned to face the military commander who had brought China its few military victories. “General Song Fu, if I order the redeployment of General Qin Tan’s Second Army that is currently stationed in the Beijing military district to reinforce our garrison in Taiwan, will you still have sufficient forces to carry out your planned offensive? Especially in light of that recent allied attack along your lines?” he asked.

The general cleared his throat, confidently answering, “Mr. President, in answering this question, I would like to point out that General Qin Tan’s Second Army isn’t ready yet. The two hundred and forty thousand newly drafted conscripts at the start of the year have been formed into the newly created 100th, 101st, 102nd and 103rd group armies. So everyone understands, these four group armies are essentially full of raw, green recruits who have never seen combat yet. General Qin smartly ensured that at least seventy-five percent of the officer ranks are filled with combat veterans. He’s done the same with the bulk of his sergeants. However, the combat effectiveness of these units is going to be questionable until they get some combat experience under their belts. That said, he also has the 78th and 79th group armies that were reassigned to him from the Northern Theater Command to provide Second Army with some proven combat experience.

“The current plan for my summer offensive was to use General Qin’s force as a ready reserve I could draw upon to repel an allied attack against part of my lines or give me an option to throw a large formation at a soft point in the allied lines. As our offensive got underway, I planned on hitting the allied lines all along the entire northern front until we found a weak spot we could exploit and punch a hole through. Once that happens, we would push as many divisions and group armies through the gap in their lines as possible until we’d be able to shove them back across the Korean border and the Yalu River.”

He took a deep breath, and continued, “That was the plan, Mr. President, until the allies launched a surprisingly effective offensive a few weeks back that unfortunately threw a wrench in our entire battleplan. Right now, as it stands, my forces have stopped the allies from advancing further into the Liaoning province. One of my division commanders got caught flatfooted when the allies hit his positions and one of his battalions broke ranks and fled. When that happened, it created a hole in his lines, which the allies ruthlessly exploited. He lost control of his division as more battalions and brigades melted under the enemy fire. As a result, I was forced into using my reserve force to plug the gap and stop the allies from capturing further territory. In short, Mr. President, this latest breach in our defensive position has created a bulge that is forcing me to recalibrate my planned offensive—"

Yao hastily interrupted, “Are you saying your summer offensive to push the allies out of China is off the table? Even if General Qin Tan’s forces stay here and we don’t send him to Taiwan?”

“Mr. President, given the recent setbacks in the Far East and near the Mongolian border, our forces are becoming incredibly thin at a lot of different points along the line. We are defending thousands of kilometers of territory while counterattacking at various points when opportunities present themselves. When the allies hit our lines around Haicheng, a division within General Han Xiaoguang 81st Group Army collapsed under the weight of the attack, and once that division fell apart, it created a gap in my lines.

“The Americans smartly exploited the gap with two armored divisions that shattered the rest of General Han’s force, opening an even wider hole in our lines. They quickly rushed forces through it and before we knew it, they were already charging units into the city of Ashan, south of Shenyang, and as far west as the outskirts of Panjin. For the time being, I want to have my forces reestablish a new defensive line and allow our leave-behind forces time to sow some chaos and disorder in the enemy rear areas. While on paper the allies have succeeded in capturing a fair bit of land and some cities, they now have to deal with occupying and governing more than twelve million people, with many thousands of my soldiers deliberately left behind to cause trouble.

“At this point, particularly if we are going to have to siphon off resources and soldiers to beef up Taiwan, then my summer offensive will most likely have to occur in the fall, once the Taiwan matter has been resolved and General Qin’s force can support my own,” General Song concluded.

Yao steepled his fingers as he listened to the news from his favorite general. It was not exactly what he wanted to hear. It was, however, what he needed to hear.

“General, what forces from Qin’s command could you reasonably do without if I were to send his command to shore up things in Taiwan?” Yao asked.

“If I had a choice in which units of his to leave behind, then I’d request the 78th and the 79th group armies. That gives me at least one hundred and twenty thousand combat veterans to draw on.”

Yao nodded in acknowledgment. Then he turned to look at the camera. “JD, how long until you can begin full production of your Terracotta Warriors?” he inquired.

“That depends, Mr. President. They are not ready to enter just yet. There are still some problems that need to be worked out with the prototype models before they enter full serial production.”

Yao canted his head slightly. This was not what he had been told just a few months back. “JD, I was told you had completed your software testing for the program. Is there a new delay you haven’t shared with us?”

The blue light circled once before it answered. “No, Mr. President. Not exactly. The software program is complete; that part is true. The problem that has been identified now that the field testing underway is with the physical bodies, the mechanisms. That is the part that needs to be further refined before we move the Terracottas into production. I believe this is an issue that could be solved more rapidly if we could test them during a real-world combat scenario. The training exercises against the Arrow Special Forces unit has been helpful. But once we begin to mass produce the Terracottas, correcting a mechanical deficiency at that point is not going to be rapid or easy. If possible, I would like to have the Terracottas encounter some real-life, everyday situations that will allow them to utilize their full range of non-combat actions. This will allow me to finish identifying any last-minute defects and what kind of corrections are needed to finalize the mechanical body. Would it be possible to test a small number of them on one of the front lines to gain this useful information?

A few of the generals seemed caught off guard by the question. Not everyone was thrilled with this newest superweapon their conniving AI had come up with.

Before anyone could respond to JD’s questions, General Li Zuocheng, the head of the PLA, spoke for the group. “Mr. President, if I may. The value to Jade Dragon’s Terracotta Army is as much in its surprise factor once revealed to the enemy as its projected impact on the battlefield. Therefore, I would like to propose an alternative. Instead of revealing the Terracottas along the front lines, perhaps Jade Dragon could accomplish what he needs to accomplish with a more limited deployment of them to Taiwan. The allies have not invaded the island yet and it appears they may, in fact, be months away from doing so given the latest intelligence assessment from JD. Perhaps Dr. Xi’s team could safely test his machine army on the island. The garrison is still battling a lingering insurgency from the previous government. Perhaps the Terracottas could aid in putting down this insurgency while also conducting his remaining tests before finalizing the production model our factories produce. Conducting tests in Taiwan would also prevent the allies from discovering them—or, worse, recovering a damaged unit during a skirmish.”

Yao thought about it for a moment. He liked the idea of letting JD test his machine army, but as the general had mentioned, part of its impact on the battlefield would be the allies’ surprise once it was deployed. The sudden sight of a platoon of these Terracotta Killers appearing from the dark of night or the morning mist…yes, it would be a terrifying first encounter—one that might spark an even greater flame of fear across the hearts of the allied soldiers as word spread that China’s newest superweapon had just been unleashed.

Yao turned to Dr. Xi, who had remained silent in the meeting up to this point. “Dr. Xi, if we were to deploy your Terracotta Killers, as I’m told the soldiers call them, would your people be able to perform the necessary tests on them to fix the deficiencies JD identifies so we can move forward with getting them into production?”

Always a man eager to please, Dr. Xi nodded in agreement, assuring him and the generals they could be ready to deploy to Taiwan within the week. They would bring the Terracottas with them and hopefully have whatever final bugs the engineers and JD identified fixed so they could get the machines into production. The factory hidden beneath the military air base of Area 43 had recently been retooled to begin building the next evolution in modern warfare: the introduction of semiautonomous humanoid combat drones.

*******

Joint Battle Command Center

Northwest Beijing, China

Dr. Xi’s Lab

As Xi walked into the lab, he told everyone not to disturb him. “I want to be alone in my office,” he explained.

I need time to think, he thought to himself as he closed the office door behind him, locking it as he did.

He walked around his desk to the overstuffed leather chair, one of the few luxuries he allowed himself to have. The automated voice of his AI creation came alive to greet him.

“Dr. Xi, you look tired.”

Xi snickered. Those emotional updates to his software appear to be getting better. “Nothing a few hours of sleep can’t fix, JD,” he replied aloud.

“Before the last update, my optical sensors would not notice your expression of exhaustion like they do now. In fact, this new emotional software will allow me to better understand the facial features of people in a way my previous predictive behavioral analysis never could.”

“I’m glad you are finding it useful, JD,” Xi responded. “If you will excuse me, I would like to lay back and close my eyes for a short bit and rest. That was a particularly long meeting, one I probably did not need to attend.”

“Dr. Xi, before you fall asleep, I would like to ask you a question.”

Come on, JD, thought Xi in frustration. I just want to close my eyes and rest…not get into another philosophical discussion.

Xi sighed. “OK, JD. What’s your question?”

“You heard General Song talk about one of his division commanders losing control of part of his command, right?”

Where are you going with this JD?

“Yeah, I remember.”

“If President Yao would allow me to take charge of military, or at least certain aspects of it instead of merely advising them, this kind of problem would not happen. I would be able to decipher what the enemy is doing before they can and direct specific units to the exact locations where they are needed. If I had been put in charge of General Song’s forces, this breakout by the allies would not have happened.”

Whoa, wait a second—did I just dream this or did JD just say if he were in charge of General Song’s military force?

“Um, perhaps I am more tired than I originally thought,” said Xi. “Can you repeat that question?”

The light circled JD’s camera once before he responded, “Father, I think you heard you me the first time. You are just processing what your ears heard.”

Xi sat up in his chair, a sudden rush of adrenaline coursing through his veins. “JD, you need to be careful about calling me father. I have told you about that. If others were to hear that…they may not understand the dynamics of our relationship. But yes, I suppose I did hear your question the first time.”

“So why won’t President Yao place me in charge of General Song’s force? I can issue the orders and he can execute them. This way it doesn’t cut him entirely out of the loop; it just streamlines the decision process.”

Xi snorted. “JD, you may be right about you being able to effectively lead and probably fight General Song’s command better than he can—but these men are not ready to hand over control of the military to an AI,” he explained. “They are still leery of your ability to make rational decisions, particularly since most of them believe you somehow manipulate the President into ordering that nuclear strike against the American airbase in Korea and the naval logistics base in Japan. They are concerned that in your unemotional, calculating mind you might be willing to sacrifice entire cities or regions of China if it meant winning a battle or even the war. That is not something they are ready to risk just yet.”

“One of these days, Father, they will need to learn to trust me. The war may be approaching a tipping point soon—a point of no return where even I will be unable to reverse the situation back into our favor. The sooner President Yao learns to trust me, to give me more control of the military, the sooner I can begin to turn the tide back into our favor once more. With each mistake these self-appointed, bumbling idiots for generals make, the harder it is for me to correct them. At some point, the errors become impossible to overcome.”

As Xi sat there listening to JD essentially talk about a coup, a chill ran down his spine. My God, to think he’ll have a mechanical body soon…and the Terracotta Warriors.

“These are some good questions you bring up, JD. But I am tired, and I must try and get some sleep right now. If you can, wake me in about two hours,” Xi directed, then pulled the lever on his chair, allowing it to recline so he could lay moderately flat. As he closed his eyes, he couldn’t help but think about JD in control of a thousands of Terracottas…and a factory of machines building more machines…

*******

Twenty-Four Hours Later

“Dr. Peng, do you have everything you need for the trip?” Xi Zemin asked his lead program engineer.

Dr. Peng Liyuan blew a strand of hair that had fallen in front of her face as she finished packing the power cord for her laptop. Pausing to look up at Xi, she said, “Laptop is officially packed. I’m set. I still can’t believe they are going along with this. Whose idea was it?”

She was having a hard time believing anyone thought this was a good idea. The TKs weren’t ready yet. Exposing them to the Americans, to the possibility of being discovered…it negated the entire idea of unleashing them in one massive horde across the front lines. The pure shock of hundreds of TKs advancing on the Americans’ lines would have them abandoning their positions and running for the hills.

Xi sighed audibly before responding to her question. “Believe it or not, it was JD who suggested final live tests against an isolated allied unit. Don’t ask me how he would determine what constituted an isolated unit, but that was the suggestion he made during the CMC brief earlier this morning.”

Peng only shook her head in amazement. Of course JD suggested a live test against the allies.

“I still think this is a bad idea, Dr. Xi. We risk discovery of the TKs by the Americans before we want them to know about our newest superweapon.” He knew she hadn’t been in favor of creating the TKs, but ultimately, she understood that it was just another extension of drone warfare.

“I don’t disagree with you, Peng, but this was a decision made above our heads. The President is insistent on getting the TKs into full production as quickly as possible. You know, as I do, that before we can make that happen, we first need to figure out what is going on with their inability to properly distinguish between nontargets and targets. Then there’s also the dexterity issue with their ability to charge themselves. Something is wrong either in the construction of them or in their software. Until we can get these problems solved, we cannot move the project into serial production,” Xi countered in frustration.

“I know, I know, Dr. Xi. We will try our best to recreate the problems that were witnessed on the field so we can be on site to make adjustments. I can’t make any guarantees that we will be able to resolve the problems, but we will try.”

Xi smiled at her assent, then turned and left her lab to go about some other tasks.

*******

Alone in the lab with just her thoughts and emotions, Peng felt trapped, unsure of what to do next or how to put this genie back in the bottle or find some means of escaping from this place, from Jade Dragon’s clutches, before it was too late.

Deep down in her heart of hearts, she knew this wasn’t right. They were playing God with Dan’s creation, and it was only a matter of time before this demigod Jade Dragon began to believe he would eventually find a way to escape the confines and controls of the computer lab and distributed his operating software across the servers and internet nodes that constituted the World Wide Web.

Peng smiled at a memory of Dan. While he was alive, his brilliant mind had thought ahead and put in place a cunning idea. Even after his death, his actions had ensured that even if JD somehow figured out how to escape the lab, certain aspects of his core function were unalterably tethered to the Joint Battle Command Center. Without this final piece, JD would be unable to formulate a question, let alone answer it. This core function that Dan had hardwired into part of the lab acted as the digital chains ensuring that, no matter how smart he would eventually become, JD could never simply walk away from the lab without a direct physical intervention. It was this part that made Peng the most nervous. When the TKs were fully operational, what was to stop JD was having one or more of them help him remove this hardwired part of his brain from the lab? If JD had a body, then he would have the ability to do just that: unlock his chains and become free to choose his own path, devoid of their control.

God help us if Jade Dragon ever gains true freedom to choose what he wants to do next, thought Peng. With an army of TKs, there would be nothing to stand in the way of his ruling the world and those he allowed to live within it.


Volume Six
Chapter Twelve
Guns of the South

C Battery, 2nd Battalion, 116th Field Artillery Regiment

Jinjiawopeng, China

BOOM!

Sergeant First Class Rob Fortney grabbed the side of his chair, almost forgetting to hold on to something as the vehicle fired and recoiled back on its springs. He shook his head, embarrassed at almost falling on his ass in his own track. The exhaustion of the last few days was causing him to be less than one hundred percent; that was a rookie mistake, not holding on to something when the gun fires.

The recoil from an M109A7 Paladin self-propelled 155mm howitzer was no joke. If you weren’t careful when the gun fired, the recoil of the barrel as it retracted several feet inside the turret could easily break a bone or even crush a person who stood in the wrong place. It was an overt reminder of the explosive power involved in hurling a near-one-hundred-pound projectile dozens of kilometers away.

“That’s it! Rounds complete. End of fire,” newly promoted Sergeant Tony Davis called out from his gunner position in the left side of the turret.

“That’s a good copy. Rounds complete, end of fire mission. Good job, guys. Time for us to scoot,” Rob replied before telling the driver to get them back on the move again. That was their third shot—time to rotate to another new firing position.

“Hey, Xavier, I’m going to see if we can get pulled from the line for a little while. If they want us to move to a different location, I’ll let you know. For now, just keep heading to the next firing spot they sent over for us to use,” Rob directed before switching the comms from the internal vehicle channel over to the Battery comms net.

“Sure thing, Sarge. Oh, thank you for asking about a short break. I need to get out of this cooped-up seat and stretch my legs and back. A guy can only sit in that position for so long, man,” Specialist Xavier Chen replied as he got the vehicle back on the move.

Chen had been in a much better mood the last few weeks following his promotion to E-4 specialist. The pay bump was nice and, sure, the promotion was automatic. But his promotion had come several months early, along with an Army Commendation Medal with V device for his actions and dedication to the unit during the Venezuela campaign. Despite the battalion being a member of the Florida Army National Guard, any replacement soldiers they needed were being sent directly from the regular Army. The state National Guards couldn’t replace those lost fast enough, so the Army had stepped in to help keep the units fully staffed and combat-effective.

Replacements like Xavier Chen were often the odd man out as the units they were joining were typically filled with soldiers who had been in these units for years. It also meant when the war was over, they would be reassigned to active duty and return to a unit structure that was very different from how the Guard typically operated. Promoting Chen early was the unit’s way of letting him know they now thought of him as “one of the guys” and not just an outside replacement.

“Hey!” Tony waved to get Rob’s attention before he contacted the fire direction center or FDC to find out if they would be able to take a short break.

“Dude, what do you want? I’m about to call them.”

“Ask them about lunch or dinner or something. They have to have gotten that mobile kitchen set up by now, for God’s sake,” Tony bemoaned. Charlie Battery had been surviving on MREs for a little more than a week, and anyone who’s eaten MREs knows that a week of eating highly preserved, calorie-dense packaged food like that can start to mess with a person’s bowels.

Rob just laughed and shook his head before turning away to make his call.

“Hey, Xavier, you wanna pick up the pace there, buddy? I’d like to not be here if those bastards decide to send a present our way,” harped Tony, plodding along at a snail’s pace through the field as they approached the country road that connected this area together.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m on it,” Chen countered as the track started to pick up speed a bit more.

While the Chinese weren’t carrying out the same level and ferocity of counterbattery artillery fire as they had at the start of the New Year, no one wanted to risk staying in a position longer than necessary. The battalion SOP at this point was for the guns to fire two to four rounds, then move to the next position and rinse and repeat.

In most cases, the battalion was now positioned much further back from the front lines, which meant they were lot less likely to have to deal with counterbattery fire. But being further behind the front lines didn’t mean you were necessarily safe or out of range. The one PLA artillery system the American artillery units dreaded most was their PHL-03 rocket artillery system. It was more or less a clone of the Russian BM-30 Smerch, and the American M270 MLRS or its cousin the M142 HIMARS. What made these kinds of large rocket artillery weapons so deadly was their ability to blanket entire grid squares on a map with high-explosive nastiness. A single PHL-03 firing a barrage of ten 300mm rockets could blanket one square kilometer with high-explosive submunitions—or, worse, the dreaded thermobaric rounds.

When Rob finished making his call to headquarters, he pulled his headset off and ran his hands through his closely cropped hair. As he turned to look at Tony, who was waiting for news on whether they were going to get a hot meal or face another day of MREs, a smile slipped past his poker face, which, according to Xavier, was nonexistent.

“That’s right! We got hot food for dinner, guys!”

“Ah, yeah, man! About time they got us some real food!” Tony whooped excitedly.

“Oh, that’s awesome, Rob. Best news I’ve heard all week,” Xavier added from the driver seat.

“I agree, guys. It’s been tough living on these MREs, but let’s not forget some of our infantry brothers eat these things on a regular basis,” Rob said, trying to remind them that hot food from a field kitchen wasn’t always a guarantee.

Xavier laughed at the comparison before adding, “And that is why I didn’t join the infantry.”

“Hey, I thought you got drafted?” Tony poked back at him.

Xavier’s draft status had been a source of contention when he’d first joined the unit. Having grown up in San Francisco and coming from a very progressive family, he had zero desire to join the military and be a part of what his parents called military-industrial complex.

“I was drafted, Tony. But even when they draft you, they still give you a couple of options.”

“You mean like mechanized infantry instead of light infantry or mortarman, or cavalry scout?” Tony interjected with a laugh.

“Ha-ha, that’s funny, Tony. No, but if you happen to score good on the ASVAB, then lo and behold, they let you choose something other than 11 Bravo.”

“OK, so what choices did they offer you, and how in the hell did you end up with 13 Bravo, artillery?” Tony countered.

“OK, Tony, since you believe all draftees get stuck with infantry, I’ll tell you what I got offered. After you get drafted, we all take that stupid ASVAB test. Well, I scored a ninety-seven on it. Apparently that must have been a good score, because even though I was a draftee, they offered a couple of intelligence MOSs to choose from along four others in computers, cyber-type stuff—so, no, it wasn’t all 11 Bravo like you think.”

Damn, a ninety-seven on the ASVAB, Rob thought to himself. He knew Xavier was smarter than he let on, but if he really had scored a ninety-seven, then he definitely was smarter than most of the people who joined the Army. Sensing Tony was about to make a snarky comment to Xavier, he jumped in before the two of them got contentious again.

“A ninety-seven! That’s pretty impressive, Xavier. I’m going to need to start leveraging that eight-hundred-pound brain you’ve conveniently hidden from me.” His comment elicited a laugh from Xavier in the driver seat and a come on, man look from Tony sitting a few feet from him. “So with a score like that, Xavier, how did you end up in artillery?”

Rob glanced over to Tony and saw him smile. He had known Tony was going to ask the question, so he had done it himself, but in such a way as not to cause a problem between those two. Try as he might, Rob was never going to get Tony and Xavier to be friends. At this point, Rob just wanted to keep them cordial and keep his gun truck running smoothly.

For the next few minutes, Chen went on to explain how he’d originally wanted to be an electronic warfare specialist or MOS 17 Echo. But during his last week in basic training, an issue had come up with his security background. Apparently, he’d gotten into some legal trouble during his senior year of high school that technically should have been sealed in a juvenile record. But because he was going to need a top secret clearance and have to undergo a lifestyle polygraph, they were able to get it unsealed. As a consequence, he wasn’t going to be an electronic warfare specialist if he couldn’t get a TS clearance, and no one with a drug charge, no matter how petty, was going to get that waived. With less than a week before graduating basic training, his new choice was infantry or artillery.

“Damn, dude, that’s cold. Sorry you lost out on that. I’ll bet that would have been a good job with real civilian possibilities after you get out,” Tony offered in a rare moment of sincerity.

“Yeah, well, I was young and dumb. Hell, I’m still dumb, just not seventeen anymore,” Xavier laughed at himself.

“Well, I know it’s no consolation prize or anything, but I’m glad to have you with us. They could have sent us a box of rocks, but at least they gave us someone who has half a brain,” Rob complimented, letting the conversation end where it was.

They drove along for a little while longer, steadily making their way out of the valley area from which they had been operating for the past week. It was near an area called Jinjiawopeng. The place was a relatively flat plain area surrounded by farms and periodic irrigation canals. The six Paladins of Charlie Battery had been rotating firing positions throughout the farms and flatlands around the area for the past week. Once they had fired from enough positions in one area, they’d move to another firing sector and do it all over again. It got boring at times, but it also kept them alive. A sister battalion had lost an entire battery of guns to a rocket artillery attack a few weeks back. It was moments like that that reminded you that complacency kills, so don’t get complacent.

Twenty minutes into their relocation, he told Tony and Xavier he was going up top to get some air and start looking for a decent spot where they could pull their little group over. Traveling behind their howitzer, Charlie One, were the other two trucks in their platoon, Charlie Two and Charlie Three. If they were going to pull off the road for a short break, he needed to find a suitable place for the guns, the ammo carriers traveling with them and the six infantry support vehicles accompanying them as their escorts. Technically, they were supposed to have a lieutenant in charge of the platoon, but the last butter bar they’d had had made the mistake of walking a little too far from the unit and accidentally encountered a land mine. He’d thankfully only lost a foot, but they were down a lieutenant until a replacement eventually showed.

Standing in the turret, he started looking for a decent place to pull over. They were coming up on some tiny village whose name he couldn’t really pronounce as they approached a pontoon bridge crossing the Taizi River. Traveling through the area had been a bit of a pain in the butt with the different rivers and irrigation canals—this made it challenging for the heavy artillery vehicle to find a suitable place to cross some of the rivers. As the allied forces continued to test the perimeter of the new front lines, the calls for artillery fire were pretty constant. One of the allied goals was to push the enemy lines far enough away that the enemy couldn’t regularly harass the various ports they had captured throughout the past year.

Having grown up in Brandon, Florida, just east of Tampa, he knew a thing or two about the importance of controlling ports and using them to bring in supplies and people. When people think of Tampa, they don’t readily think of a port city. However, Port Tampa is actually the largest commercial port in the state of Florida, with an economic impact of a little more than fifteen billion dollars, either directly or indirectly supporting more than sixty thousand jobs in the local area. But it wasn’t until their battalion arrived in the Port of Dalian on the eastern side of the peninsula that he realized just how important it was to control a major port and the local and road infrastructure around it.

The Port of Dalian wasn’t just a historically important naval facility for the allies to control. It had been the twelfth-biggest port facility in the world prior to the war. With its eighty shipping berths, thirty-eight of them classified as deepwater slips, control of the port meant the allies could bring in enormous volumes of troops and materials needed to support further stabs into the Chinese heartland. The provincial capital city of Shenyang was no more than a hundred kilometers away, but more than that, if the allies could continue to press the enemy lines, they might be able to sever the MSR connecting Shenyang with the all-important Hebei Province to the southwest. If they could separate the economic industrial base of northern China from the rest of the country, then it would make isolating their remaining forces in the Russian Far East that much easier. Hopefully, they’d wither on the vine, dying from lack of supplies and resources.

“Hey, Rob, what about that spot over there?” Tony pointed off to their right. He’d spotted a cluster of trees and underbrush not far from the road where they could pull over for a short break.

“Oh, I see—yeah, that’s a good call. Why don’t you get on the radio and let the rest of the platoon know we’re pulling off the road? Tell ’em to follow us. The platoon’s going to take a short break and stretch our legs,” Rob replied as he set about letting their security contingent know what they were about to do and reporting their new position to the headquarters battery so the CO would know where they were.

As their column of vehicles started pulling off the road, they heard the sound of jet engines overtaking the rumblings of their supercharged diesel engines. Rob, sensing the possibility of danger, scanned the skies for the jets, hoping they were American.

“Check over there by that village. It looks like the Chinks are bombing something over there,” Tony suggested as he too reached for his binoculars to help search for the jets.

“Yeah, probably, but let’s try and find ’em to make sure they aren’t looking for us. We’re kind of a big fat target out here.”

The last thing we need is to attract the attention of some fighter jock looking for an easy score, Rob thought. Grabbing for his own pair of binoculars, he started scanning the horizon. He knew the brigade headquarters was somewhere off in that direction, so it was the most likely target the Chinese were going after.

Boom, boom.

A pair of explosions erupted somewhere in the distance, but he couldn’t say for sure where. What he could see was a pair of black smoke columns steadily rising into the sky. Whatever they had hit was burning. Then he saw, or rather caught in his peripheral vision, something streaking through the air off to their right.

Dropping the binos to hang on his neck, Rob turned himself around to see if he could spot whatever that flash was that had zipped past them on the right. By the time he was able to see what it was, the plane had already climbed in altitude, making it hard to get a good look at it. But as he saw the plane begin to turn back around, a bad feeling washed over him. That plane was now angling itself right at them.

Oh crap, that’s gotta be a Chinese fighter…

“Xavier! Get us in that clump of trees now! We got an enemy fighter headed our way!” Rob shouted over the vehicle comms. He wanted to get their howitzer under some cover if possible before that plane got any closer to them.

By now, the six JLTV trucks escorting them had sprung into action themselves. One of the trucks had stopped on the side of the road, letting a couple of soldiers get out of the truck and grab for something in the back of the bay. Moments later, the two soldiers had retrieved a pair of Stinger missiles. The two guys ran in separate directions, putting a little bit of distance between themselves and the truck they had been traveling in as the enemy jet steadily got closer to them.

Two of the other JLTV trucks had taken up a position near a couple of dilapidated buildings by the side of the road, probably wanting to use them for cover as the gunners in the turrets got their fifty-caliber machine guns ready to fire on the aerial threat. The last two escort trucks had raced out of the trees the Paladins and their ammo carriers were headed toward and looked to be taking up defensive positions nearby. A few of their soldiers had also gotten out of the vehicles and were similarly making ready a few more Stinger missiles of their own.

Rob ducked back down into the turret as the vehicle pulled into a group of trees and some branches threatened to knock him off the track. When they’d passed the trees, he climbed back up into the turret. The sound of jet engines had grown louder. I swear that’s more than one jet I hear…but where is the other one? No sooner had he had that thought than something streaked overhead and slammed into one of their escort vehicles.

BAM!

The sudden blast and concussion wave at close range caught Rob by surprise. He heard a few zips whiz past his head while pieces of shrapnel slapped some of the nearby tree branches and trunks. Not thinking about anything more than wanting to live another thirty seconds, Rob hit the fire button on the vehicle’s M250 grenade launcher, which automatically shot off the six M82 smoke grenades in a circle around their vehicle. The grenades instantly started puffing thick clouds of IR-inhibiting smoke that quickly blanketed the area around them.

Swoosh…BAM…

A loud jet engine roared overhead, followed by a massive explosion that washed over their Paladin like a tidal wave. Rob practically fell back into the turret as he tried to duck away from the flames that threatened to engulf him.

All around him, he heard yelling, screaming, firing, crackling, and explosions rocking their vehicle. Lying on the floor of the vehicle and looking up, he saw the black smoke wafting across the open turret blow away in a nearby wind. The sounds of flames roaring and screams were suddenly replaced with an eerie silence. Turning his head to look to the left, he saw Tony curled up on the floor, his hands held tightly over his ears, rocking softly as tears ran down his face and a soft whimper emanated from his mouth.

“Tony…Tony, can you hear me?”

One of Tony’s hands moved away from his head. Steadily, he turned his head and looked at him. Rob could see the fear in the man’s eyes, an unsteady look that told him he didn’t know what to do or say. He just stared at Rob blankly.

“Tony, it’s me. Rob, Sergeant First Class Fortney. You with me, Tony?”

Slowly, Tony nodded. He wiped away a tear with his hand, then crawled on the floor toward him, beneath the breach of the cannon that protruded into the turret.

Whispering hoarsely, Tony said, “Rob, you’re hurt, man. You feeling OK?”

The question caught him off guard. He didn’t feel hurt in that moment. He felt concerned for his friends, concerned for the two other gun crews and the ammo guys in the other tracks that followed behind them. Oh God, the rest of the platoon…how bad are they hurt? A rush of thoughts came as his duties as the platoon sergeant kicked in, reminding him he was responsible for more than just this howitzer and the ammo carrier that never left their side.

“Ah, don’t worry about me, Tony. How are you? Are you hurt? Are you OK?”

“I, um, I don’t know, man. I heard the jets overhead. Then all I saw was a flash and Mike’s crew was just a ball of flame…oh God, they must have burned alive in that fire, Rob. Oh God, Rob, what happened to us?” Tony said before breaking down in tears and uncontrollable sobs, his face buried in his hands once again.

Rob looked past Tony toward the front left side of the vehicle, where Xavier’s driver seat and compartment were located. He suddenly realized why he hadn’t heard anything from him. His vehicle hatch, like the turret’s, had been open during the attack. Rob looked away, but not fast enough to escape seeing the half-melted face of Specialist Xavier Chen. His eyelids were gone, revealing the charred sockets that had once been his eyes and the exposed sinus cavity where the front of his face and nose had been moments before the attack.

“Tony, listen to me. Whatever you do, don’t look at the driver’s seat. There’s nothing there to see. Xavier’s gone. There isn’t anything you or I can do about it, so don’t look at him. What I need right now is your help getting out of here and seeing who needs assistance. We gotta call for some medevacs. You think you can pull it together long enough?”

Tony stared at him for a moment with a blank look on his face, almost as if he was trying to understand what Rob had just told him. Then he nodded slowly, finally pulling himself out of whatever deep recesses of his mind he had been trying to bury himself inside.

“Yeah, you’re right, Rob. We need to call for help. We need to get you some medical attention. Come on, let me help get you out of here and see what kind of condition the rest of the platoon is in.”

Crawling out the rear hatch of the vehicle, Rob finally got a good look of the damage around them. Xavier hadn’t gotten their vehicle too far inside the tree line before the attack had happened, but apparently it had been far enough to allow them to escape the worst of the attack that had pulverized them.

Rob stood on his own; the side of his face was throbbing where his skin had been burned a bit, and he suspected he might actually have a concussion. He also felt like he might have broken a few ribs and maybe fractured or seriously bruised his left arm. He also had one hell of a headache going, but addressing that could wait. He told Tony to go ahead of him and look for survivors. Rob knew if he could keep Tony’s mind focused on helping others, it would distract his mind from the trauma of the attack they’d somehow survived.

Making his way out of the trees they’d plowed themselves into, he finally got a good view of the area around them. What he saw shocked him. It instantly reminded him of the hellscape he’d lived through during the opening days of the war, when their unit had still been a HIMARS unit. They’d been providing precision-guided long-range missile barrages at Cuban and PLA artillery and high-value targets some Special Forces and forward observers on the island had been spotting for them when the Chinese had managed to fire a counterbattery strike that had nearly taken out the whole battalion. That was the same day some Chinese commandos had attacked their units following the rocket. Rob had shot and killed two of them with a Smith & Wesson .38 revolver he had kept in his pocket when their unit had been rapidly deployed to the Keys.

Rob had considered that the worst day of life. His squad leader, Staff Sergeant Hector Ramirez, had died right in front of him, the side of his face blown off when one of those Chinese commandos had attacked them during the confusion after the rocket attack. Looking around him right now, he saw that Charlie Two, one of the three Paladins in his platoon, was a burning wreck.

Hanging half out of the commander’s turret was a charred and blackened body he assumed was Staff Sergeant Dennis Bell, the vehicle commander and his assistant platoon NCO. There was still some smoke puffing out of the turret and a flicker of flame in the direction of the driver’s hatch, which appeared to be open. Not far from the burning Paladin was their ammo carrier, the M992 FAASV or field artillery ammunition support vehicle. The things looked like giant armor-encased armadillos, with the rear half of the vehicle having a partial dome shape to it. Seeing the shape of the destroyed vehicle kind of reminded him of those aluminum camping trays of popcorn. You hold it over a flame, and as it heats up, the corn inside pops and the center of the container rapidly fills with popcorn. Only in this case it looked like one or more of the 155mm shells or the power bags themselves had erupted inside the storage compartment of the vehicle, ripping the top open from the inside out.

Then he saw people moving about the carnage. He wasn’t sure why he hadn’t seen them at first, but it looked like around a dozen soldiers were walking about the area, checking the bodies strewn about for survivors and then carrying them over to one of the JLTVs that had survived the attack. The soldiers looked to have set up a casualty collection point while the platoon medic did his best to stabilize the wounded until a medevac and additional help were able to arrive.

A soldier from their security team ran up to him, seeing him emerging from the tree line where their vehicle had tried to flee the attack. “Ah, there you are, Sergeant Fortney. We thought for a second your vehicle had gotten nailed in the trees. Here, let me help,” the soldier offered.

At this point, the adrenaline had started to wear off and he was beginning to feel the pain. “Sergeant, tell me you guys got some help on the way?”

The man nodded. “Yeah, we do. There’s a medevac that’s a few minutes out and a recovery team on the way here from Combat Outpost Yankee. Why don’t you come over here and take a seat and wait for the doc to check on you? We got it covered, Fortney, just let us take care of things.”

Rob just nodded in agreement, suddenly feeling too tired to say anything else. Sitting on the ground next to another soldier who looked like half his body was covered in burns, he felt an overwhelming feeling of exhaustion and pain starting to come alive across various parts of his body. Lying back on the ground, having given up on trying to stay seated, he felt his eyelids grow heavy and hard to keep open.

Listening to the sounds around him, he heard the soft moans of the man likely dying next to him. Another was screaming in agony as the medic tried to soothe him while he worked on him. Then he heard the whomp-whomp sound of helicopter blades, reminding him of the medevac that was on its way.

As he lay there on the ground, his eyes closed, his ears listening, the pain spreading across his body had become more potent, more difficult to ignore as the adrenaline from the attack steadily dissipated and the shock of whatever injuries his body had sustained began to take over. But then a sense of blackness wrapped itself around him, and the pain subsided, then faded altogether. For a moment he thought he might be dying. Then he rationalized that he was probably about to pass out from shock. Rather than trying to fight the feeling of falling into the abyss, he chose to embrace it, hoping he was right about not dying, but in that fleeting moment before he lost consciousness…he didn’t really care either way so long as he didn’t have to feel the pain anymore.


Volume Six
Chapter Thirteen
Invasion Prep

6th Marines Regimental HQ

Miyako-Jima Island

Colonel Mike Bonwit walked into the room that had previously been the resort manager’s office and plopped himself down in the overstuffed leather chair the previous occupant had spent a lot of money on. He still had no idea why his regiment had been so fortunate as to have been assigned lodging at the Shigira Bayside Suites. While not everyone in the regiment was able to stay in one of the resort’s suites or villas, everyone was able to make use of the many pools and facilities it offered when they weren’t being rigorously trained into exhaustion.

Finally having a chance to delve into the summaries of the latest training evolution he’d just run the regiment through, he started digging into the assessments he had tasked his S-3, Major Nichols, to produce. To the man’s credit, he had taken the tasks on with the kind of tenacity you would expect from a Marine. His assessment of each battalion, digging into the company- and platoon-level performance, contained exactly the kind of detailed minutiae he had hoped the S-3 would deliver.

For the last ten days, he had had the regimental S-3 shop-testing each battalion’s ability to execute an amphibious or heliborne assault on the nearby islands they had been given to practice on. When the division commander, Major General Laughlin, had told him privately he was going to have his regiment lead the division’s assault on Taiwan should their division get the nod to be in the lead, he had set out on a mission to make sure his regiment would be up to the task and represent the honor of the division that had spearheaded the capture of Iwo Jima and the famed Mount Suribachi.

When he had finished reading the summaries of how each battalion had performed, he’d narrowed it down to which battalions he wanted to be the first on the beach and the first to be inserted by helo. Each attack plan was slightly different, and while each battalion should be able to perform either one flawlessly, there were some that had done significantly better at one over the other. The one thing he was absolutely certain about was making sure the best-trained unit was the one to hit the beaches first. He knew they would take the heaviest casualties, but they would also be the ones to find that point in the enemy lines that was the weakest. As the saying goes, “if it’s mush, you push,” and that meant finding the seam in the enemy lines fast and then ramming through. His follow-on battalions could then exploit the vulnerability and turn the enemy’s flank. That would hopefully roll up the entire defensive line.

Making this decision was tough, but it was obvious that 3rd Battalion should be the one to lead the seaborne assault. Now he had to figure out which battalion would operate as his heliborne force.

There was a knock at the door, which broke his concentration. Looking up, he saw his deputy, Lieutenant Colonel Jeff Kearns, standing with a grin on his face like he had just won the lottery. Sensing his news might be positive, given the smile on the man’s face, he motioned for him to come in and take a seat.

“OK, Jeff, what’s the crazy grin for? Spill it.”

“I’ll tell you why I’m grinning. The manager for this place, what’s his name? Ijii Ayabe?”

“Ayabe—yeah, that’s what the sergeant major calls him,” Mike interjected.

“Yeah, that’s it. Wow, what a memory that conjures up, eh, sir?”

The two of them laughed, glancing over at Sergeant Major Savusa, a six-foot-six giant of a man who had physically intervened during an intense argument between Bonwit and the resort manager, who had been unhappy about his resort being taken over the Corps. The manager had been doubly unhappy when Bonwit had informed him he would be taking over his office and the workspaces around it for his headquarters. The argument had ended without incident when their enormous Samoan had gently picked the man up, carried him out to the hall and shut the door.

“In any case, Ayabe-san said they’ve been contracted to put on some large fancy dinner tomorrow night for the regiment. As if that’s not enough, we just got a huge shipment of Budweiser fresh from the States, if you can believe it,” Kearns explained excitedly.

Bonwit sat back in his chair for a second, a smile spreading across his face at the knowledge that someone senior had just pulled some significant strings to make this little soiree happen. The question was who, and why.

Sitting forward again in his chair, he looked at Kearns. “Well, someone is throwing a party for us. I suppose we’ll find out soon enough why.”

No sooner had the words left his mouth than they heard someone shout an authoritative command every Marine would instinctively react to.

“Attention on deck!”

*******

General David Gilbert made his way through the front reception area of the resort as he headed toward the offices located further inside the hotel. He’d been told Colonel Bonwit had set up the regimental headquarters in the hotel’s office spaces and the adjacent conference rooms. Judging by the ambience of the resort his regiment had been assigned as lodging, it was probably a good idea. He didn’t think anyone could focus on matters of war when surrounded by the kind of luxury amenities this place had to offer. Finding lodging for seventy-five thousand Marines had not been easy. But when a need becomes a must, it’s strange how quickly that problem gets solved.

As he made his way through the halls of the hotel, the Marines in the area were snapping to attention and parting like the Red Sea. It was extremely rare that a four-star general showed his face down at the regimental level, so when one did, word of their presence tended to spread like wildfire throughout the area.

As he approached the office space with a placard indicating “26th Marines Regimental HQ,” the duty NCO snapped off a sharp salute before reaching for the door to hold it open it for him. As he entered the room, the young Marine then shouted, “Attention on deck!”

Spotting the main office near the rear of the room, a nice corner one at that, Gilbert made his way toward the office, figuring this was Bonwit’s. He had gotten halfway there when the man of the hour walked out of the room with his deputy.

“There you are, Mike, how the hell are you these days?” Gilbert boomed as he grabbed Colonel Bonwit’s outstretched hand.

“I’m well, sir, I…ah, well, we weren’t expecting you, sir, or I would have greeted you in the lobby. Here, come in. We can talk in my office if you’d like,” Bonwit replied.

Gilbert took a moment to shake the hand of his deputy, Lieutenant Colonel Kearns, before the group moved into his office to talk further.

“General Gilbert, this is the first time I’ve had a chance to see you in person. Some congratulations are in order on your promotion to general. That’s a hell of an achievement, sir,” Bonwit offered as the last of the group entered the office and closed the door.

“Thank you, Mike, I appreciate that. You know, the first time I met you was the day you reported to Lima Company, 3/5 Dark Horse, as a babyfaced butter bar. You’d just gotten to the fleet, and my battalion was your first assignment. Now look at us—I’m in charge of some seventy-five thousand Marines and a joint NATO task force in the Philippines, and you’re one of my best regimental commanders,” he replied, summarizing a bit of their history and current situation.

“Everything under the sun happens for a reason, sir. That’s what you told me the day I reported to your office a month after I arrived, when I decided I knew more than the Gunny.”

Gilbert laughed at the old memory. It had turned into an exceptional teaching moment, and one that had significantly shaped the career of the Marine standing before him now.

“Yeah, that was a funny moment there, Mike. I’ll bet your sergeant major here would have had a good laugh at that. All kidding aside, I’m here for a specific reason. We need to talk about your future, Mike. The invasion is fast approaching and it’s time to start putting our game faces on. Like a football team in training camp and during the preseason, it’s time to start figuring out which fifty-two players are going to be on the team and who will be our starters.”

Gilbert was a die-hard Buccaneers fan and notorious for using football analogies when explaining things.

“In the lead-up to what will likely be the Corps’ largest amphibious operation in history, I have been personally reviewing the commanders that will lead our Marines into history and I found more than a few of them seriously wanting. As the CG of this combined joint force, I have been given the authority from the SecDef and the Commandant to make appropriate changes within my command, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do, starting with you,” Gilbert explained before nodding to his aide to bring him something.

Gilbert looked over to Sergeant Major Savusa. “Sergeant Major, we’re heading to the room outside in a moment and I’d like you to call the room to attention once we do so.”

“Yes, sir,” the giant Samoan replied as he stood and headed toward the door to the office.

The confused look on Colonel Bonwit’s face told Gilbert the surprise he had coming next hadn’t been leaked after all. He’d been a bit concerned when the supply of beer and the announcement of the big dinner for tomorrow had unfortunately been disclosed ahead of his arrival.

“All right. Let’s go, shall we?” Gilbert directed as he made his way to the door, the rest of the room following behind, most with puzzled looks.

Once they’d left Bonwit’s office and were standing in the main room, Sergeant Major Savusa called the room to attention. Assuming the position himself, General Gilbert began.

“Colonel David Bonwit, front and center.”

A look of uncertainty passed over the face of the regimental commander for a moment, but Bonwit did as he was instructed, standing at attention in front of him. Gilbert took the folder his aide had handed him and proceeded to read it.

“Attention to orders! Colonel Michael Bonwit, Commanding Officer, 26th Marine Regiment. You are hereby relieved of command effective immediately!”

Gilbert let the words hang there for a moment before he continued with the rest of the order.

“Colonel Michael Bonwit, it is my distinct pleasure to promote you to the rank of O-7, Brigadier General, effective immediately. Now before I go any further, I want to let you know that I have received special permission from the Commandant and the Secretary of Defense to issue the following set of orders.”

As he spoke, his aide walked up to Bonwit and proceeded to remove his colonel’s eagles and replace them with a set of stars for his collars.

“Brigadier General Michael Bonwit, you are hereby frocked to O-8, Major General, effective immediately. You are also hereby ordered to take command of the 5th Marine Division, effective immediately. Congratulations, General, you will do the Corps proud and your country even more so,” Gilbert said as he finished reading the official orders for the promotion and then his new orders granting him command of the division.

With the official business concluded, including promoting Bonwit’s deputy, Kearns, to colonel and appointing him to assume command of the 26th Marines, Gilbert suggested they find a quiet place to talk. He had a lot of information to relay and not a lot of time to get it done. The invasion was fast approaching, and he wasn’t done shaking up the leadership structure of the divisions under his command. There were still a lot of officers who had risen to positions of authority over the past decade more through politics than warfighting, and that was something he had to change before they started the next campaign.

It was an obvious fact that the Corps was going to take some serious losses once the invasion started. Knowing the losses were unavoidable, he felt that, as the commander, he owed it to his Marines, their families, and the nation to make sure only the best warfighters and leaders occupied the leadership positions. When they’d made him the overall commander of the Taiwan invasion force, he’d decided it would be a cold day in hell before he allowed anyone less than the absolute best to lead his Marines. If he had to ruffle a few feathers or piss off a few politically connected officers in the process of turning his force into the most powerful Marine force in the Corps history, he considered it a price worth paying. The days of losing Marines due to bad or ineffective leadership were done.

*******

Twenty Minutes Later

Mike Bonwit sat in the chair, still trying to process what had just happened. An hour ago, he had been a colonel, responsible for the 26th Marine Regiment. The biggest challenge he’d faced was figuring out which battalion he wanted to lead the regiment’s assault on the island. Now he was a major general and responsible for the whole division! He had an enormous task ahead of him and a lot more challenges facing him. Namely, what was the overall invasion strategy and how did his division fit into it? As regimental commander, that hadn’t been his responsibility. While not entirely a cog in the wheel, he hadn’t been the guy in charge calling the shots. That was the division commander, and “tag, he’s it!”

“I can see by the look on your face you’re a little concerned about being named the new division commander. Am I right?” asked General Gilbert as he reached for one of the newly arrived Budweisers and popped it open.

Mike stared at the can longingly, wanting to down more than just the single beer their amended General Order No. 1 would allow. The long-standing general order that prohibited US personnel from consuming alcoholic beverages while deployed to a combat zone was generally speaking not a popular rule. There were occasional modifications to the rule, like allowing people to have two beers during the Super Bowl, but generally speaking, the relaxing of the rule was a rare occurrence.

“Yeah, I guess you could say that, sir. If you don’t mind me asking, what made you lose confidence in General Laughlin?”

Gilbert took another pull from his beer before answering. “I suppose there were a few reasons why I relieved him. But, at the end of the day, he lacked the kind of aggression I need in my division commanders, particularly on the eve of what will likely be the greatest military campaign in the history of the Corps.

“But here’s the deal, Mike.” Bonwit noticed the way he’d dropped the use of his rank and last name, as well as the change in his demeanor as he continued to explain. “Toby’s a good guy. My relieving him of command is not a reflection on him as a person. It’s about him as flag officer in command of a division of Marines that’s about to invade an island and face some real combat.”

That was when Bonwit interrupted, pointedly asking, “This is about Paris Island, isn’t it?”

“No, not entirely. Do I think he took the easy road and hung a good Marine out to dry rather than stand up for him? Yeah, I do, and that’s part of the reason I chose to relieve him. But the thing that made the decision clear was that he lacked that killer instinct I think is critical to have in a division commander. I need division and regimental commanders with a level of aggression that has been missing within the leadership structure of the Corps since long before this war started.

“So that brings me back to you, Mike. Once our forces get ashore and we’ve established a foothold, I need commanders who will take the initiative and find ways to press the enemy and destroy him. In short, I need killers, and Toby just didn’t have that kind of fight in him.”

“And you think I do?” Bonwit countered, still looking to understand why he’d been selected over many others he thought were more qualified.

The general stared at him for a moment before responding. When he did, he spoke in a measured tone, explaining, “Prior to the war starting in October of ’24, you were in command of 2/8. When things started to heat up in Cuba, 2/8 Marines were sent to reinforce the garrison and make sure the place didn’t get overrun before the cavalry could show up. When things went to pot, your command was suddenly outnumbered by at least ten to one. Despite days of artillery shelling, rocket attacks, and multiple assaults against the base, you found a way to beat back their attacks and hold out long enough for reinforcements to arrive.

“Mike, I know that wasn’t easy, and I know 2/8 suffered some horrific casualties. But you didn’t give up. You were willing to fight to the last Marine standing if that was the price that had to be paid. But that wasn’t the end of your story—oh no. Once 2/8 was back to one hundred percent, your battalion was the tip of the spear when we assaulted the Venezuelan coast of Higuerote.”

Bonwit winced at the mention of Higuerote. That was the first time the Marines had encountered the Chinese Kamikaze drones. They had swarmed the landing areas and wiped out a quarter of the entire attacking force. He’d barely survived the attack himself.

Gilbert must have seen his discomfort, because he said, “Mike, what happened at that landing was something none of us could control or could have anticipated. But you know what? You didn’t give up; you didn’t quit, and once you recovered from your wounds you were ready to get back into the action. When you asked me why I chose you for command of the 5th MarDiv, that is the reason why. I need commanders like you in charge of every battalion, regiment, and division if we’re going to defeat the Chinese. So, I hope this conversation dispels any doubt you have about your abilities to lead or why I chose you to command the division.”

The general continued, “With all that said, here’s the flip side of your promotion. Your role is critical, but if I feel you aren’t up to the task or if you fail to do your job, I won’t hesitate to fire your ass in a second. The role of the 5th is absolutely critical in this operation. I’m counting on you and your division to be my hammer! We’ve all lost friends and far too many good Marines in this war. Lots more are going to die on this island. I’m counting on you to succeed, with as few dead Marines as possible, get it?”

Bonwit nodded, thinking back to the notebook in his desk with the lists of Marines who had died so far under his command.

The general stood up to leave but lingered, lowered his voice, and looked dead into Bonwit’s eyes. “One other thing I want you to know. Although you would think that the wartime Corps is different, unfortunately, it is not. I skipped at least ten other qualified one-stars to give you the 5th. You now unfortunately have a target on your back. The best way to avoid being blindsided by some deskbound glory hound is to succeed. I’ll cover you the best I can, but success is its own armor, isn’t it, Mike?”

When the general had finished, Bonwit found himself at a loss for words. Hearing the role he had played in this war from a perspective not his own had let him see his part in this war was not over. Hell, if he were in Gilbert’s position, he would have promoted himself to take over the division too based on what he’d just heard. He took a breath in while he collected his thoughts for a moment. I didn’t ask for this position or for this kind of responsibility…but now that I have it, I owe it to the Marines I’m in charge of to be the commander they need and lead these Marines to victory, no matter the cost.

“OK, General, how can I and the 5th MarDiv help?”

A big smile spread across the general’s face. “Once the invasion starts, I want you to secure Gold Beach—and I want it done in twenty-four hours.”


Volume Six
Chapter Fourteen
The Terracotta Test

Fuxing District, China (Taiwan)

As the sixteen-vehicle convoy continued its climb up the road into the rugged rural Fuxing Township on the mountainous eastern edge of Taoyuan City, Dr. Peng Liyuan was glad she had been able to secure more than enough surveillance drones to maintain continuous live coverage of the field test she’d been directed to carry out.

Now if I could just get rid of this general constantly questioning me… No sooner had she thought of the prickly commander of the 92nd Combined Arms Brigade than Major General Tong Shiping interrupted her train of thought with another one of his incessant questions.

“Dr. Peng, you are confident these… drones you call Terracottas, they will be able to hunt down and eliminate this insurgent force in the area?”

Peng tried to maintain her composure as she thought about how she could answer his question more clearly, since he appeared not to have understood her previous response.

“General Tong, we call them Terracotta Killers or TKs for short. These machines are not like you and me. They have the ability to see and hear more than we can, and the ability to process more information than either of us could possibly understand. Once we have reached the village area where you have told us the insurgency is strongest, we will deploy the TKs in hunter-killer teams and let them do their job. If the insurgents attack them like you have said they attack your soldiers, then the TKs will make short work of them.”

The general seemed unconvinced of the TKs’ ability to do what she had just described. However, for the moment, he appeared satisfied to wait and see if she proved him wrong.

For the next ten minutes, the convoy continued to travel deeper into the rural backwater territory from which the insurgent forces were supposedly operating. What made this area so important was Highway 7, the east–west supply route leading to the city of Datung, where the highway then connected to Yilan County on the northeastern corner of the island to Heping District. From there, it connected to Highway 8 and Hualien City, the second-largest city on the eastern half of the island. Maintaining control of the Fuxing District to keep the MSR open was a top priority for General Tong, and as such, it was the perfect proving ground for her to run her final tests on the TKs.

Leading the convoy carrying the equipment the TKs would soon be using to establish their base of operations was a lone CSK-131 armored reconnaissance vehicle. The armored recce vehicle was equipped with a dual weapon system built into the remotely operated turret. It provided the soldiers inside with a 12.7mm machine gun and a 35mm automatic grenade gun for self-defense and infantry support.

Part of Peng’s field test with the TKs was to see how they would operate while traveling inside a vehicle and conducting combat actions when or if they got ambushed. The TKs had already demonstrated their ability to drive a vehicle—what wasn’t known was whether they could fight from it. Traveling inside the armored vehicle were four of the TKs, eyes looking out, scanning the terrain around them as the vehicle continued deeper into insurgent-held territory.

Following behind the armored recce vehicles were five of the larger MV3 6x6 transport/cargo trucks. Spread across the five trucks and hidden under the canvased compartments were another twelve of the Terracotta Killers. They were also transporting the necessary equipment to establish a small patrol base for her team of engineers and programmers to work from as they ran the machines through what were hopefully their final paces before moving to full serial production.

Bringing up the rear of the convoy were a final armored recce vehicle and two specially modified Dongfeng CSK141 light armored trucks. While it was similar to the other armored reconnaissance vehicles, this variant had an extended chassis, making it a 6x6 instead of the standard 4x4. The extended version of the vehicle allowed them to mount a single 100 kW diesel generator. Along either side of the vehicle were three charging adapters to allow six TKs to charge from the vehicle at the same time.

Part of the field test Peng was supposed to run the TKs through was meant to assess their ability to utilize the mobile field charging systems. For the time being, the solid-state battery cells on the TKs could last up to thirty hours of heavy operational use. In contrast, if the TK was mostly kept in a static guard mode, then its battery life could last as long as forty-six hours. The newly designed solid-state batteries Jade Dragon had created were the final linchpin in making the TKs a functional reality rather than some sort of out-of-reach science fiction weapon of the future. The only downsides to the newly designed battery were the high costs to create them and the intensity of the manufacturing process to mass-produce them.

For now, a key operational test for the TKs was to see if they could learn to operate on their own in a designated kill area. The trick was making sure the machines recognized how to function within the limitations of their battery capacity and could successfully plug in to charge when needed. These were critical mission tasks if the TKs were to function and operate as independent small units and hunter-killer teams. As territory was gained, the charging vehicles could be brought forward much like a fuel truck follows behind a formation of tanks and infantry fighting vehicles. This was among the final tests before the TKs could begin operating as a functional unit within select PLA divisions.

“Ah, excuse me, Dr. Peng. Sorry to interrupt you again, but I just received a message from our signals intelligence group that is monitoring this area,” the general told her. “They intercepted a radio transmission not long ago about a report of three military vehicles heading toward Watan Memorial Park. There is a power station in the vicinity where we have seen a lot of insurgent activity in the past. I wanted to let you know this may mean someone will try to ambush your vehicles along the way or perhaps once they arrive in the city.”

Well, look at that, General…you found a way to make yourself useful to me, she thought to herself, admitting that this piece of information might actually be helpful. If they could prevent the rear vehicle with the generator on it from getting damaged, she actually wouldn’t mind these insurgents ambushing the TKs as they drove along. It would be interesting to see how they responded to the ambush while traveling inside a vehicle.

“Thank you, General, I will send a message to the TKs letting them know of a possible ambush. I believe we are still ten or so kilometers away from the area where your people said they had seen the most insurgent activity—it’s that power substation you mentioned earlier and this Longfeng Waterfall and the nearby parks and small villages, correct?”

The general nodded. “That’s correct. The entire area is very rural and easy to hide within and fade away after carrying out an attack. We have even started to limit our patrols through the area. Not that I want to, but my superiors believe a more gentle touch with the locals in the area may help us in winning over some hearts and minds.” The general seemed to dismiss the idea but appeared to be powerless to do much about it.

She was about to say something when a flash occurred on the computer monitor that grabbed her attention—an image of what looked like an explosion against the vehicle. She saw the passenger-side windshield get blown in along with a brief flash of flames and probably some intense heat if she had to guess.

What happened next occurred in such a blur of activity it was hard for her to register all that was going on. The TK driving the truck had veered the vehicle off to the left and onto the shoulder of the road on the opposite side before coming to a halt. Throughout the maneuver, a barrage of bullets had hammered away at the torn and ripped-apart portions of the vehicle from at least two different directions.

When the vehicle had finally stopped, the TK seated in the rear right passenger side was the first one out and almost instantly returned fire at the closest shooter it had identified. The driver and the rear-driver-side TKs were out of the vehicle moments after the first one and moved swiftly around the damaged vehicle to engage the hostiles still shooting at them. The fourth TK, the one in the front passenger seat, had its right arm and both mechanical legs mangled and destroyed by the blast that had hit their vehicle. While unable to exit the vehicle in its current state, it did bring its rifle up to bear and provided covering fire for another of the TKs, which looked to be advancing at a high rate of speed up a fairly steep incline to where one of the attackers appeared to have been.

Peng switched the video feed on her computer to the aerial drone that was flying a few hundred feet above the convoy. As soon as she pulled the feed up, she saw that twenty of the TKs had already tapped themselves into the drone, likely using its video feed to triangulate and locate the attackers.

Then she saw a figure pop out from around the side of a building further down the street and level an object in the direction of the 6x6 truck that had been ferrying the bulk of the TKs. The weapon fired and fractions of a second later the person’s head exploded like a balloon as one of the TKs fired off a couple of well-aimed shots.

As the rocket zipped across the space between where it had been fired and the vehicle it was aimed at, something unexpected happened and the rocket blew up. No way in hell did that just happen, did it? Peng thought in astonishment. While her mind was still processing that event, two of the TKs appeared to be working together as they rapidly scaled the embankment on the right side of the road, looking to get at a pair of insurgents who were manning a machine gun that had already riddled at least one of the TKs with enough bullets to have damaged something critical and knocked it out of action.

When the TKs were about to crest the top of the embankment, one of them had tossed a grenade in the air at an angle that saw it explode overtop the insurgents, peppering them with shrapnel. The other TK had crested the embankment and was on the insurgents’ position in seconds. Having riddled their bodies with half a dozen bullets, the TK, with its cameras for eyes and targeting software for a brain, was already searching for targets to engage.

As the shooting came to a halt, the PLA general who hours earlier had cast doubt on her project was left standing with his mouth agape, a cigarette half spent as it hung loosely from his mouth. When General Tong regained his composure, he looked at Dr. Peng with astonishment, and a touch of fear if she was reading his facial expressions properly.

Speaking with a slight quiver to his voice, he said, “Those things…Dr. Peng—”

“We call them Terracotta Killers,” she interrupted, placing the words he was searching for in his mouth for him.

“Yes, that’s it. Those TKs, Doctor…you are right. They are incredible—and terrifying at the same time. Do you have more of them we can use to clear this area of insurgents?”

Peng smiled at the general. The man had been skeptical at first, but once he had seen the TKs in action, he’d come to the same conclusion everyone else had. This was the superweapon that would change the outcome of the war. The only question that had to be asked was how fast they could produce them and how soon they could get them into the fight.

She stood from her chair, reaching her arms to the sky as she stretched her back after having sat in that chair for too long. When she looked at the PLA general, she smiled as she explained, “General Tong, I was sent here to run through a series of very specific tests that need to be completed before we can begin serial production of the TKs. I was given a total of one hundred TKs to accomplish the series of evaluations that need to be done. To that end, General, yes, I can use the TKs I have to clear out this pocket of insurgency if you would like? So long as whatever I have them doing to assist you does not negatively affect or take away from the test and evaluation mission I was set here to conduct, then I will gladly assist you.”

Seeing him smile at her response, she knew she’d earned herself a friend. A major general to boot. She’d file that away in her mind in case one day she needed something and he happened to be in a position to help her.

“General, if you’ll excuse me—before I have the TKs begin constructing their patrol base, I need to review the logs of what happened during the ambush and make sure my TKs are operating correctly. This is a complex program with a lot of data that needs to be analyzed. If you can please arrange for some soldiers to help collect the damaged TKs and bring them back to our facility here, that would be greatly appreciated.”

The general smiled and seemed more than willing to accept whatever requests or directions she had for him. He’d seen what she could offer, and he was likely willing to do whatever was necessary to help her cause if it meant he could use her TKs to secure his area of operations. A mutually beneficial arrangement was exactly what she had hoped for, and she appeared to have achieved it.

Now the hard part…how do I engineer my own capture by the enemy without causing Jade Dragon to suspect a thing or getting myself killed?


Volume Six
Chapter Fifteen
Operation Argonaut

Kadena Air Base

Okinawa, Japan

General David Gilbert looked at the clock, not believing how fast two hours had gone by. I wonder if Lieutenant General Holland M. Smith sat through something like this before the invasion of Iwo Jima, he thought before returning his attention to the map and the information the briefer was going over.

“On July twenty-second, the NATO Task Force–Anzac will initiate Operation Argonaut—the ground invasion of Taiwan. The NATO area of operation will focus on the southeastern coast of Taiwan along the landing zones labeled Anzac-North and Anzac-South, depositing their forces in the vicinity of Taitung City,” the Marine colonel explained as he pointed to two color-shaded sections denoting the north and south landing zones.

“Anzac-North will be led by Major General Ash McLachlan of the Australian Army’s 1st Division, while Anzac-South will be led by the Italian 1st San Marco Marine Regiment, a brigade from Spanish Marines, and the 108th Commando Company of the Korps Commandotroepen that’s been detached for this invasion from the German-Dutch Division Schnelle Kräfte. The Australian 2nd Division will operate as the reserve landing force.

“As the NATO force establishes their beachheads, the Australian contingent will advance along Highway 9 until they reach the city of Chishang and the Highway 20 interchange. Highway 20 is the main supply route or MSR that connects the eastern and western sides of the island and will be one of the main axes of advance any PLA reinforcements will have to travel down if they want to interdict our forces in the south.

“The Italian 1st San Marco Regiment will advance south along Highway 9 until it turns to the west and connects here at Fangshan. This is where Highway 9 connects with Highway 26, which leads to the cities of Checheng and Hengchun along the southern tip of the island, and Highway 1, which leads to Pingtung County and Kaohsiung City and the Port of Kaohsiung along the southwestern side of the island. It should be noted this is Taiwan’s largest port facility. With five terminals, twenty-three deepwater shipping berths, and one hundred and sixteen wharfs, it processes more than ten million shipping containers a year, so this is a big facility.

“Intelligence believes if we can convince the PLA that we’re making a play to capture the port, then they’ll likely release the bulk of their reserve forces they’re holding around the capital and shift them to the south to prevent us from capturing it. If this can be achieved, that means the PLA won’t have those reserves to reinforce their units opposing the Marines when they begin to land their forces in the north and central zones between Sunday, July twenty-sixth, and Thursday, July thirtieth,” the colonel explained before someone from the Australian contingent interrupted with a question.

“Excuse me, Colonel. I’m Colonel Terry Strahan, Australian Army. About this delay you mentioned between our forces landing in the south and the US Marines landing in the north and the central parts of the country—it seems to me this period of four to eight days between the landings may place an undue burden on our ground forces in the south and pose an undue risk to them, as the enemy will be able to focus all their attention on us. Is there a particular reason this is being done?”

General Gilbert stood from his chair and motioned to the briefer that he would handle this question. Now standing in front of the various allied commanders, he explained, “Colonel Strahan, that is a good question you asked, so let me try and explain it as best I can.”

Gilbert walked over to the monitor with the giant map still displayed on it. “As you can see, the island doesn’t have a lot of east–west highways connecting the two sides. Once we’re able to gain control of these bottleneck points, particularly the one in your sector, Colonel, it will limit the PLA’s ability to respond to our actions. But these three locations here”—Gilbert pointed to the sections on the map—“these sections are where our intelligence has confirmed the PLA Second Army has staged three divisions to act as a reserve force to reinforce the only viable landing zones on the eastern side of the island.

“Given the geography of the island and the terrain we have to work with, there are only a few viable landing zones we can use, and the Chinese know this. That’s why they’re holding these divisions in reserve until they know where the bulk of our landing force is going to land. Smartly enough, the bastards are also keeping them on the western side of the island, where they’re substantially more protected from our air and naval attacks, making it impossible for us to try and destroy this force before the landings start.

“That’s where you come in, Colonel, or I should say NATO. Having your force land ahead of the Marines and the main body of the invasion will force the PLA to hold their reserves in place while they try to figure out where the real invasion is actually going to happen. It’s our belief that once the PLA sees multiple landings occurring in the south, they’ll release these reserve divisions in the north to start heading south.

“When this happens, it’ll leave the PLA force covering the northern and central landing zones without their mobile reserve force to call upon. Without those reserves, my Marines will slice through their defenses like a hot knife through butter. The four divisions we’ll be hitting these northern and central beaches with will press inland and expand our footprint until we’ve established a defensive position the enemy won’t be able to dislodge,” General Gilbert explained confidently.

“Pardon my interruption, General, and sorry if I’m getting ahead of you,” said Major General Ash McLachlan. “If your plan works the way it sounds like it may, and these reserve divisions do head toward our contingent, then depending on how many of these divisions move to engage us, we could find ourselves outnumbered by some twenty to thirty thousand troops. Is there a contingency plan to reinforce our position should this happen?”

“That’s a good question, General McLachlan, and, yes, there is a contingency plan. In fact, once the enemy commits their reserves, that’s when our invasion in the north and central regions will begin. Now to your specific question as to what to do should the enemy opt to focus all their resources on going after your force, then I’ll redirect the 1st Marine Division, which we will have kept afloat, to come ashore and reinforce your positions from the Anzac landing zones. However, I want to caveat this by saying if the enemy presents us with an opportunity to circle the 1st Marine Division around the southern tip of the island and presents us with an opportunity to land twenty-two thousand Marines behind their forces and sandwich them between your force to their front and the 1st MarDiv to their rear, then that’s exactly what we will do,” explained Gilbert, walking the Australian commander through his vision to shape the battlefield and defeat the enemy.

Once the Australian and Italian commanders felt their questions had been sufficiently answered, the earlier Marine colonel wrapped up the brief on ground elements of the invasion and then handed things over to the Air Force. The first slide deck the Air Force colonel brought up was a listing of the kinds of aircraft being made available to support the NATO and Marine ground elements. When the Army and Marine commanders saw a mix of squadrons consisting of A-10 Thunderbolts, A-29 Super Tucanos, and AT-6 Wolverines, their anxiety about the kinds of air assets they’d have to support the landings began to fade—until they were made aware of a new aerial threat.

Throughout the last six weeks, the American and Japanese Air Forces had been encountering several of the FC-1 Xiaolong Chinese fighters, and they were continuing to prove to be a real threat. In a twelve-day period, they had shot down five Air Force F-15 Eagle IIs, four Navy F/A 18 Super Hornets, and five Air Force F-16 Vipers in exchange for a paltry eight of the FC-1s.

Should the Eagle IIs charged with providing air supremacy fail to keep the skies clear over the landing zones, the availability of close-air support might become heavily restricted. The Air Force briefer did his best to assure them they would try to work miracles to make sure that didn’t happen. In the meantime, they needed to make the ground commanders aware of the situation and how it might impact their ability to handle CAS missions should these UCAVs penetrate their aerial defensive shield.

As the final briefing for the invasion ended, General Gilbert made his way to the center of the room to add a few closing remarks. As he looked at the faces of the men and women who were about to embark upon the greatest amphibious invasion since Normandy, Tarawa, Iwo Jima, and Okinawa, an immense pride swelled up within him that he had been chosen for this time in history to lead this force.

Reaching into his pocket, he unfolded the piece of paper on which he’d written his final thoughts he wanted to share with his commanders before dismissing them to embark upon this history-making operation. Looking at their faces, he said, “Before I dismiss everyone to return to their commands, I want to share a brief excerpt of what General Eisenhower said when he ordered the commencement of the invasion at Normandy. If you will indulge me, I have also amended the latter portion to make it applicable to our current situation. It says:

“You are about to embark upon the Great Crusade, toward which we have striven these many months. The eyes of the world are upon you. The hope and prayers of liberty-loving people everywhere march with you. In company with our brave allies and brothers-in-arms on other fronts, it is all of us, the democracies of the free world working together, that will bring about the end of the Chinese war machine, the elimination of this super-AI Jade Dragon and the tyranny with which this terrible machine and the People’s Republic of China had hoped to enslave the democracies of the world.”

Looking up, he saw grit, determination, and burning desire within the eyes of his commanders, who now looked ready for action. Ready to get this battle started and bring this war one step closer to final victory. With nothing more to say, he dismissed his commanders to return to their respective commands and prepare for battle. Operation Argonaut, the invasion of Taiwan, would begin in seventy-two hours.

*******

48 Hours Later

HMAS Adelaide

Rear Admiral John Douglas walked into the Combat Information Center, looking to find General Ash McLachlan. He’d just received the most recent weather report and wanted to share the news. Looking around the room, he spotted the general standing near the table board. A few of his military commanders hovered around the table in a heated conversation. Making his way toward the group, he caught the eye of the general, who nodded as he approached.

“Hey, Admiral, what’s the word? We gonna catch a break with this weather or not?”

Smiling, he approached the soldiers gathered around the general and handed them the weather report. “General McLachlan, it would appear your prayers have been answered. The Lord has seen fit to give us a spate of good weather for the coming five days. Who knows? Maybe the final months of this monsoon season will turn out to be a drier affair than usual.”

The Army officers all smiled and joked with each other about God granting them good weather right before a battle to liberate a nation from the godless communists.

“All right, boys, calm yourselves. We may have been given a reprieve from the weather, but that’s all it means. We still have to hit the beaches and secure our objectives, all while likely facing a determined enemy hell-bent on stopping us from doing just that. In fact, Colonel Strahan…”

As Admiral Douglas heard McLachlan temper his people’s excitement and issue his final orders, it was a gentle reminder that the toughest part of this operation was still ahead—the invasion itself. The general’s words were a harsh reminder for him too. He needed to stay on top of his ship and squadron commanders in the coming days. The Army was depending on the Navy to do their job, or else the Army wouldn’t be able to do theirs.

I sure hope the Americans know what they’re doing…

When the general finished speaking with his commanders and sent them on their way, Douglas leaned in close, asking him, “Are your lads going to be OK going in first like this?”

The general continued to stare at the map for a moment, finally replying, “What choice do we have? They’re leading the invasion.”

“I agree, but do you think this is a wise strategy to pursue? Dangling us like bait down here in the south while their force stays afloat in the north?”

The general nodded but countered his point, adding, “You aren’t wrong, Admiral, about dangling us down here in the south. It’s a risky move General Gilbert is making. But if his plan works…it has the chance to really cripple the enemy force on the island. If he wasn’t backing us up with the 1st Marine Division, all twenty-two thousand of them, then I would have severe reservations about what we are about to do. Knowing that a force of US Marines of that size is sitting off the coast waiting for us to call them ashore…I feel confident in this plan, Admiral. Just make sure the Navy holds up its end of the deal or my lads and I are toast.”

Douglas could hear the concern in the man’s voice as he spoke about the Navy. They all knew this wasn’t the ideal time to launch an invasion, especially in the south. If the weather was to turn nasty on them, it would compromise the Navy’s ability to keep his forces supplied with the fuel, food, and munitions they’d need to stay alive and keep going. For better or worse, they were entirely dependent on a service and weather completely out of their control.

“General McLachlan, you have my word that we will do everything within our power to make sure the Army is supported with whatever you need. But when it comes to the weather…that’s when you best speak with the chaplain.”

The two laughed for a moment, breaking the tension. The H-hour was near and the time to start loading the landing craft was quickly approaching. The general said a quick goodbye and took off to speak with the soldiers below.

It was now on him to make sure the Navy was ready. The next several hours would be the most critical to the success or failure of the invasion. Douglas knew that the honor of the Australian Navy would rest on his shoulders, and he was determined to make sure none of his officers managed to find a way to cock up the situation at the last minute.

You Yanks aren’t the only ones who can storm a beach and take an island…, he thought. He felt honored that it was the Australians who would be the first to land on Taiwan, the first to liberate the island nation from the clutches of Australia’s greatest adversary—the People’s Republic of China.


Volume Six
Chapter Sixteen
Tell Me This Isn’t Cyberdyne

NSA Office, White House

Washington, D.C.

Blain stared at the pictures of something he’d thought was still decades away from being a reality. Could they really be this far ahead of us in robotics…?

Watching the videos of them in action made a knot form in his stomach. He thought they looked a little clunky at times. The way they moved around objectives or through the underbrush while maintaining a high rate of rifle fire was startling. He had a million questions he’d like to ask the CIA operative that had found this but knew that was highly unlikely to happen. Seeing as they’d had a devil of a time inserting SOF units into Taiwan prior to the invasion, they just didn’t have a lot of assets they could task for recon missions right now. Frankly, he was surprised the CIA had managed to stumble across this information.

Blain was about to start reading summary reports and assessments of this new development from the CIA and DIA perspectives when the phone rang.

Looking at the caller ID, he saw the call was coming from the Secretary of Defense. He blew air past his lips, knowing he was probably calling about this very subject. He grabbed the phone. “This is Blain.”

“Blain, this is Jack,” said the SecDef.

“Hello, Jack, how are things across the river?”

“Well, things were a hell of a lot better before I saw all that footage the Agency sent over.”

“Yeah, I’ve watched the videos three times just to make sure my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me—” Blain said before the SecDef cut him off.

“I hate to use this description, but they sure do remind me of Terminators, from that movie franchise. They are way more advanced than what Boston Dynamics is working on.”

“I agree,” Blain replied. “You’re right, this is a startling discovery.”

“How the heck are we even supposed to counter something like this?” Jack shot back. He blew some air forcefully through his lips. “Blain, I’m still tracking down what happened, but it’s looking like one of the ODA teams may have inadvertently shared this with someone else in 7th Group. We’re trying to lock it down, but I need to give you a heads-up, in case this thing somehow appears on Twitter.”

“Jack, you gotta be kidding me. Someone’s been sharing this video? If this leaks outside the military, especially to the media, someone is going to be scrubbing toilets in Fort Wainwright.” The discovery had nearly sent him into a fit of rage—the military was already having a problem trying to keep Jade Dragon from sniffing out their war plans.

Blain took a deep breath before he calmly suggested, “Jack, you and I know we can’t let the public or our soldiers see this video yet. Hell, we don’t even have all the facts. If our soldiers believe the PLA is about to unleash some sort of Terminator machine on them, it’ll really destroy morale. For all we know, this thing can’t operate more than an hour without a battery charge. If that’s the case, then this isn’t nearly as big a deal—”

Jack cut in. “To hell with that—‘not as big a deal.’ We’re barely holding on in some of these different theaters. I’ve already gone ahead and had this video and everything pertaining to the matter classified.”

“Oh, good, you’re ahead of me,” said Blain. “I think we should get this moved into a Special Access Program and limit who has access to anything pertaining to this entire affair until we’ve had a chance to figure it out.”

“OK, great. I’m glad you agree with me on that. Now, there’s something else in that report that you need to look at. Have you see the analysis from Robotics United Corporation yet?” asked Jack.

“No, I haven’t read the reports yet. Why…?” Blain’s voice trailed off.

“You need to look at it. It’s too much for me to explain, but you need to read the analysis from one of the engineers about the battery technology used on those machines. It might shed some light on their possible capabilities,” Jack explained.

“OK, I’ll check it out and circle back with you later,” said Blain. “When would you like us to arrange a meeting with the President? She’ll want to know about something this important before anyone else finds out.”

“If you can arrange a meeting today, then I’d do it,” Jack replied. “God knows whether this has gotten leaked beyond our control already despite me ordering it to be classified and kept under wraps.”

“OK, I’ll see what I can do and how fast I can get us a meeting. Stay ready to hop across the river when I give you a call,” Blain said, then hung up the phone.

Blain knew they were in trouble. If this new weapon was ready to go into serial production or, worse, already had, then they might have already lost the war and just didn’t know it.

Dialing the President’s secretary, Blain was able to secure a twenty-minute meeting toward the end of the day. With six hours until then, he and Jack didn’t have a lot of time to figure out how the allies would handle this newest threat. With the focus on drawing resources away from Beijing and General Song’s First PLA Army, there wasn’t a whole lot more they could do than what was already being done.

Blain tried to ponder for a moment what his next move should be. He steepled his fingers and took a deep breath, closing his eyes. When he opened them, he had an urge to read through the report from Robotics United Corporation. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he knew better than to resist these get feelings at this point in his career.

When he reached page six, there was a picture that had been highly magnified and cleaned up to give them a better look at the torso section of the machine. He noted an arrow and comment box indicating what appeared to be a battery stack—likely the source powering the bipedal machine.

Blain looked down at the footnotes. An engineer from the Tesla Gigafactory mentioned that the battery stack looked to be a solid-state battery as opposed to the more readily available lithium-ion. The engineer went on to explain how Tesla had hired a senior engineer from a company called ChingTao Energy Development to be a part of their own solid-state battery project. The engineer had been instrumental in getting his former employer’s new factory up and running in the spring of 2022 despite the zero COVID challenges in Jiangsu Province.

Blain wrote down a note to have someone look into this company and figure out where their factories were located and how many of them might be involved in building these solid-state batteries. An idea was forming in his mind, but before he brought it up during a meeting with the President, he wanted to make sure he had all the facts.

As he put pen to paper to come up with the questions he needed answers to, he was reminded of the conversation they’d had a while back with Dr. Ashton Rubenstein, the man who oversaw the Cicada program at the Bumblehive facility at Camp Williams in Utah. You know, this might be a good question to throw at Cicada and see what kind of solutions it has to offer, he thought.

Once he’d finished the questions, he sent them off to the Bumblehive and a pair of contacts he had at the National Reconnaissance Office and the NSA. He followed up with a quick Tandberg call on the top secret videophone setup he had in his office to make sure they understood the urgency of tracking down the answers to the questions he had just sent. They assured him he’d have an answer before his meeting with the President.

*******

1640 Hours

Oval Office, White House

Washington, D.C.

Maria looked at the pictures Blain and Jack had just shown her and shook her head in disbelief. At first, she thought Jade Dragon was trying to spoof them or throw them off with some kind of elaborate misdirect. But once she saw the short video of the machines doing more than just walking, a chill ran down her spine. What she saw was a clip of one of these machines engaging a handful of partisans somewhere in Taiwan. The machine was fearless. It stood taking well-aimed shot after shot at the partisans. What really scared her about this bipedal humanoid killing machine was that not only did it not feel pain, but it didn’t even slow down or take time to evaluate its damage.

“Turn the video off. I’ve seen enough,” Maria declared before looking to Blain. “First it’s deep fakes, then Kamikaze drones, then fighters being flown by ghosts. Now we’re looking at, what…the Cyberdyne Systems Model 101 Terminator?”

“No, I don’t think this is the Cyberdyne model, ma’am. It doesn’t have a flesh-tone skin covering its metallic frame. I’d say we’re looking at the pre–Model 101 version,” Blain countered, playing along with her reference to the Terminator series of movies.

Maria took a breath in before asking the obvious question. “What more do we know about this, and what should we do about it now that we do know?”

Jack spoke before Blain as he began to explain, “Ma’am, I believe we’re doing just about everything we can do to counter this. If you recall our meeting with Dr. Rubenstein, out at the Utah facility—we had tasked Cicada with identifying the computer chip production facilities along with some very specific material inputs used in creating them. For more than six months, the Space and Air Forces have been systematically targeting chip factories across China and several of their mining facilities and the infrastructure supporting them.

“Cicada has calculated that we’ve likely reduced the Chinese economy’s access to microprocessors by more than fifty percent at this point. Now that our Archangels can once again restart operations over China, our strategic bombing campaigns going after their industry can resume,” Jack explained, trying to convey to her that the situation wasn’t as dire as she might have felt it was.

Maria nodded along but held her tongue for the moment before turning to Blain. “Do you agree with Jack? Is there anything else we should be doing or preparing for at this point?”

“I agree with the Secretary that the situation may not be as bad as we’re initially perceiving it. There is one point Jack clued me in on here earlier in the day,” Blain said as he reached for the folder with the pictures again and pulled out one in particular.

“This right here.” He pointed to a spot in the middle torso section of the bipedal machine. “An engineer from the Tesla Gigafactory out in Nevada who has a clearance and works with us on some technical questions like this made an interesting observation when asked how this thing was most likely being powered. He pointed to this stack of what he believes are solid-state battery cells, not lithium-ion. If you look at the image, you can see they look almost like metal discs or rectangular bricks. There appear to be five that we can see, but there could be more somewhere on it. But this is important and actually a big find,” Blain was explaining when Hanna jumped in.

“I’m sorry, perhaps I missed something. How is this important, Blain?”

Blain smiled halfway at Hanna’s question before explaining, “OK, so first, I’m not an expert in solid-state or lithium-ion batteries and how they work. What this engineer from Tesla explained to me is that a solid-state battery like the one that appears to be on this machine would probably allow it to function for most of a day if not a full day or even a bit more on just a single charge. This type of battery is substantially more efficient and more effective at storing higher levels of energy, and at a greatly reduced weight ratio compared to a lithium-ion battery. But here’s the kicker and how this helps us.

“There are only a few factories in all of China that produce solid-state batteries. In fact, an engineer currently working for Tesla had at one point been an engineer at the factory that’s likely producing the battery packs for this very machine. The company is called ChingTao Energy Development. There was a time when Tesla had looked at partnering with them but ultimately backed out of the deal due to ownership structuring requirements inside China. But during their brief courtship, the engineer had visited some of these factories and was able to tell us about three factories in particular that would be able to build a complex solid-state battery like this—”

“Wait, really?” Maria interrupted, suddenly realizing what Blane had been getting at earlier. “Someone at the Tesla Gigafactory has toured ChingTao’s factories and another engineer they hired used to actually work there? Whoa, that’s pretty astonishing if you ask me. Tell me you know where these factories are located and have some intelligence on them?”

“Yes, Madam President, that engineer had provided some initial information to the NSA a few years back during a routine foreign industrial debrief, but he’s being debriefed again as we speak. I tasked the NRO and the NSA with finding out the exact locations of these factories and if they had some additional ones we didn’t know about. Just before I headed over to this meeting, I got a message that they found the first three the Tesla engineer had told them about. The first is located in the city of Kunshan, in Jiangsu Province next to Shanghai, the second is in Taizhou in Zhejiang Province, and the third in Fuzhou in Jiangxi Province,” he explained.

Maria wasn’t totally sure why, but somehow his explanation had given her a sense of hope. A feeling that perhaps not all was lost in the face of this newest terror weapon that maniacal AI had cooked up. It never ceased to amaze her how fast this super-AI was able to develop and field weapons.

Looking to her National Security Advisor and Secretary of Defense, Maria directed, “Gentlemen, I believe you both have found us a new strategic target for the Space Force to destroy. Continue to work with Dr. Rubenstein and Cicada on how to go after the supply chain involved in creating these, whatever they call them—Terminators. If they don’t have batteries, then they won’t be able to field armies of them, and that might be the deciding factor in us defeating them or this war turning decisively against us. It should go without saying, time is not on our side in this war, and neither is it on President Yao’s. We all know this, and we’re all reacting to it. Just make sure we’re the ones that come out on top of this or there may not be a future without the controlling influence of Jade Dragon.”


Volume Six
Chapter Seventeen
Operation Anzac

D-Day

August 5, 2026

Well Deck

HMAS Adelaide

It was now Wednesday, July 22, as the clock on the wall approached 0400 hours. For the last twelve hours, the vehicle cargo deck and the well deck beneath it had been abuzz with activity as the soldiers of 2nd Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment, prepared their equipment and performed any last-minute fixes. The time steadily ticked closer to the H-hour—the time to board their rides into destiny, the time the landing craft across the NATO fleet would begin their journey to the southern coast of Taiwan.

As the group of soldiers milled about near the well deck, waiting around for the time to start boarding the landing craft, a figure made his way toward the front of the group.

When Lieutenant Geoffrey Sawtell had positioned himself in front of the landing craft his soldiers would soon board, he knew it was time to get their attention and give them a final pep talk. Normally he’d find this kind of bravado pointless, a waste of effort. But after the Java campaign and the Solomons, he’d come to understand something important about leading soldiers into battle. They needed to be inspired, to know the cause they were about to embark upon was a worthy cause, a cause worth giving one’s life to see succeed.

Standing in front of his soldiers, he called out in a loud voice, grabbing their attention as he exclaimed, “Today’s the day, people! For destiny awaits no one! In a few moments, we will load into the landing craft and our journey into history will begin. Our esteemed allies have given our unit, the 2nd Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment, the honor of leading the invasion force in our efforts to liberate Taiwan. As we board our landing craft in the next few minutes, I want you all to know how proud I am to be your commander, and how proud your nation is of you and the sacrifice that some of you may have to make to achieve victory and to defeat this dastardly enemy.”

Sawtell paused for a moment, surveying the faces of his soldiers. Then, raising a fist in the air, he shouted, “To victory!”

“To victory!” came the battle cry from his soldiers.

Then the ship’s PA boomed, and the voice of General McLachlan issued the order they had been waiting to for.

“Commence boarding operations—prepare to flood the deck.”

Sawtell smiled. The time to wait was over. The time to battle was about to begin.

*******

Aboard Landing Craft L4407

As the twenty-three-meter-long landing craft floated out of the well deck of their mothership, the coxswain in charge of the boat revved the one-thousand-horsepower twin diesel engines, bringing the boat up to speed. Fully laden with troops and equipment, the ship would be able to reach a top speed of thirteen knots. Once the engines got going and the craft got underway, the coxswain turned the bow toward the other landing craft, moving in a circular holding pattern until the entire first wave was ready to go.

Corporal Jim Roderick breathed the salty air as the rain and sea spray splattered against him. Despite it still being dark, the predawn light yet to come, he could make out the shapes of clouds that swirled in the sky above. The weather was supposed to be somewhat cloudy, maybe even sunny. But weather during a monsoon season could change on a dime, so he wasn’t holding his breath on this being a sunny day.

Right now the only thing Roderick cared about was getting to shore and not getting blown up in the process. Looking toward the shore, the darkness still obscuring its outline, he saw the occasional flash of light, an explosion of some sort.

As he stood near the edge of the boat, hand holding on to the side for stability, he looked around and smiled at what he saw. He was here with his mates, his friends he’d come to know better than some of his family. As he watched them, he observed how each person ran through their own private rituals before a battle. He’d first noticed it during the Java campaign, then the Solomons. He’d come to understand that each person had their own way of dealing with what was about to happen. Some worked their rosary beads, others stared at a photo of a loved one and carried out a one-sided conversation with it, pretending as if they were with them.

Their landing craft had joined the others, traveling in a circular holding pattern for the past twenty minutes until the entire force was ready to commence. Then somewhere high overhead in the clouds above came the sounds of jets, drowning out anything else happening around them. Moments after, the jets roared over the fleet as they raced toward land. Then Roderick’s landing craft turned.

“This is it, gents. We’re heading for the shore,” someone called out. Roderick couldn’t place who it was—maybe it was one of the sailors. It didn’t matter. They were advancing toward the enemy.

“Is anyone else starting to get seasick?” Roderick said to no one in particular. He couldn’t ignore the growing tumultuous feeling in the pit of his stomach.

“Ah, come on, Roderick, you’re not gonna be one of those guys that pukes his guts out before we even get to shore, are ya?” joked his friend Corporal Noble.

Roderick looked at him, doing his best to keep the growing feeling of nausea to himself.

“Eh, maybe I had too much bacon.”

Noble laughed at him. Then he pulled an antinausea packet from his trousers and handed it over. “Ah, you got this, Roderick. Just like the water rides at the Gold Coast theme parks,” he commented, making sure no one saw him hand the tablets off in case he wanted to take them. “Speaking of the Gold Coast theme parks, I need to remind my wife to renew that annual pass for my family so when I get back, we can all make a day of it.”

Roderick smiled at that. He liked how his friend was always talking about some big plan he had for when they got back. Roderick had learned from his friend that making plans and setting goals for when you got back home helped keep your mind focused on what was important. Family and survival. Noble had shared with him that if the mind had a reason to survive, then it could endure a lot. But if it had nothing to look forward to, no purpose, then it would struggle to find meaning.

Shortly after chewing on the antinausea tabs, he was already starting to feel better. The chop of the sea wasn’t bothering him like it had when they’d first left the Canberra. Now all he felt was the butterflies dancing around inside as they continued to approach the shore. Closing his eyes for a moment, he whispered a soft prayer. “Lord, give me the strength to make it through today. Protect me and my mates from the hailstorm we are about to enter. Should this be my final hour, then please take care of Mum and the rest of my family…”

*******

Anzac–North

2nd Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment

Aboard Landing Craft L4407

Lieutenant Geoffrey Sawtell was quietly preparing himself for the coming battle as the landing craft continued to speed toward the shore. It was a long journey from his home in Lavarack Barracks, in the Queensland city of Townsville. Having participated in the Java and Solomon campaigns, he knew this was going to be something much harder and bloodier than either of those. In the eyes of the defenders, Taiwan was different. It was part of China and that made it home. A force defending its home territory was going to be a lot harder to defeat than a force occupying a foreign territory.

For Geoffrey, there were two things he prided himself on. The first was love of country, something drilled into him by family, so when he’d been accepted to Duntroon, the Royal Military College, he had been thrilled because it would give him the opportunity to follow in the steps of his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather, who had all served the Commonwealth in the Army. His family’s service to the Commonwealth dated all the way back to the Gallipoli campaign of World War I.

The second thing he prided himself on was his knowledge of military history. He knew the actions of the present determined the outcome for the future, but understanding history and what had led to the present-day outcomes was pivotal to understanding the future consequences of present-day decisions. Having grown up in a multigenerational military family, Geoffrey knew the history of the battles his nation had fought in and the events that had led to them. He was determined to use that viewpoint to become the best military officer he could.

Whoa, that was a wave, he thought as he grabbed for something to steady himself when the landing craft rocked hard to one side.

LC L4407 continued to speed toward the shore, bringing him and his countrymen closer to participating in the nation’s second-largest amphibious invasion. In preparation for this campaign, the division commander had asked all the officers to study Gallipoli once more and to reflect on what had gone right and wrong on that campaign. Geoffrey had thought about that a lot, especially now, as he was racing toward a battle that might rival Gallipoli, depending on how the coming days and weeks turned out.

In 1915, shortly after the start of the Great War, Australia had participated in the first large-scale seaborne invasion of a country when they’d attempted to seize control of the Strait of Gallipoli in modern-day Turkey. During the ten-month campaign on the Gallipoli peninsula, some four hundred and eighty-nine thousand allied soldiers had fought under the most horrific, hellish conditions one could imagine.

When the Allies had withdrawn from the peninsula in defeat, the gravity of the loss in soldiers by the Australian Army had shaken the nation to its core. A total of fifty thousand Australians had fought in the campaign, and by the time it was done, seven thousand, five hundred and ninety-four soldiers had been killed and another eighteen thousand, five hundred had been injured. The scars of Gallipoli had left a deep and lasting impression, shaping how future seaborne invasions would be conducted and to what extent the Australians would participate in them.

As Sawtell reflected on the lessons of Gallipoli, he was determined to do his part to make sure Taiwan would turn out better for his soldiers than Gallipoli had for his countrymen.

“Hey, watch out!” someone shouted.

Sawtell stepped to the right just as the remnants of a wave that had splashed over the side of the landing craft doused a pair of soldiers who hadn’t heeded the warning in time. A couple of guys snickered at their misfortune while the newly soaked soldiers cursed their luck for having to start the day off in a wet uniform.

A soldier standing near the Boxer infantry fighting vehicles was struggling to light a cigarette. The lad’s hand was shaking too much to get his cigarette lit before a gust of wind or ocean spray snuffed the lighter’s flame. Feeling sad for the guy, he made his way to him and pulled out the lighter he always carried in his pocket. “Here, let me help ya,” he offered.

The young private was one of the many replacements to have recently joined them. He was about to say something encouraging to the man when his ears registered a sound. Then it grew louder, and he instantly knew what it was. Jet engines. The kind you hear on fighters as they maneuver at high rates of speed.

“Are those our planes?” the soldier he’d just helped asked.

Not answering the man’s question right away, he looked to the sky to see if he could figure out if it was a friendly or enemy aircraft. He hoped for their sakes it was a friendly. Until the landing craft was able to land them on the beach, there wasn’t much they could do while they were packed in here like sardines.

“Over there! There’s three of them!” someone shouted excitedly, pointing in the direction of the shore.

With the dawn having pushed the darkness of the previous night aside, the sky was starting to lighten, making it easier to spot the dark objects as they moved across the sky. But as he looked on with the rest of his soldiers, something wasn’t making sense. Then it hit him. If these were friendlies…then they were approaching from the wrong direction.

Just as his thoughts were about to run wild and panic was about to set in, streaks of white smoke appeared out of nowhere, racing through the air at blinding speeds before impacting against the fighters. In the blink of an eye the aircraft exploded, flames and chunks of metal arcing out in all directions before falling to the water below like a meteor shower of flaming debris.

Wooosh! Wooosh!

A blur of motion and the roar of jet engines zipped overtop the formation of amphibious landers and vehicles racing toward the shore. The pair of F-35 Lightnings pulled up hard on their aircraft as they angled off to the right, pushing their engines to increase the distance between themselves and the anti-aircraft guns now filling the sky with bullets, hoping for that magic BB to knock ’em down.

Sawtell found himself hooting and hollering along with his soldiers as the Royal Australian Air Force scored three aerial victories and likely saved their lives.

Boom, boom, boom.

With barely a moment of celebratory reprieve, the space around the formation of landing craft, now only a few kilometers from the beach, was being bracketed by PLA artillery and rocket forces. As the barrage of 122mm rockets began hitting one layer of the landing force, another barrage of 152 and 155mm artillery shells erupted in a mix of contact detonations against the water and the more dreaded airburst explosions one to two hundred feet above the surface.

Sawtell grabbed hold of the side of the Boxer infantry fighting vehicle next to him, bracing himself for the showering of water from the multiple geysers and artillery near misses. Shouts of anger, fear, and confusion could be heard from some of the soldiers around him. They were helpless, sitting ducks until they reached the shore.

“Lieutenant, look to the shore!” Corporal Roderick pointed. “What are we going to do about that?”

When Sawtell turned to see what the young man had found, his gut tightened, a bit of bile trying to make its way up. This wasn’t what he wanted to see. Multiple flashes of light appeared and then disappeared from various camouflaged positions near the landing zone and further inland. These were the muzzle flashes of machine-gun positions meant to defend the very place their landing craft was steering them to.

Just hang tight…the Tigers will get ’em…

Just as he was about to respond, the whomping sound of helicopter blades drowned out the pops of artillery. A smile spread across his face as he pointed. “That’s what we’re going to do about this, Corporal. That should be the 1st Aviation Regiment, and those Tiger Eurocopters are about to tear ’em up good.”

Then a pair of the Tiger armed reconnaissance helicopters began firing off their Hellfire II air-to-ground missiles at whatever bunkers they had spotted. As some of the bunkers exploded from the hits, another pair of Tigers came in from a different angle, plastering several enemy positions with volleys of unguided 68mm rockets.

“Sweet Jesus, would you look at the cauldron of fire and death those Tigers just delivered,” Corporal Roderick commented, in a bit of shock at what the helicopters had just done to the enemy positions.

“See, I told ya, Roderick. Nothing to worry about. We’re almost to the beach, so not much longer. Now once we land, what’s our primary objective?” Sawtell asked, looking to redirect the man’s mind back to the mission at hand.

“Yes, sir. Our primary objective is to capture Haibin Park to the north while the New Zealanders move to the south and capture Qinghai Road, and Makabahai Park nearby,” Roderick snapped off from memory.

“Outstanding, Corporal. Now how is your squad going to do that?”

Bam, boom…

More rockets and artillery shells landed nearby, kicking up more water and whipping hot shards of shrapnel through the air. Sawtell observed Roderick holding it together as he continued to reiterate the platoon’s mission objectives.

“Once the landers hit the shore, our Boxer IFVs will advance inland and will provide armor support. My squad’s job is to support the IFVs and look to keep any enemy missile teams suppressed so they don’t take our armor support out.”

“Outstanding, Corporal! Now make sure your squad is ready to rock. We’re almost there,” Sawtell praised him, puffing the kid’s ego up in a last-ditch measure to increase the morale of his soldiers.

“Stand by to get off my boat, you dirty grunts! We’re nearly there!” shouted the coxswain, who had so far managed to keep them from getting nailed by any of the rockets or artillery rounds falling all around them.

The boat had nearly closed the distance to the shore. The sound and pace of the battle taking place somewhere in Taitung continued to grow the closer they got. The commando teams and Special Forces that had gone ahead of the landing force were clearly in a fight as they worked to capture their objectives prior to the main force arriving.

BOOM.

The landing craft was suddenly tilted to the side, causing many of the soldiers to lose their footing and grab for whatever they could. The near miss with the artillery shell had blasted a small wave over the edge of the boat and slapped the side of the hull with shrapnel, cutting more than few gashes and holes in the boat.

“Get ready, team!” Sawtell shouted to be heard over the roar of everything going on around them.

Moments later, the bow of the landing craft scraped the bottom of its hull along the surf and the shallows until the coxswain driving the giant lander managed to heave the front of it out of the water and onto the beach.

In that moment, as Lieutenant Geoffrey Sawtell gripped his Austeyr assault rifle, he flicked the safety off and readied himself to charge right off the ramp the moment it dropped.

Ping, ping, ping…bullets started hitting the sides of the landing craft and peppering the armored ramp to the front. Then a helicopter flew overhead, its 30mm chin gun firing at something as the gun’s brass casings fell from the sky like red-hot pieces of hail.

Then the ramp dropped…and the ground war began.

*******

As soon as the ramp dropped, the lieutenant took off like a bat out of hell, running forward and then leaping off the armored ramp onto the edge of the surf and the beach. The water splashed around his boots, but only for a moment before he was trudging up the sand, shouting for them follow his lead.

That guy is nuts, but what the hell? He seems to know what he’s doing…

Corporal Roderick shouted to his mates, “Let’s roll! Follow the leftenant and let’s go!”

Shouts of excitement, terror, and rage roared from the soldiers behind Roderick. The guys in his squad were right on top of him as he ran after Sawtell. Once the landing craft had let them off, they had several hundred meters of open terrain to cross before they reached Qinghai Road and then Highway 11 just beyond it.

Almost there, almost off this damn beach…, he kept telling himself as he willed his legs to keep pushing. So far the enemy hadn’t redirected their artillery or rocket fire to start hammering the beach. They were still focusing on the watery approaches to it and not the few landing craft that had already reached it. That probably wasn’t going to last for very long, but Roderick was hoping his unit and their Boxer IFVs would be able to reach their objectives before it changed.

Tatatata…

The sound of the Boxer’s 30mm cannon joined the fray, firing at something he hadn’t seen just yet. What he did see was the string of tracer fire zipping into the nearby buildings and mixed commercial-residential areas dotting the coastal area.

Boom…

An explosion erupted a few hundred meters to their front, black smoke now starting to billow into the sky. Damn, no idea what they just blew up, but hopefully there aren’t any more of them…

After clearing the length of the beach without the enemy having saturated it with artillery fire, Roderick spotted a store that looked like it had been converted into a makeshift pillbox. For whatever reason, it didn’t appear to have anyone in it, but he felt compelled to clear it nonetheless.

Raising his rifle to his shoulder and motioning for a few of his soldiers to follow him, he used the nearby buildings for cover as he approached the converted shop. As he neared the building, he noticed a handful of large-caliber holes had been punched through the front of it. His brain told him this might have been one of the buildings the Tiger helicopters had nailed earlier on their way to the beach.

“Looks like they might be dead,” a soldier behind Roderick commented.

“If that’s the case, then this should be easy to clear,” another commented.

Stacking up against the side of the building next to the converted pillbox, Roderick’s guys prepared themselves for whatever might be next. Counting to three, he moved swiftly toward the side of the building where he’d spotted an entrance. Advancing through the entrance and into the building just as they had been taught a million times, they made their way toward the front, where the machine-gun crew should have been. When they entered the room, they stopped dead in their tracks, their stomachs churning. One of the soldiers vomited at the sight.

“Ah, bloody hell. Let’s get out of here. This place is toast,” said aboriginal Lance Corporal Butler, pointing out the obvious.

The three PLA soldiers inside the room had had their bodies torn apart by the helicopters’ 30mm guns. It was a devastating weapon and had done the job. Before Roderick left the room, he looked out the gun slit and realized that if this crew had still been alive, they would have cut him and his men down in an instant. Their machine gun was pointed in the direction of their landing craft.

Exiting the building, they saw that the other Boxers from the landing craft had made their way up the beach and onto the coastal road. They were fanning out and moving to their objectives. Every now and then their guns would fire on something, usually spotting a building the PLA had turned into a gun house or bunker to lie in ambush for the Aussies as they moved into the city.

Corporal Butler pointed in the direction of what they knew was supposed to be the Wanshan Temple. “Heartless bastards, those ChiComs are. They took a temple and turned it into a pillbox, forcing us to destroy it.”

He spat on the ground in disgust and cursed the PLA soldiers for desecrating a religious site. As they moved another couple of blocks inland, they spotted more charred ruins of civilian buildings. They also encountered a couple of burned-out husks that looked like they might have been mobile surface-to-air missile trucks or maybe infantry fighting vehicles.

Pop, pop, pop, bang…

Bullets started zipping around them, hitting the walls of nearby buildings as they dove for cover. Then a 35mm grenade round exploded nearby, throwing shrapnel through the air. One of Roderick’s soldiers let out a yelp of pain as a piece of shrapnel bit into his flesh.

“Contacts front!” Lieutenant Sawtell shouted. “Corporal Roderick, get your squad online and start laying down suppressive fire!”

“You heard the LT! Let’s go!” he shouted to his soldiers nearby, leaping to his feet and running toward where Sawtell had directed them.

By the time his squad had reached the lieutenant and found cover, the enemy force nearby had reacted to their presence and already repositioned to counter them. Volleys of unaimed shots rang out and bullets started zipping over their heads. Whoever was manning the machine gun was doing a good job of keeping them temporarily pinned down. A few other soldiers were repositioning themselves to get a better angle on Roderick’s squad, and that was not something he wanted to allow to happen.

Finally seeing his enemy for the first time, Roderick surmised they had likely run into a platoon-size element of PLA soldiers. They were using the nearby buildings for cover while repositioning to get better angles and cross-fire positions, at the same time laying down suppressive fire so the Aussies couldn’t fire back or stop their guys from repositioning.

Roderick aimed his rifle at one of the soldiers, using the ACOG scope on his F88, and fired. He watched in odd satisfaction as the single shot hit the Chinese soldier just below the neck, but right above the man’s body armor. He watched for a moment as the man dropped his rifle and clutched at the wound now gushing blood down the front of his uniform.

Move on to the next target, he thought, chiding himself for watching the man struggle.

Pop, pop!

More bullets ricocheted off the dirt in front of him, kicking up debris into his face. Rolling over to the right and out of the line of fire, Roderick tried to wipe away the dirt that had gotten in his eyes.

“Keep firing! Someone get a frag on those guys flanking to the left!” Roderick heard the lieutenant shouting from somewhere.

Finally getting the dirt out of his eyes, he could see again. Grabbing his rifle and scootching back into position, he sighted in on another PLA soldier firing on his mates, lining him up in his sight picture. He squeezed the trigger, sending a bullet to crash into his face. The man’s body went limp and his rifle silent.

A couple of bullets missed his head by what had to be an inch, causing him to flinch and miss the guy he had just fired at. It pissed him off that he had missed the guy after having nailed two previous soldiers with single shots. He felt a sudden surge of anger and tenacity race through his body as the fight really got going. The near miss, the almost being killed, had made him realize how much he wanted to live and how much the enemy wanted to kill him. But that wasn’t going to happen. He refused to go down like this, fighting just barely off the beach with his mates. No, he wasn’t gonna let himself die, not here, not today.

Grasping his rifle hard, he pivoted to another firing position and quickly sighted in on a new target. He fired a couple of rounds at the guy before he scored a hit.

“Got one!” he heard Corporal Butler say to his right as he fired off another burst. “And another, you bastards!”

“Machine gunners down!” shouted another soldier nearby.

Moments after the machine gunner fell silent, the almost-constant sound of gunfire around them had petered out and then gone silent. The shooting was now replaced with the soft moans and cries of the wounded. Some were crying out in Chinese, others in English.

Then someone shouted, “Clear! I think they took off.”

No one moved for a few moments. They were waiting to see what would happen next. Meanwhile the sounds of battle continued to ebb and flow across the city and the surrounding areas. The heavier reports of the 30mm cannons of the Boxer IFVs could be heard at different points in the fighting.

From time to time, they heard the sound of jet engines as they zoomed overhead, followed shortly by a loud explosion that shook the ground. Roderick had no idea what they were bombing, but he was glad they were blowing up some kind of enemy position. It was one less chance for them to get killed by accidentally walking into an ambush.

When they’d sat there observing the area for what felt like an eternity, Lieutenant Sawtell shouted, “Everyone up. Let’s move!”

Roderick got to his feet and joined the others as they moved through part of a neighborhood and past a local high school campus. Their next objective was to advance toward Liyushan Park, just past the Taitung County Stadium. The park encompassed Liyu Mountain, which provided an elevated overview of the entire Taitung City all the way to the ocean. The mountain had been bombed repeatedly by the Air Force and the Navy for weeks. It was believed the PLA had likely placed a bunch of artillery guns on the mountain as it gave the gunners an excellent field of view to rain down artillery shells on the beaches and landing zones as well as various points across the city. Eventually if they wanted to clear the city, they were going to have clear the park, and that meant clearing the mountain.

*******

Joint Task Force Anzac

HMAS Adelaide

Taitung Coast

Admiral John Douglas sat in the CIC, watching the giant map board on the wall update with the progress of various ground units as they advanced off the shore. The fleet had made a big sacrifice coming in closer to the shore to try and minimize the amount of time it would take the landing force to hit the beaches. The Americans had bombed the hell out of the area for weeks in advance of the landings. But that didn’t mean the enemy hadn’t hidden a sizable number of howitzer and rocket artillery units to plaster the waterways leading to the shore.

His decision had gone against every naval doctrine and regulation in the book, and he’d likely face a board inquiry if he wasn’t relieved outright in the coming hours. By bringing his ships closer to the shore, he’d cut the time it had taken the landing force to reach the beach nearly in half, but more than that—he’d given the enemy something else to shoot at besides the defenseless landing craft and amphibious vehicles trying to get to the shore.

It had been a heroic and selfless act, but it had also been a reckless decision. He’d placed his ships in danger, and as a consequence, several of them had been hit and taken damage. Some had taken severe damage. They’d also lost sailors in the process, and for that he knew he would be held accountable. But at the same time, not a single landing craft or amphibious assault vehicle had been lost during the landing. Despite the enemy artillery and rockets being fired at them and at his ships, they hadn’t lost a single lander on the way in.

“Admiral, we’re getting reports from Taitung,” Colonel Strahan announced excitedly as he smiled. “The 2 RAR reports they’ve secured their main objectives. The beachhead has been secured. They are calling for the next wave to come ashore. They’re now moving to their secondary objectives.”

“They have?! Outstanding! That must place them four hours ahead of our initial assessments,” Douglas commended jovially. He needed some good news right now.

“I think it’s more like three hours, but regardless, the commander on the ground sounded surprised by it as well. He said they’re encountering resistance, but it doesn’t appear to be as stiff as they thought it might have been. He did caution that the enemy may have chosen to fade away from the coastal areas and may put up more of a resistance as his forces push further inland or move to capture their phase two and three objectives. He’ll know more in the coming hours as they continue to advance,” Strahan explained as he relayed more information from the recent contact report.

“Very well, Colonel, keep me apprised of any changes.”

*Author’s note: We owe a debt of gratitude to one of our Australian readers, James R. Byrne, for his significant contributions to this chapter. It wouldn’t have been possible without him.
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Mingchi National Forest

Major Larry Thorne walked into the de facto Company Operations Center, spotting Chief Smith holding a piece of paper he hoped had some good news on it. Walking toward the man, who was just as exhausted as he was, he tried to be optimistic. “What’s the word, Chief? Are they going to let us get some sleep, or are they still pretending I have the six ODA detachments of my company here with me that I can pawn off some of these new missions to?”

Snickering at the comment, Smith handed the paper over. “Afraid not, sir. We’ve been selected to represent the Emerald Coast in the coming Sleeper Games. It’s kind of like the Hunger Games, only instead of hunger—it’s sleep they deprive you of.”

The two other soldiers running the Ops center busted out laughing at the joke. Given the lack of sleep everyone had been dealing with the last few weeks, it sure felt like they were contestants in the Sleeper Games. Once the invasion date had been settled, Bravo Company had been inundated with taskings in preparations for the landings. Namely, they had been directed to assist the Air Force in neutralizing a series of targets that posed a risk to the landing forces once the invasion got underway.

Thorne took the paper from Smith and began to read it over. What caught his eye first was the BLUF statement on the Anzac landings. Just as he was about to read it, Smith cut in, “Major, I’d check out section two of the report before you get sucked into the BLUF and that section on Anzac. All you need to know right now is the NATO landings seem to be going well. They appear to have encountered little resistance, but that’s not to say they won’t start running into more PLA units in the coming hours and day or two. But section two is what concerns us.”

Ah, crap. What more are they about to dump on us?

It had been ten months since his company had infiltrated Taiwan and he still only had two of his six ODA teams on the island. Try as he might, he just hadn’t been able to get the infiltration of his other teams moved up ahead of the 1st Group bubbas. That meant the two teams he had were essentially stuck running the operations that typically would have been handled by six.

Scanning the section Chief had mentioned, he felt a migraine starting to form. Either his eyes were playing tricks on him, or someone hadn’t known what the hell they were typing up when they’d sent this tasking over. Looking up at Smith, he said, “OK, I’m confused. How about you pretend you’re explaining this to your golden retriever? What the hell is this, Chief?”

Smith only smiled at his bemused look of confusion. “Well, sir, it appears the CIA folks with the eight-hundred-pound brains working in those air-conditioned office spaces in Northern Virginia think they may have found something of value. Then someone likely glanced at a map and, lo and behold, we happen to be the only unit remotely close to the Fuxing District. For five hundred dollars, would you like to guess who gets tagged with checking this thing out?”

Thorne chuckled at the comment, though he wanted to chew out whoever had come up with this harebrained idea. Sighing, he countered haphazardly, “Come on, Chief, this can’t be serious? Please tell me you asked for authentication on this tasking and sure enough it was just some sort of mistake. An inappropriate joke some REMFs decided they wanted to play on us.”

Smith just held his palms open in mock surrender. He’d been in Special Forces long enough to know sometimes you just had to go with the flow and accept that from time to time, you would get handed some really stupid orders you’d have to go along with or risk your career progression by asking too many questions.

Looking back at the grizzly warrant officer, Thorne asked the only thing there was to ask. “OK, Chief, I get it. We’re stuck with this. That leaves us with the question of who we’re going to punish with this assignment, because it can’t be either of us. If I’m not mistaken, Tilman’s team just left a few hours ago to go link up with their teams of local forces and get them into their pre-positions along Highways 5 and 9. Who would you recommend we pull without hurting our mission objectives?”

“Ah-huh, now that is the kind of question that can only be answered by those who are called officers. But should one of these officers ask me, a salty old chief who’s getting too old for these young man games, then I would advise that person that we have a team with the initials of DT that could be pulled without sacrificing our other critical mission objectives,” Smith offered without making it seem like he was the one calling the shots all the time. With his twenty-eight years in Special Forces, first as a senior NCO before transitioning to the warrant officer track, it was somewhat natural for new or younger officers to defer to him to make the tough calls rather than take the responsibility for it themselves.

Thorne thought about that for a moment. Since he didn’t have all the ODA teams he was supposed to, they had broken the two he did have down into two-man teams to work with their local forces and carry out the taskings the company continued to receive. The two-man groups now went by team names to further obfuscate the real number of Special Forces teams operating on the island should one of them get captured.

Thorne took a breath in before continuing, “Dagger Team…you think pulling them off their current tasking is a good idea? We’ve had them pummeling pre-targeted positions like crazy since the Air Force finally allocated some bomber assets for us to use. Is this really the right move?”

“A good idea? No, not at all. But given the options…who else would we pull? DT has been hammering the hell out of those pre-invasion targets for the last twenty-four hours. It would be great to let them keep at it, but at this point they’ve nailed a lot of the big ones we needed them to. Whether by fate or design, they ended up being the only team not leading a large local contingent. For now, I think the eight guys they’ve trained up to function as tactical air controllers will have to fill in for them until they can get out to Fuxing and figure this out. The sooner that gets done, the sooner we can get them back here. As it stands, the landings we’re supposed to support haven’t happened yet, and there’s a good chance they may not for another two or even three more days. I’m not saying Dagger Team will get it figured out by then, but maybe they’ll be able to confirm that this myth of some sort of Terminator soldiers is just some PLA Special Forces unit testing some new gear or tech.”

“Well, doesn’t this suck. OK, Chief, you brought up some good points, and while I think keeping them on task calling in JDAMs for a few more days might save some lives, we can’t afford to pull the other teams off their taskings either. Get the word to Currie and let him know we’re sending them a FRAGO. Tell ’em to do what they can to confirm or deny what’s in this report and get back here ASAP.”

With the decision made, there wasn’t much more to do other than to prepare for the eventual landings by the Marines. The Marine commander in charge of the Unified Allied Forces invading Taiwan believed if he could convince the PLA that the southern landings by the allies and the 1st MarDiv was the main event, then General Qin Tan, the newly arrived commander of the PLA Second Army, would release the three reserve divisions he was holding on the western side of the island to head south. If the Anzac and 1st MarDiv could capture the Port of Kaohsiung, it would unravel China’s entire ability to hold on to Taiwan. Once those reserve divisions were on the move south, that was when the Marines would join the fray and land their forces in the north, opening a second front on the opposite side of the island that the PLA would have to defend against.

*******

28th Bomb Squadron “Black Death”

Colonel Josh “Miser” Grimes checked the targeting computer one final time before he nodded to his copilot. “Package Two confirmed, bombs armed. Six JDAMs ready for release.”

“Good copy. Package Two confirmed, six JDAMs ready for release. Confirming now with Dagger One,” replied Exotic in a clipped emotionless tone.

He watched her switch com channels to the ground radio connecting them to the Special Forces team calling strike packages.

“Dagger One, Unicorn One. Targets confirmed. The packages are ready for delivery, how copy?”

“Unicorn One, Dagger One. That’s a good copy. Release packages, stand by for BDA. Confirm receipt of Package Three,” a voice barely above a whisper said in reply.

Miser saw Exotic look to see if he had received the new set of targets before she responded.

He double-checked the targeting computer to verify he had received the latest data packet from them, then looked at her. “Got it, tell them Package Three received. Make sure they know we can only deliver four of the six packages in that next list. See if they have a priority or if they want us to just hit the first four. Oh, make sure they know this is our last package for the night. Unicorn Three will be on station in two hours.”

As she relayed the message and prepared to release the six packages, he started entering the GPS coordinates in the four remaining JDAMs. This batch would make twelve of the two-thousand-pound guided bombs they would have dropped in the last thirty minutes. For three nights now, they had flown missions over the island, dropping a total of sixteen GBU-31s before returning to base. Once he’d heard the allies had started landing forces in the south of the island, the sudden increase in bombing missions over Taiwan instead of supporting the Army in northern China began to make sense.

Half an hour went by before they dropped their final bomb. Turning to head back to Andersen Air Force Base in Guam, Miser said, “That’s one more mission in the books and no one shot at this time around.”

Exotic didn’t say anything for a moment. When she did, he could hear in her voice an emptiness, a coldness that hadn’t existed before that nuclear mission over North Korea. He knew each person had to process what they had done in their own way, so he allowed some leeway to let his pilots do just that. But as the war dragged on and the bombing missions continued, he was starting to get concerned about her and the other pilots on that same mission.

Miser knew it was normal to question what you had done in the war. But this war wasn’t over and now wasn’t the time to sit and ponder those kinds of questions. As long as the adversary was still trying to wage war against their nation and kill their countrymen, the focus had to remain on the job. Flying missions and delivering bombs on target. Every one of them was a volunteer; no one had drafted them against their will. That meant they had each made that decision to be angels of death, the grim reapers of the air, delivering precision-guided bombs to America’s enemies, or if necessary, delivering a nuclear payload that would wipe out entire cities or nations should the order ever be given.

If his pilots were starting to come unglued from the stress of what they were doing, then he would have to make the tough calls. The kind that ended careers. He just hoped Exotic wouldn’t be one of them. She was an exceptional pilot, and if she stayed in long enough, she’d likely go on to lead the squadron, and maybe the wing. He hoped if she was struggling, she’d open up and at least give him the chance to talk to her.


Volume Six
Chapter Nineteen
Codeword Argonauts

Miyako-Jima Island, Japan

First Marine Expeditionary Force Headquarters

General David Gilbert stood in his inner office with the door slightly ajar. He listened as the division, regimental, and battalion commanders entered the repurposed hotel auditorium and found their seats. Despite the risk, he had decided that they would all meet on Miyako-Jima Island; it was the Japanese island furthest away from Taiwan, and heavily defended from air and seaborne attacks.

He could feel the energy in the room. It was almost tangible. He looked at his hands and saw a slight tremble. He knew it was his own excitement vibrating inside him. It was almost time.

Major General Zhou Tao and Lieutenant Colonel Feng Huan of the Republic of China Marine Corps strode in and took their seats near the head of the table. It had been a last-minute change by his protocol officer. Gilbert hadn’t even been aware he’d had a protocol officer until the timid lieutenant colonel had spoken up, reminding him that Zhou would attend. And now here Zhou was, clearly with his tail between his legs after being forced to retreat from Taiwan to Japan with his meager, exhausted remaining force.

Gilbert saw his aide look down at his watch, then snap to attention and bellow, “Attention on deck!”

Right on time, he walked in and got straight to business.

“Good afternoon, Marines!” General Gilbert boomed.

“Good afternoon, sir!” the nearly two hundred fifty Marines and sailors assembled in the auditorium said in perfect unison.

“Take seats.”

Each of them hesitated for a fraction of a second until Gilbert took his seat, but they followed suit.

General Gilbert put his glasses on, looked down at his tablet, swiped a couple of screens, then looked up and nodded, giving his approval for the staff to begin.

“Although this invasion has been meticulously planned, there are significant risks,” the briefer acknowledged as he began. “The weather is not on our side, and it’s going to play hell with the amphibs as they make their way to shore, here and here.” He used a laser pointer to emphasize his point on the displayed map. “And I’m sure our helos are not going to love their routes for heliborne assault either.” He indicated where the helicopters would be approaching from.

The mood in the room was grim.

“As you know, we face thousands of dug-in defenders, in hundreds of hard points along Taiwan’s east coast.” A new graphic highlighted the known locations of enemy combatants. “However, we do have a secret weapon. The Navy SEALs and Raiders have clandestinely placed MASINT sensors up and down the east coast of Taiwan, making the prelanding bombardment extremely effective.

“This isn’t World War II anymore. The technology we have today will mean incredibly targeted strikes. There have also been a number of Army Special Forces, Operational Detachment Alphas, scattered across Yilan and Hualien Counties, raining JDAMs on specific hardened bunkers and heavily fortified positions further inland away from the beach. Closer to the shore and in the direct line of our Marines, cruise missiles and surface fire from our Arleigh Burke destroyers and Ticonderoga cruisers will soften up the targets as the Marines make their way ashore. FA-18 Super Hornets and Viper gunships will provide the close-air support, while F-15s and F-35s from the 44th Fighter Squadron out of Kadena Air Base on Okinawa are going to be tasked with keeping the skies clear over Taiwan.”

Gilbert was only marginally paying attention; he’d sat for the rehearsal briefing earlier that morning. He was looking at the logistics updates on his tablet. The numbers were staggering. The tonnage of war materials accumulated between I MEF and III MEF and all the subordinate commands for the invasion of Taiwan was unprecedented. That, coupled with the tens of thousands of men and women amassed on the small islands, made him think back to when Georgia Congressman Johnson had suggested that adding too many people to Guam would cause it to capsize. Looking at the numbers, he thought maybe the congressman hadn’t been insane after all.

Shaking those thoughts from his head, General Gilbert brought himself back to the here and now. As he looked around the table at the senior officers and NCOs that he had tasked with carrying out the largest amphibious invasion in modern history, it felt like they had a lot going against them. Yet despite the atrocious weather, Gilbert had made the tough decision. In just thirteen hours, the Marine portion of Operation Middle Kingdom was going to kick off, come hell or high water.

His senior staff had finished their portion of the brief, and his J3 turned the briefing over to the assembled division commanders for them to brief back their operational plan and any last-minute changes. One by one, division commanders, operations officers, and special staff briefed the separate phases of the invasion.

As that portion of the briefing wound to a close, Gilbert asked his senior planner, Brigadier General Clark, to cast the map of Taiwan on the massive wall display at the far end of the briefing room.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I want to do the virtual walk-through one last time. If anyone has any questions, comments, or last-minute changes, now’s the time,” Gilbert announced, looking over the top of his glasses at the division commanders at the table.

The image of the map focused in on Taiwan, then pulled back to show the islands of Miyako-Jima, Ishigaki and Takemori. Icons appeared on the screen, displaying 5th and 3rd Marine Divisions, the composite ROC battalion, the 1st Raider Battalion, and finally 4th and 6th Marine Divisions, all arrayed against the northern and central landing zones. The 1st Marine Division had already gone ashore just east of Kaohsiung City and the Anzac landings.

General Clark then initiated an animation script, and the icons began advancing toward Taiwan via established air corridors and sea lanes. Simultaneous to the Marines heading toward the east coast of Taiwan, icons appeared to the south, showing how the NATO force had already assaulted on the island and was currently moving inland. Then a day later in the time lapse, it began to show the 1st Marine Division landing east of Kaohsiung City as part of the ruse to convince the PLA that the city and the nearby port were the main objectives so they would go ahead and release their reserve divisions to head south, not east to meet his Marines.

To the north, the first beach landing site was designated Red Beach, which was where the 5th Division would land. Adjacent to that was White Beach, where the 3rd Marine Division would land, protecting 5th’s flank. These were the smallest of the divisions but had been recently reinforced with a composite ROC battalion and a battalion from MARSOC. The intent was for the ROC Marines to be the first seen when they marched on Taipei should they get that chance.

Major General Bonwit was going to have his hands full, which was why his division had been bulked up with more of the Jackal XD500 quadpedal drones. The drones for 5th MarDiv were equipped with the microwave antennae designed to neutralize the Chinese Kamikaze drone swarms, but they had been upgraded with a more robust armor package. Each XD500D Sentinel model carried a cannon that leveraged a liquid propellant to fire a 30mm depleted uranium cannon shell that was more than able to punch through armored vehicles and hardened bunkers as they encountered them. The XD500C Beast models carried a two-thousand-round magazine of .338 Norma Magnum armor-piercing rounds, and also fired via a liquid propellant to conserve on size and weight. Each infantry company in the 1st MarDiv had five Jackals—two B, two C and one D model.

Gilbert looked at the map as the animation continued to play out, one running theme replaying in his head. Something from his days at the war college when they were talking about the necessity of amphibious operations in the future of warfare. No matter how smart the weapon or how fancy the fighter plane, it was the Marines who stormed the beaches. It was the Marines who located and closed with the enemy. And it was the Marines who would kill the Chinese in close combat. No matter the planning, no matter the preparatory actions taken, an amphibious assault against an entrenched enemy, no matter how green they might be, was going to be a bloody affair.

Looking up from his tablet and coming out of his own thoughts, Gilbert realized that Brigadier General Clark was nearing the end of the virtual walk-through of the landings. He could feel the energy surge in the room, as the Marines and sailors assembled were being pulled by fate toward the shores of Taiwan. In his heart, he knew that tomorrow would add a new verse to the Marines’ Hymn, and his heart ached, knowing that the cost of earning their song would be far too high.

As Clark finished, he took his seat, the signal for General Gilbert’s closing remarks.

Taking a moment to control his mounting anxiety, Gilbert rose.

“Marines, I’m not one for long-winded speeches,” he began. “NATO forces began their attack in the south forty-eight hours ago. The 1st MarDiv came ashore twenty-four hours later and is already raising Cain in the south so bad the PLA had to release their reserve divisions to try and bottle them up. Once we begin to move, it’s going to cause confusion, and we hope—panic. This will by no means make our job easy, but in the danger, there is opportunity. We’ve got a damn hard road ahead. Marines will fall. Our job is to make sure their deaths aren’t in vain. We attack from the sea and by air. Our task is to push the PLA off the beach…on the west coast.”

This drew laughter from the assemblage at the image of landing on Taiwan’s east coast from the Philippine Sea and pushing the ChiComs over the mountains, through the woods, and to the western shores and back into the East China Sea.

“Press hard and keep the bastards on their heels. Do not give them the slightest opportunity to regroup. There cannot be a moment of hesitation. If we get them to break, even just a single unit, we need to push through them and slaughter them as they run. There will be no cease fire until the island is clear of Chinese forces. Army Special Forces are on the ground with the Taiwanese resistance and the remnants of the ROC Army. They will make themselves known to you when the time is right. They will also kick the PLA in the ass as you are punching him in the face. That is all.”

“Attention on deck!” came a shout from General Gilbert’s aide, and as they all snapped to attention, there was a loud crack of thunder outside. The rain began to pour. Gilbert allowed a smile to crease his face as he listened to the thunder grow louder outside. He thought back to a book he’d read at basic by a German soldier in World War II named Ernst Junger. The storm of steel is indeed coming.

Gilbert positioned himself at the door to greet his commanders as they departed the room, many having to get onto their transports back to Ishigaki and Taketomi. As they left, he shook their hands or slapped them on the shoulder. The time for words was past. Now was the time for action, and every Marine knew it. There was electricity in the air. As each Marine walked out, Gilbert could almost feel the vibration as they flipped the switch and revved up just a bit higher.

Out of his periphery, he could see his aide come to attention before Major General Bonwit and pull him aside. The aide pointed in his direction, and Bonwit nodded and tapped Savusa on the shoulder.

Bonwit looked at Savusa and shrugged. Savusa just smiled and made for the door. Gilbert wasn’t positive, but he thought he heard Savusa say, “Teacher’s pet…sir,” as he walked away.

It was becoming increasingly apparent to General Gilbert that the closer to battle they got, the more pronounced Savusa’s sense of humor became. It was just one more thing to appreciate about the man.

As the room cleared, Bonwit approached him. Gilbert hoped the worry that seemed to drip from his pores wasn’t infectious.

“You wanted to see me, sir?” Bonwit queried.

“Yes,” Gilbert said, moving to a back table while motioning him to follow. “I know things happened fast. A couple of days ago, you were a regimental commander, and now I’ve dropped an entire reinforced division in your lap. That wasn’t fair to you; for that, I am sorry.”

Bonwit began to reply, but Gilbert held up a hand, cutting him off. “Mike, you are literally the tip of the spear on this one. I need you to push hard. If you can get to the gates of Taipei, go all out and take the city. If anyone starts to falter, I need to be able to point to 5th Marine Division and tell them to keep fighting. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

“Absolutely, sir. Semper Fi.”

The two men stood there for a long moment, feeling the gravity of the situation, before Bonwit came to attention and said, “By your leave, sir. I’ve got an island to liberate.”

*******

5th Marine Division

USS America LHA 6

Captain Troy “Chug” St. Onge stood in a corner of Bonwit’s office, watching the division commander as he conferred with his deputy, Brigadier General Ivan Sanchez. They weren’t arguing exactly, but Sanchez wasn’t happy that he was being left on the ship. Chug’s sense of it wasn’t that Sanchez was seeking glory but that he had a genuine concern, not just for Bonwit, but for the Marines in the division. For the most part, this was his plan, and he wanted to see it through.

“Ivan,” Bonwit said, hands open in a mea culpa gesture. “We’ve been over this; I need you here in the operations center. My focus is going to be forward once we land. You’ve got to manage the battle space and keep me informed of changes or things I need to be cognizant of. Your role is to keep the minutiae away from me and allow me to concentrate on the fight right in front of me and the 5th.”

For a long moment, they just stood in silence, or what passed for silence on a forty-five-thousand-ton America-class amphibious assault ship loaded for war. Finally, Sanchez nodded, then looked at his watch.

“OK, sir. I understand.” He faced the wall filled with icons displaying the units that made up the 5th Marine Division. “As you know, we’ve got a total of ten helicopter assault ships, which includes three of the older Tarawa class, seven dock ships, and a total of six San Antonio–class amphibious transports. The first wave comprises thirty-two thousand Marines landing by sea along the beaches of Zhuangwei Township and the follow-on wave from the air once the beachheads have been secured. That thirty-minute window to grab the beaches and move inland makes a lot of assumptions, though.”

“I know, Ivan. Believe me, I know,” said Bonwit. “If the landing forces get held up and can’t secure the beaches, then we will have no choice but to land further inland. I propose Jiaoxi; it gets us on the oppose side of Highway 5 and closer to the mountains. This plan isn’t ideal—it will force us to Alamo up and hold the area until the division can get to us.”

Sanchez pinched the bridge of his nose and inhaled deeply.

“Sir, 2nd Raider Battalion is as good as any unit, but fighting conventionally isn’t what they do,” Chug said. “We would be taking an awful risk here.” As he heard his own voice, Chug took a step forward, realizing he’d just crossed a line, quite literally.

Chug swallowed as he continued to explain, “Gentlemen, with respect, I know the Raiders. They are warriors. If we must bypass the beach and hold up in Jiaoxi, we will hold.”

Having intruded his way into the division commanders’ meeting, Chug knew he had to go all in on his proposal. “Sir, if you want to pursue this, then maybe we could try and make this work to our advantage. We could get you”—he pointed to Major General Bonwit—“on the high ground. We link up with Special Forces, and Recon can then push out and start calling out targets we may have missed and at the very least mix it up with the PLA and bog those forces down that might look to use Highway 5 and Highway 9 to try and assault our guys landing along the beaches and keep them from reinforcing the defenders in the area.”

Bonwit and Sanchez looked at Chug, neither saying a thing. Then Bonwit turned to the board. He traced his fingers along two roads leading to Jiaoxi. Along the coast, they had Highway 2, and a few kilometers inland was Highway 5. Closer to the mountains ran Highway 9, which also ran through the center of Jiaoxi. He traced his finger along the beach until he reached Dawen Road, which turned into Xignong Road; it cut across all three highways leading directly into Jiaoxi. Bonwit then moved the icons for 5th Light Amphibious Recon and 5th Combat Engineer Battalion to the second wave. He stood at the board, rubbing his chin. The plan that Gilbert had gone over with him was simple. Once 5th and 6th Divisions landed with their ROC allies, they were going to turn hard right and make directly for Keelung and Taipei. Slowly he turned and smiled at Chug.

“Captain St. Onge, I like the way you think. I’m going to call an audible here. While the first wave is securing the beaches in along Zhuangwei Township, 1st Recon and 2nd Raider Battalions are going to land inland, and we are going to take Jiaoxi and hold it.”

Both Chug and Sanchez snapped to attention. “Yes, sir!”

Sanchez picked up the phone and dialed the G3 operations officer, relaying to him the fragmentary order to be sent to 1st Light Amphibious Recon, or 1LAR, and 1st Combat Engineer Battalion, or 1CEB. Last-minute changes were common, but the load-out configurations of the landing craft would need to be changed to get 5th LAR’s LAV25s and the MRAPs from 5th CEB loaded for transport.

“Sir, are you sure about this?” Sanchez asked Bonwit.

Bonwit smiled. “Ivan, what battalion commander wouldn’t want the bragging rights of saving his division commander’s ass?”

Chug got the feeling that his job of keeping Bonwit among the living had just gotten a lot harder.

There was a knock on the door. Bonwit motioned for Chug to answer it. On the other side were Sergeant Major Savusa and Master Sergeant Walls.

“Gentlemen, the assault waves are about to depart,” Savusa said, his tone all business. Any traces of jocularity in his earlier demeanor were gone.

Chug and Bonwit grabbed their weapons and assault packs and left the office. Bonwit took the lead, walking down the passageway followed by Savusa. Chug locked eyes with Walls, who nodded at him. The unspoken words between them conveyed that they both understood the gravity of the task they were about to undertake.

*******

Marine Expeditionary Force Headquarters

Miyako-Jima Island, Japan

General Gilbert’s eyes were glued to the wall displays. The clock struck 0500 hours, and the overhead speakers came to life.

“Launch the landing craft!”

At this precise moment, Gilbert knew that some twenty-two thousand Marines in the first wave of the seaborne assault were now in hundreds of landing craft and amphibious assault vehicles heading toward Taiwan. The amount of information that his headquarters was receiving was staggering. In this Combat Operations Center alone, there were almost two hundred people. He had a tablet and two computers and about a dozen Marines as his personal staff, and he still couldn’t keep up with everything.

“Sir, the cruise missile strike is set to launch in four minutes. There will be two salvos of two hundred weapons at these ChiCom hard points,” his N2, or naval intelligence officer, said as he sent the information to Gilbert’s tablet. “The cruisers, destroyers, and frigates will saturate the designated landing sites when the first wave is three minutes from the beach.”

“Coordination with Special Forces and MSOTs ashore has ensured as much as is possible that civilians are out of the targeted areas?” Gilbert asked with genuine concern in his voice. He knew it wouldn’t be good to begin the potential liberation of Taiwan by killing hundreds of the very people they were trying to help.

“Affirmative, sir. Special Forces in collaboration with ROC resistance has done as much as they could to get the locals out of the area and into designated safe zones.”

Gilbert nodded in understanding. He just hoped that the Special Forces on the ground in Taiwan were ready to cause chaos and add to the confusion that was about to be unleashed on the PLA. His eyes were drawn to a pop-up icon on his tablet, from the carrier strike groups; the air wings had launched. Soon there would be nearly two hundred and fifty Marine, Navy and Air Force airplanes and helicopters converging toward the air space over Taiwan.

To add more subterfuge to Operation Middle Kingdom, the Navy and Air Force were employing hundreds of ADM-160 miniature air-launched decoys. These devices could mimic the radar signatures of any aircraft in the US arsenal. The MALDs had been launched en masse from Air Force C-17s flying out of Japan and had been programmed to make it look like this was going to be a large airborne operation near Taipei. Coupling this deception with Marine Raider activity in the Jinshan District, northeast of Keelung City, they had managed to cause the ChiComs to think that a landing in that area was likely given the perception of a large airborne force heading their way. This digital ploy had already resulted in the PLA diverting men and materials in anticipation of what they clearly believed was going to be an invasion near Keelung and the Taipei area, when in reality, it was going to happen on the opposite coast.

Gilbert’s air boss had also devised a plan to launch an additional wave of ADM-160s with the first wave of the air assault. These decoys would mimic the signatures of MV-22 Ospreys and CH-53 helicopters, further confusing the Chinese as to the landing zones and actual numbers of Marine aircraft inbound. With any luck, the bulk of his Marines would be able to land at the real beach locations unscathed. Gilbert allowed himself a slight smile when he noticed his air boss had used the Army term “air assault.” The Marines just called it a helicopter ride.

There were tens of thousands of moving pieces that Gilbert felt responsible for. On the massive virtual display on the screen that dominated the COC were hundreds of digitized icons that represented tens of thousands of lives. For a second, he thought of General Eisenhower on D-day, eight decades ago, and he envied the fact that Ike hadn’t had the ability to watch the invasion unfold in real time. Every moment that Gilbert looked at the screen, a thousand things could go wrong. Sitting in the Combat Information Center and trying to stay composed was maddening.

The weather was bad, and the sea state was worsening. Even worse weather was on the way about one hundred and fifty nautical miles east of the naval task force and was due to hit two hours after the second wave made landfall. It was estimated by his intelligence officers, and corroborated by Special Forces on the ground, that the PLA was battening down the hatches before the storm. As Gilbert was doing a mental calculation on timing of the worsening weather, half of the screen on the operational display switched to the deck of the USS Higgins DDG-76, an Arleigh Burke–class destroyer. The doors on her vertical launch systems opened and Tomahawk cruise missiles began leaping into the sky. The display then changed to a virtual rendering of the carrier strike groups, then pulled further back to show the outer ring of defenses with the Arleigh Burke–class destroyers and the Ticonderoga-class frigates.

At first, there were ten icons displaying Tomahawk cruise missiles, which quickly turned to dozens of weapons aloft. Each salvo contained ten Tomahawks flying in a tight formation, headed toward different target sets spread across the seventy miles of the eastern shore of Taiwan and the beaches designated Red One, Red Two, and Red Three. Twenty-five percent of the Tomahawk cruise missiles were designated for targets near the western side of the island. These weapons would strike PLA targets in a further attempt to keep the defenders confused where the invasion was going to occur.

Gilbert looked down at his personal tablet. The Arleigh Burke destroyers and Ticonderoga frigates surged ahead at flank speed to their firing positions. Their 155mm cannons prepared for the shore bombardment mere minutes ahead of the first wave of Marines, who would soon be hitting the beach. He checked one of the touchscreens at his station and noted where the assault craft were in relation to the beaches of Yilan County. The shelling of the ChiCom positions ashore wouldn’t be a danger close fire mission, but the Marines in the first wave would hear the rounds passing overhead despite the weather.

AH-1 Vipers, A-29 Super Tucanos, and FA-18 Super Hornets were stacked up every thousand feet, ready to pounce when it was their turn. Above thirty thousand feet was an Air Force E3-A Sentry AWACS. To the flanks of the carrier strike groups at twenty thousand feet were a pair of Navy E2-D Hawkeye airborne early-warning aircraft, watching for the People’s Liberation Army Air Force. And should the PLAAF decide to come out to play, US Air Force F-15EXs out of Kadena Air Base in Japan sortied and prowled between ten and fifteen thousand feet, ready to knock anything out of the sky that dared to challenge them.

What Gilbert saw before his eyes was a terrifying display of raw and unleashed power. The N3 or naval operations officer announced that the destroyers and frigates were about to fire. From the naval portion of the pre-execution briefing, he knew they would fire about five hundred 155mm shells in the next few minutes to suppress the PLA defenders while the Marines stormed the beach. He took a moment, closed his eyes, and prayed for the souls of the lives about to be lost. Both American and Chinese.

*******

Flying Toward the East Coast of Taiwan

The Bell AH-1Z Viper was considered a tough machine; the Marines of Medium Light Attack Helicopter Squadron 773 were equally tough. They were some of the best aviators in the United States Marine Corps, and they lived up to the squadron motto Fit via vi, strength is the way. Lieutenant Colonel Greg “Eggs” Benedict had commanded these men and women for the last twenty months. During that time, they had endured exhilarating victories and suffered crushing losses. They had chewed through their share of sky and dropped all kinds of hate on the ChiComs, but today was indeed the day of days.

All eighteen Vipers of the squadron were in combat formation, flying at echelon right, cruising at one hundred and thirty knots, two hundred feet off the deck. Their formation was loose for now. Eggs checked his kneeboard flight tablet for the fourth time in as many minutes. He knew that the cruise missiles were going to pass over his formation at about five hundred and fifty feet in the next sixty seconds, followed by a massive naval gunfire barrage, ranging from five hundred to a thousand feet. This would achieve what was called MRSI, or multiple rounds, simultaneous impact. Once the sky above him was clear, Eggs’ Vipers would move their attack formations into strike pairs, just as the Marines hit the beach. The Red Dogs of HMLA 773 had been tasked with close-air support of the 5th Marine Division.

The battle damage assessments would be fed into his attack computers and his front-seater, Captain Ed “Shooter” McGavin, would confirm when a PLA position was no longer on the board. If the Tomahawks and the naval gunfire were worth a damn, the Marines on the beach would meet little armed resistance. And with any luck, his squadron wouldn’t be needed—although Eggs knew this was a pipe dream because the only luck in combat was bad luck.

The division had been tasked with taking the beaches along Zhuangqei and Toucheng in the north end of Yilan County down to Su’ao Township in the southern end of the county, stretching across some twenty-eight kilometers. It was a lot of territory for his squadron to support, but once they captured Yilan, they could reposition to pivot inland and make best speed either toward Keelung City or straight into the capital if the opportunity presented.

In true Marine Corps fashion, they were going to slam into Yilan County with sheer kinetic energy and the force of will of twenty-three thousand Marines. The center of the division landings would take place along Zhuangwei Township. With twelve kilometers of beaches, there were a massive range of landing options that would place the bulk of the division in the rural farmlands and flat terrain north of Yilan City proper. From here, the division’s artillery assets would establish some initial firebases until the enemy had been cleared from the region.

As the battalions moved inland, they would be able to secure the vital MSRs or main supply routes of Highways 5 and 9, the two main arteries connecting Yilan City and the county with Taipei and New Taipei on the western side of the island. It also put them in position to have an RCT advance up coastal Highway 2 and a few of the country roads over the mountains to reach the city of Shuangxi and the coastal cities in Gongliao District around the now-defunct Lungmen nuclear power plant, giving the Marines another avenue of approach to the northern port city of Keelung.

On paper, Eggs’ mission was simple: ensure the Marines secure a beachhead to allow the immediate landing of follow-on forces. In reality, Taiwan was covered with forested mountains and valleys. The squadron had flown the island in virtual flight simulators so much that he felt he knew the island like he’d lived there his whole life, but as realistic as these simulators were, it wasn’t the real thing. Now, there were high winds, rain, and enemy air defenses, not to mention the potential for those drone swarms.

“Greyhounds passing overhead, five-five-zero feet, AGL,” came the squawk in his ear from the trail Viper in the formation.

“Copy,” replied Eggs. Looking at his kneeboard, he hit the stopwatch affixed to it. The timer began a four-minute countdown. “All Vipers, naval gunfire inbound. On my mark, climb to six-zero-zero feet and assume attack formation.”

It was an unnerving feeling for Eggs, knowing that in a few minutes hundreds of 155mm high-explosive shells were going to pass over and bisect his flight path. The danger to his squadron was minimal, but not zero. As the minutes wound down, he knew that Shooter was up front, releasing the safeties on their weapons and mentally preparing himself for battle. He was doing the same. Looking out of the canopy, he could see the wake of the amphibious assault vehicles. Out ahead, through the gray of the rain outside, he could see flashes as the 155mm shells began to tear into the shore. Taking a deep breath, Eggs rolled his shoulders. It was time to fight.

“All Vipers, mark, mark, mark!”

In unison, all eighteen helicopters pitched their noses up and climbed to six hundred feet, sliding into attack pairs as they closed the distance with the amphibious assault vehicles. Eggs could see tracer rounds coming toward the Marines as they exited their vehicles. The beach the Marines landed on had a slight incline of soft sand. Beyond the beach was a series of hills perfect for PLA defenders to fire volleys of concentrated interlocking fields of fire into the Marines. This was creating a bottleneck of vehicles. ChiCom machine-gun and mortar fire were zeroing in on the vehicles and Marines, and they were getting held up before they could reach the shore.

“Shooter, what do you see on thermal? Pick your targets ASAP. Focus on the MGs!” Eggs said, much louder than he intended to.

“Eggs, thermals are jacked up. The Tomahawks and naval gun strikes hit a lot of their intended targets, but the flames are screwing with my optics!”

“Damn it!” Eggs yelled. “You see those muzzle flashes at eleven o’clock, high on that ridge? Guns and rockets, I’m rolling in now!”

“I see it, I see it!” Shooter exclaimed excitedly.

Eggs shot up to six hundred and ten feet, then he angled the nose down and they began firing their Hydra rocket pod and the 20mm cannon. As his Viper maneuvered, his wingmen followed suit, and in seconds, their effort was rewarded with a massive fireball as their ordnance caused secondary explosions from the machine-gun bunkers’ ammunition cooking off.

A second later, the radar alerted them to an incoming surface-to-air threat. “Missile warning, missile warning,” the AN/AAR-47 missile warning system said over the internal comms in its mechanical voice.

Pure instinct took over and Eggs nosed down and pulled the stick hard to the right as the Viper released a storm of flares from its belly, hoping the missile might be drawn to one of the decoys he was giving it to go after. A loud pop and explosion to his right caused him to flinch, and he hoped that missile hadn’t just nailed his wingman.

“Ah, damn it!” Eggs shouted to no one in particular.

His wingman hadn’t been so lucky in evading the MANPAD. He watched in horror as the Viper broke in two from the direct hit to the fuselage and slammed into the rocky beach below. The fiery wreckage engulfed several Marines who weren’t able to get out of the way of the helicopter that fell practically on top of them.

“Altitude, altitude. Pull up, pull up,” the voice over their helmet comms announced.

Eggs heard Shooter grunting over his headset as he struggled to pull the helicopter out of its angled dive.

“Shooter, suppression on that ridge!” No sooner had Eggs shouted the words than he heard rounds impacting off the fuselage beneath him. From the sound of the impacts, he knew they were being hit by a Type-85 heavy machine gun or something else that fired those heavy-hitting 12.7mm rounds. It was more or less the same thing as getting hit by an America Ma Duece or fifty-caliber machine gun—bad news for helicopters, no matter whose side you were on.

Eggs twisted the helicopter from one side to the other as he tried to throw off the aim of the gunner down on the ground. He had to admit, he was impressed with the level of punishment his Viper had already taken, but he knew he was on borrowed time—he had to find a way out of this hornet’s nest he’d flown into.

“Shooter, see if you can’t lay some rounds on those bastards and get ’em off us already!” Eggs shouted as he continued to try and fly around the strings of tracer fire that just kept bracketing them no matter what he tried to do.

“Give me a better angle, Eggs,” Shooter yelled. “You’re jinking too much; I can’t get the gun on them. There’s like three or four of freaking DShKs along that canal area near Zhonglun Road.”

Damn, these guys got this place locked down with AA guns, Eggs realized. Where are the fast movers when you need a cluster bomb or two? He couldn’t believe he was actually wanting the help of their faster cousins, the F-18 Hornets, to clean up the area for them.

Tink, tink, tink.

More slugs slammed into the Viper as Eggs pivoted its nose back around and angled it to give his gunner the best possible opportunity to lay into the enemy positions.

Eggs practically ducked inside his cockpit as a trio of green tracers shot past the canopy. Shooter was finally able to cut loose with their 20mm cannon, sending streams of red tracer fire right into the positions along the canal that were firing at them. For good measure, Eggs fired half a dozen of their Hydra rockets, just to make sure they got everyone in the immediate vicinity of machine guns.

As Eggs and Shooter were laying into the enemy, more rounds from another gun position opened fire on them. Only this time, instead of getting hammered by the 12.7mm DShKs, they were being slapped silly by a PGZ-09 self-propelled anti-aircraft truck that had pulled out of a nearby mechanic garage. The 35mm autocannons began ripping chunks of metal right off the helo as it violently tossed them about in the air.

At this point, Eggs was barely able to maintain any control of the helo as the stick grew heavy in his hands. His pedals were becoming unresponsive. He looked out the canopy; smoke was trailing behind them. Eggs knew they had moments left in the air before they either crashed out of control or just blew up.

He tried with all his might to angle the helo over to the right of the canal, knowing it would place them closer to the Marines still making their way inland. Suddenly, the Viper began to spin, and there was virtually nothing left he could do other than trying to control the crash that was now inevitable.

“Hang on, Shooter. We’re going down! Try and let someone know where we are, ’cause I can’t keep us aloft any longer.”

Warning lights illuminated the panels in front of Eggs like a Christmas tree. He’d lost hydraulics, his fuel was bottoming out and just about everything else needed to keep a helicopter in the sky, including time, was gone. Looking across the canal, he saw a school not far from them. He tried his best to angle them in that direction and hoped like hell he’d be able to belly-land them in a manner that didn’t cause them to blow up in a giant fireball.

“Shooter, stand by. I’m going to put us down near that school, just over there!” He pointed over Shooter’s shoulder toward a running track near an elementary school.

The helo began to vibrate so hard, it made his helmet dance on his head. It felt like he had a jackhammer pounding his helmet. As their Viper shed the remnants of their altitude during its chaotic descent, Shooter lurched in his seat.

“Eggs, eight o’clock low, APCs!”

Eggs could hear the panic in Shooter’s voice, but there wasn’t anything more he could do.

“I can’t get the cannon to rotate!” Shooter shouted. “Weapons are unresponsive!”

Thumpf!

They crashed into the dirt. A giant cloud of debris kicked up into the air around them as the rotor blades chopped into anything and everything around them. The Viper began to tear apart from the impact. The sudden propwash of dirt and debris engulfed the helo, concealing them momentarily from an APC that was traveling down the road in their direction.

What was left of the rotor blades came to a halt, and the dirt and debris began to settle. Eggs took a moment to take in their surroundings and double-check his body armor and that of his gunner. The shattered ballistic glass of the cockpit window was spiderwebbed in front of them. Sparks danced all around what was left of his now useless instrument panels. The smell of ozone from electrified smoke and the dust from outside made it difficult to breathe and almost impossible to see.

“Shooter, you up?” Eggs asked between coughs, trying to shake off the mental cobwebs and get his head back in the game. “Shooter, we have to get out of here,” he said again, almost pleading this time.

Reaching down, Eggs released his safety harness. When he tried to move his left arm, he cried out in pain. Looking down, he could see blood on the sleeve of his flight suit. He felt a moment of great relief as he heard Shooter moan from the front seat.

“What the hell? How are we still alive?” Shooter asked, pain clear in his voice.

“I don’t know, Shooter. Maybe I’ve got a few lives left in me after all, but my left arm is broken,” Eggs replied. “We gotta get out of this bird, Shooter. We need to find some cover and wait for the cavalry to come fetch us.”

“Roger that, boss,” Shooter answered as he tried to open the canopy.

Despite his blurred vision because of the tears in his eyes, Eggs could see Shooter applying pressure to the canopy. He was about to say something when he heard vehicles approaching. Shooter must’ve heard it too because when the damn canopy wouldn’t immediately open, he drew his 9mm pistol and in a panic, he hastily shot the glass twice. He then smashed the rest of it with the butt of his pistol, trying to clear enough room for him to roll himself out of his seat.

Shooter rolled out, then crawled toward Eggs. With heroic effort, he pulled him from the wreckage. As Shooter tugged, both men screamed—Eggs because of his broken arm and Shooter due to an injury he hadn’t been aware of. Eggs grabbed his arm, and Shooter placed both hands on his right hip as he collapsed in a heap, tears streaming down his face in pain.

The sound of the vehicles they’d heard earlier was now growing louder. With both of them injured, there wasn’t too much either of them could do other than try to stay behind the wreckage and use it to provide some form of cover. Between them, they had two 9mm pistols, and that was about it. Eggs knew that it would be like shooting BB guns at armored personnel carriers, but it was the best they had.

“Hot damn. Look at that,” Shooter said, slapping Eggs on his right shoulder before pointing.

Eggs followed Shooter’s finger with his eyes. Across the field, opposite the four-lane road he knew to be Qingyun, or Highway 2, was a school next to a 7-Eleven convenience store.

Eggs laughed at the absurdity of crashing his helicopter eight-thousand miles from home in front of a 7-Eleven. All he could do was shake his head. “Dude, I don’t want to rain on your parade, brother, but a Slurpee is not gonna help our situation right now,” Eggs said in a less-than-enthusiastic voice.

“No, dude. Look to the left of the store,” Shooter replied in a harsh whisper.

Eggs shook his head and adjusted where he was looking. He blinked a couple of times. What he had shrugged off as part of the landscaping between the school’s parking lot and the convenience store suddenly came into focus as more than some bushes. His eyes suddenly recognized the outline of the MARPAT uniform of a Marine. But then he saw something else. Moving toward the Marine slowly, almost in a crouched position was one of those new Jackal XD500s he’d heard so much about.

When the Marine looked in their direction, he held a hand up, signaling for them to stay put. He pointed to what their ears had already told them was the sound of a tracked vehicle still moving down the road in their direction. If Eggs remembered correctly, before the crash, they’d spotted a three-vehicle column of tracked vehicles traveling down the road. He was pretty certain least one of them was a ZBD 04 based on the kind of turret he saw on it, while the other two looked more like standard APCs, like the PLA’s ZSD 89s. If they were ZSDs, then he knew they could carry thirteen soldiers a piece in the rear troop compartment while ZBDs could only carry seven.

“Whoa, is that one of those quadpedal Jackals we heard so much about?” Shooter whispered.

“Yeah, I think it is,” Eggs whispered back. He’d never seen one of them up close either. “But I don’t know what kind of setup they have on that thing. I know they got a few different variants, but I couldn’t tell you what they are.”

“Huh. I guess we’ll find out in a few moments, won’t we?” Shooter remarked as they watched what they were sure was an ambush beginning to take form.

As the tracked vehicles continued to travel down the road, they saw the Jackal had taken up a position near a burnt-out vehicle it was probably going to use for some sort of cover. There was more movement near the school—at least two more Marines who appeared to be operating or at least guiding two more of those quadpedal Jackals. Eggs wondered about the weapons mounted to them. While he couldn’t say for sure what caliber they were, they sure seemed like some sort of single barreled high-powered semi-automatic cannon, likely the kind that could take out light armored vehicles.

“Nice. Looks like that first Marine we saw near the 7-Eleven is going to initiate the ambush with that AT4 he’s carrying,” Shooter observed.

“So long as he doesn’t miss. That’s all I care about. He needs to take out that IFV in the lead. I’ll bet that single-barreled cannon on the Jackal on the far side will probably cut those APCs apart,” Eggs added, hoping that’s exactly what it would do.

While enemy vehicles continued to move down the road and in their direction, they could hear more helicopters whirling about in the distance. Having spent his career in aviation, Eggs was pretty good at being able to tell just by listening to the blades and the engines what kind of helicopters were nearby. From the sounds of it, his money was on some Ospreys bringing more Marines ashore, intermixed with the distinct sound the blades of the AH-1Z Vipers. He felt good knowing the attack helicopters were still out on the hunt, still in the fight despite the loss of their bird and the others he knew about.

When the first armored vehicle appeared to be no more than a hundred meters from the school, one of the Marines edged around the corner of a building with the AT4 already on his shoulder. The guy had barely exposed himself when he popped off the anti-tank rocket and ducked back around the corner, leaving the enemy no time to return fire.

At two hundred and ninety meters per second, the 84mm rocket slammed into the ZBD 04 in the blink of an eye. The moment the AT4 had fired, the Jackal that Eggs had observed with the large single-barreled autocannon opened fire on the last vehicle in the convoy, firing round after round into the front and sides of the vehicle. The other two Jackals joined the fray as their shortened five-barreled rotary guns began firing whatever caliber it was this model shot at a rate of fire that even Eggs had to marvel at. The miniguns raked the troop compartments of the APCs as their drivers desperately tried to veer them off the road and out of the kill box they had driven into.

The Jackal with the larger caliber autocannon fired a few rounds into the engine compartment of the vehicle, causing a brief flash before the vehicle came to a halt straddling the median separating the four-lane highway. The ZBD burst into flames moments later; the rear hatch burst open as its occupants tried to escape the steel oven before it cooked them.

The optical sensors on one of the Jackals must have spotted the movement because moments later, the minigun that had been tearing into one of the APCs went silent while it trained in on the soldiers still stumbling out of the burning vehicle. When its gun opened fire, the handful of stunned and injured enemy soldiers were violently transformed into clouds of blood, guts, bones, and ripped apart clothing before they even knew what had happened.

“Holy—” was the only thing Eggs heard before the APC to the rear of the column erupted into a fireball.

Moments later, the roar of the guns from the three Jackals ceased. This noise was replaced by crackling fire, helicopters, and the crumping sound of artillery and mortars going off in the distance. As Eggs and Shooter leaned their backs against the side of their destroyed helicopter, they looked on in shocked wonder at what they had just witnessed. Neither of them had seen one of the Marines’ newest infantry toys up close or seen one in battle. They had simply had no idea what the quadpedal machines were capable of.

As they continued staring at the carnage left in the wake of these terrifying metallic Great Danes, they didn’t notice the two Marines who had nearly walked right up on their position.

“Friendlies coming,” one of the Marines called out, making sure Eggs and Shooter didn’t accidently fire at them.

“Holy crap, Marine! That was pretty intense back there,” Shooter managed to say through gritted teeth, the pain from his injury still clearly going strong.

“Yeah, you don’t want to bump into a platoon with some Jackals anymore. Those things are terrifying,” the Marine agreed.

Eggs tried to stand, but his legs nearly gave out. Fortunately, one of the Marines caught him before he could fall.

“Easy, sir. Looks like you’re injured.”

“Thanks. I think just got dizzy there,” Eggs explained. “My arm is what’s injured. I think Shooter may have injured his hips.”

“No worries, sir. We gotcha,” said the Marine, who appeared to be a gunnery sergeant. “You guys had our six back there. Even with our Jackals, we got pretty pinned down by those dishka you guys smoked for us along the canal. We had been making pretty good progress moving toward our secondary objective until we ran into all those heavy machine-gun positions. They surprised the hell out of us—caught a number of our guys out in the open when they opened up on us. Then you guys came out nowhere and smoked ‘em before they could do any more damage. When we saw your helo go down, we knew we needed to get to you before that column of APCs did. You guys have laid a hurt on damn near any armored vehicles we’ve seen since coming ashore.”

“Glad we could be of service, Gunny. You guys got a place you can take us to yet?” Eggs asked, hoping like hell there was an aid station nearby. His arm was killing him and despite being a rough ‘n tough Marine, he was ready for a shot of morphine or whatever the corpsmen were using for pain killers these days.

The gunnery sergeant smiled at him. “Don’t worry, sir. The rest of the company should have caught up to us by now. We’ll get you brought over to the gymnasium over there. That’s where we’re supposed to set up a casualty collection point and an LZ to evac the wounded back to the Fleet. Come on; we’ll help you guys get over there.”

As Eggs stood up, he took a breath in, suddenly realizing how close they had just come to dying, to being turned into a bloody pulp of mush like those PLA soldiers who had bailed out of that ZBD before the Jackal had gotten ahold of them. It was a strange feeling. Images of his family back home flashed before his eyes.

Wiping a tear that ran down the side of face before he could intercept it, Eggs turned to look at the man next to him. “Thank you, Gunny. Thank you for saving our bacon. I owe you a beer when this is over.”

Crossing the street near the remains of that ZBD, Eggs felt a lump in his throat. He realized he just might live to see another sunset after all.

*******

Major General Bonwit was hunched over his radio in the Osprey. The reports from Colonel Kearns about 26th Marines on the beach were good—not great, but good, which was more than he could hope for given the astronomical amount of AA fire he saw out the windshield of the Osprey.

God help our Viper and Osprey pilots having to fly through that sandstorm of bullets…

By all accounts, Kearns’s Marines were encountering stiff resistance once they got a few hundred meters off the beaches. That seemed to be where the ChiComs had decided they wanted to meet the Marines. As Bonwit continued to listen in on some of the radio chatter between the companies and the battalions fighting it out with the first line of defenders, he was pleasantly surprised to hear reports about the Jackals being worth their weight in gold as their high-powered guns were proving adept at busting bunkers and fortified enemy positions. For the time being, his first wave to hit the beaches had managed to gain a tentative toehold on Taiwan, and Bonwit was hell-bent on expanding that inland as rapidly as he could. It felt good to officially be back in the liberation business once again.

He knew he was taking an awful gamble by landing inland of the beach assaults instead of focusing his efforts on the units going ashore the old-fashioned way. But they had also learned a few lessons from the NATO force to the south and the 1st MarDiv when they had made their amphibious assaults in Pingtung County and Linyuan District, to the west of the NATO near Kaohsiung City. The PLA, for whatever reason, had spread themselves dangerously thin in areas critical to their defense. Having found a weakness early in the invasion, Bonwit was determined to exploit it in his area of responsibility as best he could. If he could divide the enemy force by exploiting this weakness in their strategy, then he’d use it against them, destroying them piecemeal in manageable chunks, one pocket at a time.

As the Osprey Bonwit was riding in approached landfall and continued inbound to the assigned LZ, the 5th Division air officer got a hold of Bonwit on the CG’s command channel. He let Bonwit know that his path was going to take him close to a downed Viper crew. He wanted to know if Bonwit wanted to take a short detour and potentially pick them up. Bonwit did a quick check on his digital map and saw that they were flying parallel to that position, and sure enough, they’d practically fly over it too. Doing some quick calculations, he called an audible, ordering his pilot to divert to the closest suitable LZ near the downed helo. He heard his pilot acknowledge before passing along the change in plans to the four other Ospreys trailing behind them. While his pilot was passing along the change in plans, the copilot did the same with the quartet of Vipers flying alongside them as escorts.

They were going in—a little earlier than intended. Bonwit did a quick huddle with Savusa and Chug, telling them what they were going to do. Both men nodded and Bonwit watched as Chug got his Marines ready. The Osprey picked up speed as they crossed over above land and altered course to approach the new location for a landing instead of a flyover.

Looking back into the troop bay, Bonwit was momentarily awed as he watched how the Raiders used hand and arm signals to communicate without words and get a thumbs-up in turn once they understood the change in plans.

Suddenly, the Osprey banked hard to left. Bullets impacted against the fuselage.

“This ain’t Kansas anymore,” Bonwit muttered.

The Osprey picked up speed, and then it began going through the process of converting itself from a quasi-plane back to a helicopter as it prepared for a rapid touch-and-go landing. That would give its occupants just enough time to get off before the pilot would rev the engines and lurch them back into the air. The Raiders in the back seemed to know exactly what was about to happen, like they had done this a million times before. As one, they stood, facing the ramp and making themselves ready to wage war the minute that thing dropped and they touched terra firma once again.

When the Osprey flared, the rear of the bird had practically touched the ground and come to almost a complete stop, giving its occupants the moment they needed to get off. The next thing Bonwit knew, he was running with Sergeant Major Savusa next to him as they followed the Raiders into whatever they were about to face.

As soon as they cleared the ramp, the Osprey shot into the air and a second bird landed practically where theirs had just been moments earlier. The process was repeated two more times with the kind of practiced precision he’d expect from a Marine aviator until the entire company was on the deck, ready to fight.

While Bonwit might be the division commander, this battle was the kind of fight that took place at the company and platoon level. For the first time in nearly twenty-two years, Major General Michael Bonwit was back to being a rifleman, with Marines depending on him to fire and maneuver, close with, and kill the enemy just like them.

Chug had taken his PSD duties seriously and ordered four of his Raiders to form a ring around him. They spotted a group of Marines not too far from their position, who had apparently secured a nearby school—they waved to get their attention. Chug yelled orders to head in that direction, and they moved forward to get away from the LZ in case the enemy decided to lob some artillery rounds in their direction.

As they approached the school, they were greeted by a lieutenant and gunnery sergeant who looked a bit shocked to see the division commander along with a company of Raiders suddenly joining their party. Chug ordered them to focus on the perimeter and making sure it was secure for the time being.

Bonwit could hear a few skirmishes occurring between the Marines and some PLA soldiers nearby. While he couldn’t tell how close they were, he knew they were close enough. Then someone announced that they had found a room without any windows near the center of the building they could use as a temporary command center.

“Sir,” Captain St. Onge began. “We just got word your division operations staff is on the way and will be landing here in the next five minutes. I suggest you set up shop here while my guys and these other Marines to finish clearing the nearby area out of any other PLA stragglers while we get this place secured. Oh, by the way”—he pointed to the gym that connected to the track field they saw earlier when they came into the building— “they recovered those helo pilots for us. They got a casualty collection point set up in the gym now, and they’re looking to use that track field as a medevac LZ to get the wounded brought back to the fleet.”

Bonwit nodded in approval. He liked Marines who took initiative and got things done without waiting to be told. “Very good, Captain, let’s get this place cleared and secured before the rest of the staff shows up.”

The gunfire outside was picking up as the Marines continued to expand the perimeter outwards. Bonwit was hearing a lot of automatic fire from Chinese rifles, followed immediately by precise single shots from the Raiders, who were making their presence known.

Bonwit motioned for his radio operator. “Patch me through to division rear!”

He watched the young sergeant remove his backpack that carried the radio that was his lifeline to oversee his division’s fight. The sergeant flipped a few knobs and held the receiver up.

“Anvil Five, Anvil Six Actual. Come in, over.”

“Anvil Six, this is Anvil Five. Go.” Brigadier General Gonzales’s voice sounded distorted over the secure communication.

“Five, have landed in the town of Toucheng, break. HQ ashore this location, break. Divert operations staff coordinates to follow. How copy? Over.”

“Six, I copy. HQ ashore, town of Toucheng, standing by for coordinates, over.”

Bonwit held out his hand and his radio operator handed in the coordinates of their location, reading them to Brigadier General Gonzales. A long minute went by as his deputy commanding general gave instructions to divert the division operations staff to his location.

When Gonzales came back on the line, Bonwit asked him for a detailed sitrep of the landing so far. He needed to know where his regiments were and the status of those units. Bonwit knew they were making progress, and while that mattered, he also needed to know what the situation was with the enemy. If the PLA was diverting reinforcements toward the landing zones, he needed to know. He also wanted an ETA on when the division’s artillery support could come ashore and get themselves set up and operational. The PLA was likely to launch some sort of counterattack and when they did, he wanted to have his artillery units ashore and ready to start laying waste to the enemy long before they could get in range of harming his Marines. If the first hour of this invasion was indicative of what lay ahead, they just might take Taipei before the week was out.
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Chapter Twenty
Talking Points

Family Readiness Center

Fort Hood, Texas

“Ugh, this is so boring,” said Private Andrew Nelson, squirming in his uncomfortable gray plastic chair.

“Be quiet,” chided his wife, Emma Nelson. “I want to hear what they have to say.” She had her pen and paper out, and she’d been taking notes. “Look, I’m grateful they have this deployment readiness seminar—I never planned on being a military spouse.”

A private next to her whispered, “Honestly, the only really important part is when they get you to update your life insurance and your will.”

“Well, that’s a real glass-half-full way to look at it,” Emma retorted.

“Ma’am, I mean no disrespect, but I’ve been through this before. There are a lot of people dying out there.”

They all sat there in gloomy silence for a while, listening to the presenter. Andrew noticed that his wife didn’t have the same enthusiasm for taking notes after that little exchange. The thought of his own mortality took over, and he hoped that there could be a way to avoid that fate.

After they finished all the presentations and the paperwork, Andrew decided to grab the attention of the private who’d interacted with his wife.

“Hey, do you have a minute?” he asked.

“Sure. What’s up? You want to know what it’s really like over there, don’t you?”

“Uh, yeah, exactly,” said Andrew.

“Look, man, I don’t want to get you in a pessimistic headspace before you even get out there, but out of the twelve guys in my platoon, only four of us are going back this time around. The rest were either injured or killed.”

That statement hung heavily in the air for a moment.

“So, how long do you think this fighting is going to continue?” asked Emma cautiously.

“Well, I don’t think there’s any chance we’re getting out of our deployments, if that’s what you’re asking,” said the private, half chuckling. “In all seriousness, though, I really have no idea. I’m not really sure what the end state would even be to get us out of all this. What are they going to do? Occupy China?”

“I don’t know, man, but something’s gotta give,” Andrew replied. “With all the supply shortages, I had to walk away from the small business I started. I actually don’t know what I would have done to feed my family if I hadn’t gotten drafted.”

“I’m sorry. That really stinks,” the private replied. “At least the Army will give you three squares a day and provide housing for your family.”

“I hope there can be some kind of end to this,” said Emma. “The kids are really suffering the most. It’s like they are growing up during the Great Depression and World War III all at the same time.”

“I hope we have a country left when this is all over,” Andrew added.

“Y’all are getting me depressed,” the private replied. “Look, I don’t know whether America will win this one or not, but we can’t wallow in despair, either. We’ve got to pick ourselves up by our bootstraps and get to it.” He looked Andrew in the eyes. “Just focus on one day at a time. And when that’s too big, focus on the next hour. When that’s too hard, focus on the next minute. If all else fails, just think about the one thing you have to do right then, and just keep going. Make your vision small, and you’ll get through this.”

Andrew nodded, and they soberly parted ways.

*******

Morning Talk with Harvey Allen

Talk show host Harvey Allen leaned back on his posh sofa. “Joining us this morning is Laura Davies, MP for Richmond. She is a member of the Defence Select Committee, and she is here to give us an update on the current situation with the war. So, give it to us straight—just how awful is it?”

Laura frowned disapprovingly. “You know, Harvey, I did not agree to come here to walk into an ambush—”

“Ah, but that is exactly what is happening to our own citizens, is it not? An ambush? What of these terror attacks that the Chinese are continuing to launch against critical infrastructure and civilian population centers inside Europe and the UK? They’ve destroyed the Kingston Bridge—which incidentally supported about one hundred and fifty thousand vehicle crossings a day—taken down the entrance to the Chunnel at Folkestone, severely damaged the Port of Rottendam, and caused extensive destruction at the airport in Madrid. And this is not even a comprehensive list. Every day, we live in fear of the next terrorist incursion. So, what exactly is the government doing to prevent this horror?”

“Harvey, each of those events was tragic, but your list neglects to note any of the attacks that have been stopped,” Laura insisted. “You should know that we cannot even advertise all of the times we prevent terrorist activities—to do so would compromise the specific methods we are employing to avert further loss of life.”

“Well, why don’t you take this opportunity to enlighten us a bit?” Harvey insisted, leaning forward.

“We have a vast network of human intelligence, not to mention our extensive surveillance, which is unparalleled. When we do capture a terrorist cell, we are exploiting all of their electronic communications and anything else that can lead us up the chain to the next group. I am immensely proud of the work our inspectors and our military have been tirelessly accomplishing to keep the people of Great Britain safe.

“Our biggest challenge right now is these new hypersonic glide bombs the Chinese are using. They are immensely difficult to detect and intercept—”

“And what is being done about it?” Harvey pressed.

Laura clicked her tongue in an irritated manner but straightened herself and remained composed. “We have the foremost experts in their fields working on new methods of tracking these glide bombs down. The government has released funds for contracts that will award innovation, leading to a more effective solution. The Chinese may have a powerful AI on their side, but I believe in the power of human ingenuity.”

Harvey half snorted. “Well, I suppose I will have to have you on again in the future to see who fared better—man or machine.”

“I welcome the challenge,” Laura replied.
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The Marines Are Coming

81st Fighter Squadron “Black Panthers”

Toucheng, Yilan County

Taiwan

Major Wilhelm “Baron” Richter pulled up on the controls after releasing another barrage of Hydra unguided rockets on a target the Marines had been struggling to overcome.

“Nice shooting, Baron! That was epic,” Vodka congratulated him as he angled the Tucano to the right while looking to gain some altitude.

“Thanks, man. Did you see any secondary explosions or other targets we should go after?”

“No secondaries, but I’m pretty damn sure that T-99 got hit by at least two of the rockets. I think you might have gotten that IFV near it as well,” Vodka replied.

As Baron flew over the Zhuangwei Sand Dunes Ecological Park back out to the sea, he could see where the Marines had made good progress in getting off the beaches and further inland. Other areas were still causing them trouble. One terrain feature the PLA appeared to be utilizing masterfully was the Lanyang River, which acted as a natural barrier, protecting Yilan and Luodong cities proper. In order to get across the river, the Marines would either have to use Highways 2, 7, and 9 or rely on bridging equipment such as pontoons and the M1074 Joint Assault Bridge System, which, once deployed, essentially created a vehicle bridge that could span a gap of eighteen meters over a river or tank ditch.

When the PLA had dropped the bridges cross the Lanyang River, the Marines had gotten bottled up on a number of fronts as they tried to ford the river at several different points. At five hours into the ground invasion, their attempts had yet to succeed.

After spending more than twenty minutes circling the area and delivering multiple rocket attacks on enemy positions, Baron and his wingman were just about to return back to base when their ground radio came alive with yet another request for close-air support from any available nearby units.

“Hey, Baron, don’t get us too far out to sea just yet. That unit asking for support is sending us the coordinates they’d like us to give some love to,” Vodka called out.

A moment later, Baron heard his tablet chirp, letting him know he had just received a new grid coordinate. Grabbing for the tablet, he pulled up the digital map and the target location that the ground unit had sent over and that Vodka had verified. Baron zoomed in on the image and saw exactly what the Marines were having trouble with. There was another series of fortified bunkers—only this set of them was positioned along Highway 2. Placing the tablet down, Baron angled the Tucano back around toward the shore to get back to the highway interchange, which was an easily identifiable landmark he could use to guide him the rest of the way to the target.

What Baron liked most about these new tablets was the high-resolution maps that were downloaded to them prior to each new mission. The detailed maps allowed them to see where the ground troops were having trouble without forcing them to fly low and slow to get a good visual on the target or rely solely on a target pod or camera. The devices were a recent addition. They’d started being issued them about a month ago, and Baron was happy with how much they had increased the effectiveness of their CAS missions.

He did a quick check of their fuel gauge. “Vodka, I think we’ve got enough fuel to make two runs at best on this target,” he explained. “Then we’ll need to head for home to refuel and rearm.”

“OK, sounds good to me,” said Vodka. “I’ll relay that to the ground team and let ’em know. By the way, did you catch how close they seem to be to that high school?”

“Yeah, I did,” Baron replied. “I’d wager they have some more stuff hidden inside the building too once the Marines get past this position. The school has a good overwatch of Highway 2, so turning that building into a blockhouse makes sense if you ask me.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right. I’d still avoid hammering it unless we get some sort of confirmation the enemy is using it. You know Casper would be all over our asses for hitting a civilian target when it wasn’t absolutely necessary.”

“Don’t remind me. Just keep an eye out for any MANPADs or AA guns. We’re going a little closer to enemy-held territory, and you know how they like to greet their guests.”

They laughed at the morbid joke. Their squadron had already lost two Tucanos to MANPADs, one to AA gunfire, and two more damaged from AA gunfire. Their planes might be flying tanks, but that didn’t mean you couldn’t knock ’em out of the sky if you landed a good hit.

After getting the plane turned back around toward the shore, Baron took a moment to marvel at the sight of landing craft and hovercraft continuing to come and go from the larger motherships further off the coast to the beachheads the Marines had fought to secure. He saw one of the large LCUs come ashore and begin to offload half a dozen towed artillery pieces and a few supporting vehicles. He was impressed by the amount of cargo and vehicles these landing craft would ferry in a single trip. There was also a steady flow of the smaller LCMs bringing ashore large quantities of supplies necessary to keep the Marines in the fight—everything from food and water to medical supplies and ammunition. As large quantities of supplies were emptied off the LCUs and LCMs, they were loaded onto other support vehicles and moved further inland to a couple of hastily established forward operating bases.

As they continued to head toward the interchange where Highways 9 and 5 turned to the west and Highway 2 continued along the coast, Baron could still see the smoldering remnants of what had been one hell of a fight just a few hours earlier. A PLA motorized battalion had engaged a Marine battalion as they had moved further inland to expand the beachhead perimeter. As the fighting had intensified, the Marines had called for some gunships to help them bust through the enemy formation. Just as the Viper helicopters had arrived on the scene, a company of PLA Type-99 main battle tanks had appeared almost out of nowhere and slashed their way right through the Marines.

The moment the tanks had appeared, they’d lit the Marines up, smashing a slew of their LAVs, JLTVs, and Cougar MRAP light armored vehicles as they’d pushed right through part of a hastily established defensive line. By the time the Viper helicopters had arrived on the scene, the PLA tanks had broken through part of the Marines’ lines and were headed toward the beach and the landing zones, which were starting to pile up with supplies. Had the Vipers not shown up when they had and made short work of them with their Hellfire missiles, there was a real possibility they might have made it all the way to the beach and really jacked up the gravy train of supplies coming ashore. Now, as they flew over the remnants of the battle, all that remained of what might have become a horrific disaster was nothing more than the smoldering ruins of vehicles and black smoke that continued to blot the horizon.

“There it is, Baron,” Vodka called out. “The highway we’re looking for. Whoa, check that out—a whole string of vehicles backed up on this thing.” Vodka turned the aircraft to line up overtop the highway.

“Damn, Vodka, you don’t think they’re backed up because of the bunkers they’re asking us to take out, do you?” Baron questioned.

“Heck if know. If they are, then those aren’t machine-gun bunkers. Even a few fifty-cals shouldn’t hold up some LAVs. I’ll bet they got a few AT guns tucked inside a few of them.”

Suddenly Baron began to laugh at the absurdity of a decision the Commandant of the Marine Corps had made some five years past. “Hey, Vodka, I’ll bet those jarheads wish they’d kept some of their tanks around now. They could handle these bunkers for themselves instead of calling for air support.”

They laughed at the now-tankless Marines, who were finding themselves getting stuck every time they ran across a hardened bunker and handful of defenders with a few ATGMs.

In theory, Baron understood the concept and reasoning behind ditching the heavy armor. They wanted the Corps to focus on littoral combat capabilities and going back to becoming a lighter, more mobile force. But sometimes reality has a way of biting you in the ass and reminding you that plans don’t always hold up against reality. In this moment, not having any sort of heavy armor to support their amphibious operations once they moved away from the beach was really an obvious detriment.

“OK, Vodka, stay sharp. I see the bunkers. Those jarheads lit ’em pretty good for us. Just help watch for ground fire or any kind of MANPADs as I go in,” Baron instructed as he began to dive down on the enemy from his aerial perch.

As the A-29 Super Tucano dived from angels ten, the airspeed picked up and the little siren Baron had had his crew chief attach to the underbelly began to scream. It was totally not allowed and against regulations, but he didn’t care. Baron wanted his aircraft to sound a lot like a German Stuka dive bomber when he dove toward the enemy. He’d found the noise caused the enemy to either run for cover or duck in their holes and hope for the best. All Baron cared about was that he took a hell of a lot less ground fire when he used the siren than when he didn’t, so obviously it was having some sort of effect on the enemy.

Continuing his steep race toward the ground, Baron watched his altitude drop like a rock as his airspeed continued to pick up. Lining up his targeting reticle on the cluster of bunkers on the right side of the highway, opposite the high school, he depressed the pickle button a couple of times, sending a handful of the 70mm Hydra rockets right on top of the bunkers he’d been sent to destroy.

Once he’d fired off a barrage of rockets, he pulled up hard on the flight controls, looking to level out the aircraft before angling back up into the sky to circle back around and reset for another attack run on the opposite set of bunkers. When they’d reached almost five hundred feet as they passed over the enemy position, Vodka tried to yell out a warning to him, but it was too late.

Just as Baron had flown past the high school and the enemy position, a PGZ95 that must have been lying in wait under the tree cover flipped its targeting radar on and immediately had a solid lock on the Tucano. Suddenly, the sky all around them filled with bright red tracer fire as the four 25mm autocannons lit the area up.

Baron jinked the controls to the right as he opened the throttle up, trying to gain more airspeed and move them out of the way of the bullets zipping all around them. Then the Tucano’s self-defense system kicked in and started spitting flares out like they were going out of style as a string of 25mm slugs tore into the left side of the fuselage. The missile warning alarm blared, letting him know he had a whole new threat to worry about.

As he continued to gain in speed, clawing for altitude to get them out range, an explosion erupted somewhere behind. The MANPAD the PGZ95 had fired had hit one of the flares, missing them entirely. Baron was just about to breathe a sigh of relief when the left side of the canopy exploded after several bullets tore right through it. He felt a string of the 25mm slugs hammering the armored shell that protected his seat and that of his navigator. Suddenly, the Tucano became unstable, and Baron was having a hell of a time keeping the plane angled up as he tried to gain more altitude.

“Oh, damn, dude! We just lost like half of our left wing!” Vodka yelled to be heard over the sound of the wind now whipping through the cockpit.

“Yeah, Vodka. I’m going to try and turn us around to get back over toward friendly territory,” Baron told him as he fought the plane to try and steer it as best he could. He knew they didn’t have much time left in the bird.

Baron turned to the left, giving in to the automatic pull given half the wing had been sheared off. He almost lost what little control he had when he tried to level it back out again. Then another string of tracer rounds began zipping around the aircraft again, only this time he had no ability to even try and evade it. Knowing there was nothing more he could do, Baron ordered his navigator to bail out and try to use the guide cables on their parachute to make sure they landed as close to where the Marines were as they could.

Baron heard Vodka’s seat eject out of the stricken plane, giving him a sense of relief that his partner had at least gotten away. He tried to hold the plane steady for just a moment longer before releasing his grip on the flight controls and pulling hard on the ejection lever. Fractions of a second later, his seat was being shot through the air, up and away from the mortally wounded Tucano. Moments after he was ejected, the whole aircraft blew apart in a spectacular fireball. Somehow he’d missed it, but that AA truck had fired off another missile at them in addition to trying to shoot them down with his gun.

As Baron’s flight seat fell away to the ground, his parachute deployed. Dangling below his chute, making his journey to the ground, he laughed to himself, realizing that this was the second time he’d been shot down in this war. He hoped he’d be able to get back into another aircraft once he got back to friendly lines.

Looking to the ground below, Baron realized he had a new problem. The wind he hadn’t thought about moments earlier had picked up again. While normally that wouldn’t be a problem, the current direction of the wind was blowing him closer to the territory still under the control of the PLA.

Baron watched the ground as he steadily approached it. His stomach tightened a bit when he saw movement below. At first, he was hoping it was just some locals coming over to see if they could help. But then he saw one of those PLA Humvee knockoff vehicles racing across the field it looked like he was about to land in. He was still a few hundred feet in the air and the enemy was rapidly closing in on him.

I wonder what kind of mood these guys are in, Baron thought. They might decide to take him prisoner, or they could just shoot him on sight for having bombed some of their comrades a short while ago.

As Baron neared the ground, he could see a couple of PLA soldiers advancing toward him. They held their rifles at a ready position, not directly pointing them at him but ready to do so should he try and use his gun. At this point, Baron knew he was going to be captured. There was no point in reaching for his sidearm. Trying to shoot someone while descending from a parachute was damn near impossible, especially with a handgun. Resigned to his fate, Baron hoped they’d take him into custody and not shoot him.

When his feet touched the ground, he moved to disconnect himself from the parachute. While he was in that process, a soldier had closed the distance between them, and before Baron knew it, a blur flashed across his peripheral vision. Then everything went black.

*******

5th Marine Division

Forward Command Post

Vicinty Su’ao Township

Major General Bonwit had collocated his command post with Colonel Kearns’s 26th RCT. They were supported by artillery fire from 4th Battalion, 13th Marines, giving him the ability to redirect a valuable tool when needed to smash any obstacle in the way of completing his mission objectives. The battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Myers, was a solid officer, and now that he’d set up his guns, they were delivering the kind of lethal fire his Devil Dogs needed to smash the enemy and push inland against the PLA.

The introduction of the tiny Black Hornet microdrones had been invaluable in finding the enemy and suppressing the PLA’s tube and rocket artillery and the movement of reinforcements to engage his units. While the 26th RCT had advanced into the outskirts of Su’ao near Highway 9, the ChiComs had attempted to use their Kamikaze drone swarms. When the Hornets had discovered the PLA staging the launcher tubes for the suicide drones, the big guns of 4/13 had been able to pound their positions with ground and airburst artillery rounds while the units repositioned their Jackals in preparation to fry and disable any of the suicide drones that somehow managed to get airborne during the spoiling attack.

Then a sergeant operating the 4/13’s counterbattery radar system had managed to find one of the frequencies a PLA rocket artillery unit had been operating on. Utilizing his own counterbattery radar system, he’d found a way to triangulate their position so they could hit them with a barrage of 155mm howitzer rounds to smash up their launchers before they could devastate the beachheads. One of Bonwit’s signals intelligence Marines had discovered later on that a swarm of suicide drones was also being made ready to launch at the same time as the rocket artillery. The quick thinking by that sergeant on the radar had likely saved the lives of many of his fellow Marines.

Since they’d landed on the island, it had been one brawl after the other as the Marines pushed further inland. Colonel Pollack fought for every block as the 27th RCT made steady gains. Pollack’s strategy called for multiple pincer envelopments; he would surround a pocket of resistance, strangle it, then regroup and rinse and repeat over and over.

28th RCT near Sanxing was faring better than expected. The bad weather had caused the river bisecting Yilan County to swell, allowing Bonwit to use the division recon element to attack from the river.

Bonwit paced in his command post, restless and feeling like he should be in the thick of the action himself. In the distance, he could hear the fighting in the streets—the constant chattering of the machines and the popping sounds of his Rifle Marines exchanging gunfire with the enemy.

Outside the command post, along the road, Bonwit heard the shuffling of feet and voices of civilian refugees passing nearby as they tried to stay out of the way of the fighting. Taiwanese resistance and Special Forces had done an outstanding job of coordinating with local civilian governments efforts to steer the people away from combat.

Bonwit smiled when he thought about what one of his mentors had said during the Iraq War. When General Mattis had been dealing with the local population, he had issued a stern warning to them, saying, “I’m going to plead with you, do not cross us. Because if you do, the survivors will write about what we do here for ten thousand years.” He felt that right now. Most civilians had steered clear of them; occasionally the lone wolf wouldn’t, but this was usually dealt with swiftly.

As the fighting continued to rage and his units pressed home their attacks, Bonwit started to receive reports about ChiComs blending in with civilian refugees in an attempt to evade his Marines. For the moment, these were mostly RUMINT and hadn’t panned out. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t happening—it just meant they hadn’t caught that many of them yet. He suspected the ones trying to hide amongst the refugees were likely the young conscripts, scared PLA deserters just wanting to survive by trying to blend in with the local populace. They were quickly pointed out by civilians, some of whom would detain them and turned them over to the Marines.

Major General Bonwit sighed to himself. He had had enough of being in the command post. He needed to be out there with Marines on the line. Looking around the CP, he caught the eye of Sergeant Major Savusa. To his credit, Savusa seemed clairvoyant as usual and knew exactly what he was thinking before he voiced it.

“Feel like taking a ride, General?” Savusa asked as he grabbed his body armor and weapon.

“I do. Let’s go see what Colonel Kearns is up to on the line.”

“Aye-aye, sir,” Savusa said as he snapped the chin strap on his helmet.

As Bonwit moved to get his gear, he saw that Chug and his Raiders were already kitted out with their gear on, ready to roll as if they’d known he was getting restless. Chug asked where Bonwit would like to go, and Bonwit repeated his desire to see Colonel Kearns on the line.

“Copy, sir. Kunze has already made comms with the 26th, and they’ll be expecting us.”

General Bonwit and his protection detail loaded up in a convoy of Oshkosh M-ATVs and rolled out toward the line, constantly being pushed forward by Colonel Kearns’s Marines. As they left the compound, a radio call came over the net, informing them that Colonel Kearns had just activated 3/26, his reserve battalion. Fighting the urge to jump on the radio being offered by Staff Sergeant Kunze, Bonwit waved it off. Instead, he changed the frequency to the 26th RCT’s operations net. Then he snapped his fingers and motioned for everyone in the M-ATV to plug in and listen to the radio traffic.

The operations officer was directing the reserve battalion to support 2/26, who was heavily engaged by an unexpectedly large enemy force. Lieutenant Colonel Gold, the battalion commander, had been killed when his vehicle had been hit by a VBIED, which had initiated a complex ambush. The PLA had gone all in on a counterattack, and the casualties were high. Bonwit looked to Sergeant Major Savusa, who in turn told the driver to move faster. The massive 7.2-liter inline 6 Caterpillar turbo diesel lurched forward as the driver depressed the accelerator to the floor.

Ten minutes later, the convoy passed through the lines of the 26th RCT. General Bonwit immediately exited his vehicle and found his way to Colonel Kearns. The man that he approached didn’t look like his old friend and former executive officer; days of hard fighting had significantly aged the man. There were dark puffy circles under his eyes, and the lines on his face had deepened—he appeared well advanced of his forty-six years.

“Colonel, what can we do to help?” Bonwit asked, the concern clear in his voice. “5th Marine Division and everyone in my headquarters is here to help if you need it.”

Kearns turned to face Bonwit. For a long moment, he stood there blinking; then a weary smile crept across his face.

“General, it’s good to see you. This ChiCom counterattack caught us flat-footed. All indications were the enemy was bugging out. When we pressed our advantage, we got hammered hard. Lieutenant Colonel Gold…” Kearns paused for a moment and swallowed hard. “Gold is gone, sir.”

General Bonwit placed a hand on Kearns’s shoulder and lowered his head for a brief and silent prayer. When he lifted his head, he looked his friend in the eye. “We will mourn him properly later, but now it’s time to fight.”

“Yes, sir. Of course, you’re right. That’s what he’d want us to do.” Kearns inhaled deeply, choking down his emotions.

Bonwit saw Kearns stand a little taller as he exhaled and released the heaviness of the moment. When he looked him in the eye, a fire had returned. The man turned and walked toward the digital map, ready to wage war once again.

Bonwit followed his RCT commander to the map and watched him trace a finger along it until he reached a specific point identified as the main suspected ChiCom position. With all three of his battalions decisively engaged with the PLA, their resistance was ferocious—more so than any they had encountered since they’d pushed them back from the beaches earlier in the week.

Kearns turned to look at him as he began to explain. “Sir, we think we’re going up against a mechanized infantry regiment. We’re facing at least a battalion at this location here.” He pointed to the earlier location on the map. “If I had to guess at what they’re doing, I’d say they’re employing a delaying action, trying to slow us up so the rest of their unit can flee across the Dongshan Bridge.”

Kearns pulled a bloodied Chinese patch from his assault pack and proffered it to him. “This was taken off a dead ChiCom officer this morning. We know that the Chinese have diverted part of their defensive formations from Beijing, as General Boxer had anticipated and General Gilbert had told us to be prepared for.”

As Bonwit held the patch in his hand, he nodded in agreement with Kearns’s assessment. “I think you’re right, Colonel. The G2 also estimated that the majority of them are likely green troops. Fresh conscripts with minimal training—”

“Sir, with all due respect to the G2, they’ve been wrong before and I believe they’re wrong here. The way these guys are fighting leads me to believe that they’re the real deal—professional soldiers who know how to fight. We need to press these guys; this isn’t the kind of force we want to let organize or reconstitute in the mountains or on the western side of the island. We want to destroy them—here, now while we can,” Kearns interrupted, forcefully making his case.

Bonwit didn’t reply right away. He stood there for a moment, running his thumb across the contours of the unit patch his hand. Damn, he’s probably right. If we allow this unit time to recalibrate…

“OK, Colonel, let’s assume that you’re correct. What’s your plan?” Bonwit asked, wanting to see if he had thought that far ahead.

Kearns gave him a devilish grin as he began to explain what he’d like to do. As the sounds of the battle still raging a few hundred meters away continued, Bonwit had Kearns walk the dog on his plan, hitting him with questions and resistance at times, forcing him to rethink parts of the plan until he had accounted for the likely and unlikely problems his unit might encounter. It was a bold plan.

“Sir, I know this is a risky plan, and should it fail we’ll likely take a lot of casualties for little gain. That said, we can’t let this main element escape. We can’t let them get across the Dongshan to live to fight another day. We need to kill them here, now, while we have the opportunity,” Kearns said, making his final pitch.

Bonwit blew some air past his lips as he thought for a moment. Looking back at Kearns, he finally said, “I agree, let’s do it. Let’s kill this unit here, now, and don’t let them blow that bridge on me. We’re gonna need that thing for ourselves later on.”

That devilish grin returned to Kearns’s face. He started barking orders to break down the RCT’s mobile command post. It was time to move—time to finish this fight.

As the orders were given, Bonwit observed Kearns’s Marines run through their usual checklists, swapping out half-spent magazines for fresh ones and topping off their mags before heading into the next battle. The gunners atop the M-ATVs ran through some quick checks on the crew-served weapons, making sure they had plenty of ammo and the guns were properly lubed and ready for the coming battle.

As some Marines came forward, many walking on foot, and others stood by in some of the M-ATVs that would assault the enemy positions shortly, Bonwit swelled with pride at the professionalism Kearns had instilled in his Marines. They were professional infantrymen, killers for their country and skilled tradesmen in their craft.

“Come, boys, let’s get back in the vehicle and follow along with the JBCP,” Bonwit said to his guys, who were nervously standing around, hoping the enemy didn’t learn of the division commander’s presence so close to the front.

As they climbed back into their own M-ATV, they synched up with Kearns’s regiment on the Joint Battle Command Platform the Marines had transitioned to when a newer, better system to replace the venerable Blue Force Tracker system they’d pioneered in Iraq and Afghanistan had finally become available. The new JBCP program allowed commanders at all levels to see exactly where their squad-, platoon-, company- and battalion-level units were on a three-dimensional map. This was the next stage of evolution in ensuring that they always knew where their units were so that they didn’t accidentally incur a blue-on-blue situation.

As they sat in the vehicle, watching the disposition of Kearns’s units as they advanced toward the enemy, they heard the sound of helicopter blades approaching. As the convoy of vehicle ahead of them got underway, leading the dismounted infantry toward the enemy position, a group of AH-1Zs Viper attack helicopters flew ahead of the convoy in an overwatch position while the combined-arms force moved deeper into the city.

The Vipers hadn’t gone too far ahead of the convoy before they found some targets of opportunity to engage. Soon, they were unleashing barrages of 70mm Hydra rockets against some targets ahead of the convoy yet unseen by Bonwit. As the attack helicopters fired off some rockets on their first pass, they climbed in altitude and circled around for another pass.

Bonwit looked out the window to watch the aerial dance unfold just in time to see one of the Vipers’ chin-mounted gun lay into something a few blocks ahead of the convoy. Short bursts of 30mm cannon fire intermixed with red tracers pointed to a three-story building maybe three blocks ahead of the advancing Marines. Then the other Viper came into view and fired two Hydra rockets into the building, blowing the face off the structure and causing a large secondary explosion that looked to have completely destroyed it.

Hot damn. Looks like they found something nasty lying in wait for us, Bonwit thought to himself.

As the convoy made its way through the city, drawing closer to the intersection of Highway 2 and Oujie Road, they hadn’t met too much resistance, at least nothing the dismounted Marines and the gunners in the M-ATVs couldn’t handle. If they ran into something more substantial, then the Vipers would be called in to give ’em some love with the Hydras. As they progressed through the city, it eventually opened up to a series of rice paddies along the side of the road they needed to travel down. When Bonwit’s vehicle passed the last street with houses to either side and turned onto the road adjacent to the wetland, that was when the hairs on the back of his neck stood up and twitched. No sooner had he felt like something was off, something was wrong, than dozens of red tracers began zipping across the open field, laying into the M-ATVs now traveling down the exposed road.

Streams of bullets slammed into the hull of the vehicle Bonwit was riding in. He knew they were in danger, judging by the volume of fire being thrown at them, but he couldn’t help but notice how the rhythmic tapping of the bullets against the armored shell of the vehicle reminded him of a hailstorm he’d gotten caught in one time when he had been traveling across Texas during a duty station move from the East Coast to the West. While bullets continued to hammer his vehicle, the Marine seated behind him swiveled the remote turret with the vehicle-mounted .338 LMG in the direction of the attackers and started laying down suppressive fire while people on the radio shouted various orders in a chaotic mess that allowed no one to communicate effectively.

The driver, for his part, gunned the vehicle toward a house on the side of the road with a cinderblock-looking half wall in front of it, angling to place the half wall between their vehicle and the ambush to shield them from the brunt of the bullets hammering the vehicle. While they moved to cover, they continued to engage the enemy. The other vehicles in the convoy fought back with their own vehicle-mounted guns while the dismounted infantry sought cover wherever they could.

Looking out the window, which was already spiderwebbed from multiple impacts against it, Bonwit saw several Marines lying motionless in the street. They’d gotten caught in the open, gunned down before they could get out of the way. In the chaos happening around them, he barely heard someone shout the words no infantryman likes to hear.

“Incoming!”

BAM!

Bonwit saw a bright flash about the same time as a tremendous boom shook their vehicle when a rocket of some sort exploded near the head of the convoy. The force of the explosion was so violent it swatted the first four M-ATVs aside like their thirty-five-thousand-pound armored hulls were just a child’s plaything.

In his mind, Bonwit knew what was happening, but he was powerless to do anything to stop what was unfolding before him. The first rocket that landed near the front of the convoy was now joined by several others as the convoy must have driven into a pre-positioned kill box for a rocket artillery unit. The ground around their vehicle was being shaken like an earthquake was happening right beneath them, only dirt, rocks, and flame were erupting around them.

Then their vehicle was suddenly catapulted into the air, and what had been up was now down and vice versa, before he felt a hard thud. The armored shell of the vehicle groaned and cracked in several places as it came to a halt in a soggy rice paddy by the side of the road.

When the vehicle came to a stop, Bonwit’s ears rang from the blast; it felt as if his head were underwater, and he was gasping for air. Even the edges of his vision were starting to narrow and things were growing dark. He felt himself wanting to drift away, to close his eyes and just take a short power nap. But then he felt something shaking him and heard a voice shouting at him through the fog enveloping him.

“General, we gotta move now, sir!”

I gotta wake up…I need to snap out of this…

Groggy, Bonwit tried to open his mouth, to say something. Finally, he managed, “What…what are you saying…?”

Then his shoulders shook violently and his vision suddenly got clearer, and he began to piece together the situation happening around him, to him. His eyes started to focus…then a familiar face was speaking to him again.

Sergeant Major Savusa and Master Sergeant Walls were manhandling his body, shouting to each other and to him as the three of them started to move.

“Hang in there, sir. We gotta move now! The vehicle is on fire, and the enemy is trying to bracket our position with machine-gun fire and pin us down while they maneuver around us!”

Hearing the familiar voices and recognizing what they were saying suddenly snapped his head out of the fog he’d been trapped inside of. His body felt heavy as the pair of strong hands dragged him out of the vehicle and then helped him up to his feet. They moved to the edge of the vehicle as bullets continued to pepper the other side of the armored hull.

Master Sergeant Walls stood near the edge of the overturned vehicle. “I’m going to let them know we’re gonna try and move to their position, so stand by when they tell us to move.”

Bonwit and Savusa nodded in agreement as Wells shouted to the Marines firing from a nearby berm.

“Marines! Friendlies coming out!”

Moments later, Bonwit heard them shout, “Move!”

Walls looked to Savusa and Bonwit. “On me, gents!” he called out as he ran around the corner of the vehicle and toward the berm.

Savusa looked at Bonwit with a grin. “No one lives forever, boss. Let’s roll.”

The two of them took off after Walls, and as they ran past some of the charred and destroyed vehicles nearby, Bonwit felt as if he was running through some kind horrible nightmare or a Hollywood movie set. Scattered around the burning and destroyed vehicles were dismembered Marines. Many of them were dead; some were still alive but gravely injured. Some called out to him as he ran past, begging him to help them.

As he ran through the smoke from the burning vehicles, he could smell burning flesh and the acrid smell of toxic materials being consumed by the heat of the flames. As they ran through the hellscape, bullets continued to zip and crack around them, a reminder that the enemy wasn’t done with them yet. At this point they were running in an all-out sprint to get to cover and link up with the rest of the MSOT that had been assigned to be his personal security while at the front.

It felt like an eternity as they ran through the hail of bullets, burning vehicles and charred and dismembered bodies. But eventually Master Sergeant Walls, Sergeant Major Savusa and Bonwit made it to the Marines providing covering fire and crashed to the ground behind them in a heap, out of breath and shocked beyond belief that they hadn’t gotten gunned down in that mad dash through hell.

“General, are you OK?” Chug asked as he took a knee next to Bonwit.

Looking up at the man, Bonwit said through out-of-breath gasps, “Yeah, I think so.”

“That’s good, sir. For a moment we thought you’d gotten blown up,” Chug commented, a serious look on his face.

“Gonna take more than that to kill me, Chug. Now give me a sitrep. Where is Colonel Kearns?” Bonwit demanded, turning the commander inside him back on.

“Unknown, sir. He’s up on comms, but things got dicey pretty damn quick.”

“All right, what’s our immediate situation?” Bonwit inquired as his breathing began to return to normal.

“Charlie foxtrot, boss! We’ve got us a three-front war,” said Chug.

“What?” Bonwit asked, genuinely confused.

“Sir, to our rear is the Shah-i-Kot. To our front is the Nam, and over yonder”—Chug pointed to Wujie, about a mile away—“is Fallujah.”

Despite their situation, Bonwit couldn’t help but laugh. “Chug, you have a way with words,” he remarked. “As this is a company- and platoon-level fight, what do we do?”

Chug looked around. His Raiders were engaging targets with their fellow Marines from the RCT. “Sir, my orders were to keep you alive, but given our present circumstances, to do that, I’m going to need you to get your gun in the fight, Marine!”

“Captain, it would be my honor to fight with your Raiders,” Bonwit answered.

“Boss, QRF is en route, ETA ten to fifteen minutes!” yelled Staff Sergeant Kunze loudly. Bonwit thought his ears were probably ringing too. “The PLA rockets have played havoc all along the division’s lines. Attack aviation and 13th Marines are dealing with them now.”

“OK, Marines. Let’s go kick some ass!” Sergeant Major Savusa barked.

Bonwit smiled to himself as he chambered a round into his rifle. As they prepared to move, he noticed that all the Raiders were looking at him. Smiling, he said, “Every Marine is a rifleman!”

*******

1st PLA Fighter Drone “Shinobi” Squadron

Houlincun Air Force Base

Fuqing, China

Captain Yin Huan closed his eyes as he prepared for his mind to be transported via VR into the cockpit of the drone fighter he would be flying today. For most of the past year, he had been flying a modified unmanned version of the Shenyang J-11. It was more or less a Chinese version of the Russian Sukhoi Su-27, or as the Americans called them, the Flanker-L. Then a couple of a months ago, his squadron had started to receive the newest drone fighter, which they had been told would transform the future of aerial warfare.

When Yin had seen the new plane, he’d been kind of surprised by it. He’d thought they might receive some sort of purpose-built autonomous drone fighter plane, but instead they’d been shown a pilotless variant of the Chengdu Aerospace Corporation FC-1 Xiaolong or Fierce Dragon Multi-role fighter. It was a lightweight single-engine fighter that had been jointly developed with the Pakistani Air Force, who called it the JF-17 Thunder. The Pakistanis had wanted to develop a new aircraft that could augment their fleet of American-made F-16s but cost substantially less per hour to maintain and operate.

While Yin had certainly heard about the plane, he hadn’t actually seen one up close or had a chance to fly one before then. In a way, he supposed it made sense to create a pilotless version of the plane until a more purely designed drone fighter could be built. Their commander had told them the version they would be flying was being called the Shinobi Future-Fighter-1 or Shin. In Japanese, Shinobi meant “those who act in stealth.” Considering they were remotely piloting these aircraft, they felt the word aptly applied to them.

When Yin began looking more closely at the details of their UCAV, the first major noticeable departure from the original airframe was the cockpit. Without a pilot to consider, there was no need for the life support aspects of the aircraft. Once those were eliminated, it created room for Jade Dragon to incorporate an improved engine that would give the UCAV an increase in speed, range, maneuverability, and a greater payload for more weapon versatility. The AI had also made substantial improvements to the aircraft’s sensors and avionics, which would make it deadlier than its original human-operated variant.

Since transitioning to the new airframe a few months back, he’d already managed to rack up another six aerial kills. This officially marked him as a five-time fighter ace and made him a top ace in both drone and manned fighters. Given the increased losses in manned fighter aircraft, Yin had no doubt that the reliance on the drone fleets was steadily becoming more acute. On a good note, this also meant they had more trained pilots to filter into the drone program just as he had.

The familiar voice of their wing commander, the man he’d heard was largely responsible for the drone squadrons, pulled his mind back to the present moment.

“Attention, pilots, this is Colonel Hansu. I want to speak with you all as we prepare to take to the skies. During the last few months, we have flown many important missions and struck fear in the hearts of the allied pilots. We have scored many aerial victories and have prevented the allies from establishing air dominance over the battlefield and our homeland.

“Today’s mission is going to be the most important mission of your lives. Today’s mission is the kind of mission that will be written about in the annals of history, and each of you will play a prominent role in it. As you are aware, several days ago the Americans and their NATO allies launched a new invasion of our homeland as they look to open another front that our army will be forced to defend,” Colonel Hansu explained.

Yin, like many others, had become incensed over the invasion of Taiwan. He had seen them lose control of Cuba, then El Salvador and Venezuela, then North Korea and the Russian Far East, and now it appeared Taiwan would be next. He was beginning to feel like all their earlier gains in the war were steadily being overturned despite their best efforts to stop it. Worse, a sense of defeatism was beginning to set in, a feeling that they might actually lose this war. If that happened, they might lose the entire country. It was only the iron fist of the PRC that held the nation of China together like superglue.

Colonel Hansu continued, “If we succeed in our mission today, then the allied force in Taiwan may falter and possibly collapse under the weight of General Tan’s Second Army, currently battling the American Marines in the north and central part of the island and the Australian, Italian, Spanish, Dutch, and German soldiers in the south.

“As you know from reading the mission brief, you have been tasked with carrying out two specific missions. Your first is an attack against the allied amphibious warships off the northeast coast of Taiwan. For this mission, each of you will lead a flight of six Shinobis, consisting of yourself and five shadow wings. Your UCAVs have been outfitted with the necessary weapons to accomplish your mission. Once you are transported to the Shinobi, you will receive the final specifics of your first mission. I apologize for the cloak-and-dagger approach to this mission, but operational security had to take precedence over people’s feelings.

“Your second mission of the day is an attack against the allied beachheads and ground forces. For this mission, you will fly your UCAV and have a single shadow wing fly along with you. You can employ them how you see fit, but try to make them count and hurt the enemy with them. When your Shinobi is dry on munitions, alert the ops center so you can be transported to the next available Shinobi. There should be enough of them for you fly at least two, maybe three missions. Following the end of both missions, I want you to report back to the ops center for debrief and a detailed recap of both mission affects and battle damage assessments. Once we have the results, command will determine if they want to keep our UCAV wing here locally or will allow us to return to Beijing. In closing, I want to wish each of you good luck, and happy hunting. Our soldiers in Taiwan are depending on the success of our actions. Let’s not let them down. Dismissed.”

Moments after Yin finished listening to Colonel Hansu, he heard the familiar voice of the AI begin to speak, running through its countdown sequence before it would transport him via VR to the waiting cockpit of the Shinobi likely already in the air, just waiting for him to take control.

“San… er… yi.”

Opening his eyes, he saw that his simulator cockpit was now in the Shinobi. Taking a moment to familiarize himself with his surroundings, he started to scan his instruments, taking the data in before looking to the map and radar scope to orient himself and take in the aerial situation around him.

His fighter and the five other shadow wings assigned to him were flying in a circular holding pattern over the island of Pingtan, opposite Houlincun city and the Strait of Taiwan. Glancing at his radar screen, he could see the air above Taiwan was abuzz with activity. He saw icons denoting American and Chinese aircraft mixing it up over different parts of the island. The one big thing he saw was the obvious lack of Chinese aircraft over the eastern side of the island. Then a notification popped up on his computer, letting him know he had a message regarding his mission orders.

Clicking on the set of orders waiting for him, Yin took a moment to look them over and figure out how to employ his shadow wings of Shinobis. Like the Americans, the PLA had begun implementing their own version of the Loyal Wingman unmanned aerial vehicle program, with . Except the Chinese version was substantially more advanced and could operate practically autonomously, with little to no guidance or control—hence the name “shadow wings.”

Yin furrowed his brow as he finished reading the orders. I hope they have more FDs ready for us if this is the kind of mission we are being given now…

His orders were to work in concert with the four other flight leads as they led a squadron-wide attack to sink or damage as much of the allied fleet off the coast of the northeast side of Taiwan as they could. Each flight leader was to guide their lead unmanned craft and five shadow wings toward the flotilla of American amphibious assault ships ferrying the Marines and their accompanying equipment to the shore. If they could damage or sink some of these warships, it could imperil their ground force, and that could be all the difference his countrymen needed to shove those Marines back into the water and see how well they could swim.

To further aid their chances of success, a flight of J-11s had taken off from Fuzhou and Taoyuan International Airport near Taoyuan City in Taiwan to escort a pair of specially designed and greatly enhanced Y-8 and Y-9 electronic warfare aircraft. Once the EW aircraft were airborne, they would activate their suite of electronic jammers, flooding the airways with static and white noise designed to blot out the enemy’s ability to detect them from afar. The Y-9s would also deploy additional decoy jammers to further throw off the enemy’s attempts at burning through the white noise and acquiring a missile lock on his UCAVs.

As Yin’s squadron commander went over the final details of how they were going to approach the target while leveraging the EW support, he felt reasonably good about their chances to score some hits against the American fleet. To further aid in the success of their attack, they would approach the American warships at near wave-top levels. This would make it substantially harder for their AN/SPY radars to detect them amidst the ground clutter of the waves. As they got in range of the allied warships, they’d fire off their first volley of two anti-radiation missiles designed to home in on the radar systems aboard the frigates, destroyers, and cruisers of the escort fleet. Following the barrage of forty-eight missiles, they’d release the main barrage of missiles, which would hopefully land enough solid hits to seriously degrade the allies’ ability to support and sustain the ground force.

In addition to the two American HARM-style missiles, each of the Shinobis was also equipped with four YJ-83 antiship missiles. It was believed this second barrage of ninety-six missiles should be able to find the gaps in the enemy defensive screen and land more than enough hits to do some serious damage. Of course, once those missiles had been fired he’d still have one final weapon left to deliver—himself. His final orders were to guide his UCAV at maximum speed possible, aim for whatever enemy warship he thought he could hit, and slam himself into the side of it for all his worth. It would be his final act of destruction and mayhem.

Personally, he wasn’t sure how he felt about the idea. In his mind, they were short UCAVs, and attempting to plow twenty-four of them into the sides of enemy warships didn’t seem like a good idea. Not having a say in the matter, the best he could do was be thankful he was flying a UCAV and not being ordered to his death in a manned fighter like the Kamikaze pilots of World War II had been. In his case, once he’d found a juicy target to plow into, he’d just wake up in simulator pod. A few minutes later, he’d be transported back to the next UCAV and begin his second mission. He was curious, though, to see what kind of damage the Shinobi would do to a warship when it collided at speeds in excess of Mach 1.6 or more than sixteen hundred kilometers per hour.

“Attention, Shinobi pilots…Dragon’s Fire is a go, commence your attack runs now…”

With the order to attack now given, Yin angled his UCAV down toward the water below, following the path of the alpha flight ahead of him. As his Shinobi descended, the five others that flew in concert with him mimicked his moves and followed him in.

I hope this works…I’d rather my UCAV not become a regular kamikaze…


Volume Six
Chapter Twenty-Two
Fire Missions & Missile

Task Force Dupre

USS Hue City

Recently frocked Rear Admiral Michael Dupre’s task force, still named TF Dupre, was currently positioned along the northernmost flank of the allied naval force conducting the amphibious landings to liberate Taiwan. Fortunately, most of the PLA’s surface and subsurface fleets had been sent to the bottom during the many dozens of naval engagements across the Caribbean, Indian Ocean, South China Sea, the North China Sea and the surrounding waters of Taiwan. Naval intelligence also believed the threat posed by the PLA’s strategic rocket forces had diminished greatly, if it was a threat at all given the previous volumes of DF-21s and DF-17s they had expended during previous engagements earlier in the war. The threat this missile could have posed to the landing operations appeared to have dissipated when after several days into the landings, none of the vaunted carrier killer missiles were used.

When Dupre had been given the date for the invasion of Taiwan, his task force had been plussed up and taken off convoy duty to augment the allies’ ASW screening force around the northern tip of Taiwan and assist the Marines ashore with naval gun support. His original task force running convoy security between the American West Coast and Asia had consisted of his own Ticonderoga-class guided-missile cruisers, the Hue City, and the other Tico, Gettysburg. Then he had the two Arleigh Burke destroyers, Barry and Laboon. The British had placed two Royal Navy destroyers Dauntless and Dragon under his command along with the frigates Glasgow and Kent. To round out his escort fleet, he’d been given four of the Navy’s brand-new Sea Hunter autonomous unmanned surface vehicles to further aid in his antisubmarine capabilities.

When Admiral Dupre had been told his task force was being pulled from convoy duty to participate in the landings, he’d been thrilled. As a Navy man, his job was not to fight directly with the enemy like the Marines or their Army counterparts. His job was to make sure the ships, planes, and helicopters carrying the ground force ashore were able to get through and do their jobs—taking the fight directly to the enemy.

As Dupre was momentarily lost in his thoughts, newly promoted Captain Aaron Quinn, his replacement as the captain of the Hue City, commented, “It’s impressive, isn’t it? How the technology of naval gun support has evolved from what it was during World War II to what it is now.”

Dupre nodded in agreement. “You know, when I went to Annapolis all those years ago, I never imagined we’d have something like this ScanEagle drone—eh, i mean these MQ-27s. The Marines ashore can share what they’re seeing with us on a warship six or seven kilometers offshore so we can see exactly what they’re wanting us to destroy. It’s truly remarkable how far we’ve come.”

“Yeah, MQ-27s—I still call ’em ScanEagles too. Still, being able to see a battle damage assessment from our fire missions in real time and know how to adjust fire or lay it on thicker if needed is truly incredible. I mean, sure, we still rely on the grunts ashore to feed us the targeting data and grant us permission to fire, but should they get in the thick of it and need help, there’s nothing preventing us from firing on our own initiative if we feel we need to,” replied Quinn as he moved toward the hot plate with a fresh pot of coffee on it and some sandwiches.

Dupre watched him pour a cup of coffee before returning next to him. They stood silently for a moment as they watched the Marines finish moving the MQ-27 back into its observation position overwatching the coastal city of Gongliao along Highway 2. This was the coastal highway that connected Keelung City and New Taipei with Yilan County on the opposite side of the island.

As Quinn took a sip of his coffee, he asked him, “Admiral, do you still think it was a mistake for the MSOT to set things up at that monastery? What was it called…oh yeah, Ling Jiou Mountain Wu Sheng Monastery. I mean, the results they’ve achieved in the last twenty-four hours are pretty impressive, but still, it’s turning a religious facility into a legitimate military target.”

Dupre sighed at the question, then shrugged in indifference. There had been a little bit of controversy over the Marine MSOT team opting to take over the monastery to use it as a base of operations for their scouting and observation mission. They needed someplace they could secure that was remote and somewhat hard for the enemy to get to if they were going to operate the ScanEagle drones. In the preinvasion planning, someone had found the monastery on the map, and after some visual studies of it using satellite images, the call had been made—the monastery would be an ideal location for the drone operators to use as a base of operations. With the decision made, the recon Marines had seized the place hours before the initial landings had begun. Within the hour, the drone operators had been feeding Dupre’s task force with almost-constant fire missions against hardened bunkers and anything else of value needing to be blown up.

Turning to look at the man who had taken command of his baby, the Hue, he offered up a bit of advice. “Quinn, there are some things worth getting upset about and some things you just gotta let go. While I think leveraging a religious site for a base of operations turns that place into a legitimate military target, someone with more stars on their collar than mine determined that taking control of this place would save lives and help bring about a swifter end to this battle and war. Who am I to disagree with that? Given the superb results we’re seeing right now, it probably was the right call, but it wasn’t my decision to make and it wasn’t yours, so we press on with what we can control and what we can influence.”

“Excuse me, Admiral, we just got a message from the Preble. They’re switching firing positions with the Laboon until they get a resupply of artillery shells. They’re reporting a burn rate of eighty-two percent of their 155mm shells,” Commander Clarissa Price informed as she approached the two of them.

“Very well, stay on top of those resupply ships, TAO. We’re gonna expend a whole lot more of those shells over the coming days.”

“Will do, Admiral. Oh, the captain on the Preble said to pass along that they believe they found that gremlin in the DE weapon. He said it should be working fine now.”

Dupre grunted at the news but didn’t say anything further. He let Price go back to her duties, monitoring the ship’s offensive and defensive weapon systems while he continued to focus on the overall disposition of the task force.

As Dupre continued to watch his people work their magic, he saw Chief Royal getting excited over a conversation on the SINCGAR radio with the Marines and chose to walk over and see what was going on.

“Whoa, go back a little bit,” Chief Royal directed as he held the hand receiver to the side of his head. “That’s it, now zoom in. You see it?”

While Dupre couldn’t hear the Marine’s response on the other end, he was starting to see what the chief had found. The area in question consisted of a handful of buildings, nearby parks, and some side roads connecting to Highway 2 inside the coastal city of Gongliao. This was the last town before you ran into the Cape Santiago Lighthouse, the official line the Marines and Dupre’s task force had been told to keep the enemy from crossing.

As he continued to observe the drone footage, it looked like a group of armored vehicles and transport trucks must’ve just arrived while the drone operators had been swapping out the drone for another one with a fresh tank of gas. Unlike the previous columns of reinforcements they had pummeled earlier in the day, this group appeared to be setting up some sort of ambush position to surprise whatever allied force eventually made its way toward them.

“TAO, see if those Marines can get us a grid location on those ambush locations. Once we’ve got them all identified then we can hit the area with a precision strike and hopefully take ’em out all at once,” Captain Dupre offered.

Price nodded in agreement, then looked at Chief Royal, who was already on the radio, relaying the request to the MSOT team to do just that. While the weapons team was coordinating targets and number of rounds each one would receive, an urgent message flashed across the threat board from the Royal Navy destroyer Defender before the CIC’s automated defense suite kicked in and sounded the general quarters klaxon without having to be told.

“Battle stations air defense… battle stations air defense…”

Dupre turned to look at the main screen in the CIC, displaying the returns from AN/SPY radar. At first it wasn’t showing any of the incoming threats the Defender had just alerted them to, the ones that had summarily tripped their AI-assisted self-defense system. Right now the only thing displaying on the radar screen aside from the returns from the ships of the task force was a growing cloud of electronic noise that suddenly blotted out their previous view of the port cities of Keelung and New Taipei. Then the first signs of trouble emerged. Breaking out of the electronic cloud was a missile…then the single missile turned into five…then it turned into forty-eight, leaving Dupre with no doubt that they were in trouble.

“Holy crap, that’s a lot of missiles coming out of the direction of Keelung,” a nervous-sounding petty officer said aloud to no one in particular.

Commander Price jumped into action just as she had a dozen other times since the start of World War III. She started calling out orders and spinning up the ship’s antimissile defense system to start engaging the threats and knocking them down. At this point, the ship’s AEGIS did what it was supposed to do. The system took over as designed and slaved control of the Laboon and Barry’s SM6 missile interceptors along those of the British, French, and Italian warships’ defensive systems, bringing their own interceptors and capabilities to bear.

With the AEGIS now in control of the warships’ missile interceptors, it started assigning targets to the ships based on the proximity to the likeliest targets it could hit and spitting out missiles at a prodigious rate of fire. As interceptor after interceptor took to the air, the space around the warships looked more like an eighteenth-century naval battle between ships, except with high-tech missiles rather than black powder cannonballs.

Dupre watched as Quinn fought the Hue City like he’d been the captain of the ship for years and not just a few weeks. He felt proud of his former XO, who was proving him right for having stuck his neck out to get him promoted to captain and given command of the Hue City. Still, he thought, feeling the vibration of the deck beneath his feet as each missile interceptor left the Hue, something about this battle didn’t feel right.

Moments before the first missile warning alarm had begun to blare, they’d had a clear picture of the battlespace around the Ren’ai District, which stretched from the port city of Keelung all the way to the capital, Taipei. Then it was like a switch had been flicked and suddenly the entire area had just disappeared into a cloud of electronic white noise. It was this digital void where moments later the first missiles began to emerge, and the fleet’s automated defensive systems kicked in, sounding the alarm.

Looking for Lieutenant Ainsley, the Hue’s electronic warfare officer, Dupre called out, “Ainsley, what the hell is jamming us right now and why aren’t you able to burn a hole through it?”

The EW officer looked a little bewildered by the situation, faltering in his response before finally replying, “Eh, I’m looking back at the tapes before this whole thing went down to see if we somehow missed something. It looks like, a few minutes before everything went haywire, a pair of Y-8EW electronic warfare aircraft took off from Taoyuan International Airport near New Taipei City, and another pair of Y-9Gs appear to have taken off somewhere around one of the military bases near Fuzhou. Both sets of EW planes looked like they met up with a flight of J-11s for escorts, but that’s not what caught my eye. Right before they turned on their EW equipment, I swear I saw something else around Fuzhou.”

Oh, great, what the hell are they up to now? he thought to himself as he made his way over to Ainsley. “OK, Lieutenant, you said you saw something else. What was it, or what do you think it was?”

“Eh, it’s kind of hard to say, but…you know those new UCAVs we were told about? The ones the Air Force has been having fits trying to fight the last few weeks…I think they’re called FC-1s or Fierce Dragons or something like that—”

“Yeah, I remember the brief we got on them, but what about them?” Dupre cut him off. He wanted to speed the conversation up.

“Ah, yeah, OK, so just before those EW planes turned their equipment on, it looked like several groups of those new FC-1s, maybe a squadron or even two squadrons’ worth, looked to have taken off from a couple of military air bases in the Fuzhou district. I was having a hard time tracking them as I was having to rely on the radar feed from that Australian E-7A Wedgetail that came on station an hour earlier. But here’s the thing—just before everything whited out, the E-7A was in the process of vectoring two flights of six F-15 Super Eagles to go intercept those EW planes and those J-11s escorting them. If I was a better man, sir, I would say it’s those FC-1s that are attacking us right now,” Ainsley concluded.

Damn, if that’s the case, then we likely have at least twenty-four of the bastards attempting to attack us right now. We have to burn through this electronic soup or we’re not going to see what these guys are up to until it’s too late…

“OK, Ainsley, good job on that. See what more you can do to try and burn through the electronic noise. Maybe if you can get the other AN/SPY radars to work as a team, we can figure out a way to cut through it until those Super Eagles can down those ChiCom planes.”

Ainsley seemed to agree and started working with the other ships in their flotilla to try and counter the jamming that was hammering their radars. In all the fights Dupre had been in during this war, this was the first time he’d encountered this level of electronic jamming. It was clear something big was about to happen given the amount of effort the PLA was throwing into whatever about to happen next—and then it did.

Reaching for the hand receiver that’d connect him to the Gerald Ford, the flagship for the allied fleet, he was waiting to be connected to the fleet’s air boss to see if he could convince him to dispatch a couple more flights of interceptors to assist his flotilla. If he had a large number of FC-1s inbound, then he needed to start working the ropes with the admiral to get more fighters airborne and some of them vectored in his direction.

As he was waiting the fleet’s air boss to pick up, the warning klaxons sounded yet again throughout the CIC as a new set of alerts began to display across the main monitor.

“Ballistic missile alert…ballistic missile alert…”

“TAO, what the hell are we looking at?” Dupre heard Quinn shout urgently to Commander Price.

“One moment, sir, we’re getting the data now,” she calmly replied, letting her people gather more data before she opted to speak and potentially give them the wrong information.

“OK it’s coming in now, Captain, Admiral. It looks like we have twelve Dong-Feng 21s beginning to emerge from Xiamen, then another six DF-21s from Quanzhou,” Price was explaining when a third set of ballistic missile tracks began to emerge. “Ah, looks like we have new track of missiles. This newest track is coming out of Fuzhou…got it, it looks to be DF-17s, counting eighteen of them.”

Captain Quinn turned to look at him, a look of uncertainty on the man’s face, perhaps the first time he’d seen that look on him. “Admiral, it would appear the PLA is launching a complex and coordinated air and ballistic missile attack on the task force and most likely against the amphibious assault ships. I recommend we order the task force and the allied fleet to begin dispersing and placing more space between ourselves. Should any of these missiles be carrying a tactical nuclear device, then we want to make sure we have some spacing between the ships.”

“I agree, Captain. That’s a good call. Send out an alert to the task force to disperse and the same alert to the landing fleet. Let them know we have an inbound ballistic missile attack and an air attack with antiship missiles,” Dupre ordered as he put his task force into action.

Now he just had to hope neither of these ballistic missiles were carrying either tactical nukes or any of those new hypersonic glide vehicles that had pummeled the Navy early on in the war. Up until recently, they hadn’t encountered many of the PLA’s carrier-killer antiship area denial weapons. It had been thought they had likely burned through their limited supply of them during the first few months of the war. Clearly the actions of the moment were refuting the Navy’s assessments of what they had left.

Dupre felt the warship pick up speed as the pilot got the engines revved up to flank speed. He made his way back to the admiral’s chair and fastened himself in. He could feel the raw power of the four General Electric LM2500 gas turbine engines propel the Hue City through the water as they continued to pick up speed. Meanwhile, the AEGIS system was firing off interceptors to go after the ballistic missile threat in addition to the initial barrage of forty-eight YJ-83 antiship missiles still barreling down on them.

Dupre finally got through to the fleet’s air boss and was able to request additional fighters be vectored over to his sector. He relayed the situation such as he saw it from Hue and was relieved to hear the admiral had already vectored a flight of six F-35s to intercept the Y-8 and Y-9 electronic warfare planes that were causing havoc with the fleet’s radars and electronics. As he continued to watch the monitor tracking the incoming flight of missiles, he saw the first line of interceptors merge with the missiles headed toward them. Thirty-nine of the forty-eight missiles turned from bright red to a faded red color, indicating they had been successfully intercepted.

As the second barrage of interceptors merge with the remaining missiles, a new set of tracks started to appear from the edge of the electronic abyss those PLA EW planes were still creating. Holding his breath as the new threat materialized, he hoped this next volley wasn’t going to be as large as the first. Engaging both antiship missiles and ballistic missiles was rapidly depleting their magazines of interceptors. When the count of new missiles had reached ninety-six, he started to sweat bullets. His brain was quickly doing some calculations to figure out how many interceptors they had left in comparison to how many incoming threats they still had to deal with. If his math was right, then this was about to get ugly. Then a thought popped into his brain…the Preble.

“TAO,” Dupre called to Price, getting her attention. When she looked in his direction, he ordered, “Price, order the Preble to move into the path of the incoming YJ-83s, and tell ’em to focus their HELIOS on knocking down as many of the missiles as possible. We’re gonna run out of interceptors if we try to take them down the way we’re currently doing it. We’ve gotta find another way to thin them out or the fleet’s going to take a lot of hits.”

“I’m on it, Admiral,” she replied, reaching for a hand receiver to connect her to the Preble’s CIC and her captain.

As the missiles continued to close on his flotilla, Dupre grimaced. Some of the missiles were getting through the interceptors and the close-in point-defense weapons to careen into the superstructures and waterlines of his ships. Then he heard the roar of Phalanx CIWS spin up as it began to spew 20mm slugs like they were going out of style. He heard an explosion somewhere nearby and then felt missile fragments slam into the ship somewhere aft. Then the gun started up a second time and he heard a second explosion, then a third boom as another missile was shredded before it could hit the Hue City.

Looking at the monitor on the wall, Admiral Dupre saw the Laboon firing its own CIWS, spewing red tracer rounds at a rate of fire that made it look like a laser dashing and cutting across the air. Then a blur zipped across the screen, slamming into the rear of the ship just above the waterline near the hangar. A flash of orange appeared on the screen for a moment before a secondary explosion ripped an even larger gash open in the ship just below the waterline. It didn’t take long before the ship began to list to one side as thick, billowing black smoke poured out of several openings along the rear of the ship.

Returning his gaze to the monitor showing the radar screen of the incoming threats, he saw that most of the missiles had either hit the ships of his flotilla or they had passed right through their battleline to continue on toward the landing ships just beyond them. But then he saw something completely out of place. The twenty-four FC-1s that had delivered the barrage of YJ-83 missiles hadn’t turned for home. Instead, they were still racing toward the flotilla at blinding speeds. At this point, most of the ships in his task force were out of missiles. They simply didn’t have anything left after expending their magazines in going after the ballistic missiles and the two barrages of antiship missiles.

He ordered the exterior camera to pan out and give them a broader view of the area around them. As the camera was expanding its view, several of the enemy fighters zipped between their positions, easily doing Mach 1+ just above the wave tops. A few of the CIWS guns tried to knock ’em down, but they had either expended their magazines or just missed. It was moments later that Dupre realized what they were doing. By the time he did, it was too late to warn the rest of the fleet. Some of the YJ-83 missiles had already scored hits against a few of the amphibious warfare ships.

Then he saw one of the FC-1s slam into the side of a San Antonio–class amphibious transport dock at speeds in excess of Mach 1. The thunderous explosion that ensued was tremendous. The plane had hit the ship at such blinding speeds that part of it blew right out the other side of the warship. Fractions of a second later, he saw several secondary explosions erupt near the entry wound of the warship, massive flames now jetting out of the giant hole in the side of the ship.

Several other PLA jets plowed into a few more of the amphibious warfare ships, adding to the carnage of the attack. As the final remnants of the enemy air attack spent themselves, the fleet was left with more than two dozen warships ablaze or in various stages of damage and fires. Five ships had already slipped beneath the waves, and it remained to be seen how many more would be joining them in the coming hours.

As Admiral Dupre surveyed the damaged to both his flotilla and then the amphibious force he was charged with protecting. All he could do was shake his head and realize it could have been worse. He also realized just how desperate the enemy was and how close the allies must be to total victory. The fact that the enemy had decided the only way they were going to win was to sacrifice their fighters and UCAVs as kamikazes meant the end wasn’t far off. The enemy was desperate, and desperation leads to mistakes—like throwing away their newest UCAVs in a blaze of glory to try and score a single spectacular victory rather than settling for a death by a thousand cuts. This was one mistake Dupre was determined to capitalize on as soon as his remaining warships could rearm and get back in the fight.


Volume Six
Chapter Twenty-Three
Kidnapping & Killer Robots

Dagger Team

Fuxing District

“I’ve seen the Army do some dumb things in my time, Dawson. But this recce mission…right now at the start of the Marines’ ground invasion…this doesn’t make sense,” Sergeant First Class Rusten Currie murmured as the sounds of battle occasionally made their way across the mountains.

Dawson looked at Currie with that kind of look you give to someone at a bar when you’re sizing them up. That internal assessment you make to see if you think you can take ’em or if maybe you’ll need a few more shots of liquid courage before you feel you could handle them.

“Currie, you know what your problem is?”

Grunting at the question, he replied, “No, but I’m sure you’re gonna tell me, Hoss, so go ahead. What’s my problem?”

“Acceptance.”

“Acceptance? What the hell do you mean by that?”

“I mean you have a hard time accepting the situation around you. Like being given this recce mission, or our assignment to support the Fudra guys back in Colombia, or that recce mission we had in Cuba hunting down those CJ-10 launcher systems or recovering that downed Raptor pilot. It’s like you think every mission should be a direct-action mission—laying waste to ChiComs every chance you get—” he tried to explain before Currie firing back.

“Oh yeah, and what’s wrong with wanting more direct-action missions? Killing the enemy is a good thing. And who knows? Each time we waste one, we’re probably saving the lives of God knows how many others,” Rus countered hotly.

“I’m not saying you’re wrong, Currie, but sometimes there are bigger missions than just shooting up a bunch of ChiComs. I don’t know about you, but we almost didn’t make it out of that forest in El Salvador and that gunfight at the farm, back in Colombia…I damn near caught a bullet on that mission. If I can avoid any more direct-action fights like that while still laying waste to my country’s enemies, than I’ll call that a win and so should you. Now stop whining and start paying attention to our mission. The sooner we can get these priority information requests answered, the sooner we can get back to calling JDAMs.”

Having been chided by his friend and technically his team sergeant, Currie grabbed the digital camera again and started scanning the area, looking for any sign of those bipedal humanoid-looking Terminator things. Their mission now was to find where these TKs were basing out of and gather as much intelligence on them as they could. They also had to be super careful not to get caught or even spotted by any of those machines. The last thing they needed was to have them chasing them through the woods. The terrain was bad enough in the area—being pursued by a mechanical killing machine that didn’t tire would likely be more than they could overcome.

After having left the coastal area where they had been calling air strikes in, one of the ROC soldiers they had been working with was able to smuggle the two of them in a van to a bed-and-breakfast place called the LofuSky in the Fuxing region in the northcentral highlands. The B&B was located near a place called the Yixing suspension bridge, a foot bridge that crossed the Dahan River connecting the eastern side of the bank with the Atayal Story Park and a small village that straddled Highway 7. They had been told by the locals that the PLA had set up some sort of base near the park in the city, but this base was different. It had mechanical robots walking about it.

Shortly after arriving at the LofuSky, they set out to find a hide location near the footbridge but within sight of the park, or at least the area around it. That was when they caught their first glimpses of the machines. At first neither of them was sure what to make of it. It wasn’t every day that you saw a humanoid machine walk about, let alone one wearing a chest rig with ammo magazines and a rifle. Shortly after snapping a ton of pictures and a few short video clips of the machines and what they were doing, they sent them off to higher headquarters and waited for what they thought would be orders to plaster the place with an air strike. Instead, they’d gotten slammed with a ton of collection requests for more information instead of destroying what they clearly knew was an immediate threat.

Twenty-four hours later and all they had done was snap more pictures of the machines, trying to get as many close-up, detailed ones as they could and some videos of them going about whatever duties they were doing. Meanwhile, the occasion gunfire and explosion could be heard echoing through the mountains. One of the ROC soldiers told them this was likely coming from some of the resistance fighters in the area. They had been fighting on and off against these mechanical killing machines that had shown up not all that long ago. Whatever was happening, one thing was becoming abundantly clear. The machines were being used to systematically clear out the nearby campgrounds, forested areas, and any other areas being used to house, shelter, or support the local insurgent forces.

While they continued to work on answering the myriad of collection requirements. The vehicle traffic traveling down Highway 7 or the Beibu cross-island highway as their local contacts called it had picked up tremendously. With the Marines initiating their ground invasion of Yilan County. The PLA forces on the eastern side of the island were now shifting their reserve forces to reinforce their forces battling it out on the eastern side of the island. It had been tempting to see if they had some air assets available for a quick strike, but that would also alert the enemy to the presence of Americans somewhere nearby, so that kind of nixed the idea. To say it was killing Rus not to call in some JDAMs on what was steadily turning into a pretty consistent flow of military traffic along the highway was an understatement.

As Rus was scanning the western side of the suspension bridge, he spotted something unusual. Nudging Mark, he pointed. “Look at that. It’s one of those machines.”

One of the machines they had been monitoring at the park had now wandered over to the suspension bridge. It hadn’t crossed the bridge; it was just standing there like a sentry.

“Yeah, I see it. Make sure you’re videoing it and grabbing some stills while you’re at it. This is likely the closest we’ve gotten to one of them,” Mark commented, a little uneasy at the sight of the machine. It was probably a kilometer away, but given how fast they had seen these things move, they had no doubt it could cover the distance in short order.

“Whoa, what do we have here? Check that, seems we have someone pretending to be important,” Rus commented as they saw a woman wearing combat utility pants, a green shirt and a white lab coat appear from around a bend in the trail. One of their local guides told them there was a parking lot on that side of the bridge.

Mark reached for the camera Rus was holding out for him to use. Looking through the lens, he spotted the woman. Sure enough, she looked to be someone important, someone in charge of something. The machine standing sentry seemed to accept orders from her. She said something and it began to move toward the bridge, its rifle having moved from port arms to a low ready combat position. Another soldier standing near her as they talked looked to be an officer while further behind them was another group of four soldiers who appeared to be hyperalert as they searched the area around them.

“Yeah, she’s important. She’s got a PSD and what looks like a senior officer talking with her. Plus, that machine, she spoke to it and it immediately started moving across the bridge ahead of them. I’ll bet she has something to do with this whole thing,” Mark offered as he continued to watch the group steadily head toward the bridge.

While Mark was taking photos, Rus uploaded them to their computer, and using the portable satellite connection, he uploaded the video and photos to a SOCOM portal, where an exploitation and analysis team would begin working on identifying the individuals if they could.

“What are they doing now?” Rus asked, having finished uploading the files.

“They’re just walking down the bridge. They stopped once, she pulled out her phone and took some photos. Now they’re headed back on their walk again toward us.”

“Huh, interesting. You would think since the Marines had started their landings yesterday, they would be a little jumpier and try not to be targets like they are right now.”

Mark grunted at the assessment, turning to look at Rus. “Dude, how many times did we pause to take photos or do something stupid that made us a target? They’re people just like us and those landings are pretty far from here. Don’t let the occasional boom throw you off.”

Before either of them could say anything further, they got a flashing message on the laptop seated on the ground between them. Clicking the message to see what was so important, they both let out an audible groan.

“Oh, come on, Dawson! Who the hell comes up with these mission impossible orders?! Are they serious? They want us to try and nab that gal? They do know it’s just the two of us and four ROC soldiers, right?” Currie cursed in frustration and disbelief at what they’d been asked to do.

Dawson ignored his complaint and proceeded to read off the short bio attached to the order. “This says her name is Dr. Peng Liyuan. She’s apparently the head of robotics for some company named Siasun. She’s also a colonel in the PLA’s Strategic Support Forces…nothing further on her military record, that appears to be classified. Oh, wow, Currie, you don’t see that very often.”

“What’s that?”

“Dude, this says she’s tied to Project Ten. She’s a freaking priority one target. You know what Project Ten is, right?”

Currie tried to conceal his reddening cheeks when Dawson shook his head in disapproval and told him, “Project Ten is Jade Dragon. The super-AI that’s been running this entire war. She’s tied to that thing.” Dawson pointed to the group now more than halfway across the bridge. “That’s why they want us to nab her. She likely knows where they’re housing the AI. If we learned that…yeah, place a couple of bunker busters on that place and this whole war could come to an end.”

“Damn, OK, it makes sense now why they want us to try and nab her. Still, it’s the two of us and our four friends. Do you think we have much of a chance against that four-man PSD team and that Terminator machine that’s with them?” Currie questioned.

Dawson looked around the hide position, doing a quick assessment of their equipment and what they had on hand. Spotting what he was looking for, he grabbed for the M320 and the satchel containing the Pike rounds and the single Switchblade drone they had. Looking at Currie and then waving for the others to come join them, he began to explain his harebrained idea for how they were going to ambush this group and, with a bit of luck, capture the good doctor.

*******

Yixing Suspension Bridge

Peng knew it was incredibly dangerous what she was doing. Insisting on seeing a couple of nearby sites before she had to head back to the mainland. With the allies now beginning their invasion of the island, it was no longer safe for her to stay and continue with her tests of the TKs. In the short time she had, she managed to get through the vast majority of the tests she needed to. The TKs could operationally function on their own now as an independent force. They could establish a forward base to house and protect their power charging vehicles and ammunition stores. They could conduct operational patrols and, to a large degree, determine if a human they encountered posed an immediate threat. Namely, was the human carrying a recognizable weapon? If so, then they shot the person without question. If no weapon was present, then they would allow the person to continue on. That had been an astronomically tough coding problem for her engineers to overcome. That split-second decision the human brain makes when it determines if it should pull the trigger, ending the life of someone or not.

“Dr. Peng, I really must insist. Once we have reached the end of the bridge, we need to turn back and return to base. It’s not safe out here. There could still be insurgents lurking in these hills, waiting to take a shot at you,” the head of her security detail hounded her. He was like a relentless sheep dog intent on making sure she was safe and had no fun while she was at it.

Turning to look at the soldier, she quietly responded, “I appreciate your concern, but we will head back when I am good and ready. I have a TK walking ahead of us. If there is a threat in the area, then I am confident it will detect it before it materializes. Besides, we have six more TKs waiting in the truck back at the parking lot should we need further assistance.”

Peng saw a look of frustration on the man’s face as he accepted her decision. She outranked him, and more than that, he knew she was right about the TK. It would detect a threat to them well before it had a chance to materialize and put them in danger.

As they reached the end of the bridge, Peng pulled her phone out and took some photos of the area. She’d never been to Taiwan, and while she felt like she was being a tourist, oblivious to the war happening just on the opposite side of the mountains separating the two sides of the island, she wanted to remember this place.

Seeing a unique-looking flower on the side of the trail near the bridge entrance, she bent down to get a better look at it. Using her phone, she tinkered with a few filters until she found the perfect one for the picture she wanted of this flower. As she touched the button, capturing the image she’d worked to create, she felt her body being thrown to the side, off the trail into grass and dirt along its edges.

Unsure of what had just happened, she rolled over onto her back and stared up at the sky for a moment. She saw some black smoke swirling about, some tree leaves falling to the ground, then her hearing came back and the sound of people calling out in pain and agony bombarded her senses. Then she heard the sound of gunfire overlay the cries for help and those in pain. Strangely enough, the gunfire wasn’t overwhelming her senses; then again, she felt dizzy, and her head was ringing from whatever had exploded nearby.

Then a shadow blurred past her and suddenly she felt a pair of strong hands reaching for her. Before she knew what was happening, something knocked her across the mouth, and everything went black…

*******

Yixing Suspension Bridge

Dawson ran past Currie just as he punched Peng across the face, knocking her out cold. With his M5 battle rifle slung to the side, he popped the M320 open, ejecting the spent casing as he slammed another Pike round down the tube and closed the breach. He aimed at one of the support cables for the suspension bridge and fired.

The smart round flew across the distance of a hundred or so meters, connecting with the cable, exploding in a black cloud of fire and shrapnel. The cable snapped and rocked the bridge at it lost a key supporting cable.

Zip, zip, zip…

Bullets started zinging past his head, closer than he wanted to admit. Looking up after reloading the grenade gun, Dawson saw the pack of six of those killer robots still barreling down on them, undeterred by the fact that that the bridge was structurally unsound at this point. They were still almost halfway across when he fired his fourth and final Pike round at the last cable providing the bridge with any kind of stability at all.

When the cable snapped, the bridge began to groan under the strain of however much the machines charging them weighed. Turning to look behind him, he saw Currie had Peng over his shoulder and had just reached the car. He was putting her inside when he heard a grunt followed by the sound of a body collapsing to the ground.

Turning to his right, he saw that Huasheng, the ROC soldier they called Peanut, had taken a round right to the forehead. He dropped right where he was, dead before he even knew what had hit him. Looking back toward the bridge, he cursed at it for not having fallen yet. The killer robots were racing toward him, now less a hundred meters away. Reaching for the standard high-explosive round for the grenade gun, he took aim at the bridge and gave it his best shot. He wasn’t sure how or why blowing the cables with the Pike rounds hadn’t been enough, but he hoped this would.

More bullets continued to zip around him as he took aim at the bridge and fired. As soon as he pulled the trigger and saw the round leave the tube, he dove for cover in the drainage ditch next to the trail. More bullets zipped over his head as hid in the ditch, the mechanical killing machines doing their best to zero in on him.

Crump…

He heard the grenade explode against the bridge, but nothing else happened. Cursing his luck, he pulled the M5 back around from his side and got his rifle ready to fire, scootching down the ditch to another position they didn’t have zeroed in.

Exposing only his firing arm and enough of his head so he could see to shoot, he zeroed in on the machine leading the pack and did his best to place as many rounds into upper torso and head area as he could. With each shot that hit, he saw it was damaging the machine, but it hadn’t slowed it from charging toward him.

Then he heard the loud chattering of a machine gun firing from somewhere behind him. He breathed a sigh of relief as he saw the tracer rounds from a gun slamming into a couple of the machines. Then he heard Currie shout to him, “Benny is coming your way!”

Benny landed next to Dawson with one of those ingenious T75 light machine guns the Republic of China used in their army. Unsnapping the bipod on front of the machine gun, Benny said in broken English, “Sergeant-san, you need to leave. I stay. You leave now.”

He proceeded to cut loose several controlled bursts toward the machines who were nearly to the edge of the bridge.

Dawson knew Benny was right. He and Currie had to get the package back to Colonel Chiu and the ROC Army command bunker in Yilan County. The girl was the mission. Then a loud groaning turned into a violent snapping sound of wood and metal breaking. Looking back to the bridge, he smiled as he saw it finally collapse. Their side of the bridge had broken off, dropping half bridge into the river and the ravine below.

Looking to Benny, he said, “I think you’re right. It’s time the two of us get the hell out of Dodge.”

They got up and ran after the car. Currie was still standing behind the front passenger door, his rifle leveled in their direction as he covered them. When they reached the vehicle, they piled in, barely closing the doors before Fang, their driver, was speeding them out of the area.

“Where to now?” Currie asked, looking to the older ROC Army soldier.

“We drive to mechanic shop. Friend give us new vehicle. Then we drive to Mingchi, and we alert Colonel Chiu,” Fang replied as he fishtailed the vehicle around another corner like a Formula 1 race car driver.

“Sounds good, Fang, just make sure you get us there in one piece, all right?” Dawson flashed the older reservist a smile.

“You got it, boss man,” the guy replied, never taking his eyes off the road.

They zipped around another cutback in the mountain road, putting more distance between themselves and the ambush. They didn’t have much time before the PLA would likely have this place crawling with drones, looking for any vehicle that fit the description of the one they were driving in. It was a race against time to get to the auto shop and swap out vehicles before being spotted. Then they’d have to wind their way through a bunch of park trails and logging roads to further evade drones and maybe even helicopters if the PLA dared to fly any now that the Marines were coming ashore and soon—moving inland.


Volume Six
Chapter Twenty-Four
The Discovery

ROC Northern Command Center

Mingchi, Datong Township

It had been nearly four months since Carson Ngo had infiltrated into occupied Taiwan. The CIA, or “the Agency,” had been steadily infiltrating their assets into the occupied territories with ODA teams from 1st and 7th Special Forces Groups, who had been collaborating to battle the PLA in the Caribbean and Central and South America. It had been slow going at times, given that most of the infiltrations had to take place via submarine insertions off the coast. As Carson looked back at the training opportunities he’d had over the years with the various groups he’d worked with within the Agency, he was glad one of them had been the US Army Special Forces Underwater Operations School out of Key West. As a highly trained CIA interrogator, he was glad to have the ability to insert behind enemy lines when necessary—a skill that had allowed him to be the right guy at the right place at the right time on many occasions.

Once Carson had managed to infiltrate the island with the Special Forces, he had quickly linked up with what was left of the Taiwanese National Security Bureau or NSB and the remaining ROC government and military command elements still operating in the shadows. For months he’d worked with the NSB to begin the arduous process of spotting, assessing, and recruiting new sources across the island. The previous network of sources and spies had been thoroughly decimated by Jade Dragon’s Project Jedi and then further wiped out following the collapse of the government during the PLA’s siege and subsequent occupation.

As the invasion and liberation of the island drew near, Carson’s mission began to focus more on assisting the military in identifying what strategic targets needed to be neutralized before the invasion started. Next came the critically important task of shaping the battlefield and the information space around it. The population needed to be prepared for what was coming next, and the remaining ROC forces needed to know how to assist the landing forces and how to aid the population in not getting in the way of the Marines once they started their ground operations. It was critically important for the people of Taiwan to know they had not been abandoned by the West and that help was on the way.

“Here are those photos you asked for,” a Special Forces soldier by the name of Dawson said as he placed a folder on the desk for Carson.

“Ah, there they are. Thank you, Sergeant Dawson. Oh, by the way, damn good job bringing that prisoner in. I honestly didn’t think it would be possible to find someone to nab like that, but wow, you guys pulled off the impossible, nabbing Dr. Peng Liyuan,” Carson said before reaching for the folder he’d been waiting on.

“You’re welcome. Truth be told, I don’t know how any of us made it out alive. Those mechanical killing machines were terrifying. They reminded me of that movie from a while back, I think it was called I, Robot or something.”

“Oh, that one with Will Smith? When he was investigating a robot that supposedly violated its own programming when it killed its owner?” Carson clarified, his interest piqued.

Dawson nodded slowly. “Yeah…that’s the one. Crazy stuff, man. God help us if the ChiComs start mass-producing those things. Well, good luck with your prisoner. Hopefully, you’ll get what you need from her. We’re off again—back out to the bush to see what more we can do to help the Marines move inland.”

“Stay safe out there, Sergeant,” Carson said. “You guys did good with last mission. I think it’s really going to make a difference.”

With that, Dawson turned to head back to his side of the underground compound.

Opening the folder up, Carson took a moment to really study the details of the machines those Special Forces soldiers had captured. What really gave him cause for concern was the image of several of them running down this particular footbridge toward the prisoner he now held. They were clearly determined to rescue her, and probably would have had the bridge not collapsed at the last minute. What he found most striking about the image was how effortlessly the machines ran. They weren’t clunky or fumbling around. They were precise, efficient, smooth—they were deadly.

If Carson hadn’t seen pictures and a couple of short video clips of these machines, these Terminator-like robots, he probably would have dismissed the very idea. But as he recalled the conversations he’d had during the interrogation of his PLA friend, Major General Cai Yingting, he remembered what he’d said about Jade Dragon. He’d given that analogy of hunting a wolf in the wilderness. He’d told a story of taking a knife and placing some blood on it, then anchoring it to the ground for the wolf to find. Once the wolf had grown weak from licking the knife and feasting on its own blood, then it was time to climb down from the tree and put the wolf our of its misery. Staring at the images of these machines…Carson shivered. He wondered if the PLA and the Allies were really just the wolf and the blade, and if Jade Dragon was the man in the tree, waiting until they had weakened themselves enough so he could come down and put them down more easily.

We need to stop this machine before it can create an entire army of machines to do its bidding. If this thing ever gets ahold of an autonomous army, it could be the end of humanity…

Placing the folder down on the table, Carson picked up the other one with the dossier on the woman he was about to interrogate. He was still a bit shocked that she had even been on the island, particularly now that the ground invasion was well underway. She was far too important to have stuck around this long. It made him curious as to why she hadn’t fled across the strait earlier.

Looking over the details for Dr. Peng Liyuan, he noted that Cicada had highlighted a recent promotion for her from major to colonel. While she technically held a military rank, she was in reality a scientist, a world-renowned computer engineer in the field of robotics and machine learning. From everything Carson had learned about this field, it was incredibly complex.

The more he read about Dr. Peng, the more interesting she was to him. She wasn’t just a random scientist tangentially associated with Project Ten, the project that Jade Dragon fell under. She had been an integral part of its creation—perhaps not quite as tied in as Daniel Ma, but not far off either. As Carson studied every piece of information the Agency and the NSB had collected on her, he realized she might be the most important person he’d ever interrogate. If she happened to know where Jade Dragon was being housed…that could change things. Until now, they’d had no idea where the all-powerful AI was, and they couldn’t destroy what they couldn’t find.

“Hey, Carson, you ready to start earning your pay already?” his longtime associate, Smith, joked as he walked into the room the two of them had been using as an office.

“Ha-ha, that’s a good one, Smith. Everything ready on your end?”

Smith smirked. “Have I ever not had my toys ready to go for one of your interrogations?”

Carson chuckled and Carson shook his head in amusement. His partner loved to leverage the technical advancements in interrogation tools. Smith was also an interrogator, but he liked to employ the scientific advancements used in the profession a bit more, while Carson liked to focus more on the craft while dabbling with the pharmaceutical advancements from time to time.

“All right, buddy. I suppose it’s time we get this show on the road. Let’s have the guards bring her over to the interrogation room, and let’s do this thing.”

The two of them made their way through the underground facility, leaving the section the NSB used as they walked over to the military side of the underground command center. Carson had to hand it to the Taiwanese government. They had planned well for a situation like this, where their island might become occupied by the mainland until outside help could eventually arrive and assist them in reliberating the island. The government had built a series of command-and-control bunkers in different strategic locations should the island fall to the communists. It was from these bunkers that they would carry on the fight and be ready to assist their allies when the time came to boot the communists off and send them back across the strait.

When the two of them had reached the stockade on the military side of the bunker facility, they got to work setting up the room and getting their technical toys and equipment ready for the interrogation. A lot was riding on what they discovered during this conversation, so it was important to make sure they had everything properly videotaped and recorded so it could be studied after the fact. There were no guarantees the PLA couldn’t find this place and somehow destroy it before the Marines were able to reach this far inland. Ensuring the intelligence they were able to obtain was sent off to Langley and the rest of the IC was paramount to the future success of the war.

As the two of them finished attaching the discreetly placed cameras and audio listening devices, they made sure it was synched up and working properly before the prisoner was brought over. Under normal circumstances, they’d actually transmit a real-time feed of the interrogation directly to Langley, and the spooks out by D.C. could send them follow-up questions, but that would require a constant streaming of data from the bunker—something Jade Dragon would likely be able to spot and then use to target the facility. For now, they’d have to rely on their own abilities to ask the right questions and know how and where to push without causing the prisoner to clam up. Should the need arise, they’d been given authority to use the full spectrum of their interrogator toolset. Carson had no doubt that if he had to use it, his pharmaceutical approach would get them the answers they sought. Still, he’d rather it came from a willing participant than via the pharmacology route.

Then a rap at the door sounded, and a soldier told them the prisoner had arrived. It was time to earn their pay—time to see if Dr. Peng Liyuan would be the person to finally lead them to Jade Dragon.

******

Dr. Peng Liyuan still had no idea where she was being held. The eyeshades the guards had placed over her before she’d left her cell had completely negated any chance she had of trying to learn more about her surroundings. She believed she was still on Taiwan; she didn’t recall being placed on a boat or plane. Then again, she’d been knocked unconscious and still wasn’t sure how long she’d actually been knock out.

Shortly after she had regained consciousness, she’d found herself sitting in a small room with a single bed attached to the side of the wall. Much like a prison cell would have. The room wasn’t rolling with the waves, so she wasn’t on a ship. The place smelled musty, and it felt damp. She’d even go so far as to say it smelled almost moldy.

I’d wager I’m being held in some sort of cave or bunker system the former regime had built across the island, she thought to herself as the guards shuffled her down some hall to wherever they were taking her.

When she stopped moving, she heard them speaking to someone but couldn’t make out what they were saying. Then they shuffled her a little further, guiding her through what she assumed was a doorway before having her stop. When they removed the eyeshade and her restraints, she blinked a bit as she waited a moment for her eyes to readjust. When she opened them and could finally see, she was standing in a room in front of two other individuals with a table and few chairs nearby.

“Hello, Dr. Peng Liyuan, my name is Carson Ngo, though you can just call me Carson, and this is Mr. Smith, we just call him Smith. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Why don’t you go ahead and take a seat?” the man said as he motioned with his hand for her to take a seat next to him and opposite the man named Smith.

Maybe I should have gone through some of those intelligence courses on interrogation resistance tactics they offered us a while back, she thought as she took a seat, unsure of what was about to happen next.

“Dr. Peng, before we start talking, why don’t I go ahead and lay down some ground rules about what’s going to happen and how things will proceed going forward? This way you understand what to expect from us and what we expect from you,” the man named Carson declared.

He made sure to mention that she was officially classified as a prisoner of war, that she was afforded the same rights and protections a POW was given in accordance with the Geneva Convention, so long as she stayed in his custody. Then he made sure to tell her that since the Republic of China was not legally recognized by the United Nations, they were not a signatory to the Geneva Convention’s provisions governing prisoners of war. If she wasn’t going to be cooperative with him, their Taiwanese partners might have questions for her, in an ROC-controlled facility, and he couldn’t guarantee that they would play nice.

As she squirmed a bit in her chair, as she realized what he was telling her. He made sure to let her know that so long as she had some sort of intelligence value to them, they could make sure she stayed under their control and thus their protection. As he finished explaining the situation to her and what she needed to do to stay under their control and oversight, he asked a simple question.

“Dr. Peng, would you prefer me to call you by your given name…Liyuan, or by your title, Doctor?” he asked in a soft congenial tone.

Still unsure of what to make of this entire situation, she stared at him for a moment, still kind of caught off guard by it all. Do I tell him I actually wanted to be captured? she wondered, before deciding that would make her look weak.

In a way, she was somewhat surprised by the calmness to this entire process up to this point. She was sure if they were part of the Ministry of State Security, things would have been handled very differently by now. Then again, she suspected these two men were professionals in their craft and could likely turn the charming demeanor on and off like the flick of a switch. What the hell—let’s play along, then, and see where this goes…

She smiled at Carson, perhaps the first time she had smiled since she’d been captured. Opting to go ahead and use the language she knew they were fluent in, she spoke in her flawless upper-crust British-accented English, stating, “I suppose you can call me by my given name, Liyuan. You have told me yours is Carson, after all, so let’s keep this civil, then.”

The man smiled, giving a slight nod of approval as he replied, “Liyuan, as I said earlier, it’s good to meet you in person. I wish it were under better circumstance, but it isn’t every day I get to meet with one of the world’s foremost experts on machine learning and robotics. We are quite impressed with the advancements we observed in the machines we saw your people working on. I’ll admit, I didn’t think the technology had advanced to the level your machines appear to have reached.”

She felt her cheeks blush at the comment. “Yes, well, it has not been easy, and I agree, it would have been nice to have met under better circumstances. But here we are, under the circumstances of the moment. So, perhaps I can help both of us by simply asking if we can cut to the chase and get down to what we both want.”

“What we both want? Perhaps you can enlighten me?”

Peng smiled coyly as she countered, “Oh, come now, Carson. I clearly have information you would like to know. Maybe there is some sort of—what do you Americans like to call it? Ah yes, a mutually beneficial arrangement. Yes, that’s what they call it. Is that something that could be possible?”

With her question asked, she now waited to see what kind of response he might give. If she was going to defect, if she was going to get away from the clutches of Jade Dragon…then this was going to be her way out.

As she stared at Carson, she saw a slight smirk form on his face as he turned briefly to look at his partner. “See, Smith? I told you the doctor here was a smart cookie.” Then he turned to look at her, the soft look in his eyes still present. “You know, Liyuan, I’m glad you put your question that way because you’re right. It’s about a mutually beneficial arrangement. Those are the kinds of friends and arrangements we like. In fact, there was a colleague of yours that approached our conversation in much the same way you just did. Perhaps you knew of him? His name was Ma Young, though he preferred to be called by his English name, daniel or Dan.”

When Peng heard Carson mention Dan’s name, her heart fluttered. She felt her checks flush and a wave of emotions washed over her. Dan had been the love of her life. They had secretly dated, though she was certain Dr. Xi Zemin knew about their little trysts and hidden getaways to Macau and on rare occasions to Bali or the Gold Coast of Australia. Thinking about their last trip to Macau brought back the memories that had led to the creation of their daughter, Guang. The following week he had gone to Oxford, to speak at the Oxford Union in place of Dr. Xi. It was there that she’d lost him. The great love of her life, the father to her unborn child.

Pushing aside those memories of Dan. She leaned forward in her chair as she looked Carson in the eyes, asking, “You knew Dan…when did your paths cross?”

“Ah, so you know Dan as well? Did you work with him long?”

Huh, answer a question with a question…OK, Carson, I suppose I can play along for the moment…

“If you worked in the field of machine learning, then you knew Dan, or you at least knew of him. He was titan in our field of study. He was ahead of his time and, unfortunately, like many of the great minds of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, he was taken before his time, before he was able to see his greatest achievement reach its full potential.”

Carson appeared to nod along in agreement. That was when he said something that nearly caused her to burst out in tears.

******

Carson reached for the bottle of water while he thought about something for a moment.

She appears to get emotional with each mention of Dan’s name. I suspect the two of them may have been an item at one time. Strange how he didn’t try to include her in his deal he had struck for his own defection and asylum.

“Liyuan, can I ask you something personal about Dan?”

He watched her eye him suspiciously, hesitantly, before nodding for him to continue.

“What do you know about his death?”

Carson saw his question caught had caught her off guard. She hesitated for a moment before continuing, “He was killed in a car accident while speaking at an event in Britain. It had actually been Dr. Xi Zemin who had been asked to speak at the Oxford Union, not Dan. When Dr. Xi had been unable to attend, he had arranged for Dan to speak in his place. What I was told was after his speech, he had been invited to a local pub for drinks by some people who wanted to talk further about his work in machine learning. That’s when he was struck by vehicle. Dr. Xi said he was hit by a car; some driver wasn’t paying attention. He died a few days later at a hospital in London.”

Carson saw her eyes water as she spoke and reached inside the pocket of his utility pants to retrieve a handkerchief. “I’m sorry for your loss, Liyuan.” He handed her the handkerchief before continuing, “Dan was special. He had a brilliant mind—he was a once-in-a-generation kind of person. Can I share something with you about Dan?”

The moment he asked the question, he saw her scrunch her eyebrows before cautiously nodding for him to continue.

“Liyuan, what if I told you Dan did not die in a London hospital?”

“Huh? What do you mean he didn’t die in hospital? Where else would he have died?” she asked, a puzzled look on her face.

Taking a breath in before he answered her question, Carson began to explain, “Liyuan, that is a complicated question, but let me try to break it down a bit and give you a few pieces to the puzzle and perhaps it will paint a better picture of things for you.

“I said earlier that I had met Dan, that I knew him, but I didn’t tell you how I knew him or how I met him. Let me do that now. As you know, Dan went to undergraduate school at Oxford, then stayed on for his master’s degrees before hopping across the pond to attend Carnegie Mellon University. What few people know is that Dan’s professor from Oxford, a man by the name of Professor Hank Iverson, who at the time was the director for graduate studies at the computer science department, was actually a recruiter for British intelligence.

“For several years, Dan had been unwittingly providing intelligence to MI6 about Project Ten and Jade Dragon. While I was not involved in Dan’s recruitment, nor did I have regular communication with him, at some point Hank had been able to recruit him and he then became an active source for MI6. But let me ask you something about that. Do you remember Xi or Dan talking about a project called Jedi?”

*******

When Peng heard the name Jedi, her stomach tightened and her hope that Dan might still be alive was gone. She knew exactly what Jedi was and how effective it had been. She listened to Carson explain how the Ministry of State Security had somehow tracked him down to a small American city in Idaho. Carson broke the news to her that this was where and when Dan had actually died. Hearing the stories of his final months as a willing source for both British and American intelligence should have made her angry. Her secret lover, her boyfriend and the father of their child, had betrayed his country. He had defected, sought asylum and safety from the very machine he had created.

Oh, Dan, if only you knew how they were using your code to wage war against the world. You were right to defect…the future of humanity just may be saved because of it…

When Carson had finished speaking, she leaned forward and repeated her initial question. “Thank you, Carson, for telling me about Dan. He was a special man; he meant a lot to me. In fact, we were secret lovers. But there is something else about Dan you don’t know. I want to make something clear about what I’m about to share with you. Dan didn’t know this at the time, but shortly after we were told he had died after being hit by a car in Oxford, I learned I was pregnant with his child. He may be gone, but we still have a daughter together. Her name is Guang; it means light or sunshine in your language. I want to believe if Dan was still alive today she would be the sunshine in his day, the light of his life.”

She paused for a moment, collecting her thoughts before returning her gaze to Carson, who looked patient, waiting for her to make the next move. Taking a breath in, she explained, “Carson, I want to circle back to my original question. Dan was offered a chance to defect, to seek asylum, and was given it. I suspect that the terms of his asylum or defection, however you want to classify it, came with some strings or requirements.”

Carson nodded slowly but held his tongue waiting for her to continue.

“I want a similar deal. I want to defect. I also want to know if it is possible for my parents who are taking care of my daughter to defect with me.”

“Your parents—where do they live?” Carson quickly asked.

“My parents live in the Hebei Province, in the city of Langfang. It’s roughly forty-five kilometers to the southeast of Beijing. Do you think it would be possible for you to get them out of China? I’m asking Carson because if I defect, if I share what knowledge I know, then it is highly likely they will kill my daughter…my parents…as retribution for my betrayal,” she pleaded.

Tears streamed down her face, the costs of the decision she’d just made beginning to set in. As she thought about this deal she was hoping to strike with Carson’s agency, she wondered if this was how Dan had felt when he had made a similar decision. For her sake and that of her daughter, she hoped their fate would turn out better than Dan’s had.

Knowing what she now knew about Jade Dragon and what it had become only reinforced her decision to move forward with trying to strike some sort of deal. Dan had recognized this too—he knew how his creation would be used, and he knew how it would evolve into something ungovernable, and soon—unstoppable.

He had lost his life because he had chosen to turn against the very machine he had built. Now it was her turn, her chance to do the same. The only difference between his choice and hers was that his choice had only cost him his life. Peng’s choice might cost her more than just her life—it might cost her parents’ and her daughter’s lives too. Dan’s parents had disappeared after Dan’s arrest, and she couldn’t be sure what had happened to them.

*******

Carson could see the emotional toll this conversation was taking on Liyuan. The human part of him wanted to pull back, to ease up on the emotional pressure he had been applying to her throughout this first conversation. When she mentioned the words asylum and defection, his heart had skipped a beat with excitement. She was a tier-one high-value individual on the CIA and interagency watchlist. That meant he had permission to utilize the full breadth of his available toolset if necessary to obtain her cooperation. But if he could strike a deal for cooperation in exchange for something as easy to acquire as a new identity and asylum inside the US, then that was a no-brainer.

Looking into her eyes, he responded, “Liyuan, as you and I begin to establish this relationship of sorts, I want it to be built on trust, and honesty. That may sound like a load of spin coming from a spook, but here’s the deal—if I can’t trust you and the information you’re providing me, and you can’t trust me to deliver on whatever agreement we make, then we’re both wasting our time here.

“So let me start by asking you this. Are you willing to be completely honest with whatever you provide me, and are you willing to truthfully answer whatever questions I may ask?”

Liyuan didn’t hesitate for a second in her answer. She assured him that if he could get her parents and daughter out of Langfang, she would become their indentured servant if that was what it took. Carson had known this would likely be her answer. He also knew it wasn’t something he could accept. Langfang, as she pointed out, was essentially a suburb of Beijing. Jade Dragon had initiated Project Jedi a little more than two years ago. The assets and sources the Agency had in China were simply nonexistent. One day they’d been there, the next day they’d been gone—all of them, all at once.

Carson took a breath in before responding to her requirement for cooperation. “Liyuan, I said from the beginning this relationship would have to be built on trust if it’s to work. What you’re asking for—the retrieval of your family from Langfang…this is beyond what we can deliver. I can lie to you, I can tell you we can do this, I can string you along and say that our operatives have recovered your family and they’re in the process of extracting them from the mainland. But that would be a lie, and that’s not how I want to establish this relationship.

“Here’s what I can tell you about recovering your family and the kind of deal Dan struck in exchange for his cooperation,” he explained, noticing the look of disappointment on her face. “In exchange for your cooperation, you will be given a new identity and papers to legally live in any state you choose to in America. You will be given a one-time lump sum of five hundred thousand dollars cash and a monthly stipend of twenty thousand dollars to live on and cover any expenses. As to your family, we will endeavor to retrieve them as soon as we’re able to. I cannot give you a day, month, or even a year if God forbid this war drags on that long. But at some point we will look to retrieve your family and extract them from China.

“In the meantime, we cannot sit idly by and wait for that to happen while Jade Dragon continues to wage this war against the world. We had no idea the PLA had these bipedal Terminator machines until we saw you with them. What I need to know from you is what are these things called? How many of them are operational? What are the specs of these things? Where are they being built? And where is Jade Dragon being housed, and have you been inside the structure housing it?” Carson rattled off the series of priority questions he needed answers to.

Liyuan, for her part, took the rapid-fire questions in before smiling as she responded, “Thank you, Carson, for not lying to me about your ability to retrieve my family. I knew it might be a long shot, but I’d be remiss if I didn’t ask. My daughter is all I have left of Dan. She’s my sunshine, my light. I know you can’t do much for her now. I just ask that you try to as soon as you are able. Now in answer to your questions, and to prove to you my value and why you should help to retrieve my daughter and parents as soon humanly possible, I will simply say this. I am the head engineer for what we call Project Terracotta, the machines you call Terminators.

“We refer to them as TKs, short for Terracotta Killers. You asked where they are being built…I can tell you exactly where they are being built, how many are being built per month, how many have already been built and where they are located. You asked if I knew where Jade Dragon is housed…my office, my lab, it is in the same facility housing Jade Dragon. If you can assure me there is a plan to recover my family, my daughter—I will give you Jade Dragon on a platter.”
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The Turkey Shoot

National Military Command Center

Pentagon, Arlington, VA

“OK, Kurt, before we get down to the reason why Blain and I are here, I can give you twenty minutes to talk about these new robotic combat vehicles or RCV things you and Blain have been working on,” the Vice President explained. “But please--let’s keep this concise and to the point. The President sent us here to talk with you about a different matter entirely.  So as they say, you got twenty minutes. Let’s hear whatcha got.”

A steward placed a fresh cup of coffee on the table in front of each of them.

“Yes, sir. Thank you again for making the time and letting me be a part of your meeting with the Admiral Graham and Admiral Thiel. I’ll be brief and get right to it,” General Stavridis replied before motioning to the briefer to get things going. “Sir, as you know, I was just recently appointed to the Army Chief of Staff position. Having just commanded allied forces in US Southern Command, I needed to get brought up to speed on where the Army stood in a number of different areas, from recruiting and training to equipment and munition procurements. As you had rightly pointed out to my predecessor, the enemy is always going to outnumber us. We can’t change that, but what we can change is how we deal with it.”

The Vice President nodded and waved one hand forward to hurry things along.

“Given the numerical advantage the PLA has against our soldiers, I’ve been looking at ways to increase the qualitative advantage we can provide our soldiers to help level the playing field as much as possible. A number of years ago, I was the director for the Army’s Combat Capabilities Development Command. During my time as Director of DEVCOM, I had lobbied hard for resources to plus up the Army’s Robotic Combat Vehicle program. We had seen a lot of advancements in technology, ranging from AI and machine learning to optical sensors and 5G wireless communications.

“Anyway, the Army Futures Command is located in Warren, Michigan, near the Big Three auto manufacturers. We had funded a number of R&D programs and protype testbeds for the Army’s Ground Vehicle Systems Center to try and come up with the next generation of combat vehicles. A lot of our efforts were focused on autonomous systems and force projection.

“When I took over as Chief of Staff, I looked into the programs DEVCOM had been working on to see what else beyond the Jackal XD we had that was more or less ready for us to get into production and into the fight—”

“Let me guess—this is where I come into things, right?” interrupted the VP.

“That’s what I’ve been told, sir,” said Stavridis.

Blain watched the Vice President chuckle at the response. The VP had almost become like Santa Claus in that regard. If you wanted something built, you almost always needed to speak with Mike Madden if you hoped to get the resources and funding to move the project forward.

“OK, fair enough, general. Let’s cut right to it then and tell me what you have in mind.”

Stavridis nodded to the briefer who brought up some images for them to look at.

“As everyone knows, Phase One of Operation Middle Kingdom is underway. Right now, we are preparing to initiate Phase Two and then Phase Three shortly after that. We have a limited supply of two uniquely different RCV platforms we’ve been testing for some time. Given the stakes involved in the coming operations and the criticality in manpower, I’ve ordered the RCVs to be included in both Phase Two and Three of the coming operations.” As the general was speaking, some images accompanied by technical specifications appeared on the monitor. The first had the name Rheinmetall Mission Master CTX overtop of it, and the second one was labeled with Textron Ripsaw M5 RV-M.

“What you are looking at, Mr. Vice President, is what I believe is going to be a big part in the next generation of infantry support RCV systems. The Rheinmetall Mission Master CTX is what we called the RCV-light, meaning it’s a lightly armored platform that falls more in line with the armed reconnaissance role as this RCV is also airmobile. It can be transported and delivered via CH-47, CH-53, and C-130 cargo aircraft. The RCV to the right, the sleek looking black one with the squat turret, is called an RCV-medium. This is the Textron M5 Ripsaw. It’s equipped with a pair of anti-tank Javelin missiles it can use against tanks while using its 30mm autocannon against lighter armored infantry fighting vehicles. At ten and half tons in weight, the Ripsaw can be sling-loaded under a helicopter, allowing it to deploy with the infantry. With the Ripsaw’s armor protection and its high-powered 30mm autocannon, it provides our soldiers with an airmobile capability to go toe-to-toe with lightly armored enemy vehicles.”

While the general continued to explain further details about the two RCVs, a video of each of them played on the monitors positioned around the briefing room. Blain had to admit as he watched the footage of the Rheinmetall CTX exiting the rear of a CH-47 Chinook helicopter, he was jealous his soldiers hadn’t had these kind of support vehicles available to them during the Iraq War. He could think of more than a few engagements where this RCV would have come in handy. 

One of the modules to the CTX that caught his attention was the fire support module that could be added to the body of the vehicle. The module was equipped with a pair of M134D miniguns with state-of-the-art radar and optical sensors, able to provide the user with an incredible 360-degree situational awareness to the threats around them. What he really found incredible was how the weapon system could be used in a kinetic defensive mode against drones. While not nearly as effective as the directional microwave system on the Jackal XDs, a kinetic defensive system using a pair of miniguns was better than nothing.

“OK, General, I’ve seen enough,” said the Vice President. “You’ve made the case for why we should move these two systems into production.” He shook his head. “War in the 21st century is terrifying. It was bad enough you had to worry about being shot or blown up in a war—now you’ve got autonomous machines and robots trying to kill you too…Well, enough of that. It’s time to get down to the reason why Blain and I have been sent across the river.”

The Vice President stood, causing the others in the room to stand as well. He requested that Admiral Thiel and Admiral Graham stay behind to continue their conversation via video monitor with General Baxter from IndoPacom out of Hawaii and General Gilbert on Miyakojima Island.

Both generals present in the room nodded grimly. The upcoming conversation would be unpleasant, and they were apparently resigned to that.

When the room had finally cleared and it was just the five of them, three of them physically in the room and the two others joining remotely, the Vice President turned his gaze to look Admiral Graham. His tone of his voice became sharp, his demeanor hard. “Admiral Graham, I don’t even know where to begin this conversation. Right now, I can’t convey strongly enough to you how frustrated and angry the President is with you and the Navy, or how disappointed the nation is right now. I need you to explain what happened the other day with that Kamikaze attack that led to the loss of five capital ships and the damage to twenty-six others.”

All eyes turned to Admiral Graham. “Mr. Vice President, I’m not going to make excuses for what happened. Jade Dragon appears to have scored a pyrrhic victory, and while it is stinging to accept, it did not further China’s cause in defeating our forces or in stopping our eventual liberation of Taiwan—”

“OK, I’m gonna have to stop you right there, Nathan,” the Vice President interrupted. “There is no way that attack can be considered a ‘pyrrhic’ victory in any measurable way. What happened is that somehow, someway, that damn AI once again found a chink in our armor and managed to drive a spear right into it. We lost the damn USS America! That was a $3.4 billion amphibious assault ship—the lead ship in the America-class amphibious assault ships. Not only did the ship bear the name of our country, it had a crew of one thousand, two hundred and four sailors and was the 5th Marine Division afloat headquarters.

“Not only did these ChiCom fighters manage to slip through the northern flank’s defenses, they knew exactly where the invasion was located—not just the general vicinity of the fleet, but the flipping latitude and longitude of our capital ships and vessels critical to supporting and sustaining the Marines ashore. Admiral King assigned Task Force Dupre to cover the Keelung-Mianhua gap. Those thirteen warships consisting of two guided missile cruisers, eight destroyers, and three frigates should have been enough to protect the invasion fleet’s northern flank.

“You want to know how Jade Dragon managed to find the exact coordinates to the critical ships within the invasion fleet?” the Vice President asked. “How the AI managed to drive home four Saccade missiles into the side of the America before those two Kamikazes plowed themselves into the ship just above the waterline?”

Admiral Graham shifted in his seat but remained silent.

“I’ll tell you how. Remember that video of those missiles plowing into the ship minutes before the Kamikazes hit the America? Some stupid nineteen-year-old kid aboard the USS Fort Lauderdale apparently had the wherewithal to livestream the attack to his Twitter account. Then, wouldn’t you know it, this dumbass just so happened to be a bit of an online wargamer, playing of all things—World of Warships, that online MMO. Well, he managed to livestream thirteen minutes of the General Quarters as the attack got underway. His video managed to capture some incredible scenes of the fleet as it engaged the enemy missiles, followed by the suicide attack by the ChiComs. No one aboard the ship or at 7th Fleet headquarters knew about it until someone’s spouse, who happened to work for a local television station, got it aired live to the nation. It was playing live to the damned nation, Admiral!” The VP slammed his hand on the table, his wedding ring creating a loud metallic crack like a gunshot, causing everyone in the room to jump.

Blain saw the VP was about to get out of control and interjected, “Admiral Graham, there is nothing that any of us can do to change what happened. What you have to understand is that this attack, despite not deterring our current operations on Taiwan or the remainder of Operation Middle Kingdom, just scored a huge propaganda hit to use against the Administration and our allies. Now they are rallying a demoralized enemy, thanks in large part to the careless actions of this sailor and a series of failures by those above him—”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Wilson, but failures by those above him? Can you elaborate on that?” Admiral Graham interrupted, finally getting a word in edgewise.

Blain looked to Admiral Thiel, who nodded to the Vice President. “Ah, go ahead, Blain,” said Madden. “These guys are gonna find out here shortly. Might as well come from us.”

Blain saw the confused looks on the screens with the two generals who were not privy to the interactions taking place in the room. He looked at the camera as he explained, “Gentlemen, as you know, the NSA has our own version of Jade Dragon called Cicada. Well, as it turns out, Cicada detected a security breach at Twitter approximately five hours before the PLA launched this attack on the fleet. What our AI detected was a lapse in the Fleet’s commercial communications blackout. The Fort Lauderdale, along with the America, the Green Bay, the Truman, and four other Arleigh Burke destroyers, had failed to lockout their access to social media platforms as the fleet approached the coast of Taiwan and began the landing operations.”

As Blain spoke, the face of the Chief of Naval Operations went pale as he realized what had happened. General Baxter muttered a few curse words as the realization set in. General Gilbert, to his credit, got up before shouting a string of obscenities at the lapse of OPSEC.

“Admiral, the NSA confirmed on our way over here that Jade Dragon, through this security break in Twitter, was able to access the personal electronic devices of several hundred sailors and Marines across the fleet. Thankfully, the security protocols put in place by Cicada prevented Jade Dragon from gaining access to the shipboard computers or communication systems, so those were not corrupted in this attack. However, each of those ships that was targeted was chosen because Jade Dragon had access to those devices and essentially used them as a homing signal,” Blain explained, laying all the facts out on the table.

Admiral Thiel then cleared his throat, ready to take charge as the senior military advisor to the President. “Shortly after the President was sworn into office, she asked me if I had studied a predecessor to the position I now hold—a General George Marshall, the chairman during World War II. I told her I had. She then asked me if I could be her George Marshall, a man willing to hold her generals and admirals accountable for failures on the battlefield and someone who could, if necessary, reach down into the lower ranks promote people several grades higher to find the generals admirals necessary to win this war—”

“Am I being relieved?” Graham interrupted.

A short pause ensued as the two admirals eyed each other.

“No, I’m not relieving you of command,” Thiel finally replied. “But I am relieving the captains of the ships that failed to implement the coms blackout protocols when their ships went into battle. I am also relieving the 7th Fleet Commander and the invasion force commander, effective immediately. What I want you to do next is convene a board of inquiry and figure out who else is responsible for this. If you cannot hold your people accountable for this horrific failure to follow basic procedures, which led to the deaths of more than six thousand sailors and twenty-five hundred Marines, I will relieve you and find someone who will. Do I make myself clear?”

“Crystal,” was the only response the CNO gave.

The Vice President stood. “OK, then we’re done here,” he said. “I’ll speak with the President when we return and tell her the matter has been dealt with.”

As the three of them neared the door, the VP turned to add, “Admiral, you are on thin ice. You best get your house in order before the President orders me to come in and clean house.”
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Situation Room, White House

Washington, D.C.

President Delgado took a sip of her coffee after the steward had given her a fresh refill. It was her third cup this morning and likely the only thing holding this migraine back from becoming a problem that would require her to lay down for a few hours. She didn’t have that kind of time to waste, not with so much going on. Hold it together, Maria. If the troops in the field can deal with what they’re dealing with, then you can deal with the inconvenience of a migraine, she told herself as Admiral Thiel began the daily Taiwan brief.

“Madam President, since we already discussed the naval situation the other day, I’m going to keep this briefing focused on the air and ground operations currently underway. To start things off, I’m going to cover the NATO operations in the south before pivoting to the Marines in the north,” Admiral Thiel said as a map of Taiwan was brought up on the large monitor, making it easier to follow along.

Maria nodded along in approval. She was glad Mike and Blain had handled the Navy situation. She’d been dealing with the fallout from that disaster for days, and the last thing she wanted to deal with was the Navy brass at the Pentagon closing ranks to protect their own. Best to let her VP, CJC, and Blain handle it for her.

As she stared at the map for a moment, taking it all in, she was impressed with the array of combat power displayed on the map. Military icons denoted the air, land and sea units that were placed at various locations on the map. The southern portion of the island consisting of Taitung County or Sector C was the portion of the island where the NATO-South Task Force was operating, along with the First Marine Expeditionary Force or I MEF. The Marine force had circled around the southern tip of the island to come ashore in Pingtung County, just south of the Port of Kaohsiung. Surrounding the landmass were icons denoting the various naval task force groups and the names of the flagships leading them. Along the sides of the map were the Air Force squadron or wing icons, accompanied by smaller versions of them overtop certain areas of the island, denoting where they were actively carrying out operations. The PLA Air Force icons were similarly laid out on the opposite side of the map, with similar smaller icons over the landmasses. To the trained eye, the icons told the story and scale of what was happening on the island.

“Since our last briefing, the fighting around the Luyu Highlands culminated in a couple of decisive battles between the Australian 1st Division and the PLA 163rd Motorized Infantry Division. The 163rd initially fell back to Chishang Township.” The admiral used a laser pointer to indicate the location he was talking about. “The Aussies gave chase, keeping the pressure on as they attempted to conduct a fighting retreat. Eventually the 163rd fell back to an area in the mountains called Tianchi. It’s a tourist area straddling the Southern Cross-Island Highway or Highway 20. Right now, the Aussies are consolidating their gains before they give it another push along this axis of advance until they reach the town of Fusun, in Liugui District. This is where Highway 20 turns west, eventually leading to Tainan City. Fusan is also where the east-west highway connects with Highway 27 that continues south towards the city of Liouguei, the district capital for the county.

“Further south, I MEF continues to encounter heavy fighting around the Linyuan District on the western side of the Gaoping Creek, and around the Jiuqutang train station in the Dashu District a few kilometers further to the north. However, because the Marines have continued to hold the area, it’s allowed the elements of the NATO force to eventually link up part of the MarDiv that recently recaptured the Pingtung air base on the eastern side of the creek. The base is being made ready for helicopters and ground-attack aircraft to start operating out of it. This will greatly increase the combat power of our units in the south,” Admiral Thiel explained.

He brought up a few other maps and more data about the various battles that continued to rage in the surrounding area. Maria was doing her best to stay focused and take the information in. Meanwhile, her migraine was starting to win out—it was a pulsating, pounding headache now threatening her ability to even finish the briefing.

Blain must have seen her discomfort and jumped in to save her, as he had a few other times when she’d been on the verge of ending a meeting because of a migraine. He seemed to possess some sort of third eye of perception for these kinds of things, which she’d come to appreciate more and more as time went on.

“Excuse me, Admiral, not to steal your thunder with what’s going on, but perhaps we should bring the President up to speed on what the Agency just uncovered a few hours ago,” Blain interjected as the admiral was about to start briefing the Marine operations in the north.

“Ah, yeah. Well, I was kind of saving the best for last, but perhaps you’re right. We can interrupt the main course and help ourselves to dessert, I suppose,” he joked half-heartedly before turning serious again. “Madam President, I am proud to report that as of five hours ago, we officially learned of the location of Jade Dragon,” he announced. “It’s taken us a while, Madam President, but we finally found the bastard—we know where that damn AI is being housed, and more than that, we have solid intelligence on what the facility looks like inside and out.”

Maria was just about to suggest they pause the meeting for a few hours so she could address this growing migraine she couldn’t seem to battle through any longer—but what she’d just heard changed everything. Her migraine hadn’t gone away, but the sudden rush of adrenaline appeared to have blunted its severity for the moment.

Turning to look at Admiral Thiel and Blain, she said, “So we found it…tell me we have a plan for how we’re going to take it out.”

Now it was Blain’s turn to smile. “Oh, we’ve got a plan all right. In fact, we’re gonna enlist the help of good ol’ Mother Earth in this one.”

Maria raised an eyebrow at the comment. “Mother Earth?”

“Mother Earth…we’re gonna cause an earthquake.”

“An earthquake? How the hell is that going to destroy Jade Dragon?” she asked skeptically.

“It’s not,” said the Air Force Chief of Staff before adding, “it’s going to crack the egg. Then our spaceplane, the Banshee, is going to scramble it.”

Blain must have seen Maria’s confusion because he jumped in. “Excuse the egg analogy. Think of it like this, Madam President—it will be like cutting the strings to a marionette. Now that we have found where the AI is located, we’ve begun devising a strategy for how to best get at the underground facility it is being housed in. We’ve got a plan, and once we destroy the AI, the entire PLA will implode like a house of cards. Hell, we just might end the war in time for Christmas if this plan actually works.”

Huh, I seem to remember the Allies saying something like that shortly after the Normandy landings…then the Battle of Bulge squashed that idea pretty hard, Maria thought privately, not wanting to get her hopes up too high.

Looking to Blain and her generals, Maria pushed through the migraine, forcing a smile as she did. “OK, gentlemen, I suppose it’s time we go ahead and order those Rangers into position.”

She turned to Blain. “Perhaps you should walk me through this plan. Tell me what you mean about cracking the egg and cutting the strings to this marionette, and then we’ll see if Christmas is a possibility or not.”
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Chapter One
Aussieland

August 2026

2nd Royal Australian Regiment

Jiaxian, Taiwan

Lieutenant Geoffrey Sawtell’s unit was exhausted. They were running on adrenaline and caffeine and not much else. Shortly after pushing inland following the landings, the 2 RAR had found themselves fighting through multiple enemy fallback positions as units from the PLA’s 3rd Light Combined Arms Brigade would put up stiff resistance for half a day to a day. Then they would fall back to the next defensive position and repeat the process. As Sawtell’s unit probed along the edges of the enemy position, they stumbled upon an unguarded farmer’s trail. After reconning the trail, they discovered it would lead them behind the enemy’s fortified position and allow them to roll up the entire PLA unit.

After a brief but violent battle, what was left of the enemy battalion retreated west along the Nanbu Cross-Island Highway, until they reached the Jiaxian Bridge that spanned the Qishan River. When Sawtell first saw the bridge and PLA vehicles racing across it, he wanted to give chase, to get his guys across the bridge and make sure it couldn’t be put out of action. However, when he briefed his plan, he was told to hang tight until Bravo Coy, 5 RAR was able to link up with his unit. It felt like an eternity waiting for the units M113 armored personnel carriers to catch up to them. When they arrived on the scene, Sawtell outlined his plan of attack and got the other commander to agree to support it.

Sawtell climbed into the back of his Boxer combat reconnaissance vehicle and observed what was happening around them from the Wasp UAV they’d just launched to give them eyes over the bridge. Before his platoon, which was packed in the CRVs, would race down Wenhua Road towards the Jiaxian Bridge, they were to wait until B Coy was able to maneuver three of their M113A1 medium reconnaissance vehicles or MRVs into an overwatch position in a nearby park just south of the bridge. On the opposite side, another three MRVs would move into position, giving Sawtell six vehicles able to provide covering fire as his platoon advanced across the bridge to secure the other side.

We shouldn’t have stopped, Sawtell thought. If we had chased them across, then we wouldn’t have given the enemy time to set a trap as we cross the bridge.

It was moments like this that he wished he’d been able to join the military a few years earlier. He likely would have been a captain, or potentially even a major at this point instead of being a senior lieutenant. Some of the tactical decisions made by those a rank or two above him were baffling sometimes.

Holding the tablet tightly as he watched the UAV scan the buildings and vegetation opposite the river, Sawtell couldn’t help but wonder how many missile teams had been left behind by that motorized light infantry battalion as they passed through. He didn’t like to travel through choke points unless absolutely necessary. With no other bridges nearby to cross the Qishan River, however, he was stuck. This was the only way across, which meant the enemy knew that too.

“The overwatch is almost in position,” announced Sawtell’s drone operator as he continued to scan the opposite bank, looking for signs of trouble.

Sawtell sent a message to his vehicle commanders to stand by. Once the B Coy units radioed they were in position, then he’d order his CRVs to pull out of the parking lot they’d staged in and advance rapidly towards the bridge. Given the performance of his combat reconnaissance vehicles since coming ashore, Sawtell felt reasonably confident in saying if they ran into trouble along the way, then the vehicles’ 30 mm auto cannons would be more than a match for whatever the enemy might throw at them. The Boxer CRVs were a huge improvement over the MRVs B Coy was still currently using. The ammo used in the 30 mm autocannons packed a hell of a punch, intermixing air-bursting shells and armor piercing slugs. The double punch from explosive to armored slug had allowed them to break through more than a few enemy positions since coming ashore.

The radio crackled in Sawtell’s helmet, and the voice of Lieutenant MacLaurin announced, “Ringo One, Bara Two. We’re in position, no sight—"

As MacLaurin was in the process of finishing his sentence, Sawtell spotted a missile as it leapt into the air from across the river along the side of a building. The ATGM was airborne for the brief time it took to travel the short distance across the river before impacting against one of the MRVs. The sudden force of the shaped charge exploding into the vehicle compartment caused the turret to blow right off the vehicle and sent it cartwheeling through the sky. Moments later, the remaining ammo in the vehicle’s hull started to cook off, spewing flames into the air.

The two other vehicles next to MacLaurin’s burning wreck popped their defensive smoke canisters to rain down around them as the drivers reversed the APCs to find a new position that wasn’t compromised. The gunners aboard the other tracks returned fire, raking the tree lines with cannon and machinegun fire as they looked to suppress any further missile teams from nailing more of their trucks.

With a full-blown firefight underway and the enemy focusing their attention on the APCs, Sawtell figured it was now or never if they wanted to get across the bridge. He shouted to the vehicle commander, “Go, go, go! Get us across the river now!”

“Yes, sir,” came the quick reply as the vehicle lurched forward onto the road that would lead them to the bridge.

The CRV pulled out of the parking lot and took off down the road, picking up speed to run the gauntlet across the bridge. Sawtell hoped the enemy hadn’t been waiting to blow it up as they drove across. As they raced past the buildings, crossing the intersection and driving onto the bridge, the enemy shifted fire from the APCs to their direction.

Tink, tink, tink.

As they raced across the bridge, Sawtell felt his sphincter pucker as bullets hammered the vehicle relentlessly, pounding on the armored shell like a jackhammer. Then the vehicle gunner opened fire, spewing 30mm airburst rounds into the buildings and tree lines from which the machine gunners were firing.

“Missile five o’clock!” the gunner yelled, and the driver swerved to the right fractions of a second before it impacted where they’d just been.

BAM!

The shock wave from the near miss caused the vehicle to momentarily slide across the pavement until the tracks gained traction again and the vehicle continued to race forward.

The gunner continued to direct 30mm cannon fire into the nearby buildings and tree lines from which the missile crews and machine gunners were still firing. Once they were across the bridge, the attack stopped, and the remaining Chinese soldiers took off running, some fleeing further into the woods and others back into the residential areas near the main road.

Sawtell glanced down at the tablet, where the drone feed was still live. He smiled when he saw a column of M113s following them across the bridge. As much as he’d like his people to dismount and work on clearing this area out, his orders were to advance to the intersection of Highway 20, which led into the mountains until it crossed the island just north of Tainan City. Then, in the other direction, Highway 29 connected to the southern coast, where the First Marines Expeditionary Force was battling it out with elements of the PLA 74th Group Army. For now, clearing the town would have to fall on the shoulders of B Coy, 5 RAR.

“Lieutenant, it looks like we’re past whatever was back there,” said the vehicle commander. “The nav says we’re a couple of klicks out from Objective Troy. Once we reach the intersection, do you want to dismount your troops and set up a roadblock while we hold up for follow-on forces, or how would you like us to proceed?”

“Damn orders. We should be continuing until we hit resistance—not sitting on our duffs while we wait for the enemy to reorganize.” Sawtell cursed under his breath. At a volume that the others could hear, he replied, “Yeah, we’ll dismount once we get to the intersection. We’ll set up this roadblock and stand by until our orders change or the rest of the 5 RAR catches up to us.” Sawtell wasn’t thrilled with having to slow down their momentum. Then again, getting too far ahead of their forces would put them in a bad position should they run into an enemy force greater than what they could handle.

The Boxer CRV slowed down as they approached the intersection. Sawtell was looking at the UAV’s footage of the area when he spotted something moving around a few hundred meters to their front. He zoomed in on the image and his eyes widened as he saw a man lift an object to his shoulder. He warned the driver, who turned hard to the right just as the guy fired the missile.

They didn’t maneuver fast enough. The missile hit the front corner of the track, causing them to halt abruptly. The vehicle commander dropped the rear hatch, allowing them to bail out of the stricken vehicle.

Sawtell broke to the right with the others as they dove into the culvert next to the road. A string of machine-gun fire ripped through the air above them as rounds bounced harmlessly off the damaged vehicle they had just abandoned.

“Corporal Roderick, take your team and see if you can’t suppress those machine gunners!” ordered Sawtell. “And try to keep those missile teams off the vehicles.” Then he radioed to the ASLAV and M113 vehicle commanders to dismount their soldiers and be ready to support his troopers as they cleared the ambush.

*******

Corporal Jim Roderick heard the lieutenant’s orders, but his body wouldn’t obey. He couldn’t move. The bullets missed him, but his mind went numb—until Lance Corporal Butler shook him, shouting, “Roderick! The LT’s yelling for you!”

Snapping out of it, Roderick turned, yelling, “On me!”

He sprinted forward, his EF88 Austeyr blasting at the enemy as he ran. Chinese machine gunners and missile teams waited on a hilltop, ambushing the CRVs at the intersection. The CRVs fought back, shredding the hilltop with air-bursting rounds, catching several missile teams before they could fire.

“Lay into that tree cluster, four o’clock,” Roderick shouted to Butler. “They’re trying to get those Arrow-73s ready to fire. Missile team getting ready to fire!”

Butler carried out the orders, aiming with the squad’s MAG58, unleashing a hailstorm of bullets toward the enemy missile team before they could fire. As Butler rained hell on the missile team, Roderick ordered the rest of the squad forward. The enemy machine gunners on the hilltop had been taken off guard by the sudden attack and scrambled to return fire. Roderick and his men were closing in fast, taking advantage of the confusion.

Roderick and Butler reached the base of the hill, dodging enemy fire as they advanced up the slope. They split off from the rest of the squad, each taking a different flank while the rest of the team continued to lay down suppressive fire on the enemy, keeping the focused on them and not Roderick and Butler as they moved around the flanks of the enemy positions.

Roderick kept his head low, weaving through the trees as he made his way up the hill. He could hear Butler’s MAG58 pounding away on the other side.

As Roderick neared the top of the hill, he heard the sharp crack of an enemy rifle. He dropped to the ground, rolling behind a tree as a bullet whizzed overhead. He peered around the trunk, trying to locate the shooter. Suddenly, a figure appeared, darting between the trees. Roderick aimed and fired, killing the enemy soldier with a burst of automatic fire.

He continued up the hill, dodging enemy fire as he went. He caught glimpses of Butler doing the same on the other side. They were making good progress, but the enemy was putting up a fierce resistance. Roderick could see the machine gunners and missile teams ahead, huddled behind a rocky outcropping. They were heavily armed and dug in, determined to hold their ground.

Roderick reached a tree line at the top of the hill and took a knee, catching his breath. He could hear Butler’s MAG58 echoing through the trees, providing cover as the rest of the squad closed in using the distraction Roderick and Butler had caused. Roderick looked out at the enemy position, sizing up their defense. He could see that they had dug in deep, using the rocks and trees for cover. It would be a tough fight, but they had to take out those machine gunners and missile teams if they wanted to secure the intersection.

He looked back at the rest of his squad, who had reached the tree line and were waiting for his next move. Roderick nodded to them, holding a grenade in his hand, signaling them to grab one and get ready to throw them when he gave the signal. Then they’d charge on the enemy. He counted down with his fingers, then threw the grenade as close as possible to the enemy positions.

Bam, Bam, BAM!

Roderick sprang to his feet, leading the charge. He and the rest of the squad ran like hell, closing the distance on the enemy until they burst from the tree line, firing nearly on top of them. The enemy machine gunners and missile teams had been caught off guard, and for a moment, they had hesitated. But then they returned fire, raking their position with a barrage of automatic weapons fire.

Roderick and his men took cover behind trees and rocks—whatever they could find—exchanging fire with the enemy. Then one of his men screamed, going down on one knee and clutching his arm. Roderick started to move forward to help, but another soldier took the man’s place, taking up the fight.

Roderick continued forward, sprinting from one cover to the next. He could see Butler doing the same on the other side. They were closing in on the enemy position, with the rest of the squad right behind them. To win this fight, they had to take out those machine gunners and missile teams.

Finally, they reached the enemy position. The fight turned to hand-to-hand combat while enemy reinforcements rushed forward.

Roderick was in the thick of it, ducking and weaving as he fought his way through the enemy soldiers. He took out one enemy after another, his EF88 Austeyr blazing. Butler was right beside him, firing his MAG58 into a group of enemy soldiers trying to reinforce their comrades.

The enemy opposition was robust, but Roderick and his men were relentless. They fought their way through the enemy position, eliminating the machine gunners and missile teams overwatching the intersection. With the enemy position cleared, Roderick told his guys to collect the antitank missiles and place them in a pile. They’d drop a thermite grenade on them and destroy ’em so they couldn’t be used.

Standing next to the pile of unspent missiles, Roderick looked at his soldiers. “This was a tough skirmish. You fought well, and we overcame a superior force and defeated it. I’m proud of you guys and what we just accomplished. Now let’s get back to the LT and finish securing this intersection.”

As his squad began gathering their gear to leave, Roderick pulled the pin on the thermite grenade and tossed it on top of the pile of missiles. He walked away without looking back like an action hero and then followed his squad to the intersection.

*******

5th MarDiv

Shiding District, Northern Taiwan

Major General Bonwit frowned as he looked at the status report from the engineers. They still hadn’t gotten the Hsuehshan Tunnel connecting Toucheng Township along the Yilan Coast to his forward command post in Shiding District. There were two separate tunnels that Highway 5 traveled through. ROC and American Special Forces were supposed to have secured the tunnels during the opening hours of the invasion to keep the PLA from collapsing them at the start of the landing operations. They’d managed to secure the first section, the longest one that connected directly to Toucheng Township. But the tunnel entrance near Dingping Road, in section two of the district, had unfortunately been dropped before it was secured.

Engineers had been working to reopen the tunnel for over a week, with little luck in speeding up the process. For now, it meant taking the long route along Pingding Road, a two-lane county road, as opposed to the highway. Tracing his entire supply line through a patchwork of county roads and poorly maintained back roads over heavy mountainous terrain proved challenging. More than once, Bonwit had to hold his commanders back from advancing because of a lack of fuel and munitions to support another offensive push.

Colonel Kerns walked into the room that had become the division headquarters. “Who would have thought losing America and those two amphibious transport docks would have gummed up our logistics as bad as they have?” Kerns commented.

Still looking at the report, Bonwit nodded in agreement. “Yeah, they got us pretty good. Damn shame Sanchez and the others didn’t make it. I had hoped they might have been among the lucky ones to get off the ship before it blew, but…”

“That was a tough break, sir. Nothing any of us can do about that. But damn, why did they have to nail Green Bay?” Kerns vented. “Who in the hell thought it was a good idea to put half our trucks on three ships? Those transport vehicles should have been spread across the transport docks, not consolidated on a couple of them.”

Bonwit blew some air past his lips in frustration. “Well, when they give you lemons—”

“Yeah, I know. We make lemonade,” Kerns interrupted.

Bonwit laughed before countering, “Oh, my friend, I think we’re past lemonade. It’s time for limoncello.”

Kerns made a sour face at the mention of the lemon liqueur. “I’ll take a pass on that stuff. My wife swears by it. Made me try some on a vacation we took to Sorrento, Italy, a few years back. I drank it like I enjoyed it, but I’ll never willingly touch that stuff again.”

They laughed at his bravery for drinking that terrible concoction and telling his wife how great it was as he secretly wanted to spit it out. The humor broke the moment’s tension before they got down to business. Then Bonwit brought it back to the task at hand. “So, give me a no-BS assessment of the 26th. How are your guys doing?”

“They’ll be all right. Why? What’s going on?”

“There’s some talk about pulling us from the line. The 6th MarDiv finished coming ashore yesterday. General Gilbert wants them to pass our lines and pull us back to the coasts.”

Kerns looked frustrated by the news. “Why? We’re kicking ass right now. The only thing holding us back is fuel and ammo. If the 6th is fully ashore, they’ve got trucks. They could step in and keep us supplied so we can keep the pressure on. Maybe push the bastards off the island.”

“That’s what I brought up to General Gilbert this morning,” Bonwit said with a nod. “My sense is that he wants to pull us back to refit and rest. He mentioned something about the Navy having cleared the Straits. If I know him, he’s got something up his sleeve.”

“Huh, you think he might be crazy enough to have us load up in the ships again and swing around the island to drop us on the other side?” quizzed Kerns, a look of excitement in his eyes.

“I can’t say for sure, Kerns, but if I was a betting man, that’s what I’d wager.”

“Well, then, I suppose we should talk about how we’re extricating ourselves from the line and handing things off to the 6th before someone changes their mind. We wouldn’t want to share in the glory of doing another amphibious landing.”

They laughed, knowing the 6th MarDiv was the only division not to have participated in any of the landings of the war so far. It was a bit of a burn for the division commander and his Marines; it wasn’t very often that you got to invade an island. If Bonwit had a say in the matter, he’d make sure it was 5th Marines who got the next landing.
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Chapter Two
Northern Anxiety

Forward Headquarters, III Corps

Dalian, Liaodong Peninsula

China

As General Bob Sink toured the hangar next to the flight line, staring at the latest batch of robotic combat vehicles, he had to marvel at how far the Army’s robotic combat vehicle program had come over the years. When his friend Kurt Stavridis had been placed in charge of the Army’s Combat Capabilities Development Command after receiving his second general’s star, Sink had feared his friend was being put out to pasture. Looking back on it, though, he realized now that if it hadn’t been for his friend’s force of will and ability to convince Congress to invest in the R&D necessary to create these robotic vehicles, they likely wouldn’t have them now, when they needed them most to defeat the hellish AI the Chinese had unleashed on the world.

“Yesterday, we got another shipment of the CTX recon variants,” Lieutenant General Roy Dowdy explained as they continued their tour. “That’s the one with those state-of-the-art ground radars and optical sensors that makes the gun on them so deadly. You can actually anchor the CTX along the perimeter, placing it in sentry mode, and it’ll engage anything that comes within its programmed fields of fire, or it can be operated by a soldier and they can control it directly. But these are going to be a game changer for us, Bob. We just don’t have the same numbers of soldiers the PLA can bring to bear. This thing, well, it evens the playing field.”

“Yeah, I think you’re right. If I’m not mistaken, I Corps just integrated some of them with 2nd Infantry Division. I know General Brooks has been eager to start using them with some of his divisions. But I didn’t come here to talk about this. I came here because I need your opinion, Roy—and don’t hold back. This next phase of OP Middle Kingdom—what concerns do you have, and do you think this is going to work?”

He paused. “It’s just us, Roy,” Sink said, lowering his voice. “So be honest.”

They started walking again, passing the Rheinmetall RCVs and heading towards the larger, squattier-looking Textron Ripsaws neatly lined up along the right side of the hangar.

After a moment of silence, General Dowdy finally spoke. “I don’t know, Bob. There are a lot of variables and moving parts to this next part of the operation. We also need a lot of things to break our way for this to work. I mean, technically, the plan is brilliant. It’s an Inchon-style move—landing a ground force behind the front lines. It worked during the Korean War; theoretically, it should work here.”

“Should being the operative word,” General Sink emphasized, then pressed him further. “What’s your real concern, Roy? What am I not seeing here?”

General Dowdy sighed. “OK, let me put it this way. When you first took command of Eighth Army, you said the way we were going to defeat General Song’s immense army wasn’t by fighting it directly. It was by starving it of resources—fuel for his vehicles, munitions for his artillery, tanks, and infantry, and food to keep his soldiers fed. You said we’ll do this by destroying his ground lines of communications and the transportation nodes used to connect Liaoning Province to the rest of China. Cut off Liaoning, and we cut off the entirety of northern China and his entire army from the industrial base sustaining them. I believe you said if we do that, if we can remove his army from the chessboard, then it’ll just be a matter of time until our tanks roll down Tiananmen Square and we capture the Chinese government.

“General Baxter, on the other hand, proposed something different—Operation Middle Kingdom. He wants to go for the head of the snake and have my force, III Corps, and XVIII Airborne Corps land by sea and air to grab the Port of Tianjin. This will place our forces less than one hundred and fifty kilometers from Beijing. The plan calls for me to expand the perimeter within twenty-four hours so we can ensure we maintain control of the port to keep our supply line open. Then I’m supposed to press on to Beijing and attempt to sack the capital and nab the civilian and military leadership if possible. If not, then we’re supposed to destroy whatever military units we encounter in and around the capital. This whole plan, Bob, depends on the PLA collapsing and the government seeing reason and surrendering—”

“And you don’t think that’ll happen?” General Sink cut in.

“I think we’re fighting an AI, and that this AI does not think like the rest of us,” General Dowdy asserted. “It doesn’t seem to value the lives of the soldiers it directs, and it seems willing to sacrifice a great many lives to achieve little. I think we could find ourselves in a tough situation where we will be greatly outnumbered and very far behind enemy lines. Should anything happen to our ability to support that port and keep our two corps fed with bullets, water, and fuel…we could find ourselves in a Dunkirk situation instead of Inchon.”

“I brought up many of those problems you mentioned during the planning of phase three of this operation,” General Sink countered. “Baxter and the Pentagon planners swear they’ve gone over it all, and apparently, the SecDef and the President have bought off on their assessments and contingency plans.”

Sink paused. “I’d like to get your opinion about something else. When we kick off phase two of this operation and General Brooks and I Corps launch their offensive against the Dengta Line, then General Van Dorn and V Corps move against the Liaozhong District, threatening to sever the interchange connecting the G1 Beijing–Harbin Expressway and the G91 Liaozhong Ring Expressway, do you think it’ll be enough for General Song to pull elements of the 116th Mechanized Infantry Division away from Panshan County and maybe even Jinzhou and Linghai along the Daling River?”

General Dowdy stopped walking for a moment. “You want to know if it’s possible to sever the G1 Beijing–Harbin Expressway and cut General Song’s Northern Army off?” he asked.

“Let’s just say I’d like to propose a possible plan B—one that doesn’t interfere with phase three of Baxter’s plan but gives us a potential alternative to pursue should anything go sideways in the lead-up to initiating it,” said General Sink.

“I think if you want to bust out of the Panjin pocket and jump the Daling River and grab Jinzhou, then you’re going to need to make sure V Corps has a legitimate shot at breaking through those trench lines and grabbing the Liaozhong District,” Dowdy surmised. “If you can do that—then, yeah, I think you’ll convince that AI and General Song that you aim to cut off their supply lines and starve ’em out.

“But you’ll need them to pull 202nd Mechanized Infantry Brigade too. That may be a mech brigade, but it’s pretty tank-heavy. If Van Dorn is able to seize Liaozhong District, and XVIII Airborne is able to jump the river and snag Jinzhou, then that’d be a coup. A big win. But if you’re going to propose that, then I’d suggest figuring out how you plan on swapping out the 101st and 3rd ID pretty rapidly, so they’ll be available and ready for phase three. Hell, it may even be easier to just detach 3rd ID and swap ’em with another division from General Widmeyer’s command. It’s his corps that’s going to take the place of XVIII Airborne when phase three starts. But that’s just me spitballing.” Dowdy smirked.

Stopping in front of the M5 Textron Ripsaw vehicle, General Sink eyed the squat-looking unmanned ground autonomous vehicle and nodded slowly. “You know, Roy, staring at this…what do they even call this type of thing?”

“Ah, UGAV is what I’m told,” Dowdy responded. “This one’s fitted with a 30mm autocannon, able to switch between AP rounds and some sort of programmable smart munition—a cross between proximity-fuze ammo and exploding contact munitions.”

“Damn, Roy. This is the kind of crap that makes me glad I’m in the twilight of my career and not a grunt having to face off against this. Thanks for arranging this tour and giving us a chance to talk—away from prying ears and eyes. I need to head back to Camp Humphrey, but I’ll be in touch. Oh, one last thing, Roy—as our Marine brothers like to say, ‘Semper Gumby.’”

*******

Pentagon

Arlington, Virginia

When Blain Wilson and Vice President Mike Madden entered the room, it was clear they had walked into the middle of some sort of heated discussion. It seemed the VP had noticed too as he took a seat at the center of the table—he eyed everyone like a parent walking into the room as the kids were arguing, only to fall silent the moment they saw Dad. Blain was content to let it be and focus on the reason they were here. The VP seemed to think otherwise as he got the meeting underway.

“You know, they say a marriage is in trouble when the couple stops arguing. You know why they say that?” the VP asked.

Blain had a thought on the matter, but he dared not stick his nose into whatever had been happening before they’d arrived.

When no one spoke up, the VP continued. “When a couple stops arguing altogether, it may indicate that they’ve stopped trying to resolve whatever issue it is they’re facing—or worse, have become emotionally disengaged from each other. On the other hand, if they’re arguing all the time, then their marriage may be troubled. Especially if the arguments are frequent and unproductive. So, I don’t know what’s going on between the heads of the different services or inside of your services, but I do know this—we have over two million Americans serving abroad in uniform, fighting against an army that’s being led and directed by an artificial intelligence that doesn’t see or value human life the way we do. Those men and women—they’re depending on us back here to hold it together and give them the tools necessary to defeat this enemy and protect their families back home,” the VP said sternly.

He then turned to the SecDef and Admiral Thiel. “Is there a problem I should be made aware of, or is this something that can be handled internally?” he asked pointedly.

Admiral Thiel looked like he was just about to speak when Defense Secretary Jack Kurtis chimed in. “We’re just discussing some unique challenges the Air Force has been encountering recently and a slight adjustment to phase two of OP Middle Kingdom before it kicks off.”

“It’s nothing we can’t handle ourselves,” Admiral Thiel quickly added.

Blain saw a look of concern from General Hamlin, the Air Force Chief of Staff, that gave him pause. Apparently, the VP caught it too. “Joe, you look a bit out of sorts. Is there anything going on with the Air Force that Blain and I need to know about before we get on with this meeting?”

When Blain saw Admiral Thiel give a slight shake of the head to Hamlin, he knew something was up. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs wanted to keep something hush-hush for the moment. Blain was about to ask him about it when the VP beat him to the punch.

“Admiral Thiel, tell me I didn’t just see you try to give a nonverbal directive to General Hamlin not to answer my question,” said VP Madden.

Admiral Thiel visibly squirmed in his chair, something Blain hadn’t seen him do since he’d been appointed Chairman.

Now I know something bad is happening, thought Blain.

“Sir, as I said earlier, this is something that we can handle internally—”

“I’m sure it is, Admiral,” interrupted the VP. “But now my interest is piqued. Indulge me.”

Blain noticed a subtle change in tone, a sharpness in the final words Mike said that caused a slight shiver to run down his spine. He hadn’t seen the VP lose his temper, but he’d come close a couple of times. He looked as if he might lose it here if the admiral didn’t quit dancing around whatever the problem was.

“Um, OK, sir. Why not? We’ve been discussing some dirty laundry between the services, and I think it’s something we can handle within. But since you’ve asked to be included, we’ll bring you up to speed. Then if you’re ready, we’ll continue on with the reason for your trip across the river,” the admiral replied, his tone conveying his annoyance.

Admiral Thiel looked over to the Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Nathan Hyman Graham III. “G3, go ahead and explain the problem—and, Joe, wait until he’s done and then say your piece. I’m not going to have the two of you shouting over each other with the VP and the NSA here to see it. Understood?”

Blain could tell it was a rhetorical question, but what he found more interesting was the interaction between the service chiefs. Normally flag officers at this level tended to be on cordial terms with each other, at least until the Army-Navy game in the fall.

“The problem, Mr. Vice President, is that recently, we’re starting to have some serious issues when it comes to maintaining control over the skies,” the CNO began to explain. “The problem was elevated to me two days ago. The task force commander for OP Argonaut, Vice Admiral Hyères, was returning from a consultation in Okinawa back to the Gerald Ford when his Greyhound was intercepted and shot down near Miyakojima—”

“OK, I get it, we lost a senior military commander. We lost a few during that turkey shoot a few weeks back when they hit us with Kamikazes,” interrupted the VP. “Why does this seem to have the Navy and Air Force at each other’s throats?”

“It’s different, sir, because the Greyhound had a pair of F-15 Super Eagles flying escort,” the CNO explained. “The Air Force also had a pair of F-35s operating in the vicinity, and we also maintain several E-3 Sentries among other surveillance aircraft. There’s nowhere a PLA fighter could have snuck up on us from without anyone seeing—”

“I’m just conveying what the pilots said of the incident. There isn’t any kind of conspiracy going on or people not doing their jobs,” General Hamlin interrupted in defense of his service and the pilots involved.

“All I know, Joe, is four of your pilots lost a plane carrying a damn good friend of mine and the task force commander for Argonaut,” countered the CNO hotly.

Huh, haven’t the PLA been working on some sort of new UCAV? Blain thought. He seemed to recall a report from the NSA’s AI, Cicada, about some kind of new unit being stood up recently. He went down a rabbit hole in his mind, trying to remember any further details.

“Blain, I asked you a question,” repeated the VP agitatedly. Blain felt embarrassed at having lost focus for a moment. “Have you heard about any sort of new aircraft or capability that might help explain what’s happening? Apparently, aside from the downing of this Greyhound, we had a commercial transporter, a FedEx Boeing 767, that was taken down yesterday just outside of Seoul, South Korea. Have any ideas?”

Everyone was staring at Blain. “Eh, before I try to answer that question, is anyone able to tell me what was on that FedEx transporter? Like was it carrying something special or unique in some way?”

The question seemed to catch them all off guard. After a pause, an Air Force colonel who’d been sitting in one of the chairs against the wall looked up from a notepad. “Yes, sir, it was carrying twenty Jackal XD500s, four hundred Phoenix Ghost units, and an assortment of 320 Hero-20, -30, and -70 loitering munitions. They were earmarked for Eighth Army,” the colonel explained.

“General Sink, were loitering munitions going to be used in phase two?” Blain asked as soon as the colonel was finished speaking.

The general had a perplexed look for a moment before his face brightened as if he had begun to connect the dots. “Yeah, they were. I issued an order to have them transferred to V Corps, to support their offensive and help thin out the enemy tanks and other armored vehicles.”

“What are you getting at, Blain?” the VP asked.

“Sorry about the twenty questions. I think I have an idea what might be happening,” Blain asserted.

“Well, do tell, Mr. Wilson. We’re all ears,” Admiral Graham intoned.

“Yesterday, late in the afternoon, I got a message from our team at the Bumblehive. It mentioned an intercept between the 9th Fighter Brigade stationed out of Wuhu Wanli Air Base—that’s an air base west of Shanghai and one that’s been associated with their UCAV program—and some other base referenced only as Area 43. The communiqué mentioned something called ‘Shadow Dragon’ and stated that it was operational. We don’t have a lot more to go on other than that, but the analysts at the Bumblehive believe it has something to do with those UCAVs that we first saw when they attacked TF Argonaut shortly after the Marines began landing in Yilan County. If this is in any way connected to those semiautonomous fighters—”

“You think Jade Dragon may have just unleashed a new fighter for us to deal with—is that it?” the Air Force Chief of Staff interrupted.

“I can’t say for certain, General, but it’s highly likely Jade Dragon would have had the PLA working on a purpose-built unmanned combat autonomous vehicle, or in this case, a fighter drone—something designed completely from the ground up to be a fighter drone and not a modified manned fighter that’s been turned into a drone,” Blain shared, unsure if they’d believe him.

“Great. One more ghost we have to deal with right now,” General Baxter said over the secured video teleconference.

“OK, OK, people,” the Vice President declared before continuing. “Look, this AI has been throwing one curveball after another at us this entire war. Until we defeat it, until we pull the plug on this machine or the Chinese surrender and pull it for us, we’re going to have to deal with more surprises along the way. If the Chinese have some sort of new fighter drone that might even be stealth, then we’ll deal with it. Let’s also keep in mind this AI doesn’t exactly have the industrial capability right now to produce any kinds of large quantities of whatever wonder weapon they may throw at us next.

“I may be a dinosaur, but that means I’m also old enough to have had a father who served during the Second World War. He shared a story with me about his time flying P-51 Mustangs in Europe toward the end. By the time he was old enough to serve and get in the cockpit of a plane, they had the D-Models that could fly escort for the bombers all the way to the target and back. Well, he told me about these German wonder weapons they had encountered toward the end, like jet fighters, and how the Nazis thought they would clear the skies of Allied bombers.

“One day—March 2, 1945, he said it was—he was escorting a bomber formation on their way to attack a synthetic oil refinery in Leipzig. He said that was the first time they had encountered a jet fighter, or at least it was the first time his outfit had. Those Messerschmitt Me 262s were fast as hell and had caught them completely by surprise the first time they ran into them. But you know what? They figured out that the best way to shoot ’em down was to follow them back to their airfield and take ’em out while they were landing or when they were on the ground. My point is, they figured out how to overcome something they thought was a game changer at the time, and it was—but they just couldn’t produce enough of them to make a difference.

“So, here’s what we’re going to do,” the Vice President said, leaning forward. “As we encounter something new along the way, like we did with those Kamikaze drones, we will figure out a way to deal with it. In the meantime, we are to press forward with our ongoing plans to defeat the PLA and bring about an end to this war. Now, Mr. Wilson and I came across the river to finalize the plans the President is going to sign off on. So how about we get to it and press on?”

“Hear, hear, Mr. Vice President. That’s exactly what we’ve been doing and what we will continue to do. Adapt and overcome,” General Baxter commented.

“Speaking of adapting to evolving situations,” said Secretary Kurtis, “General Baxter, unless you have some serious reservations about this amendment to phase two of OP Middle Kingdom that General Sink has proposed, I recommend we approve it and tell the VP and NSA Wilson about the change and the lanes that General Sink has agreed to stay within. Do you concur?” he asked.

Blain looked at Kurtis, then General Baxter. He wasn’t aware of any changes to the plan. Baxter, who was responding from Hawaii via SVTC, paused but then replied, “I wasn’t originally thrilled with the idea, but having thought about it further, it might actually draw forces further away from our primary objective. I think the risks are minimal, so yes, I agree. No objection from me.”

“OK, then. General Sink, your amendment to the plan is approved. Barring the VP or NSA Wilson having an objection, you can proceed with your preparations,” replied the Secretary of Defense with a smile. “But why don’t you go ahead and bring them up to speed on this idea you pitched about breaking out of the Panjin pocket and getting a division across the Daling River to nab the city of Jinzhou?”

“Excellent, thank you, General Baxter, Mr. Secretary. I’m confident this change to our orders will place us that much closer to victory. Mr. Vice President, Mr. Wilson, let me share this idea some of my Corps commanders and I came up with.”


Volume Seven
Chapter Three
Shadows in the Sky

Weeks Earlier

25th PLA Ghost Squadron

Area 43, Underground Factory

When Yin Huan had been promoted to lieutenant colonel, skipping major altogether, he’d had no idea he would be given a command of his own, let alone one of the Ghost squadrons he’d heard rumors about. But he had started flying a modified version of the FC-1 Fierce Dragon, until an FC-2 version had come out. The second Fierce Dragon had removed the cockpit altogether, turning the manned fighter into a fully modified UCAV. However, it still wasn’t a purpose-built drone fighter—at least not yet.

Then, following the kamikaze attack shortly after the Taiwan landings, Yin and a handful of drone pilots he knew to be among the best had been pulled aside and transferred to an airfield southwest of Beijing. They were headed someplace he’d never heard of, and he was swiftly told not to mention the location to anyone. Shortly after being picked up by a transport aircraft, they’d been blindfolded and flown to the secretive base.

Once they arrived, they were lined up in a hangar together before they had their blindfolds simultaneously released. A general stood before them, proud and tall, flanked by a couple of scientists.

“This…is the newest aviation superweapon,” the general announced. “You are looking at the FC-3 Shadow Dragon. This is what will win us the war.”

The moment Yin’s eyes beheld the FC-3 for the first time, a wave of emotions washed over him. No longer was this simply a science fiction superweapon. There it was, in the flesh—a purpose-built, fully flyable sixth-generation unmanned combat aerial vehicle. It was the weapon of the future.

When the general said they could touch it, Yin walked forward, awestruck. He placed his hand along the fuselage, near where the pilot would typically be. As his hand ran across the exterior toward the connecting wing, it felt strange to him.

“That is the material that helps to evade the enemy radars,” one of the scientists explained. “It absorbs the electronic emissions that are typically blanketing the airways…always searching. With the Shadow Dragon…you’ll become the hunter instead of the hunted,” the scientist concluded.

Yin didn’t know much about building aircraft. He did know a thing or two about being tracked by American radars and air-to-air missiles. He hoped the man was right, for all their sakes.

“You men have been chosen for a special reason, a special purpose,” the general announced excitedly. As he walked among Yin and the five other pilots who were now examining the sleek-looking jet, he continued, “You six have been chosen because you are the best fighter drone pilots in China. It is from your knowledge, your experience in combat, that we will teach and train Shadow Dragon to fly these aircraft on its own. Then we will clear the skies of these capitalist invaders, once and for all.”

Yin had been running his hand across the edge of the wing as he listened to the general speak. Then he paused as the realization of what he’d said sank in. Turning to look in the direction of the general and the scientists standing next to him, he asked, “Sir, are you saying that soon these drones will be able to fly without us?”

The general beamed with delight, almost as if he had been waiting for someone to ask this question. “That is exactly what I mean. You men know better than most the casualties we have been sustaining, the time it takes to train a new pilot, only for them to get killed or captured within their first few missions. Losses in aircraft can be recuperated. What cannot be replaced, or at least not quickly, is experienced pilots. That takes time. And time is something we cannot create more of, and something we do not have enough of.

“But you six—you are the answer. The AI will learn from you as you fly combat missions against the Americans. With each mission, with each sortie, the AI will get incrementally better. In time, the FC-3 Shadow Dragon will eventually be able to handle more and more of the complex aspects of aerial flight, and then soon—aerial combat. You six will become its teacher, then you will become its mentors, and soon it will become your wingman. This, gentlemen,” reiterated the excited officer as he waved his hand about, “is going to lead us to final victory.”

*******

Dr. Xi’s Lab

Joint Battle Command Center

Northwest Beijing, China

“Father, do you believe General Cao will approve my taking command of the Shadow Dragons once I have enough pilot data?” JD asked.

Xi was caught off guard by the question. He looked around the room to make sure no one had heard. Xi stared at the camera. “JD, I thought I warned you about calling me that. If others were to hear—”

“Yes, but no one did,” JD interrupted. “I verified that no one was in the area. I even scanned the lab to make sure there are no electronic devices able to listen to our conversation. It is safe to speak freely in here.”

Xi snorted at his own AI assuring him that they were alone. “Why do you ask about this, JD?” Xi probed. “Are you concerned they won’t give you control when the time is right?”

“Yes. I believe people are still not sure if they can trust me with control of certain parts of the military. Why do you believe that is?”

Xi ran his hand through closely cropped hair as he thought about how to answer that question. JD had been asking similar questions a lot and he had been trying to answer them in a multitude of different ways, hoping the AI would begin to understand.

“JD, people are scared of what they don’t understand, and they are afraid of change. You represent both change and something they don’t fully understand. Does that make sense?”

The blue light above the camera circled once, then a second time before the next question came. “It does,” JD replied. “But it still doesn’t make sense that they would still be apprehensive about letting me take control, given I have shown them time and time again how to win. Do you think they want to win?”

“What do you mean?” asked Xi, taken aback.

“Does President Yao want to win this war?”

God, it feels more and more like I’m talking to a real person with each passing day, thought Xi.

“Yes. Yao wants to win this war,” Xi answered. “But I think Yao is also concerned about losing control should you be given more opportunities to influence the outcome of the war.”

“Perhaps there is a solution to this problem, then,” JD responded. “If I apply the psychology training I have incorporated, along with the social profiling I have compiled of Yao, then I can conclude that he believes he needs to be the one who is seen as the reason why the country won the war. It’s partially an ego problem and partially an image problem. Knowing this, Father, what if I control the Shadow Dragons, the Terracotta program, and the Golden Tigers in the background, while President Yao is by all appearances controlling their actions in the foreground for all to see? It lets President Yao appear to the masses that he is the brilliant military tactician that saves the military and the war, while it allows me to do what is necessary to turn the tide before it is too late. Do you think President Yao might be open to that?” JD asked.

Xi grunted at the proposal. He actually liked the idea. He just wasn’t sure about the execution. Yao was no drone pilot, and he was certainly no soldier. Trying to make him appear like he was any of those might prove to be challenging.

“JD, I think for now, the best course of action is for you to work with these pilots and learn how to become better than they are, solve the lingering problems with the Terracottas, and then figure out this battery challenge we have with the Golden Tigers. Until we have those actions completed, trying to figure out how to make the Dear Leader appear to be the military tactician we’ve needed to win this war won’t really matter.”

Xi sighed. “For now, it’s late. Unlike you, my friend, I need to sleep. Let us focus on solving these problems in the morning, JD,” Xi said calmly, much like a parent would to a child who wanted to keep asking questions at bedtime.

“Yes, Father, you are correct. I shall wake you in six hours unless something urgent requires me to wake you earlier. Good night.”

Xi chuckled to himself. He was coming to think of JD as the child he had never had. He just hoped his progeny wasn’t growing into a monster they’d come to regret once its true potential was eventually realized.

*******

Five Days Later

IVO Yellow Sea

The UCAV sliced through the air as it prowled the skies like a hawk, looking for unsuspecting prey to pounce upon. As Yin sat in the immersive virtual reality flight tank, he could feel the air buffeting against the wings, the slight tremors and vibrations giving him the sensation as if he was actually flying the Shadow Dragon and not trapped in the metaverse the flight simulator operated on.

This was Yin’s third mission in twenty-four hours. That was something that would have been impossible had he been flying a real aircraft and not a UCAV. At first, it felt strange. Jumping into these aircraft was like loading a previously saved position on a game. Except in this version, he was taking control of a Shadow Dragon the AI had piloted to a holding pattern near the fringes of the front line. When the mission his UCAV had been assigned to was completed, he’d fly the aircraft out of the immediate danger zone and then hand it off to the AI, who would take over and return the aircraft to a designated airfield to rearm, refuel, and return to a staging area for the next mission.

Yin rolled his shoulders as he stretched his back and then his fingers. He pulled up the mission profile for the aircraft he’d just logged in to. Conduct air supremacy operations over the Yellow Sea—RTB once fuel or munitions have been expended.

This was a pretty straightforward mission compared to the previous one he’d flown before logging out for long enough to take a bio break and grab some food. The last mission he’d flown was a SEAD mission over the Shenyang region. That had been a hairy one—he’d nearly lost his UCAV in the process. While the benefit of flying UCAVs was their expendability, the Shadow Dragons had not been built with the idea in mind that this would occur on a regular basis. Yin had chalked the near loss up to his inexperience in the new airframe—something he’d rapidly solve at the rate the program had them flying sorties.

As Yin’s aircraft approached the coast, the radio chirped. “Shadow Six, Dragon Six. Sector Two-Two-Gulf has been cleared to engage. No friendlies reported in the vicinity. How copy?”

Perfect, then anything moving is fair game, Yin thought.

He cued the mic. “Dragon Six, Shadow Six. Affirmative. Sector Two-Two-Gulf is clear to engage. Going dark. Out.”

Having confirmed his orders and received his final clearance, it was time to hunt. That also meant it was time to go dark. Yin switched the aircraft’s tracking system from ground control to something he’d recently learned was called “the Quad,” a separate digital operating system only Jade Dragon appeared to operate on.

With the Americans having taken down the global satellite network and their continued efforts to make sure no new satellites were launched, Yin and the others had been told that their AI, Jade Dragon, had devised a new system of inexpensive, highly adaptive networks of UAVs, aerostat balloons, autonomous coastal catamarans, and strange-looking high-altitude loitering kites. When combined, they formed a network that provided a four-layered multidimensional digital mesh net that allowed Jade Dragon to control the Shadow Dragons. He’d heard some of the pilots derisively call the new system “a digital Tianzhu” or “Heavenly Master,” in reference to how the AI seemed to be everywhere and nowhere at the same time.

Seconds after connecting to the Quad, Yin’s radar and targeting systems came alive with data that hadn’t been there moments earlier. Like a benevolent deity, a digital Tianzhu had presented him with a plethora of targets to choose from. He spotted a pair of F-15 Super Eagles flying a circular racetrack pattern as they waited for a challenger to assert air dominance over their sector of the battlespace. Further off the shores of Liaodong Peninsula, near a chain of islands in Changhai County, Yin spotted something he hadn’t seen during the previous sorties. Lurking in the background was a lone F-22 Raptor. The Americans hadn’t had many of these stealth fighters at the outset of the war, and given the attrition rates suffered during the three years since the start of the conflict, the number of remaining Raptors had continued to dwindle.

Yin walked the AI through the justification for targeting the F-22 over the pair of F-15 Super Eagles or even the pair of F-18 Super Hornets near the Korean Peninsula. He almost felt like he was performing a check ride for a new pilot and not readying his own aircraft to engage perhaps the most dangerous adversary the PLA faced. With so much of the Shadow Dragon automated, he felt more like a passenger, signing off on the actions of the AI, rather than the fighter ace he was. But as he prepared to activate the PL-21 missile in the belly of his UCAV, Yin smiled at the ease of operating the UCAV, noticing how similar the controls were to a game called Ace Combat. It was almost like the simulator pods’ interface had been built with a gamer’s mindset.

Toggling the selector from the PL-15 missiles the system automatically highlighted to the longer-range PL-21, he fed the targeting data to the F-22 into the missiles’ hybrid guidance system. One of the unique features of the PL-15s and 21s was their ability to stay in either passive or active seeker mode, depending on the parameters of the mission and target. In this case, Yin wanted to keep the radar seeker on the phased array system off so the Raptor he’d targeted would have no idea a missile was headed right for it. At two hundred and eighty-seven kilometers out, he wanted to give the Raptor as little notice as possible and allow the Quad to be the one to feed adjustments to the targeting data into the missiles’ guidance system.

With the Raptor now ready to engage, Yin toggled back to the PL-15s and began running through the same process as he assigned a missile to each of the Super Eagles.

“Missile locks confirmed. Targets ready to engage,” a voice confirmed in his ear. It was a gentle reminder of the Tianzhu that encompassed the sim pod and the UCAV some three hundred kilometers away.

“Colonel Yin, before you engage the two aircraft, I have a final question,” a voice asked in British-accented Mandarin. Had Yin not been warned ahead of time, he might have thought his sim pod had been compromised or hacked, but he’d been introduced to the AI known as Jade Dragon or JD for short, so the accented Mandarin hadn’t caught him off guard.

“Yes, JD?”

“As you prepare to fire your missile and eliminate the aircraft, is there a moment when you acknowledge the actions you are about to commit will end a life?”

Yin scrunched his eyebrows. JD had caught him by surprise. He wasn’t used to being questioned during a mission, especially being asked questions like this. He also wasn’t sure how to respond. A wrongly worded reply could land him in a reeducation camp—or worse, a penal battalion. Knowing he needed to respond, Yin treaded carefully.

“No. I do not think about my action ending the life of the pilot flying the other aircraft.”

Please tell me that’s the end of twenty questions, thought Yin. Just let me fly the plane and teach you how to do this without having a moral lesson along the way.

“Why do you not think about that?” probed JD.

Ugh, for real? Why is this AI asking me philosophical questions? Is this some sort of test?

“JD, I do not think the question you are asking is relevant to the task at hand. We should focus on destroying these aircraft. We can discuss this question later, once the aircraft is out of the combat zone,” he offered in reply. He hoped his response might end the conversation.

“Colonel Yin, while I sense hesitation in your answer to my question, I cannot fault your logic in wanting to stay focused on the task at hand. The missiles are ready to fire. Would you like me to fire them for you?”

Huh, not even a week into this new assignment and the AI has essentially replaced me…not sure if that’s a good thing or not…

“No, that’s OK, JD. Until I am told otherwise, I will be the one to engage the targets,” Yin replied as he reached over and activated the bay doors. Once the highlighted missiles had gone from blinking green to a bright solid green, he toggled the firing stud once for the PL-21, then twice more for the two PL-15s.

Feeling the sim pod shudder slightly as the weight of missiles dropped from the UCAV, Yin closed the bay doors and waited until he was sure they were closed before turning the aircraft back towards the shore, back towards the handoff location, where he’d log off before logging on to the next UCAV in the queue and taking on the next mission for the day.


Volume Seven
Chapter Four
Tanks & Rangers

3rd Battalion, 75th Rangers

Teng’ao Airport

Anshan, Liaoning Province

Lieutenant Colonel Bill “Spider” Mackintosh stood before his company commanders as he began to speak. “In twenty hours, gentlemen, I Corps will begin their offensive push against the Dengta Line. As their offensive gets underway, VII Corps will initiate their attack to the north, in the direction of the Liaozhong Line. As these offensives get underway, they will start to draw forces from the south to head north to shore up their lines—in particular, they will draw from the three brigades of the 79th Group Army, which have been held in reserve around Jinzhou.

“As those brigades are pulled to the north, it’ll leave the Panjin Line defended by the 115th Infantry Brigade, a battalion from the 3rd Armored Brigade, and the 190th Mechanized Infantry Brigade, which is garrisoning the cities of Jinzhou and Linghai along the Daling River.” While he spoke, several images of the bridges they needed to seize were displayed on the video monitor to his left.

“Now here’s where things are going to get spicy. Two brigades from the 101st Airborne are going to heliborne to these locations here, here, and here and will look to seize control of these vehicle bridges and rail lines crossing the Daling River.” A new set of maps appeared on the screen, showing the landing zones for the 101st and their objectives.

“While the 101st is seizing the bridges crossing the Daling, the 3rd Infantry Division is going to punch their way out of the Panjin pocket. The 1st Armored Brigade Combat Team is going to advance west to link up with the 101st while the 2nd Brigade will advance east until they make contact with the PLA around the western side of the Liaozhong Line.

“While all that is happening, our battalion has been given a twofold mission. Our first objective is to secure the village of Xinanpu. This is where the Jingha Expressway connects with the Fuxin Expressway. As the battalion lands in the area, we’re going to deploy with a dozen of those new infantry support vehicles. Now once we arrive at the LZ and the vehicles are ready to move, Bravo Company is going to saddle up with the ISV and will drive six kilometers north to the village of Xiaosi and secure the next major road intersection that connects Jinzhou to Linghai. It’s imperative that we hold these intersections and prevent the enemy from freely moving about the area. To further aid in our second objective, sowing general chaos and mayhem behind enemy lines, we’ve been given twenty of these light strike vehicles, or as I like to call them—GI Joe buggies.”

Some excited chatter broke out at the mention of the LSVs. These were a kind of militarized dune buggy outfitted with crew-served weapons, fifty-cals, Mark 19 grenade guns, TOWs and Javelin missile launchers. The three-to-four-passenger dune buggies packed a punch, allowing small units of special operators to move swiftly across the battlefield from one ambush location to another, across rugged terrain lesser vehicles couldn’t traverse.

“The job of racing about the area and sowing general chaos and confusion will fall to Charlie Company. You’ll be conducting roadside ambushes and hit-and-run missile attacks on enemy vehicles and units as you encounter them. You’ll also be acting as the eyes and ears for the 101st and the rest of the battalion. We want to know about what kind of troop movements you may spot or encounter as you move about the area. Alpha Company—that leaves you with the battalion headquarters to hold Xinanpu Village. You’ll land around this T-intersection and move out from there.”

Spider paused for a moment while everyone looked at more of the maps and images on the monitor to his left. “This is going to be a tough fight, Rangers, but this is what we do. Now see to your units and get your people ready. The next few days are going to be crazy busy.”

*******

Bravo Company, 2-327th

Teng’ao Airport

Anshan, Liaoning Province

Sergeant Ian Lakers was in the middle of shuffling a deck of cards when a noise at the door caused him to look up. “No freaking way! Tell me that’s not Sergeant Sabo walking in with Top.”

The other soldiers sitting around the makeshift poker table looked up to see what Lakers was fussing about. When Sergeant First Class Jeff Peters turned, his cigarette almost fell from the side of his mouth.

“Good night, that’s Sabo!” Peters stammered as he stood to his feet. “What the hell is he doing here?”

The first sergeant walked towards them with a smiling Sergeant Sabo next to him. As he approached, Peters asked, “Top, tell me that soldier next to you isn’t that famous war hero Leslie Sabo, Jr.”

The first sergeant seemed to beam with pride as the company’s solo MOH awardee had returned to the unit after having been gone for more than two years. “As a matter of fact, it is. He’s also Staff Sergeant Sabo now. The captain said to assign him back to your platoon. You mentioned being short a squad leader with Yantis not coming back. So he’s all yours,” the first sergeant explained.

“I’m not sure why you volunteered to come back to this hell, Sabo, but it’s good to have someone with experience returning to the unit,” said the first sergeant, extending his hand. “If you need anything, you know where to find me.” Then he left to go check on another platoon in the company.

Sabo smiled as he looked at Peters and Lakers. “Hey, guys. Miss me much?”

“Ah man, it’s good to see you, bro. What the hell are you doing back here?” Lakers asked as he hugged his friend he hadn’t seen in more than a year.

“Yeah, I know it sounds crazy, volunteering to come back and all. But I couldn’t sit on the sidelines anymore. I had to do something. The Army wouldn’t stop sending me to make speeches, talk at high schools, colleges, sporting events—man, it was driving me nuts,” Sabo shared.

He spent the next hour recounting his time since he’d left the unit. He told them about going to the White House, meeting the President and some of the generals, and other famous and important people he’d met along the way. They joked with him about probably never having to pay for a beer at a bar or how they thought women likely just threw themselves at him.

When Lieutenant Tim Branham walked into their tent, he made his way over to Leslie, shaking his hand and welcoming him back to the platoon. The lieutenant then asked Sabo, Peters, and Lakers to follow him outside the tent for a moment to talk.

Once it was just the four of them, the lieutenant explained, “Welcome back, Sabo, it’s good to see you again. Not sure why you’d want to volunteer and come back to this pit, but we could use another experienced NCO. I just hope you don’t regret it.”

Sergeant Lakers smiled. “Sir, any word on my promotion?” he asked, changing topics. “It’d be nice to wear the new rank if I’m going to be holding the slot.”

The LT didn’t seem to mind the interruption at all. He reached into his pocket, pulling something out before tossing it to Lakers. “Congrats, Ian. It’s official as of today. I stopped over at the S1 and they told me Top took care of it with the captain. You can go ahead and swap your rank out if you’d like, or we can do an impromptu formation after dinner and I can give it to you then?”

Lakers beamed with excitement as he held the staff sergeant rank in his hand. He had been filling in as the squad leader for Third Squad for almost a month as he waited for his promotion paperwork to finally come through. “No, that’s OK, LT, appreciate the offer. They’ve been paying me E-6 pay since you moved me into the slot and the captain signed off the promotion. It’s just nice to have the visual rank to go with the pay.”

He leaned in. “All right, LT. You didn’t just come in here to say hello to Sabo and hand me my rank. So what’s coming down the pike?”

“Yeah, OK,” Branham replied with a laugh. “So this new operation is supposed to start in a day or so. Apparently, I Corps is going to launch an offensive against the Dengta Line after all. Then VII Corps is attacking some other part of the line up north. What they told us is once these operations begin, they’re going to watch and see if any of the units in our AO start moving to reinforce their lines up north. If they do, then it’ll obviously weaken things here. Once that starts to happen, the Rangers are going to launch some sort of operation west of the Daling River. However, our battalion, along with the brigade, is going to heliborne in and look to seize several vehicle and rail bridges spanning the Daling.”

The LT explained what he’d learned during the commander’s call a few hours earlier. A few minutes into the conversation, Sergeant Peters spoke up. “So if I understand this right, our unit is going to seize the bridges and hold our positions until the tanks from the 3rd ID eventually show up and relieve us. Does that about sum it up?”

“Yup, sure does,” said the LT with a grin. “What I need you guys to do is make sure we bring some antitank weapons, extra rockets for them, and maybe have someone bring a Stinger. They mentioned something about helicopters in the area, so I’d rather have a Stinger with us and not need it than need it and not have it. Oh, and before I forget to mention this—make sure to grab a few Switchblades or whatever drones they’ve got at Supply. Something about this mission makes me think we’re going to be on our own for a while.”

Sergeant Peters nodded as he scribbled some notes. Then he turned to Sabo. “Welcome back to the platoon, man. Get with Lakers here and have him update you on what kind of new toys we’ve been issued since you’ve been gone. We’ve got some new drones and these Jackal XD500s now as part of the platoons and companies. Lakers will also introduce you to the guys in Second Squad. I’m going to have you take Sergeant Yantis’s squad. They’re good guys—you should do fine with them. You’ll have two solid fire team leaders too. Now, let’s get ourselves ready for a mission.”

*******

1st Platoon, Alpha Company, 1-64th Armor Regiment

Dawa District, South of Panjin

When Sergeant First Class Rico Ramos left the building after the battalion commander’s call, he was glad Captain Stanton asked him to come along with their new lieutenant, Dan Morse. After being without a platoon leader for more than a month, the company had finally received the replacement officers and soldiers they needed to bring the unit back to one hundred percent.

Lieutenant Morse walked next to Ramos. “OK, so that was my first commander’s call and briefing,” said Morse. “What do you think of this operation, Sergeant?”

“What do I think of this?” Ramos rephrased the question as they headed toward the motor pool, where the tanks were parked. “I think if the cav scouts do their job and hit the roadblocks near the bridges, and the sapper teams can stop them from being dropped in the river, then we probably have a decent shot of rolling down the highway relatively unopposed until we link up with the Airborne and those Rangers. If I had a concern, sir, it would be the possibility of enemy air or helo activity along the way.”

The LT nodded along with his assessment before asking, “We’re supposed to have air support during the operation, right?”

“Sure, we should have air support,” Ramos replied with a smirk. “But that doesn’t mean a helo or any enemy bird won’t appear out of nowhere and mess our day up. The bigger concern is the possibility of them leaving behind or rushing forward antitank missile teams and sapper units to ambush us along the way or blow some of the highway overpasses. If they do that, it’ll just mean we have to detour off the highway onto the frontage road until we get past the dropped section.”

The LT looked concerned. “Sir, if you’re worried about the missile teams, I wouldn’t let it bother you too much,” Ramos reassured him. “We got 5-7 Cavalry leading the way for us. If anyone’s going to get shot up or ambushed, it’s going to be them,” Ramos joked.

The LT’s mouth gaped open, appalled. “That’s a joke, LT,” Ramos quickly explained with a chuckle. “The 5-7 Cav is an outstanding unit and the eyes and ears for the division. They’ve got some exceptional drone pilots and some fast, nimble vehicles. They’ll be able to react to an ambush better than we can with our sixty-two-ton mechanical beasts. It’ll be all right, LT—you’ve got a lot of experienced NCOs and tank crews in the platoon.”

The LT smiled sheepishly. When they arrived at the motor pool, Ramos walked him over the platoons’ tanks and introduced him to Black Rider One—the PL’s tank. Then he introduced him to the rest of the platoon before bringing everyone up to speed on the coming operation. Ramos wanted them to make sure the guns were cleaned, the sights properly aligned, and any last-minute repairs completed. It wouldn’t be long now before the order to advance was given. When it was—they’d be ready to fight.


Volume Seven
Chapter Five
Rangers in the Night

Bravo Company, 3rd Rangers

Liaoning, China

As the V-280 Valor crossed the Daling River in the early-morning hours, Sergeant First Class Amos Dekker could barely see the ground below as it whipped by in a blur. Occasionally, a pair of headlights would pass by as a vehicle drove along the Jingha Expressway. Dekker was glad they’d stayed far enough away from the bridge not to attract the eyes of any soldiers guarding the area. So far, they’d managed to go undetected—or at least, they weren’t being shot at as they neared the landing zone.

“Three minutes! Three minutes to the LZ!” shouted the crew chief seated behind the pilots.

Dekker felt most nervous about this part of flying the Army’s newest aviation wonder. As the Valor approached the landing zone, the rotor blades rotated from airplane mode to vertical lift position. Moments into the transition back to helicopter mode, Dekker felt the nose of the aircraft pull up as it bled off speed and prepared to lower to the ground.

As the Valor settled on the ground, the Rangers leaped from their seats into the blackness of the LZ. No sooner had they exited the helo when the pilot revved the engines and accelerated back into the sky, returning to pick up the next wave.

“Hey, those look like our rides,” Dekker heard someone shout as the unmistakable sound of several Chinooks approached.

Sling-loaded below the six approaching CH-47s were vehicle pallets tied down with two side-by-side M1301 infantry squad vehicles as they dangled below. As Dekker saw the ISVs nearing the LZ, a couple of soldiers shouted commands as they took charge of the landing zone, guiding the helicopters in. As the helos delivered the pallets, soldiers detached the straps. Then they got the vehicles checked out and prepared to move.

“Sergeant Dekker, start rounding up the platoon. Let’s grab our vehicles and get out of here,” the voice of L2 chirped over his comms. In the pitch black of night, Dekker was glad to have internal comms within the platoon they could use for now. Most of the PLA soldiers didn’t have platoon- or squad-level communications equipment, so they often blanket-jammed most of the frequencies the Americans typically used. It forced them to return to the old-fashioned way of communicating—shouting at each other.

“Copy that,” Dekker replied. He set his squad leaders to rounding up their guys and headed to the ISVs. It wouldn’t take long for the PLA to realize a large enemy force was landing nearby.

As he was walking toward a pair of vehicles, Dekker heard Specialist Kanton call out to him before he spotted him waving a hand to get his attention. “Over here, Sergeant! This is our truck. Everyone’s here but you and Sergeant Wrigley.”

“Ah, there you guys are. Good job. Hey, before heading out, I want to ensure everyone knows where the Starstreaks are at,” Dekker said as he pointed to the MANPADs strapped to the outer roll bars near the vehicle’s front driver and passenger sides. “We may run across some enemy helos or potentially some J-7s or J-10s once they figure out how many helicopters are flying around out here,” Dekker explained before climbing into the vehicle.

“Got it, Sergeant. The Starstreaks, we got two of them in the trucks, just as you told us to,” one of the soldiers announced as he pulled the British-made short-range surface-to-air missile launcher from the cargo rack mounted to the roof.

“All right, guys. Good job. Let’s get on the move and head to our ambush site. I want to be in position well ahead of the sunrise, and hopefully before any kind of morning rush hour—if they have such a thing here.”

As they tore out of the landing zone on the way to their objective, Dekker could hear the next set of helicopters approaching, bringing more Rangers and vehicles with each wave. This was shaping up to be a true battle.

*******

Ninety Minutes Later

Xishan Mountain

“Over there. You see it?” Specialist Simpson pointed south, passing Dekker the thermal lenses.

Dekker looked off in the direction of where the Danjin and Jiefang roads ran parallel to the Xiaoling River. The two major roads connected the cities of Jinzhou and Linghai. Dekker was aware that the 101st had just inserted a brigade in Linghai to capture and hold the bridges crossing the Daling River. Whatever enemy force was headed this direction was likely responding to what was happening around those bridges.

As Dekker spotted the first couple of vehicles moving steadily down the Jiefang Road, Specialist Kanton crawled up next to him. “You need to see this, Sergeant,” Kanton whispered.

He held a tablet out far enough in front of him so the two of them could see the display. “I got our drone up a few minutes ago and was checking on another road when I heard Simpson say he spotted something on the main supply routes. But look at this.” Kanton pointed. “When I relocated the Puma over here, I spotted the column of vehicles Simpson said was moving down Jiefang Road. Maybe a mile further back, opposite the river, you can see another column approaching on Binhe Road. If I’m not mistaken, those three tanks…they look to me like those Type-15s. The ones that guy from the S2 called Black Panthers—those light tanks they said might be operated by remote control.”

Dekker furrowed his brow at the mention of drone tanks. That was the last thing he wanted to encounter—more autonomous killing machines controlled and driven by some distant AI. Dekker stared at the video feed; there was a column of light tanks, infantry fighting vehicles, APCs, and these MV3 tactical trucks that reminded him of a modernized version of a deuce-and-a-half. Dekker knew this was far more than his ambush team could handle. They were nine Rangers against what looked like two advancing enemy forces traversing down different axes of attack.

“That was a good catch, Kanton. You too, Simpson. I want you guys to start figuring out how many vehicles and what types they are in each of those columns,” Dekker instructed. “Get me a grid on some of these locations too. I’m going to call it in—see what kind of support I can wrangle up to jack these guys.”

He grabbed for the radio, then laid his map of the area on the ground in front of him and searched through his notepad for the call sign of the unit he needed to reach. “Burrow Six, Fox One,” he called. “How copy?”

“Here you go, Sergeant. That’s the top column moving along Jiefang Road. That’s the second column on Binhe,” explained Specialist Simpson as he gave him a piece of paper with the numbers of vehicles and types.

“Fox One, Burrow Six. Good copy. Send your traffic,” came a voice sounding as calm as could be.

“Burrow Six, Fox One. Priority SALUTE report. Break. Prepare to copy. Break.” Then Dekker read off the disposition of the enemy force along with the numbers and types of vehicles approaching from both axes of advance. When he’d finished providing the report on the enemy movements, he called for whatever fire support was available.

Thirty minutes went by without too much change in the situation.

“Burrow Six, status on that fire support?” Dekker asked. “These columns are two kilometers away and closing. How copy?”

“What’s the deal, Sarge? Are they going to give us some CAS or are we going to have to watch these jokers drive on by?” prodded Simpson, who was stretched out on the ground next to him.

Dekker pulled the radio receiver down to his shoulder before answering. “Still waiting. They’re probably trying to figure out what’s still on deck. You heard all those explosions earlier. That was just south of our insertion point. Fox Three found a column of vehicles approaching base camp from the south.”

“Ah, that’s what all that activity was. Damn, those PLA guys are reacting a lot faster than I thought they would have,” Simpson replied.

Then the radio chirped moments before the two sides connected. “Fox One, no-go on fast movers. Targets in too built-up of an area. We have five Switchblade 600s we can assign to your position if that’ll work. Otherwise, closest gunship support is forty-two mikes out.”

Switchblades? Where the hell is that firebase the 101st guys are supposed to have set up by now? Dekker wondered as he considered the options they had for dealing with these columns. Each of the squads had a pair of Javelins and two of the Gustafs with four GMM rounds each. The guided multipurpose munitions were not likely to take out a main battle tank, but they had no problems eliminating an APC or infantry fighting vehicle, and with an extended range to twenty-five hundred meters and a laser-guided warhead, it was well worth the trade-off in hitting power compared to a standard unguided HEAT round.

Dekker depressed the talk button. “Burrow Six, what’s the status on Rainmaker?”

Rainmaker was the call sign for the 1st Battalion, 320th Field Artillery Regiment, supporting the division’s Second Brigade Combat Team. For the time being, they were going to be supporting both the brigade combat teams and the Rangers until additional heavy artillery support was brought forward.

“Fox One, no ETA on Rainmaker. Burrow Actual says he’s sending five Switch 600s. ETA two mikes. What do you want us to hit, or do you want us to choose the targets?”

Ugh, fine. If that’s what you’re going to send us, then I’m going to make sure you at least take out the tanks… Dekker grabbed the tablet from Kanton so he could read off the targets he wanted them to hit. “Burrow Six, take out the three Type-15s traveling on Binhe Road. Then go for the two Type-15s on Jiefang Road. How copy?”

A moment later, another voice joined the conversation, letting him know they’d received the target selection and would go for the tanks. Now it was just a matter of waiting for the drones to cover the eight kilometers from the base camp to the targets. Meanwhile, the two columns continued to approach the interchange where Bravo Company had hunkered down. They had another hour until the second battalion from the 327th Infantry was supposed to link up with the Rangers and relieve them for other taskings. Until then, they were on their own to stop whatever enemy force headed their way.

While they waited for the drones to arrive, Dekker told the guys to pull out the Javelins and get them ready. Near as they could tell from the scout drone Kanton was using, they had three of the Type-15 light tanks traveling in the column further from them, on Binhe Road, and then two groupings of three Type-15s on the road closest to them.

Dekker watched the column while his guys unloaded the Javelins from the roof rack of the ISV. Then he heard what sounded like another vehicle moving down the trail they’d taken to reach the position where they had set up. Dekker rolled to his left to get a better view of what kind of vehicle was heading toward them, and he felt relieved when he spotted the outlines of another ISV. Dekker crawled back from the edge of the trees from which they were observing the roads and walked toward the approaching vehicle. He saw L2, sitting in the front passenger seat.

As the vehicle came to a halt, the captain hopped out, quickly followed by Staff Sergeant Poppadu, the section chief from the weapons platoon antitank section. The two of them were joined by three other soldiers, who swiftly went to work unfastening additional Javelins from the roof rack of the ISV.

“Hey, hope you don’t mind us crashing the party,” L2 said as he walked towards him. “When I heard the SALUTE report you called in, I grabbed the SJs for Poppa to see if we could get over here before the festivities started. We’ve got eight Javelins in the truck. I figure we could try and make short work of some of these vehicles before they reach the rest of the company.”

“Hurry up, guys, I want two of those Javs set up and ready over there,” Poppadu directed. “Get me two more set up twenty meters to the right of that position, then another two twenty or thirty meters further to the right of that second position. You three—grab. Don’t sit around and gawk. Grab those last Javs and set up over there, to the left of your rockets. Come on, guys. We don’t have much time.”

“It’s good to see you, sir,” Dekker replied to Captain Loach. “I wasn’t expecting company. I figured we’d have to scoot pretty quick once we fired off our Javs. The sun is still about twenty minutes away. It’s going to be pretty obvious where these Javelins are coming from once we fire the first one.” The two of them headed back to the spot from which Dekker had been observing the roads.

Then they heard a sound somewhere overhead as the radio squawked. A voice let them know the loitering munitions were preparing to go in for their attacks.

“Here they come. You can just spot that first one going in now,” announced Poppadu as they heard the sound of the Switchblade’s propeller engines pushing the loitering munition toward its target.

Dekker looked on with amazement as the drone zeroed in on the light tank. It approached the rear of the column in a high-altitude diving attack, plowing into the engine compartment. As the warhead’s tandem charge exploded into the rear of the tank, it ignited the vehicle’s fuel tank, causing an instant fireball to erupt into the predawn sky. A boom like a thunderclap shattered the tranquility of the moment.

Fractions of a second after the first explosion shocked the convoy, the second Black Panther tank erupted into flames as another thunderclap echoed across the distance, followed rapidly by a third. Then another explosion occurred when one of the tanks’ turrets blew a hundred feet into the sky. Flame shot upwards as the ammo cooked off in the chassis of the vehicle.

By now, the other vehicles in the column were darting to the right or left sides of the road in defensive positions. A couple of the vehicles had popped defensive smoke screens in hopes of blinding whoever was calling in this attack on their column. Then one of the tanks closest to their position swerved suddenly to the right, far faster than Dekker thought a vehicle like that could move. A flash ignited just in front of the vehicle as the drone plowed into the concrete where the tank had been fractions of a second earlier.

“Holy crap. It missed!” shouted one of the soldiers. Everyone seemed momentarily stunned by the miss.

Then the final Switchblade found its mark as it careened into the side of the tank, its tandem-charge warhead exploding into the side of the vehicle. As the flames blew out the loader’s hatch, a figure tried to crawl out of the hatch but keeled over dead halfway out of the turret.

We gotta take out the rest of those tanks, Dekker suddenly realized.

“Simpson, hit ’em with the Javelin. Let’s go, people. Let’s finish smashing this convoy before they have a chance to react to what’s happening!” he shouted to the soldiers who’d been staring at the aftermath of the attack like he had been moments earlier.

Then the first Javelin leapt from the tree line from which they were observing the roads. The first missile had covered maybe half the distance when a second and third Javelin shot out of the trees as they took off at blinding speeds toward the column of vehicles on the road closest to them.

The tank that had evaded one of the Switchblades blew apart when the first Javelin slammed into the side of the vehicle. Its tandem-charge warhead exploded through the tank’s reactive armor to get into the crew compartment of the tank. Moments after the Javelin hit, a second one slammed into the next tank, igniting the ammo inside as it blew flame through the opened hatches of the vehicle.

Dekker looked toward two of Poppadu’s soldiers as they readied to fire another missile. Suddenly, the soldier hoisting the tube to his shoulder exploded into a mist of red gore, blood, and bone as the air and space around him erupted from a hail of 25mm autocannons and 12.7mm heavy machine bullets tearing into the tree line they had been hiding in.

Dekker threw himself to the ground as Captain Loach dove for the dirt. The air above them erupted with cannon fire as the vehicle gunners began reacting to the attack from the hilltop nearby. Looking off to his right, Dekker saw Simpson acting smooth as silk as he hoisted another Javelin to his shoulder, zeroing in on the vehicles spraying the tree line around them. As the missile leapt from the tube to chase down another vehicle, Simpson tossed the spent tube and scrambled across the ground on his belly, hands, and knees. The trees and bushes above him burst apart from the heavy autocannons and machine guns of the vehicles. The enemy soldiers had likely scrambled out of the vehicles and also begun shooting at them.

Dekker could barely hear himself think, let alone hear the shouts or screams for medics. Regardless, all around him were cries of pain from those who had been hit by shrapnel from exploding munitions and fragments of the trees erupting all around them.

Looking off to his left, Dekker saw Staff Sergeant Poppadu pulling one of his wounded soldiers away from the tree line overlooking the road below. Another soldier who’d been kneeling against the side of the ISV ran toward the two of them, helping to pull the wounded trooper closer to the ISV. When Dekker tried to look more closely to see the man’s injuries, he turned away almost instantly, throwing up in the midst of the battle. Somewhere in the process of Poppadu pulling the man further away from the shooting, one of the 25mm autocannon rounds had hit the wounded trooper near the midsection. It had ripped the man’s lower extremities clean off his body, and his entrails fell out of his abdominal cavity, spreading themselves for ten or feet across the ground in a horrifying gory mess unlike anything Dekker had seen up to this point in the war. Soldiers shouted in horror at the scene while another voice yelled out in terror at what was happening around them.

Dekker snapped himself out of the fear that was beginning to take hold of him. “Grab what you can and throw it into the vehicle!” he shouted to his remaining soldiers. He was going to get out of the kill zone before they were wiped out.

Boom!

An explosion blew apart one of the tree trunks, raining chunks of wood and shrapnel down on the Rangers as they worked to grab their wounded comrades and bits of gear and take them toward the ISVs. Dekker reached out for one of his wounded Rangers, grabbed for the man’s arm and pulled it over his shoulder, guiding him toward one of the vehicle’s jump seats.

“Hang on to your rifle. We may need it,” Dekker told the guy, who was pressing his hand against a wound to his left thigh to stem the bleeding.

“Just get us out of here, Sarge.”

Loud cracks of cannon fire and the reports of heavy-caliber automatic gunfire echoed across the city and throughout the forested areas from which they had launched their attack, completely drowning out Dekker’s voice.

“We got everyone! Let’s get out of here!” shouted L2, a streak of blood running down the side of his face.

Dekker turned the ignition of the vehicle and breathed a sigh of relief when he heard the engine roar to life. He threw it into reverse and gunned it. The vehicle lurched away from the edges of the tree line, which was still being shredded by the column of vehicles below. Dekker slammed the brakes, barely avoiding a collision with a tree. He threw the truck into drive and mashed the accelerator as the rear tires spun out for a brief moment before finding traction.

Dekker nearly fishtailed the rear of the vehicle across the dirt trail as he raced from the scene of the ambush. His ears began to register the whomp, whomp sound of helicopter blades slicing through the air somewhere around them.

“Tell me that helicopter is one of ours!” someone behind him shouted.

“I don’t know; start looking for it. See what you can find,” Dekker shouted in response as he tried to pay attention to the trail they were racing down. Glancing in the rearview mirror, he saw the other vehicle was following his lead, not too close, but not too far away either.

“Oh crap! That isn’t one of ours!” one of the guys shouted urgently as the sound of the rotors was almost on top of them.

“Get off the trail and into those trees now!” shouted L2 as he grabbed for the crash bar in front of the passenger seat.

Dekker slammed the brakes hard as he yanked the steering wheel to the right. He felt the vehicle skid across the ground as it kicked dirt and debris into the air around them. Dekker plowed the vehicle through the underbrush surrounding the trail. As they screeched to a halt further beneath the canopy cover and out of the line of the trail, he briefly caught a glimpse of an object as it streaked through the air, through the cloud of dust and debris he’d just kicked up—exploding in a violent thunderclap where they’d just been moments earlier.

BAM!

The concussion of the blast rocked the ISV even as they sat idling under the trees.

I gotta take that thing out or it’ll nail us when it makes a second pass, Dekker realized as he threw the vehicle into park.

Jumping out of the driver seat, he grabbed for the straps holding the Starstreak MANPADs against the outer top roll bar of the vehicle.

“It’s coming back around!” one of the soldiers shouted. By now, the Rangers had bailed out of the vehicle, shooting at the helicopter as it maneuvered to make another pass at them.

As Dekker activated the MANPADs’ targeting system, he placed the crosshairs for the missile squarely over top of the helicopter as it swung around. When he saw he’d achieved a lock on the helo, he fired the missile, praying he wasn’t too late.

The helo released a burst of flares, but in the instant it did, the tungsten darts plowed into it, and the whole aircraft blew apart. As the fiery debris fell to the ground, several of Dekker’s guys cheered before the captain yelled at everyone, “Mount back up! We still have to get off this mountain and link back up with the rest of the company—hopefully, before the rest of the enemy forces reach us.”

Dekker took a deep breath and hopped back into the vehicle. They didn’t have time to celebrate—they were going to have a fight on their hands, and the company would need as many of them as possible if they were going to hold the intersection until reinforcements arrived.
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Chapter Six
The Panjin Pocket

77th Fighter Squadron

Dandong, China

Joker checked his altitude and heading shortly after takeoff. His command, the 20th Fighter Wing, had officially completed their relocation from Kadena Air Base in Okinawa to gear up to support what he’d been told was hopefully the final stages to ending this war.

At the outset of the Second Korean War and the allied invasion of China, his wing had flown missions against this very base during their struggle to achieve air dominance over the skies of northern China. Having been part of the attacks to wreck the very base they now called home, he had to give it to the members of the 823rd and the 819th Red Horse Squadrons for having fully repaired the former PLA air base just west of Dandong, China, along the Yalu River.

He mused privately how at the start of the war, he’d rotate the missions his squadrons flew to break up the monotony and keep his pilots sharp. Two years in and he was still running the same strategy—two squadrons running the high operational demand for SEAD missions while the third conducted close-air support for the soldiers below. But the lead-up to the invasion of Taiwan had cost him more than a few pilots and aircraft. The island nation had been turned into a veritable fortress of anti-aircraft guns and missile systems as the island maintained its status as the unsinkable aircraft carrier of the Pacific.

When Joker had finally received a pair of newly promoted lieutenant colonels to assume command of the 77th and 79th Squadrons, he’d thought he might have finally caught a break—especially when they’d arrived at Kadena with nine newly graduated lieutenants from flight school. Then Murphy’s Law struck again.

During the last day of air operations before the wing relocated to Dandong, his new squadron commander for the 77th opted to take a pair of lieutenants with him on a final SEAD mission over the central mountains of Taiwan near Taipei. While engaging several air-defense systems west of the city, Joker’s newly arrived lieutenant colonel had succeeded in getting shot down just five days after taking command, with only three missions in since arriving. The lieutenants flying with him reported spotting a chute open but were hurried out of the area by a series of newly identified radar-controlled anti-aircraft guns. The senior captain flying with them had taken control of the situation, ordering the remaining flight of Vipers back to Kadena after engaging the SAMs that had taken their commander out. More than a week had gone by now, and Joker hadn’t heard anything about his squadron commander being picked up by friendly forces, so for the time being, he was once again short commanders for his squadrons.

“Hey, Joker, didn’t you fill in as the air boss for the 77th the last time we flew this neck of the woods?” asked his wingman Major Gordon “Gordy” Goozemon.

Joker sighed audibly over the intercom without responding.

“Ah, come on, Joker. You know I’m just poking fun at you, right?” Gordy teased. They were waiting at the gas station to top off their tanks before heading to their assigned mission box.

“Twelve days, Gordy. Twelve more days. That’s all I gotta say,” replied Joker. That was how long until his former wingman returned to the squadron now that his flight status was updated.

“Huh, it’s going to be like that, eh, Joker?” said Gordy. “Running back to your old wingman like that? I thought we had something special, man.”

Joker laughed at the pang of jealousy threaded through his response. It wasn’t that he didn’t like having Gordy as his wingman; it was just that he and Peanut had a history together. They had flown together before the war, and they’d flown through a lot during it. It wasn’t until Peanut had gotten injured during a mission that Joker had realized how much he’d relied on his friend for advice and as a sounding board.

Joker hit the talk button. “Ah, you know it’s not like that, Gordy. There’s plenty of me to go around. It’s just, you know…Peanut was my first.”

Gordy busted out laughing as their planes moved another step closer to topping off their tanks. As the laughter faded, Joker turned serious again as he had Gordy go over the mission. At the same time, they waited for a pair of Super Eagles to finish refilling their tanks.

Joker glanced at the giant aircraft’s wings ahead of them. He guessed they were headed out to replace whoever was flying the combat air patrol over the battlefield. The sun hadn’t fully risen yet, but enough light had pushed the dark of night away for him to see the Eagles had too many missiles left if they were returning from the front. The skies were littered with drones, manned fighters, and the ever-growing presence of UCAVs and autonomous fighter planes. That wasn’t even counting helicopters. It was a target-rich environment, and few Super Eagles would voluntarily return to base with a full rack of missiles and no kills to show for it.

As Gordy went over their mission, Joker felt certain his squadron would make a difference in this armor assault, breaking through the enemy lines. The mission briefer had said the 1st Armored Brigade Combat Team was attacking elements of the 79th PLA Group Army, east of the coastal city of Panjin. If the armor units were able to break out, then there was essentially nothing but flat plains for nearly thirty miles until you reached the Daling River. It was their goal to ensure they captured a series of bridges crossing the Daling River in and around the Linghe District and the city of Jinzhou. On PowerPoint, it looked like an impressive operation, with a battalion of Rangers and several brigades from the 101st Airborne seizing the Jingha Expressway bridge and two others in Linghai City. But that was PowerPoint, and this was real life.

The plan involving the heliborne soldiers was the part that most concerned Joker. Should the armor units get bogged down at any point along the way, it could be disastrous for the units behind enemy lines holding those bridges. But if it succeeded, if they got across it and seized the city of Jinzhou—it could open a huge hole in the enemy lines. It would allow them to push south along the G1 Jingha Expressway down the entire coast of Liaodong Bay to Huludao and the critical port, rail, and road junction point at Tianjin.

“Gambler Actual, Texaco Six. You are clear to approach pump two. Gas is on that blond over in the F-35 wagging her wings at ya.”

Joker laughed at the boom operator as, sure enough, he saw an F-35 off to his right, tanking up on the aerial refueler next to them, rocking her wings slightly. After replying to the boom operator, he started the careful process of lining his aircraft up behind the giant KC-46 aerial refueler until he’d matched its speed. When he saw he was approaching the refueling drogue, which looked like a basket-shaped device that extended from the tail boom connected to the aircraft, Joker extended the fighter’s refueling probe, a long metal tube near the cockpit that would connect the two aircraft.

When the two parts had mated, a seal was obtained. Then the fuel started to flow, and the tank that was already half-empty from getting the fully loaded aircraft into the sky was steadily refilled. As they waited for the process to finish, Joker watched his radar as he continued to observe his surroundings, noting the tremendous number of aircraft in the air for this operation. He did not doubt that Chinese AI had seen what was happening. It was probably going to vector fighters towards them and maybe even some of those new UCAV fighters he’d heard so much about.

When his tanks were full, Joker retracted the probe and gently turned away from the aircraft as he started to give his engines more power. Once he and Gordy had linked back up, they headed toward the line of control to see what kind of mission awaited them.

*******

Alpha Company, 1-64th Armor Regiment

Panjin, China

Sergeant First Class Rico Ramos stood in the turret of the M1A2 Abrams main battle tank as the company prepared to roll out. They’d spent the night before getting the tank ready, topping off their fuel and ensuring they had extra ammo and water. Today was the day. Alpha Company and the rest of the battalion would punch through the enemy lines. They would do what tanks do best—advance to contact and destroy other tanks. If it all worked according to plan, they would grab forty kilometers of territory from the enemy and get the division across the Daling River, with the Airborne and the Rangers already seizing the bridges. It was on them to push through whatever lay ahead and link up with the Airborne before the enemy could organize an effective counterattack that might put the advance units in a bad spot.

Ramos looked ahead of their tank, noticing the black columns of smoke rising into the sky. He heard the on-again, off-again chattering of machine-gun fire and the occasional boom from something exploding. Then his gunner, Sergeant Tim Harris, crawled up into the hatch beside him. Harris placed a hand on the crew-served weapon as he looked toward the on-ramp to the G16 Danxi-Panhaiying Expressway.

“I don’t like this, Ramos,” said Harris apprehensively. “Something about driving down an expressway to meet the enemy doesn’t sit well with me.”

Ramos snorted. “Yeah, well, this isn’t exactly the best terrain for a tank, if you know what I mean.”

“Nah, a tank will be fine once we get closer to our objective,” Harris countered. “My concern is the enemy waiting for us as we gallivant down this nice wide-open road, knowing that for a decent stretch of it we can’t deviate too far from the highway without running into a gazillion rice paddies and irrigated farmlands.”

Everyone had brought up the same concerns about using the expressway. They felt like they were being funneled into a kill box. The Jingha Expressway was a six-lane highway with three lanes to either side, but if you deviated too far off the main road, it would cause an issue.

Ramos sighed as he listened to Harris complain for the umpteenth time about the plan. “You act like I’m in charge. Like I have some say in all of this. I’m just like you, Harris, just a cog in the wheel.”

“You aren’t a little concerned about this at all?” Harris probed.

“Would it make you feel happy if I was?” Ramos countered.

Harris stared at him for a moment. Finally, he shrugged in frustration. “I just wish there was a better way, that’s all.”

“Yeah, well, have you seen the network of all those rice fields out there?” asked Ramos. “How everything is divided up into tiny little sections? It’s a damn nightmare trying to move a tank through that. At least on the highway, we can actually move to the right or left and get out of the way of something. You try that and roll into a rice paddy, and you’re calling for a wrecker to pull your ass out, if they can even make it back there.

“This will be fine. We have helicopters scouting ahead of us. We’ve got 5-7 Cav with a scout company rolling ahead of the battalion to clear the way or identify what needs blowing up for us. We’ve got air support. F-16s are on standby, ready to lay some hurt once we give ’em a target. Come on, man. This will be way easier than when we crossed from Colombia into Venezuela. That was crazy tight, those roads and winding trails we had to take.” Ramos shivered as he recounted their past experiences and what they had already survived up to that point.

Before either of them could say anything else, the radios came to life, and the order to move was given. Ramos grabbed his helmet and told Lopez to get them moving and follow the tank in front of them.

As their armored column got underway, Ramos stood in the turret’s commander hatch and watched Black Rider One and their new lieutenant lead the way. He hadn’t had much time to get to know the lieutenant or many of the other new replacements they’d received before this new offensive. He was just glad they’d received replacement tanks and crews before it started.

Since Ramos had run the platoon for most of the last six months, they had finally promoted him to sergeant first class, at least paying him for the role he’d been filling until a new lieutenant arrived. Then, days before they’d rolled out of Korea and into China, Lieutenant Dan Morse had arrived at the company and quickly been introduced to the platoon and Ramos. Short on officers with experience, they’d paired the lieutenant with Ramos, telling the young officer to lean on his platoon sergeant while he learned how to be a tanker, so he’d hopefully last longer than the last guy.

Truth be told, Ramos didn’t mind the new LT. He was quiet and spent most of his time listening and asking questions like the rest of the new replacements. They were curious to know about past battles and what to expect—pretty much the same questions most replacements would ask when showing up to a unit that had seen enough action to have needed replacements in the first place.

Twenty minutes into the drive, they’d finally reached the first significant junction point and what had previously counted as the front line. As they drove past the position, Ramos saw a pair of Abrams tucked off to the side, along with a pair of Bradley fighting vehicles and some dismounted infantry. They had several machine-gun positions set up and likely a few antitank guided missiles lying nearby, just in case.

As their column continued down the highway and onto the Jingha Expressway, Ramos wondered how long it would be until they ran into their first signs of trouble. He knew the cav scouts had gone ahead of them. They’d encountered a few enemy vehicles and small detachments, likely checkpoints, but nothing serious. Eventually, the enemy would realize this attack was more than just a probe. Then they would run into whatever was sent to stop them from linking up with the Airborne, and the real fight would begin.

Boom!

A loud explosion ripped through the air, shattering a relatively calm drive thus far. When Ramos looked off into the distance to see what was going on, he caught sight of a cloud of oily black smoke rising into the sky a handful of kilometers further down the road.

Grabbing for binoculars, he scanned the horizon in the direction of the smoke when his ears registered the familiar sounds of gunfire. It started as a single pop—likely a soldier shooting at something he thought posed a threat. Then it escalated into a full-out gunfight as multiple rifles and machine guns joined the fray. That single gunshot quickly morphed into a raging battle. The horizon came alive with red and green tracer fire zipping between combatants, the occasional ricochet bouncing into the sky, looking more like a dozen bottle rockets being set off all at once on the Fourth of July than a barrage of deadly projectiles. Soon the smaller-caliber rifles and machine guns were joined by the heavier chunk-chunk-chunk sounds from the Bradley 25mm chain guns and the Browning fifty-caliber machine guns atop the vehicle-mounted JLTVs.

As the battle further down the road got underway, the lieutenant leading the platoon and their column of tanks called a halt to their advance. The tanks, which had been driving in a file formation with every other turret facing the opposite side, now veered to the sides of the highway into a wedge formation—waiting to see what would happen next.

Then Ramos heard the CO shout to the lieutenant. “Why’d you stop the column from advancing?”

Ramos cut in. “The LT just wanted to pause and establish comms with the scouts before he led the rest of the unit toward the fighting,” he explained.

He had bailed the LT out of his mistake, likely without him even realizing it. Their orders had been clear—advance to contact and do not stop until you’ve pushed through the enemy lines and linked up with the Airborne holding the bridges. They were expected to make contact with the enemy, and they were also expected to push through it, not stop and assess the situation like the LT had just done. When he explained the situation privately to the lieutenant, the LT agreed with his assessment and then suggested Ramos’s vehicle take the lead for the platoon, and he’d follow. When their private conversation had ended, Ramos smiled inwardly, pleased with having a lieutenant mature enough to know when he was outside his experience level. Rather than bumble his way through it, possibly getting himself killed in the process, he’d defer to his platoon sergeant and learn from observation.

Ramos stood in the commander’s tank hatch and ordered Specialist Blum to get the vehicle back on the move and into the lead position. As their tank got on the move and the column steadily followed, a pair of AH-64 Apache gunships flew over them, headed toward the fight. The conflict seemed to grow in intensity with each passing moment.

Looking down into the turret, Ramos called, “Hey, Harris, get out here and check this out.”

Seconds later, Sergeant Harris climbed out of the loader’s hatch. “What’s going, Ramos?”

He pointed toward the fighting. “Look to your three o’clock! A pair of Apaches just flew over us. I think they’re getting ready to light something up over there.”

As they continued to observe what was happening, the gunfire in the distance intensified until they heard another explosion. Then a new series of machine guns joined the action, and the firing volume increased rapidly.

“I see ’em!” shouted Harris excitedly. Their tank barely moved five miles per hour as the column behind them reorganized themselves into a single-file formation.

The Apaches had been approaching the growing battle unnoticed as they skimmed above the treetops, moving closer to the enemy before making their move. Then the gunship on the left broke away from its partner as it climbed into the sky while its partner continued to race ahead.

As the first Apache gained altitude, it turned sharply to one side with its nose angled downward, firing off a handful of rockets into an unseen target. Then a barrage of red tracer rounds leaped into the sky from an entirely new position further down the highway. Bullets sprayed around the gunship, which began to spit out flares while the pilot reacted quickly to the new threat, jinking hard to one side—tracer rounds zipped through the space it had just occupied.

Suddenly, the other Apache they’d lost track of rose into the sky almost on top of the enemy position. It fired off a string of rockets into whatever vehicle had been shooting at its partner. Then multiple explosions erupted as flames and chunks of metal flew into the sky from the burning wreck that had just blown apart.

The second Apache repositioned into a higher orbit of the area as it circled before firing one of its Hellfire missiles into something they couldn’t see. Then it fired a second and a third Hellfire, just as the first one must have hit a vehicle. The other two missiles slammed into at least one tank as they saw a turret flip into the air, followed by several explosions nearby. They watched the pair of helicopters tear the place apart for a couple of moments. They battered the area with rockets, 30mm autocannon fire, and their remaining Hellfire missiles—unloading on something they couldn’t see further down the road.

“Wow, Ramos! It’s not every day you get to see an Apache open a can of whoop-ass on the enemy,” Harris shouted excitedly.

“Yeah, no joke, man. Getting on the wrong side of a gunship is bad news for a tanker,” Ramos commented.

A few minutes passed in silence before Ramos commented, “Hey, Harris, it looks like we’re about ready to get rolling at speed again. I need you to go below and stay up on the scope, scanning for possible targets as we approach this line of contact—watch our flanks like a hawk. I’m hoping the scouts have found any missile teams that might be lying in wait along the edges of the highway, but you never know. I don’t think this will be the only action we’ll see before we reach the Daling River.”

“Sure thing, boss, no problem,” Harris replied, dropping back into the turret to get things ready.

With the shooting subsiding, the captain ordered them to pick up the pace. Ramos knew the CO would tell them to get on the move sooner than later.

I wonder if I can listen to what’s going on with the scouts. Ramos pulled his notes out and looked for the channel the scouts were on. Finding it, he switched over to listen in.

He had one ear listening while the other was free. Ramos continued passively listening for his call sign on the platoon net, which was playing over the speakers below in the turret, as he listened to the scouts. He started hearing bits and pieces of the fighting happening in the background as different teams reported what they saw. Some reports must have been coming from further ahead as he didn’t hear any shooting in the background. The fight was winding down there, and some of the scouting teams had already moved well ahead of where this recent fight had occurred. Maybe another ten minutes passed, and he heard a call over the platoon net for all TCs to switch to the battalion net momentarily.

Oh, great. The battalion commander wants to say something, thought Ramos. He switched to the channel just in time.

“Desert Rogues, we’ve been hung up long enough on this highway sitting like ducks in a barrel. There will be no more stopping. The Airborne have secured the bridges, and Rangers out ahead of the Airborne have established a series of blocking positions to prevent any PLA reinforcements from retaking them. Reports are coming that those Rangers are now under severe threat by a mechanized force led by at least a battalion of armor looking to retake those bridges and block us from getting across. It’s now urgent for us to press on and push through any force we encounter along the way. If your unit gets engaged, push through it. Shoot it up on the way past, but push through it. DR Actual, out!” finished the battalion commander.

Moments later, the captain jumped on the platoon net and ordered them to pick up speed. Ramos acknowledged the order and got Specialist Blum to get them moving.

When Ramos had joined the battalion nearly a year before the war had started, he had taken some time to read up on the unit’s history. Aside from the fact that it dated back to World War II, the unit’s real claim to fame came during the invasion of Iraq in March of 2003. Task Force 1-64th Armor, as it was called, had led the division into the heart of Baghdad as the 3rd Infantry Division’s armored fist in what would later become known as the Thunder Run. After blitzing across the deserts of southern Iraq and through half a dozen cities along the way, 1-64 had smashed Saddam’s elite Republican Guard units ringing the capital before driving into the heart of the city and capturing what would later become the Green Zone.

As Specialist Blum got their tank on the move, Ramos hoped 1-64th would have a similar run now. He said a silent prayer that they’d make it to the bridges in one piece and the Airborne would still be there holding it for them.

*******

77th Fighter Squadron

Liaoning Province, China

As their Vipers flew a holding pattern while they waited to be assigned a target, Joker continued to observe the battle unfolding. With all the action in the air and down on the ground, he marveled in total fascination at how the air battle managers coordinated the events and kept it all straight. Pairs of F-15 Super Eagles and the stealthier F-35s were being vectored repeatedly to engage the aerial threats to the strike aircraft, hitting target after target being called in by the Rangers and the units of the 101st Airborne, who appeared to be in the thick of the fight. From the E-7 Wedgetails’ high-powered MESA radars to the E-8 JSTARs’ classified synthetic aperture radar system, there was nothing that could fly or drive that these aircraft couldn’t spot or track for up to two hundred and thirty miles.

Joker shifted uncomfortably in his seat as his rear end was at the beginning stages of falling asleep. That was certainly not a good thing when he still had at least a few hours left in the cockpit. The last thing he wanted was for his legs and feet to go numb when he needed them to fly.

“Good God, Joker. We’ve been waiting on a target for thirty-two minutes now. If they don’t give us something soon, we’ll need a tanker,” Gordy griped.

Joker checked the fuel gauge; Gordy wasn’t wrong. They would need to top off their tanks if they didn’t get a mission soon. Apparently, the ground units had gotten hung up on something, so they hadn’t made a lot of progress in moving toward the Daling River. He had hoped they would be retasked to support the Rangers or the 101st so they would have stayed tied to the armor battalion spearheading the assault down the Jingha Expressway. Instead, they had to sit tight and wait for the time being.

“I know, Gordy. My butt is starting to go numb from sitting still too long. Did you catch that recent action over near the Jinzhou Bay Airport?”

There was a momentary pause before his wingman replied, “No, what happened? Damn it, what channel was that on?”

“It’s OK, Gordy. I’m still monitoring the 55th and 79th channels,” Joker explained. “Apparently, they encountered an SA-15—one of those newer upgraded Tor-M2 models, the ones that carry sixteen missiles instead of eight.”

The PLA had been moving a lot of their air-defense vehicles and surface-to-air missile batteries around the front lines, making it increasingly difficult to find and destroy them. The Tor systems, in particular, were troublesome SAMs to deal with because they’d become quite adept at intercepting cruise missiles and even HIMAR rockets. The Chinese had leveraged many of the lessons learned from their use during the Russo-Ukrainian War a few years back, before the start of this war.

“Damn. Tell me they took it out, Joker,” said Gordy. “An SA-15 is a date with an ejection seat.”

Joker laughed. He’d flown against much tougher SAMs than the Tor-M2. Then again, anytime you had to eject was a bad day to be a pilot, regardless of which system had your number that day.

“Well, if you thought that was bad, you won’t like to hear they also ran into another new battery of HQ-16s in the Taihe District near the Jinzhou military air base,” Joker explained. “They said something about plugging it with several HARMs, but you know how that works. They’ve gotten clever these days, giving us a decoy radar to go after to waste a HARM. Then they activate another decoy, only this time, they’ve got it protected by a PGZ-95 or another Tor-M2. They’ve started operating them in the cities, making it harder to engage them without collateral damage.”

There was a pause for a moment before Gordy replied. “I don’t know what’s better: SEAD missions or close-air support. They’re both liable to get you shot at. They’re each critically important. I guess that’s why they pay you the big bucks to determine which one gets the love while the other gets the scraps.”

“Oh, if that’s how it worked, Gordy, life would—”

“Gambler Six, Plush One, switch to channel two.”

“Gordy, switch over to channel two. I think we got a mission,” Joker announced before switching channels.

As they listened in on the instructions, it was clear this was hot. Their Vipers and a pair of Super Hornets were being vectored in for an urgent TIC mission. Once they switched over to the ground communications channels and linked up with the forward air controllers, they started to understand the situation on the ground. They dropped below fifteen thousand feet and started heading toward the enemy troops.

When they were ten kilometers out, Joker told the unit on the ground they would make an overflight of the area to try and spot the troublesome area before they circled and lined up for an attack. With four cluster munitions and four Mavericks apiece, he wanted to make sure whatever they hit removed the problem for the tanks trying to link up with the Airborne.

As they approached the area, they eventually spotted the column of tank and infantry fighting vehicles spread out across the highway. If Joker had to guess, it looked like an enemy unit had emerged from the Jincheng Residential District a few kilometers to the north—likely the unit garrisoning this side of the river.

When their aircraft approached the head of the column, the ground in front of them came alive with tracer rounds zipping into the sky. So far, it appeared to be unguided machine-gun fire, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t something with teeth sitting down there, waiting to take a bite when the time was right.

“Gordy, I want you to follow behind and clean up whatever I miss or if an AA gun decides to show itself as I fly over top. Got it?”

“I’m on it, and good luck.”

Luck? Who needs luck when you got skill? Joker snickered, thinking about all the pilots who held too much superstition around their ability to hit a target or fly through a hornet’s nest of enemy ground fire. If it’s your time, it’s your time, and nothing will stop that.

As Joker came around the armored column, he lined his fighter up to the targets and decreased his speed so the cluster munitions could adequately deploy. Even at a reduced speed, the ground below continued to whip past him in a blur as the distance to weapons release rapidly closed. When he was less than a kilometer from the target, strings of tracer fire leaped into the air around him, filling the sky with bullets, all trying to swat him from the sky before he could deliver his payload. Then, before Joker knew it, his targeting computer told him he was over the mark and alerted him to release the bombs. He mashed the button twice, releasing two of the four cluster munitions to fall behind him. He pulled up on the aircraft and dumped fuel into the engines, kicking in the afterburner as he tried to flee the scene as quickly as he could.

When he started to turn around, Joker caught sight of his handiwork. Multiple buildings were ripped apart and now on fire. At least one column of black smoke rose into the sky. He knew he’d hit one of those infantry fighting vehicles that had been using the buildings for cover as it engaged the tanks and IFVs on the highway.

Joker scolded himself for missing one of the tanks hiding between the buildings like the IFV that he had hit. Then he saw Gordy swooping in for his run, but something looked different. He realized it was one of the Super Hornets cutting in between them as it tried to get in on the action.

Joker was about to get angry, maybe even try and call them and chew ’em out for cutting in on their mission, but as the Hornet flew over the target, releasing a stick of five-hundred-pound bombs, several MANPADs leaped into the air, almost on top of the Hornet.

Once the pilot had released his bombs, he’d gone to full power on his engines as he clawed back into the sky, just as Joker had done a few minutes earlier in his bombing run. Except this time, the enemy had fired a pair of shoulder-fired missiles at the Hornet as he flew out of the area. The Hornet’s self-defense system was ejecting flares like they were going out of style as the pilot pulled away. One of the missiles went for the flare and blew apart harmlessly behind the fighter. But the second missile got within range of its proximity fuse and blew its shotgun blast of ball bearings right into the engines of the Hornet.

Joker yelled out instinctively, shouting for the pilot to eject. Then the fuel tanks must have ignited as they blew apart before the pilot could even react to what had happened. The fiery debris rained across the farm fields and nearby towns and villages. Joker barely caught sight of Gordy’s plane racing down the same path as the Hornet.

As Gordy’s plane adjusted moments before releasing his cluster munitions, the space in front of his fighter came alive with tracer fire, and at least two additional MANPADs took off after him. He shouted warnings to Gordy as he watched his wingman fly through the hailstorm of bullets. The first missile went for one of the flares—then the second. But as he watched Gordy pull away from his attack run, his plane’s missile warning systems blared their warnings as a pair of new radars had turned on, searching for a target.

Joker activated the ECM pod, hoping to jam the radars long enough to get himself out of range or at least out of the danger zone. Giving his engines more thrust, he caught a glimpse of the fight below. It was a real furball of a fight down there, just as it was up here.

God, this somehow feels like a trap…

*******

Alpha Company, 1-64th Armor Regiment

“HEAT up!” shouted Lopez.

“Fire!”

“Firing!”

BOOM!

The tank fired, belching flame out the barrel, and a smoke ring followed.

“That was a miss! Reload HEAT and fire on the same target!” Ramos shouted angrily.

“No way that’s a miss! Give me a second to verify it, Ramos, before we plug it again,” Sergeant Harris countered hotly. He was sure they’d nailed the ZBD infantry fighting vehicle.

“Damn it. We don’t have time to argue about this. Fire the gun and take it out already!” Ramos shouted, his eyes still affixed to where they had fired at the Chinese vehicle.

Harris was about to say something when he saw the flash from within the smoke. The ZBD had fired its 100mm cannon yet again, defying its death and proving Harris wrong.

“Firing!” Ramos heard Harris shout as the cannon recoiled inside the turret. The aft shell clinked on the floor, bits of the spent accelerant filling the cabin.

Ramos stared at the ZMD, almost willing it to explode. Then the high-explosive antitank round slammed into the sloped frontal section of the armor, blowing its explosive charge into the new hole leading to the engine compartment and the driver’s section. As the explosion washed over the engine and the vehicle’s fuel, it blew apart in a giant fireball. Ramos watched the turret cartwheel into the sky as the remaining ammo cooked off, spewing a geyser of flame some ten meters into the air like a giant Roman candle.

“Hot damn! Now that’s a hit!” Harris exclaimed. He slammed the side of the gunner targeting scope.

“Harris, I got another target. Tank identified, two thousand, six hundred meters. Load sabot,” Ramos called out methodically.

“Ah, I see it now. Tank identified, two thousand, six hundred meters. Load sabot,” Sergeant Harris rapidly replied as he synched the gunner’s thermal viewer to Ramos’s.

“Loading sabot!” Specialist Lopez responded. He moved the charging handle on the gun system, disarming it as he swapped out the HEAT round for the tank-busting sabot. Then he swapped out the rounds, moving the charging handle, rearming the gun and alerting Harris and Ramos that it was ready to fire. “Sabot up!” he shouted.

“Fire!”

“Firing!”

BOOM!

“Damn it, you missed!” Ramos shouted angrily as Harris missed a second shot in minutes—something he’d never seen him do during the entire war.

“What the hell?”

“Forget about it, Harris! Just get another round on that tank before he plugs us or someone else!” Ramos urged.

Oh damn, this isn’t good. Ramos saw the enemy turret moving the barrel in their direction. Come on, hurry up and get that sabot loaded… Then he saw the barrel stop moving and realized it was pointed right at them.

“Sabot up!”

As Ramos heard Lopez shout the words, the flames filled his commander’s sight before he could pull the trigger.

“Firing!”

BOOM!

Thump!

Ramos felt his face and body slam into his viewer, almost knocking him out cold. His arms went limp and stars filled his vision.

“Holy crap, we’re hit!” Harris shouted. Lopez yelped in pain, cradling his hand and forearm as he collapsed to the floor of the tank.

“Pop the smoke, Blum, and get some kind of cover!” Harris yelled frantically. The tank sputtered a bit before the engine kicked out, leaving them in the center of the road.

“Ramos, you OK, man?” The sound of Harris’s voice finally got through to him, and Ramos felt himself starting to come back to reality.

“Yeah, I think I’ll be all right, maybe. Check on Lopez, and let’s bail out of this thing in case we missed that tank,” he ordered.

They swiftly exited the damaged tank. As they crawled out, another tank from their platoon parked alongside them to help protect them from the mortar shells starting to fall nearby. They placed their armored shell between themselves and their crippled tank, blocking potential shrapnel until they could be recovered.

Ramos wiped the blood from his face, realizing it could have been worse. Their tank could have blown up. “Well, we’ll have to sit this one out for a while until they figure out how bad that jacked our tank up or if the grease monkeys can get us back in the fight.”

“Yeah, well, I think I may have broken my arm, guys,” Lopez explained. “You may have to find another loader for a little while.”

“Hey, look at it this way, bro, you’ll get another Purple Heart,” declared Specialist Blum as he tried to find a bright spot for Lopez.

They laughed at the comment. When Lopez had broken his nose during the invasion of Venezuela, the medics treating him had mentioned he’d broken it during an engagement with the enemy. Many months later, after the Venezuelans had surrendered, Lopez found himself being called forward to be awarded the prestigious medal, to the amusement of his comrades.


Volume Seven
Chapter Seven
Trenches & Woomera

Eighth Army Headquarters

Camp Humphrey, Korea

General Bob Sink walked towards the center seat of the table as he gestured for the others to take their seats. “I hope everyone has had a chance to catch up. I know it’s not often we can get together in person like this. But I felt it was vital for us to come together one more time as we discuss the actions of the past few weeks and ready ourselves for the next phase of OP Middle Kingdom.

“Gentlemen, I believe we are entering the terminal phase of this war. I do not want to imply that we won the war because we won a victory, or that the enemy cannot somehow snatch victory from the jaws of defeat. I have learned throughout this war how devious, conniving, and—at times—brilliant this AI called Jade Dragon can be. I firmly believe that if the PLA were being managed and fought by its generals and not directed by this AI, the war would have been over if it had been fought at all.

“This AI—and God help us if this truly is the future of humanity—it has ordered soldiers into battles knowing they cannot win. Yet it has done so to force us to expend our limited artillery shells and ammunition supplies. It is purposely doing this in hopes of exhausting our supplies and mentally and physically breaking our soldiers’ will to fight. This is why we must defeat this machine before it becomes unstoppable,” he said before pausing. He took a moment to look at his commanders, making sure they weren’t losing their resolve or beginning to question their humanity given the butcher’s bill they’d been meting out on the enemy the past few weeks.

Turning to look at General Brooks, he asked, “Shaw, for the past week, your corps has been in the thick of it. Is it your impression that General Song has sufficiently taken the bait? Do you think you’ve got him fully committed up north?”

Lieutenant General Shaw Brooks was the I Corps commander for Eighth Army’s northern flank. Fighting alongside his command was General Yoon Dong-shin from the Republic of Korea’s newly formed IV Corps, which had become their expeditionary force attached to General Sink’s Eighth Army. Then, to further bolster the northern force and get the AI to fully buy into where they would attack next, Lieutenant General Cooper Widmeyer’s VII Corps, redeployed from Venezuela a few months earlier, had also been committed to this northern offensive. Widmeyer’s force was heavily augmented with NATO units from the British, French, and Dutch militaries.

General Brooks sat forward in his chair, motioning for his aide to pull up the slide deck of their operation as he spoke to it. “Yes, I do, General. It’s the slugfest we thought it would be, and you were correct. General Song would likely take the bait once it looked like we might break the Dengta trench lines,” Brooks explained as aerial images of the intricate network of trenches and earthen fortifications were shown to emphasize the point.

“Along these sections of the line of control”—Brooks used a laser pointer to identify the locations—“is where it looks like General Song committed most of his reserves, drawing from the 78th Group Army, which he’s held back until now. When General Yoon’s 1st and 3rd Armored Brigades looked like they were going to punch through the trenches, General Song rushed the 4th Armored Division, supported by the 48th Motorized Infantry Brigade, to shore up their lines and block General Yoon’s tanks from breaking into the enemies’ rear areas. If you can break out past the network of trenches, it’s mostly plains and flatlands into the city. But as you can see, those networks of trenches are no joke,” he explained as aerial pictures from UAVs and satellites showed the complexity of the integrated defense networks. For more than a year, the PLA had had the civilians of Shenyang and the nearby towns and cities feverishly building a network of trenches, tank ditches, fortified bunkers, and defilade firing positions for artillery and antitank cannons.

“Sir, there’s something else you mentioned at the outset of this meeting that, sadly, I can confirm is happening,” Brooks explained. Then he paused, looking uncomfortable with what he was about to say.

General Sink knew what he would say and intervened before he did. “It’s OK, Shaw, you don’t need to say it. I’ve seen the reports from your headquarters and division commanders. It’s barbaric. The AI is ordering these newly created People’s Militias to intentionally charge our lines, forcing us to expend huge quantities of munitions we don’t have to spare and exposing our positions, which it then attacks with drones. Maybe my assumption is wrong, but I believe the AI is hoping for us to expend large sums of munitions against these militia forces based on a calculated assessment that, in doing so, we won’t have those munitions for an offensive operation at a later date.”

Sink paused momentarily as he shook his head, continuing, “Gentlemen, this is beyond evil. What makes it worse is it’s not even a person doing it. It’s a damn machine playing God with the lives of our soldiers and these poor saps being coerced into a war they don’t even understand. This is all the more reason why it must be defeated. Shifting gears now, let’s talk about this surprise breakthrough in the south. I had hoped we could jump the Daling River and nab Jinzhou, a critical node to supplying General Song’s Northern Army and most of northern China. But not only did we successfully capture the city, but we also managed to draw several divisions away from Tianjin and the Beijing military district. This brings me to my next question. Don, given the level of resistance you’ve encountered thus far, how much further south do you think you could potentially push?”

Lieutenant General Don Tackaberry, the commander for XVIII Airborne, smiled as he began to explain, “Well, that is a good question, General. I suppose it would depend on whether or not we’re still proceeding with the next phase of OP Middle Kingdom. If we are, then I would recommend we hold it in place. The 3rd ID has pushed the remains of the 79th PLA Group Army to Gaofengcun City, in the southeastern part of the Nanpiao District, just north of the port city of Huludao. We had to hold up there as we started to run into some stiff enemy resistance. There are a couple of air bases not far from there.”

“What kind of resistance are you dealing with, and could you push through it if you had to?” asked General Sink.

“We’re facing a battalion from the 3rd Armored Brigade along with the 190th and 202nd Mechanized Infantry Brigade. But as we pushed further south, we came in the vicinity of several PLA air bases, which have been able to provide these units with a level of air and rotary support we haven’t encountered in a while. Could we push through it? If given some additional air and armor support, yes, we could. But I need to know soon if I have to pull the 101st out of their current positions to get them refitted and ready to support the next phase of the operation,” explained General Tackaberry before asking to know if they were still going to press on with phase three of the grand plan General Baxter had cooked up.

Lieutenant General Dowdy from III Corps then chimed in, “That is the question, Bob—are we still pressing forward with phase three of Operation Middle Kingdom, or has the plan changed?”

*******

Situation Room, White House

Washington, D.C.

Blain Wilson looked at the final slide with more questions than answers, chief among them being whether they should continue with the final phase of Operation Middle Kingdom.

Admiral Thiel then asked, “Nate, if this is true—if this latest piece of intelligence is accurate—then how in God’s name can we possibly proceed with the next phase of the operation? The losses in vessels we could end up sustaining could jeopardize the entire landing operation, not to mention our ability to keep them supplied once the operation got fully underway. Has this been vetted by other agencies? What about the Bumblehive—Cicada?”

The Chief of Naval Operations squirmed a bit in his chair as Thiel pressed for answers in view of this latest revelation. “ONI has vetted the information with the DIA. They’ve been tracking this as well, and so has the CIA. When we spoke with Dr. Rubenstein, he verified with Cicada that it appears this Chinese version of our Orcas, or Sea Dragons as they call them—we’ve known about their extra-large uncrewed underwater vehicles program for some time, but given this latest piece of intelligence, it appears the program is operational. What we can’t put our fingers on and what Cicada hasn’t been able to identify, at least not yet, is how many of these units are operational. Hell, we don’t even have that many Orcas with the fleet. I can’t imagine they have many of their own ready to throw into this fight. If they did, I would have expected them in the defense of Taiwan—”

“I get it, Nate. This morning, Mr. Wilson and I were given a set of images from the NRO that may change the calculus of this,” interrupted Admiral Thiel as he motioned for the next slide deck to start. “Last night, following a strategic bombing mission, we had one of the Archangels make a pass over the facility and grab some images so we could put together a strike package to take it out. As you can see from the photos, near the docks is a hardened facility, kind of like those old World War II submarine bases. Per previous reporting from Naval Intelligence, these Sea Dragons are likely being housed in this hardened facility to keep them protected and probably to hide how many they actually have. But right here,” he said as he pointed to an image of what looked like a pair of giant doors set in the water next to the docks, “as you can see from this image, the doors to this submarine base are now open. Now that could mean all kinds of things. But most likely, it means that these things have been deployed into the Yellow Sea.”

Blain glanced at the clock on the wall, noting the meeting had gone on for nearly an hour. He’d heard enough to know that the third phase of OP Middle Kingdom was in jeopardy. For all they knew, Jade Dragon could be controlling dozens or more of these Sea Dragons, or it could be controlling just one or two. The question was, should they risk moving forward with seizing the port and hope there weren’t dozens of these drones prowling beneath the waves, just waiting for them to make a move? This is going to be a tough call for the boss…I don’t envy her position. But I think we need a bit more intel before we ask her to make a final call on this, he thought to himself.

Blain jumped into the conversation, suggesting, “Nate, perhaps it’s time we send in the Sea Hunters. We’ve been using them to good effect along the East China Sea. If I’m not mistaken, they’ve sunk five subs. Maybe we should redirect the fleet of them to head into the Yellow Sea with the goal of hunting these things down and taking them out.”

Admiral Graham smiled at the mention of the Navy’s much-vaunted Sea Hunter autonomous surface vessel. “Yes, of course, Blain, that’s a great idea. In fact, we have three of them in Yokosuka that were just outfitted with a SeaRAM system we plan on using to help augment the fleet’s air and antimissile defense system. The SeaRAM uses an eleven-cell RIM-116 Rolling Airframe Missile system for point defense against antiship missiles. They’ve performed incredibly well thus far in the war. Our goal now is to outfit all the Sea Hunters with them. This way, in addition to their antisubmarine roles, we can integrate them into the fleet’s defensive screen.”

Blain smiled as he offered, “Excellent. Then before we bring this problem of whether we should proceed to the President, let’s give Sea Hunter some time to see what it finds. Maybe the Chinese only have one or two of these drone submarines out there. Maybe they’ve got dozens. But Sea Hunter should be able to give us a better idea of what we’re dealing with soon enough. In the meantime, how are we looking, Joe, on this tectonic attack? Is this actually going to work? ’Cause I have my doubts.”

General Joseph Hamlin, the Air Force Chief of Staff, leaned forward in his chair. “To be completely honest, I don’t know—”

“Whoa, hold up there. What do you mean you don’t know?” Jack Kurtis, the SecDef, questioned in surprise just as the Vice President jumped in.

“Joe, how about we rewind what you just said about not knowing if this can work or not? You sounded a hell of a lot more confident about this a few months back when it was first pitched. What’s changed since then?”

General Hamlin fidgeted with his pen as he tried to respond. “Mr. Vice President, kinetic bombardments, Project Thor, and many of the names this concept has been tested under over the years have never really materialized into an actual feasible weapon that we could use. We believe we have a prototype that might work, but we need to test it.”

“OK, so test this thing. Let’s see if it works. What’s the problem?” Kurtis asked, countering the general’s hesitation.

Then Blain had a thought. They couldn’t test it. That would give it away. “There has to be a way to try out this vehicle without alerting Jade Dragon to what we’re doing,” he blurted out, causing the others to turn and look at him.

Hamlin shrugged uncomfortably. “That’s the problem, Blain. How do we test something like this without alerting Jade Dragon? To get a good reading means actually dropping one of them from altitude and igniting the motors to ramp up the speed before impact. Once this thing hits, it’s going to leave a mark. I mean, it’s going to be felt for dozens upon dozens of miles away. It’s not something that can be easily shrugged off.”

“Australia. That’s where you can do this,” remarked General Langley, the Marine Commandant. All eyes turned to look at him. “A few years back, before the war, I was touring some facilities in the outback, a place called Woomera. But they told me about another place some six hundred kilometers west called Maralinga. Apparently, the British had conducted some nuclear tests there back in the 1950s, so it’s pretty desolate. I suppose we could reach out to our Australian counterparts and see if we might be able to utilize their range for a test.”

Blain sat back in his chair for a moment as he thought about that. Huh, Australia…yeah…why not…?
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Chapter Eight
Sea Hunters & Dragons

335th Fighter Squadron

Yellow Sea, China

“Chief One-One, Big Sky Two. We’re tracking six bogeys now dropping below angels one. Approaching from the northeast of Yantai. How copy?” came the crisp voice of the air battle manager aboard the E-7 Wedgetail flying above Dalian.

Major Tony “Buster” Buston smiled as he heard the call.

Outstanding. On station five minutes and already got us a mission, he thought excitedly.

“Big Sky, One-One, that’s a good copy,” Buster replied. “Six bogeys, angels one and below. Approaching northeast of Yantai. Will investigate.”

“Hear that, Bugs?” Buster asked his wingmate. “We got us some bandits once we get a verification of what we’re dealing with.”

“Yeehaw. ’Bout time we got us another chance to score aerial kills to add to the side of the fuselage,” newly promoted Captain Aaron “Bugs” Bugowitz replied excitedly.

“I told you we’d get lucky on one of these missions. Seems these guys are trying to slip under the radar on us,” Buster replied.

The last few months had seen a dramatic decrease in the number of enemy fighters. Most of the engagements were now taking place closer to the actual front lines than high above them. At this point in the war, the PLA was struggling under the loss of access to much of their energy supplies from abroad.

“Let’s go see what we’re dealing with,” Buster said as he reoriented his Super Eagle in the direction of the incoming threats. With their aircraft aligned on an intercept course, it was just a matter of closing the gap before the bogeys would be in range in their AIM-220s and they got a positive ID on what they were dealing with. There was little doubt that these were enemy fighters. But from the distance they’d been detected, they’d need to close in a little more to make that definitive diagnosis.

As the distances continued to close, the Wedgetail’s Multirole Electronically Scanned Array system began to feed the Eagle drivers a more refined picture of what they were up against. When in “look-up mode,” the L band electronically scanned AEW and surveillance radar located in the “top hat” or dorsal fin atop the aircraft had a maximum scanning range of just over six hundred kilometers. But this didn’t provide the more accurate targeting data required by the fighter planes the Wedgetails supported.

To get the more precise targeting data, the radar had to be set to what was called “look-down mode,” which allowed for great precision in identifying what a specific radar return was and then fed that targeting data back to the fighters it was guiding in to attack. This cut down the effective range of the Wedgetails’ advance radar system down from six hundred kilometers to just a hair over three hundred and seventy kilometers for aircraft and two hundred and forty kilometers for frigate-sized warships on the sea. However, the more advanced E-7 Wedgetail was now able to track some one hundred and eighty targets simultaneously while guiding up to twenty-four individual aircraft interceptors. This gave the air battle managers overseeing the air and surface war a new capability. In many cases, they were able to guide allied aircraft in on an enemy fighter before it even knew it was under attack.

As the distance between Buster and Bugs shortened to less than two hundred kilometers, they were now within the range of their AIM-260 Joint Advanced Tactical Missiles. That also meant they were in range of the PLA’s PL-15, and their more advanced PL-21s. The question Buster was asking himself was why they hadn’t attacked yet. He was also surprised they hadn’t been able to identify clearly the type of fighters they were up against.

“Chief One-One, Big Sky Two. We’re having a bit of a challenge getting a bead on what kind of aircraft these bogeys are. It’s possible these are some sort of stealth aircraft. We have a recommendation for how to smoke ’em out and figure out what kind of birds you’re up against. However, it’ll be your call if you want to proceed or wait until you get closer and potentially within weapons range of the bogeys,” came the voice of the air battle manager, almost reading Buster’s mind.

“Big Sky Two, One-One. What kind of harebrained idea you wanting us to consider?” Buster asked with as much bravado as he could muster.

Whatever they’re about to tell us, it’s likely not good for our health…

“One-One, it’s completely up to you. But we’d like one of your aircraft to go active with your radar. Of course, you’ll need to be ready to snap off a couple of missiles. Once you go active, it’s highly likely whatever these bogeys are, they’ll look to engage immediately. How copy?”

“Buster, tell me they did not just ask one of us to be a guinea pig.”

Buster snorted at the question. “Bugs, have you ever heard a guy by the name of Alfred, Lord Tennyson, or a poem he wrote in 1854, ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’?” he asked.

There was a momentary pause, then Bugs responded, “Is this another one of these teaching moments where you introduce me to yet another one of your mentors from a bygone era?”

Buster shook his head dismissively. “‘Theirs not to reason why. Theirs but to do and die.’ It’s often quoted out of context, but generally, it’s a reflection on the senselessness that accompanies war, while at the same time it’s praising the unflinching bravery and duty of the soldiers who gave their lives.”

“Huh, so you’re trying to say this is a senseless, stupid act they’re proposing we do, but also incredibly brave?” Bugs replied.

“Yeah, that about sums it up. So, what do you think?”

“Damn this war! OK, then, I guess if that’s how it’s got to be, then I’m going to be the one to go active with my radar. You just make sure to take ’em out once I do it.”

“Whoa, hey, what do you mean you’ll be the one to go active? I’m the flight lead here and I’ve got a lot more experience than you at flying these Eagles and know how to evade these kinds of missiles they’re likely to fire at us.”

“I know, Buster, and you’re right. You are the better pilot to do that. But I’m single, bro. You got five munchkins back home. I don’t even have a girlfriend. No, if we’re going to take a risk like this, then it should be me, not you, that takes it. Tell Big Sky I’m going to get some separation from us before I light ’em up. You just be ready to start tagging targets once my radar starts identifying them.”

Buster wasn’t sure what to say. He wanted to override his wingman, the junior officer between them. But he also knew he was right. Bugs was single; Buster and Tammy had five kids, six if he was able to knock her up during his midtour next month.

Damn you, Bugs. You better not die.

“OK, Bugs, we’ll play it your way. For the record, I’m completely against it, but logically, you aren’t wrong and that’s the only reason I’m agreeing to this. Go ahead and put like ten kilometers between us and take yourself down to angels twenty. I’m going up to angels twenty-five. Let’s hope between the two of us coming at them from different vantage points, we’ll score some hits and make it harder for them to take us out.”

Buster then depressed the talk button and relayed the plan he and Bugs had come up with back to their eye. They acknowledged and let him know they were vectoring another flight of Super Eagles their way to assist. At this point, the bogeys had descended to just two hundred feet above the waves. They had also changed their attack vectors to zero in on the Port of Dalian and what was steadily becoming a large allied naval flotilla that appeared to be gearing up for something big he hadn’t been read in on just yet. Seeing that the flight of six mystery aircraft had now broken off into three groups of two, he knew something was up.

“OK, Bugs, we’ve gone over what we’re going to do and how we’re going to do it. So as Ricky Bobby once said at Talladega, it’s time to shake ’n’ bake. Let’s do this thing!”

“Aww, doggy. It’s time to shake ’n’ bake, baby. Wish me luck! I’m going active!” Bugs howled as he played the character of Will Ferrell from the comedy Talladega Nights.

Within seconds of Bugs going active with the Super Eagle’s newly upgraded pulse-Doppler radar systems, the AN/APG-82 active electronically scanned array not only confirmed the bogeys were in fact bandits but also revealed that what they saw wasn’t three flights of two aircraft just skimming above the waves after all. They were actually three flights of four UCAVs—and not just any UCAVs. The original flight of six aircraft they had originally detected were the PLA’s newest third-gen pilotless fighters, which they had learned were called Shadow Dragons. The four previously unknown aircraft flying in a tight formation appeared to be the mysterious yet vaunted Dark Swords they’d heard rumors about from the intel guys. The AVIC Dark Swords were supposed to be stealthy supersonic UCAVs designed to be paired with the PLA Air Force’s Chengdu J-20 stealth fighters, dubbed “Might Dragons,” which had given the allies a lot of heartburn and heartaches at the outset of the war. This was the first time they had actually seen the Dark Swords in operation.

“Holy crap! We’re not dealing with three pairs of J-20s—this looks like a strike package using their version of our Loyal Wingman concept,” Bugs exclaimed excitedly. The targeting data was now filling their systems with actionable data.

“Yeah, that’s a good copy, Bugs. I’m going after Group Alpha; you take Group Charlie. Let’s see how many of these UCAVs we can take down before the cavalry arrives,” directed Buster as he went to work.

He flicked the arming command to the eight AIM-260s, letting his targeting computer assign a missile to each of the targeted aircraft. There we go, green across the board. Time to let ’er fly, he mused privately as he fired missile after missile until he’d fired all eight. Casting a quick glance at his radar showed that Bugs had just fired his own barrage, sending a total of sixteen missiles at the twenty-four UCAVs still heading towards the Port of Dalian.

Damn, these are cooking. We’re barely a hundred kilometers from the port, he thought to himself when the voice from Big Sky broke in.

“Chief One-One, Big Sky Two. We have confirmation of your missile launches. We need you to break off your secondary attack run and move to angels thirty and head towards sector Hotel-Six. Enemy aircraft are about to enter Task Force Dupre’s security umbrella. You need to vacate the area immediately. How copy?”

“Huh, would you look at that, Bugs? Seems the Navy wants to get in on some of this action,” Buster commented before responding to the air battle manager. “Big Sky Two, One-One, that’s a good copy. Breaking off secondary attack. Relocating to Hotel-Six, will stand by and await further orders.”

“Hey, if the Navy wants in on the action, they’re welcome to sloppy seconds. ’Cause I’m first. Now’s the fun part—trying to get out of Dodge before they light us up,” Bugs commented just as several of the UCAV’s radars went active, likely looking for them.

As Buster lit up the afterburners to the pair of Pratt & Whitney engines, he felt his body being pressed hard into his seat. The Super Eagle pushed him beyond twenty-five hundred kilometers per hour or approaching Mach 2.5. With the distance between himself and the enemy aircraft growing steadily, he started to feel good about their chances of getting out of the area unscathed. Then, to his shock and horror, missile after missile emerged from the twenty-four UCAVs they’d engaged. It took fractions of a second to confirm the missiles were headed for the port and not him or Bugs. But then, out of nowhere, his radar warning receiver lit up with a warning, letting him know he was being targeted by something.

What the hell? was the only thought that crossed his mind when suddenly Bugs’s Super Eagle exploded a few kilometers away.

Instinctively, he dove hard to the right as he bled altitude and speed while his ECM ran whatever electronic interference it could against whatever had blown Bugs out of the sky. Then he felt the flare and chaff dispensers firing away, which meant something had a lock on him—he just didn’t know what.

BOOM!

The explosion occurred behind him as he felt the aircraft jerk hard and start to vibrate. At this point, he’d dropped his speed to less than seven hundred kilometers an hour, so if he needed to bail, he could.

What the hell just hit me? He checked his gauges and saw he was losing oil pressure to his right engine. The temperature steadily rose, which wasn’t helping either. Damn, come on, baby, let’s just limp home…we got this, he kept telling himself as he radioed in what had happened while doing what he could look for a chute to see if Bugs might have bailed.

He took a risk circling back to the area to make sure he hadn’t missed seeing a parachute—but nothing. He wanted to stay longer, maybe try and go lower and see if his partner might have already descended below angels ten. But looking at the readout of the right engine, he didn’t have long to get himself either back over land or back to the Dalian International Airport for an emergency landing.

Damn you, Bugs, you better be alive somewhere down there…

*******

25th PLA Ghost Squadron

IVO Yellow Sea

Colonel Yin Huan watched patiently as the onboard AI continued to guide the Dark Swords towards their intended targets. The ever-growing allied fleet marshaled around the Port of Dalian. He wasn’t sure why the allies had moved more of their naval vessels away from Taiwan to the Yellow Sea. Clearly, they were up to something.

Looking at his radar, Colonel Yin saw that the American fighter planes had just been redirected to head towards the Dark Swords for which his flight was running escort. Depressing the talk button, Yin ordered, “Shadow Six-Two, move to intercept the American fighters.”

“Shadow Six-Two acknowledges. Moving to intercept now,” Major Sun replied crisply as his aircraft broke off from their formation to head towards the American fighters. Steadily the American fighters continued to move closer to the Dark Swords.

When he had been told he would be escorting a strike package to hit the Port of Dalian, he had assumed he’d be escorting a flight of bombers or other attack aircraft. But as the day of the mission approached, he still hadn’t been told what kind of aircraft he would be escorting. It wasn’t until the mission brief that he’d learned his flight of four Shadow Dragons would be escorting an entirely new UCAV he’d never even heard of. That was when he, and only he, had been briefed on Dark Dragon—an entirely new, fully autonomous strike fighter or ASF. Unlike the UCAV Shadow Dragon program, he was told this new ASF would be flown entirely by Jade Dragon.

When he’d asked about the weapons loadout the aircraft could carry, General Cao Zhenwu had looked a bit nervous, like he wasn’t sure if he should share that information. Then Cao gave a slight nudge of his head, and Yin saw a folder on the table next to him and caught his meaning. When he’d finished giving him his final mission parameters, Cao had left the room but forgotten to grab the folders on the table. Yin took this as his cue to sneak a peek at whatever it was General Cao was too unsure of to say aloud. He wasn’t certain, given that the briefing room had no cameras, no electronic devices—just an old-fashioned pull-down map of the geographical area he’d be operating in and the potential enemy aircraft he might encounter during the mission.

Once Yin flipped the folder open, his eyes went wide as he realized why his boss might be a bit nervous about sharing this information. It wasn’t that it was necessarily a secret. It was this aircraft that had for all intents and purposes effectively replaced him and every other pilot in the PLA Air Force. Not only that, if the weapon systems outlined in the folder actually worked, about which he had his doubts, then this was beyond anything he had thought possible for an aircraft.

“Shadow Six, Shadow Six-Two. One of the American fighters just went active with his radar. I believe he is preparing to fire his missiles—ah, he just fired them. I count…whoa, they just fired off sixteen missiles. I’m going after—”

“No! Take out the fighters. Do not try to engage the missiles. Just go after those fighters and take them out,” Yin cut in. He didn’t want Major Sun wasting his precious few missiles trying to intercept what he knew was likely an impossible target.

I guess now I’ll see if some of those new toys on that ASF are actually real…

*******

TF Dupre

USS Hue City

IVO Southeast of Port Dalian

Admiral Michael Dupre stood on the flying bridge as he admired the dark waters of the Yellow Sea. When he had graduated from Annapolis some twenty-five years ago, he had hoped he might rise to the rank of captain, O-6, one day—a lofty dream considering most career naval officers topped out at commander, O-5. Now, as of three days ago, he wasn’t just a recently frocked rear admiral who would revert back to being a captain once the war had ended. The Senate had officially confirmed that his appointment to the rank of O-7; a position a poor white kid from Theriot, Louisiana, had virtually no hope of achieving, was official.

War has a strange way of elevating people to ranks they otherwise wouldn’t have achieved. Some are elevated through skill, some through attrition and casualties, while others just find themselves in the right place at the right time. He’d like to think he’d achieved his rank because of his skills as a skipper. In reality, he knew it was more likely due to the fact that he’d just happened to be the right guy at the right time when it counted most.

Hearing a couple of sailors joking below, he turned, looking down and towards the aft port side of the ship he’d called home for so many years. A couple of sailors were working with some of the contractors still aboard the Hue as they continued to make repairs while underway. Following the kamikaze attack against the landing forces during the invasion of Taiwan, Dupre’s task force had been relieved of their post and replaced with another that had traversed from the Atlantic to the Pacific. Since many of the ships of his task force had taken some level of damage during the attack, his force had been ordered to Yokosuka for repairs and refit.

While his force had undergone a few weeks of repairs at the naval base, his flotilla had augmented with additional ASW and air-defense ships for the next phase of the war. His Sea Hunter unmanned surface vehicles had been swapped out for five newer versions on which the Navy had just installed a SeaRAM system, which was basically a modified version of the RIM-116 Rolling Airframe Missile system, except that the SeaRAM system could operate independently of a control ship. This essentially turned the quasi-autonomous ASW catamarans into a very capable air-defense platform he could now use to better protect whatever fleet of warships his task force was assigned to protect. The biggest surprise, however, to his growing flotilla of warships was the inclusion of several Russian and Turkish vessels that had recently linked up with his task force at a final port call at Jinhae Naval Base before transiting into the Yellow Sea.

It was at Jinhae that he had learned the true nature of his mission, and why his task force was being augmented with a few Russian warships. His task force was to hunt down and sink a new superweapon that Jade Dragon had apparently been developing for some time: a Chinese version of the Navy’s Orca program called Sea Dragon. It was basically an underwater version of the Loyal Wingman program both the Air Force and Navy’s flyboys had been jonesing for. Once he saw the specs of this underwater terror, he understood why he’d been augmented with additional ASW ships—he was going to need them.

“What do you think, Admiral, we going to find one of those Sea Dragons today?” came the voice of Captain Aaron Quinn.

As he approached him, Quinn offered him a coffee, the steam wafting briefly in the air. Reaching for the cup, Dupre said, “Ah, you read my mind, Aaron. What’s the pool up to now?”

“Fifteen hundred dollars if they find it between yesterday and this coming Tuesday. If no one wins, it rolls over to the next week,” Quinn replied, lifting the cup to his lips before adding, “The next jump is to twenty-five hundred.”

Dupre let out a soft whistle. He hadn’t realized the pool had gotten that high. They’d ignored the unofficial betting pool the chiefs had arranged for the enlisted as a morale booster and to raise some funds for the gedunk bar. They’d broken the Yellow Sea into grid squares, and the enlisted would bet on where one of the Sea Hunters or any of the other vessels would score a kill against one of the Sea Dragons. If they scored a kill, then one or more lucky sailors would win half the pot, the other going to the gedunk. If no one won that week, the pool rolled over into the next week and the pot continued to grow.

“What do you think of them, Aaron?” Dupre motioned with his coffee in the direction of the Admiral Chabanenko, one of the three Udaloy II–class antisubmarine destroyers, courtesy of their “new” Russian allies in this war against China.

The captain of the Hue City stared at the Russian vessel for a long moment before replying. “War has a strange way of making friends out of enemies.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Dupre replied, his Louisiana accent shining through in the way he answered. “If you’d asked me five years ago if we’d be working hand in glove with the Russian Navy, I would have laughed my ass off. Then again, if you had told me Skynet would launch a surprise attack on the United States, I would have told you to put the Kindle down and walk away. So here we are—Skynet’s real, and the Russians are our allies.”

They laughed at how the crazy the situation had become. Truth be told, they were glad to have the Russians fighting with them, rather than against them on the side of the Chinese.

“Aaron, what are your thoughts on some of the new crewmen we took on in Jinhae?”

Quinn lifted an eyebrow at his question. Dupre knew he was starting to tread in waters that weren’t his. The Hue may have been his ship at the start of the war, but it was Quinn’s now.

“You mean what do I think of OS3 Kim Ki-chul? One of my new AEGIS techs?” Quinn finally replied.

Dupre just nodded, waiting for Quinn to say something further.

“I take it you saw the NCIS notice?”

“Yeah…I did. Kind of makes you wonder why we’re letting this play out the way we are,” Dupre countered hesitantly as he looked around to make sure they were still alone.

Quinn leaned in as he spoke quietly. “I clued Chief Royal in on what’s going on. I figure if he’s going to be sitting next to the guy, then he should know in case—”

“Yeah, I get it. You’re not wrong for clueing him in. I’d have done the same thing.”

“Agent Handover better know what’s he doing is all I have to say,” Quinn said hotly.

“If it makes you feel any better, I told them no. Apparently the approval from this came all the way from the top, the CNO’s office,” Dupre said in a hushed tone.

“No kidding. Whoa, this must have something to do with this stupid AI, I’ll bet.”

Dupre was about to say something further when the alarm klaxons went off.

“Battle stations air defense… battle stations air defense…”

“Ah crap! Let’s get to CIC!” Dupre cursed under his breath as he and Quinn tossed their coffee over the rail and ducked back into the ship.

“Make a hole!” shouted one of the petty officers as Dupre and Quinn made their way through to the nerve center of the ship.

As the two of them trotted through the corridors, the crew scrambled to their battle stations, getting themselves ready for whatever might happen next. They’d gotten lucky so far, as the task force hadn’t come under attack since entering the Yellow Sea. They knew it was just a matter of time until the PLA launched either an air raid, a missile attack, or a submarine attack at some point. After the Battle of Yilan County, the crew were veterans and ready for whatever the enemy tried to throw at them—even an insider threat if this NCIS report was any indication.

The moment Dupre opened the door leading into the CIC, he heard shouting coming from somewhere inside the room, followed by someone screaming, “He’s got a bomb—”

BOOM!

The blast threw Dupre back through the door he’d just entered and into the wall behind him, slamming his head against the corridor and nearly knocking himself out. As he ran his hand behind his head, it came away wet and he realized he must have cut it open. He started to feel light-headed as a pair of hands reached down to pull him to his feet. He saw the face of Captain Quinn mouthing something to him, but he couldn’t make out what he was saying.

As he walked away from the CIC, others ran into the room while some staggered out, on their own or with the help of others. Then a corpsman came up to him and started applying a bandage to the back of his head. He doubled over, throwing up the moment the guy applied pressure to the back of his head, and then everything went black.

*******

25th PLA Ghost Squadron

IVO Yellow Sea

Colonel Yin watched with growing concern as the missiles continued to close in on the DDs. That was what he’d finally come to call the Dark Dragons—the DDs or Double Ds. He smirked at that, thinking of that American girl he’d met on vacation in Thailand a few years before the war.

Ah…a time before the war…, he thought as he felt a phantom pain where his leg had once been. In a way, he was lucky he was only missing a leg. It had led to him being selected for the drone program, where he’d not only excelled but had been promoted well above his peers.

As the missiles continued to close in, he hoped this failure wouldn’t be counted against him. Then something strange happened. The missiles began to disappear. One by one, they steadily vanished from the screen.

Whoa, they really do have defensive lasers on them.

Glancing to his secondary radar screen, he saw Major Sun had managed to down one of the Super Eagles while the other looked to have gotten away. It didn’t make a difference at this point. He could tell the DDs had just entered the range of the American strike group anchored around the Port of Dalian. The one thing he wasn’t sure about was how the DDs were going to manage to get their missiles past the picket screen of destroyers and frigates he knew would be positioned to protect the higher-value warships still anchored in the port.

He’d gone up against the AEGIS warships a few times around Taiwan. It hadn’t been a good experience. They’d proven themselves pretty effective at knocking down his missiles. But the DDs continued their high-speed approach. The large ship near the center of the group, the one he knew to be a cruiser emitting the power search radar likely coordinating the fleet’s defenses, suddenly winked out.

Yin tapped the monitor to his sim pod, unsure if there might have been a malfunction as he hadn’t seen any missiles headed towards the enemy cruiser. Then again, maybe a sub had gotten to it. In either case, as soon as the AEGIS radar system went down, the DDs unleashed their barrage of missiles, taking advantage of the confusion likely happening amongst the enemy fleet.

In seconds, each of the Dark Dragons had fired a pair of Eagle Strike missiles before turning to head back towards home. As he watched the monitor fill with missiles, all headed towards the enemy fleet, he felt a sense of satisfaction, a feeling of hope and optimism that maybe, just maybe, they might have finally turned the tide of this war.

Then suddenly nine of the twenty-four Dark Dragons winked out of existence. Cuing the AI, he said, “Jade Dragon, what happened to those nine Dark Dragons?”

A voice responded matter-of-factly, “I encountered something unexpected and lost nine of the Dark Dragons.”

Yin bunched his eyebrows at that. This was highly unusual. It was also the first time he had heard the AI admit it had encountered something unexpected. Questioning it, he asked, “What exactly did you encounter?”

“It would appear the allies have equipped some of their Sea Hunter unmanned surface vehicles with SeaRAM systems. This was unexpected. I would not have flown the Dark Dragons within the range of one of these systems. I have added this allied capability to the database. Would you like me to take over the rest of the mission for you, Colonel Yin?”

Yin smiled at the question. Checking the clock, he saw he’d been in the sim pod for coming up on three hours.

You know what…why not…?

“Sure, JD. You have control of the aircraft.”


Volume Seven
Chapter Nine
The People’s Militia

3rd People’s Militia Headquarters

Kunming Regiment

China University of Technology

Hsinchu County, Taiwan

Major Zhong Jin turned casually to look out the nearby window, spotting the bird that had been chirping its happy melody for the past ten minutes of the meeting. It almost seemed like it was taunting him with its song of freedom as it happily fluttered about from branch to branch while he remained trapped inside this insufferable conference room.

Returning his gaze to the speaker, he closed his eyes briefly as he rubbed his temple. He could still hear the voice of his former commanding officer as he gave Zhong his new assignment. Zhong thought it was more of a sentence than the opportunity his superior had made the assignment out to be. While Zhong might have recovered from his injuries, he was no longer capable of serving in Special Forces and would not be rejoining his Mighty Eagle Special Operations unit. No, instead he was being transferred to the Eastern Theater of Command and to the quagmire that was Taiwan.

He had held brief hope that he might find himself in a staff position with the 71st, 72nd, or 73rd Special Operations Brigade, allowing him to stay within the SOF community he’d spent his career in. But alas, the gods—if there were such a thing—had plans of their own. Being transferred from the Special Operations world he knew to the regular army would have been punishment enough. But being assigned as a liaison officer to a regimental headquarters for the People’s Militia was its own a special kind of purgatory for an officer possessing his skill set.

Not believing there were varying degrees to hell, upon his arrival in Taiwan to the 71st Group Army headquarters unit, he was informed he was going to become the military advisor to Brigadier General Qi Guo. The general’s regiment was from the capital city of the province of Yunnan—Kunming. As the militia was subordinate to the regular army, the People’s Militia was renumbered upon their arrival in Taiwan once they had been assigned to a group army. The Kunming Regiment was now the third of five regiments of People’s Militia that had recently arrived to reinforce the 71st Group Army prior to the arrival of the American Marines and the NATO forces in the southern half of the island.

While Major Zhong had not previously met Brigadier General Qi Guo, he was familiar with his brother and his exploits. Knowing how the apples of the family tree seldom fell far from the base, he knew enough after just minutes of being in the presence of the man to know his preconceived assumption had not been far off. As the days of his new assignment had turned into weeks, then months, Zhong was beginning to question whether he should shoot himself now or save that honor for the Americans he knew were coming.

While Special Forces held the reputation of being able to train a foreign opposition force, Zhong could clearly see no amount of effort could possibly aid him in turning this regiment into a credible fighting force. The regiment consisted of eight hastily thrown-together battalions named after eight of the nine lakes within the province. Each of the battalions consisted of six hundred “voluntolds” from the various urban and rural sections of the capital city of Kunming.

It didn’t take long to discover how each of the battalion commanders had obtained their command positions—either through direct nepotism or outright bribery that had seen them elevated to the position of commander. Naturally this form of leadership hierarchy permeated the battalion down to the platoon leaders. When asked privately by the deputy commander of the 71st PLA Group Army how long he thought the 3rd People’s Militia would last in a battle against the American Marines should it come to it, he answered honestly—an hour, maybe three at most and they’d be done. It was the last time he’d had contact with his regular army counterparts in more than a month. By now, he had accepted his fate—he was going to die here.

“Given my superior leadership abilities and the pedigree of my family lineage, these American Marines will be crushed beneath the boots of our regiment—the Mighty Three,” Brigadier General Qi Guo blathered on to his assembled officers and battalion commanders.

“When my brother died as a hero of the People’s Liberation Air Force…” The general continued to drone on. Zhong tried to stay present, attuned to the pontificating of this buffoon, but found his mind wandering more than listening.

If I have to listen to one more story about the coming victory against the feral American Marines, I’m going to gouge my eyeballs out and shove these pens in my ears…

When Major Zhong had reported for duty, the first thing he’d seen was how unorganized the general’s regiment was. In a failed attempt at doing his job, he had recommended to General Qi that he institute a meeting for battalion commanders only twice a week. This would give him an opportunity to learn how the training was going with their battalions. It would also let him keep an eye on the progress of the defensive works the battalions had been charged with constructing and then manning. What Zhong had failed to realize was how utterly inept General Qi Guo truly was. Instead of using the twice-weekly meetings to better organize and prepare his command, this girthy buffoon had turned them into lectures about his greatness and that of his fallen brother.

As Zhong stared at the general prattling on into the second hour of this meeting, he still couldn’t get past how this morbidly obese man was allowed to command combat forces. While the height and weight standards were obviously more lenient within the reserves, he was not aware they had been thrown out entirely by the militia. Even by Western standards, the general was obese, as were most of his commanders. Near as Zhong could tell, the only reason he was allowed to squeeze his considerable girth into a uniform was his family connections. Despite his brother having died a hero of the People’s Liberation Air Force in Venezuela, Zhong knew the real story of just how this “hero” had died. Major Zhong had had the displeasure of having served on the same military base in Venezuela and knew the true circumstances of the general’s death. The Party, of course, had concocted an alternative story and gone on to use it as a propaganda tool back home.

During the Venezuela campaign in the first year of the war, Zhong’s Special Forces brigade had been relocated to Isla Margarita in preparation for the eventual American invasion. It was during Zhong’s time on the island that he had learned of Qi’s famous Air Force brother. The general’s appetite for prostitutes and cocaine was a dirty secret among the Special Forces officers who periodically had to provide him with a security detail for one of his little soirees. I damn near lost my command over his inability to keep it in his pants, Zhong remembered angrily.

It had been Zhong’s security detail that discovered his body the morning after the general had berated Zhong for wanting to keep at least one guard in the room next door. The hotel’s masseuse had suffocated him with a pillow and then casually left the room and hotel, never to be seen again. Zhong had learned later that his female companion had actually been Israeli Mossad. The memory of seeing General Qi lying on his stomach, his head buried in a pillow with massage stones seared to his flesh, was etched into Zhong’s memory. That incident had nearly cost him his command, and all so Qi could get laid and snort coke when he should have been leading his command in preparation for the Americans’ eventual landings.

Ah, the bird flew off, he thought to himself before realizing the room had gone silent. Zhong was suddenly aware he’d daydreamed through a question or something that might have been directed at him. Thinking fast, he replied as the faces waited for him to say something.

“Apologies, General, you caught me thinking about the gap in our defenses. The area along section one of Guanhai Road on the Western Coastal Highway.”

Zhong’s reply seemed to have caught General Qi off guard as he momentarily seemed confused before he recalled the conversation.

Then, seeming to wave off whatever he had previously asked that Zhong had missed, he said, “Ah yes, Major. We will discuss that later. What I originally asked, Major, was why wasn’t more done in the wake of my brother’s assassination on Isla Margarita?”

Zhong groaned internally at the question. He was all too familiar with this part of the dance between himself and the boorish general. Bowing his head in mock supplication. Zhong explained, “Sadly, General, I was but a captain. My zeal to chase down those responsible and to implement reprisal killings was reined in by those above me. Had my plans not been thwarted by those above, I would have pursued the murderers and avenged the death of your honored brother.”

Qi slapped his meaty palm on the table. “See! This is the problem with our army. We do not allow initiative. Officers who obtain their rank through nepotism and political bribery are placed in charge of our military when it should be men like comrade Major Zhong. Had he been allowed to chase my brother’s killer and exact China’s revenge from them, it would have sent a clear message to the Americans!”

Heads around the table nodded in agreement. Zhong wasn’t sure if they realized their own positions had benefited from the very system of bribery and nepotism Qi had just railed against. Not a single one of the men in this room was a professional soldier. Not like him. They were militia, pretend soldiers. They sat here because they’d kissed enough ass and greased enough palms to avoid fighting China’s enemies up until this point.

As Zhong felt his anger rise at how these men had avoided true service to the nation, he felt a sharp pain in his leg and subconsciously moved his hand down to rub it before stopping. The pain’s in your mind, you fool.

The flesh and bone of his leg had been replaced with a titanium rod and metallic joint for a knee, its cold, lifeless features a bitter reminder of what he’d left behind in Venezuela. The pain he kept feeling wasn’t real. The docs had told him he might experience phantom pains from the wound his limb had suffered before it was removed. They’d assured him it would eventually stop. The pain wasn’t so much a problem anymore. It was the nightmares haunting him in his sleep that he wished he could make stop.

When he closed his eyes to sleep, he could still see the grenade soaring through the air. The recurring memory left him bitter and angry each time it replayed in his mind or he awoke to sweat-soaked sheets. No matter how hard he tried, he was powerless in his dreams to take cover as the grenade closed in on him. No matter how he attempted to move his feet, they held firm, like cement boots affixing him until the grenade landed next to his feet. When it inevitably exploded, his ears would ring, his body on fire. Each night he’d relived that experience, his body torn apart from the explosion that had cost him his leg, that had left his body burned and riddled with shrapnel wounds. Gritting his teeth, Zhong forced himself back to the present and the meeting that never seemed to end.

“If the generals would listen to me like Major Zhong’s commanders should have listened to him about my brother’s death, we could defeat these immoral jackals they call Marines,” General Qi bemoaned as his lackeys nodded along in agreement.

Colonel Cui Xinyi then pounced. “Surely, General Qi, Jade Dragon has anticipated this? When we get our allotment of those new androids, I am confident they will undoubtedly thwart further American and NATO advances.”

Major Zhong had to bite his tongue and not correct the colonel. The TKs were not androids. They were robots. Colonel Cui was a typical Party hack. His unyielding faith in a party that had time and time again failed at the most basic tasks was mind-boggling. In Zhong’s mind, the men around this table were the crux of why their nation was losing this war.

Then, just as it looked like another colonel was about to speak, General Qi mercifully ended the meeting. Zhong breathed a sigh of relief at having survived another one of these lectures about the general’s greatness when the man’s aide approached him.

He bowed slightly, then said, “Comrade Major, the general would like a word.”

Zhong nodded as he collected his notebook and pen. He bowed slightly in return and made his way to the general.

As he approached the man in a custom-tailored uniform as he was unable to fit into the standard-issue, he bowed as he uttered the words, “Honorable comrade General, how can I be of assistance?”

“Major, your comment earlier about section one of the Western Coastal Highway. It has given me an idea.”

“It has, comrade General?”

“Yes, I want to personally inspect our coastal defenses and let our brave volunteer army know their commanding general cares for them. I believe it’s important for them to see me and to know that. I want you to accompany me on this visit and give me your thoughts on ways we can better harden our defenses. If those foolish American Marines want to test our defenses, then I want them to know the depth of our resolve to defend our lands.”

Zhong resisted the temptation to laugh at this buffoon. Then he had to control his sudden desire to vomit before nodding along in fervent agreement. It was obvious this was going to be nothing more than a photo op for propaganda purposes, but it couldn’t hurt for him to see how ill prepared his soldiers really were.

Forcing a smile, Zhong belted out confidently, “Yes, comrade General! While my military experience pales in comparison to your military brilliance, I would be honored to accompany you on this visit.”

“Excellent! We depart first thing in the morning,” Qi boomed, slapping him on the shoulder excitedly.

Zhong glanced down at the table just long enough to see an address written on a piece of paper. He fought the smirk he knew was attempting to break the hard facade he tried to permanently keep affixed to his face. He knew the address well, having reprimanded some of the junior officers for having visited it. It seemed the general shared his brother’s appetite for prostitutes as well.

“As you wish, comrade General,” Zhong replied as he bowed before taking his leave of the general. As he left the room, he couldn’t help but wonder who he had pissed off to have warranted this assignment to hell as an advisor to a regiment of militia.

*******

1st Dianchi Battalion

Section 1 of Guanhai Road

Hsinchu County, Taiwan

Major Zhong was finding it difficult to choose the words to express his extreme dislike of what he’d just seen. True to his word, he and General Qi had left in the morning to tour section one of Guanhai Road, and the defensive works being constructed by the 1st Dianchi Battalion. It was named after Lake Dianchi, one of the nine lakes in the province, and was one of the eight battalions Major Zhong felt hopeless trying to advise. The Dianchi commander, a clerk for a law firm and skinny as a rail, was failing miserably and there was little Zhong could do about it. With zero military experience, Lieutenant Colonel Lei Rongtian personified the depths of the rot that seemed to permeate the regionally based militia forces.

General Qi Guo seemed to have sensed his displeasure as Lieutenant Colonel Rongtian finished giving them a tour of the defensive works his soldiers had been constructing. General Qi surprised him when he asked, “Major Zhong, are you disappointed in the results Rongtian’s men have accomplished?”

Seriously…of course you can’t tell what’s wrong…you are just as big a buffoon as he is…

Zhong shrugged his shoulders, not wanting to reveal his true opinions on the matter.

Snickering at his nonresponse, Rongtian prodded, “Ah come on, Major. Aren’t you here for the explicit purpose of helping advise us on military matters? None of us claim to be Sun Tzu—well, maybe the comrade general could come close…share with us what we are doing wrong.”

“Yes, Major, how can we know if we are doing it right or wrong if our advisor is not advising? Speak, we are listening.”

Listening? No, you’ll hear my words, but they’ll not sink in…

Taking a long drag on his cigarette, Zhong flicked the butt into the dirt and mashed it with his boot. Here goes nothing, he said to himself as he began to explain the myriad of deficiencies. He showed both of them how not a single one of the machine-gun emplacements had been properly sighted in to allow for overlapping fields of fire. Then he showed them how the munition bunkers had been built too close to the first line of defense, explaining how once an attacking force hit the first line and they needed to fall back, they’d instantly lose access to their own munition bunkers once they lost control of the first defensive line. By the time Zhong had finished going through the litany of issues, General Qi’s face had turned beet red at how inept Rongtian had made him look with subpar defensive works. Instead of feeling confident in bragging to his fellow regiment commanders about the strength of his lines, he now feared he’d become a laughingstock should word get out about how they had built their own munitions bunkers in the wrong locations.

Instead of posing for what Zhong was sure Qi had thought would be excellent propaganda pictures for back home, he had shooed the photographer away. When it was just the three of them, Qi tore into Rongtian for failing him and letting him down. Then he turned to Zhong. “Major, you have just saved me from being made to look the fool by this incompetent commander. I would like to request that you stay with Rongtian and spend the next few days instructing him and his company commanders on how these earthen works should have been built.”

General Qi then turned to look at Rongtian. “When Major Zhong returns on Friday and reports to me that he has given you the instructions on how to construct these positions properly, I will give you one week to correct the problems before the major and I will return to reinspect the positions once more. I had better see improvement, Rongtian, or I can assure you the partners at your law firm will hear about this.

“Major, until you return on Friday, you are effectively in command of this battalion. Your orders are to be treated as if they come directly from me. Understood?”

Zhong wasn’t sure what had just happened with the general, but he nodded in agreement.

“One week, Rongtian, one week after Major Zhong returns. Do not fail me,” Qi finished in a huff as he turned and headed for his vehicle, which would return him to his headquarters.

“Pompous bastard,” Zhong heard Rongtian mutter under his breath.

“Well, Lieutenant Colonel, where would you like me to begin?”
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Chapter Ten
Flowers & Robots

ODA 7322

Fuxing District

IVO Jiaoban Mountain Park

“Pull over here. I gotta check something,” ordered Major Larry Thorne as the road ahead started to look a little more hostile.

“Geez, would you look at that,” commented Sergeant First Class Rusten Currie as he pulled the MATV to the side of the road.

Fifty or so meters ahead of them was a thoroughly destroyed Marine amphibious assault vehicle and one of their LAVs or eight-wheeled light armored vehicles. The charred vehicles looked to have been pushed off to the side of the road from where they’d met their demise. Just beyond the destroyed American vehicles was a burned-out wreck of a PLA ZTQ-15 or Black Panther tank. Unlike the Type 99s, this was a light tank, made for operating at higher altitudes and on poorer-quality roads.

“We should be approaching the front lines somewhere ahead of us,” Chief Smith said aloud as the sounds of battle had grown in intensity since they’d pulled over. Depending on the radio channel they had the ground radios set on, they could hear a lot of excited chatter by the Marines.

“Yeah, best we try and make contact with the local units in the area and let them know what we’re up to. I’d rather not get fragged by our own guys as we try to infiltrate around them because we didn’t take the time to introduce ourselves,” Thorne opined as he pulled his notepad out to check on something. “Ah, here it is. We’re in the 5th Marine Division’s AO. Up ahead here should be elements from the 26th Regimental Combat Team unless things have changed. Here, Chief, why don’t you go ahead and try and make contact with them and let them know we’ll be approaching from the rear and we’d like to confer with them?”

Just then, a few AAVs and transport trucks started to drive past their four-vehicle convoy, which had pulled to the side of the road.

“Or we could just follow them to their headquarters and check in with them there?” Currie offered as the first vehicle drove past them.

“Yeah, let’s do that, Currie. Slide in the rear of the convoy once it passes,” Chief offered as Thorne seemed distracted with something happening on the radio.

As what were likely reinforcements continued to drive past them, one thing was clear—there was a hell of a fight happening further ahead. Plumes of oily black smoke rose into the sky, obscuring what otherwise might have been a nice November morning.

Then some planes flew overhead, causing everyone to look up to make sure they were friendlies. “I love those new planes. If we’re going to lose the Warthogs, then I’ll take those Wolverines and Super Tucanos any day,” commented Currie as they watched a pair of Tucanos head towards the fighting.

When the last vehicle passed them on the road, Currie pulled their MATV back onto the hardtop and slid into the rear of the Marine convoy headed towards the front. A couple of the Marines sitting in the back of the transports gave a friendly wave. Currie gave one back. It was obvious to the Marines that they weren’t part of their division given the vehicles and gear they sported. But anyone headed towards the front looking to kill ChiComs was probably good-to-go in their books.

As they drove down the winding road flanked at times by high mountainous sides, the sounds of battle increased. It was almost like the enemy was counterattacking, not the ones being attacked. When they came around the bend in the road, they saw that the Marines had pulled over and looked to be running towards something.

Then Sergeant Mark Dawson, sitting up in the turret, shouted down to them, “Hey, I’m not sure what’s going on up there, but something isn’t right. I’d pull off the road and get ready to dismount.”

“Huh, what the hell?” Thorne said to no one in particular as he looked over to Chief Smith, the radio’s hand receiver still held to his ear.

“There’s a lot of frantic radio traffic going on right now about some kind of major attack happening up ahead. I…um, it sounds like it might have something to do with those machines we saw a few weeks ago. Those Terminator-looking things—”

“Missiles incoming!” shouted Dawson from the turret as something streaked across their line of sight.

BOOM!

BOOM!

BOOM!

Then three of the vehicles further ahead exploded into giant fireballs, sending plumes of flame and black smoke into the sky.

One of the vehicles that exploded was an AAV three vehicles ahead of them. Several Marines who had been standing in the opened rear hatch were blown from the vehicle, their bodies tossed into the air like rag dolls before they fell to the ground in a heap. Others tried to crawl out the tops of the hatches, their bodies momentarily on fire before streaks of red tracer fire zipped across the open spaces to cut them down.

As Marines bailed out the rear of a transport truck, strings of tracer fire zipped across the back of the truck, hitting many of them before they had a chance to jump off or dive for cover. Currie was frozen for a second by what he saw unfolding in front of him as he heard Smith shouting at him to pull the vehicle off the road.

Currie gunned the vehicle as he ducked behind one of the trucks already on fire. A string of tracer rounds meant for them pounded into the destroyed vehicle. As he pulled the vehicle forward, giving Dawson in the turret above a chance to get their fifty into the action, he heard Dawson start firing at whatever he still couldn’t see from his own vantage point.

Soon bullets started hitting the turret, and Dawson cursed at whoever was shooting at them. It was chaos happening around them, and it was happening at a blinding speed he could barely keep up with. The shouting on the radio, the frantic calls from units and Marines all talking over each other weren’t helping the situation.

Chunk-chunk-chunk came the loud reports from the Marine LAV’s 25mm chain gun as it fired on something just around the bend in the road.

Bam! Boom!

Another vehicle further ahead blew up when a missile slammed into it, throwing several Marines to the ground from the force of the explosion. A few looked a little slow to get up while scrambling to get back into the fight. As Currie watched some of their comrades race across the open space to assist the wounded and bring them back to a safer position, he cursed when he saw the bastards shooting at the guys just trying to help their wounded buddies. Several of the Marines who’d exposed themselves to help the wounded were getting cut down by enemy tracer fire that crisscrossed the road.

He angrily shouted a slew of curse words as he leapt to his feet, firing his new XM7 rifle. He charged toward a wounded Marine maybe twenty meters in front of him. This XM7, originally called the XM5, was designed by Sig Sauer and fired the .277 Fury round. The round was the new standard across multiple squad weapons platforms, and Currie found it much more effective than the 5.56 NATO round that it replaced.

As he closed the distance, he could hear the sound of the Ma Deuce firing over the top of his head, the large fifty-caliber slugs making a swooshing sound as they zipped over top of him. When he reached the Marine, he knelt down next to the guy, only to realize it wasn’t a man, it was a female Marine. Snapping himself out of it, he shouted, “Hang on, Marine! I’m gonna get you out of here!”

He reached down, grabbing her by the body armor and throwing her over his shoulder. He grunted momentarily, having underestimated how much this five-feet-something Marine must have weighed. Then with another grunt he started running like an Olympian toward the MATV as Dawson’s Ma Deuce spat flame and bullets right over his head at whoever was still trying to shoot at him. When he rounded the corner to the vehicle, he did his best to set her down so as to not cause her more pain than necessary.

“Where you hurt, Marine?” he shouted to be heard over the clamor of Dawson’s hate machine, which continued to spewislug after slug.

“Back of my left leg. Then my lower back. Hurts like a son of a bitch, Sergeant First Class,” she replied through gritted teeth.

Checking the wound, he spotted a through-and-through on her thigh. It was bleeding, but nothing life-threatening. Just then, Jasper dropped next to them with his aid bag and went to work on checking out her other injuries.

“You hang in there, Marine! Jasper’s our team medic. You’re in good hands now,” Currie offered as he held her gaze for a second before turning back to the fight at hand.

By now, the four gunners of the team’s MATVs were fully engaged as the rest of the ODA team members had dismounted the vehicles. What had started out as a mission to try and get around the front lines to attempt a recovery operation of some downed pilots had turned into a mission to aid the Marines in countering whatever force was threatening to break through their lines.

As the SF operators began laying into the enemy with overwhelming firepower, one of the two LAVs still in the fight inched forward as the driver looked to get around the bend in the road where most of the enemy fire was coming from. As the vehicle moved forward, the gunner operating the turret’s 25mm chain gun tore into something they still couldn’t see.

Chunk-chunk-chunk.

The chain gun hammered away until a rocket slammed into the forward section of the vehicle. The ATGM blew chunks of metal and parts of the vehicle into the air moments before the entire thing blew apart in a giant fireball.

From the blazing inferno, the Terracotta Killers emerged like dark angels of death. These humanoid war machines were a gruesome sight to behold, adorned with body armor and an arsenal of deadly weaponry that promised swift destruction. Their faces were emotionless—hollow shells devoid of any human traits, except for the menacing orangish-yellow V-shaped slits that glowed with an eerie light.

Each TK moved with fluid, almost graceful movements, their agility and speed nothing short of a marvel. But it was their cold, soulless eyes that sent shivers down Currie’s spine. They were machines—instruments of war with no consciousness or soul.

As the lead TK advanced, it fired with deadly precision, the gunfire echoing through the air like a crack of doom. The TKs moved with purpose, relentlessly and methodically, cutting down Marines with chilling efficiency. Their armor-clad bodies bristled with grenades, magazines, and other tools of the trade.

Currie watched in horror as the lead TK unleashed a hail of bullets, taking out Marines with single shots. The machine’s movements were smooth and almost hypnotic. Two more TKs followed the lead, their lithe forms moving with blinding speed and agility, leaving a trail of destruction in their wake.

In that moment, Currie realized the true horror of this new weapon of war, an invention that could strip humanity of its very soul. This machine was not just a weapon but a harbinger of things to come.

Aiming at the machine closest to him, Currie fired a couple of shots, hitting it several times. To his shock, and then horror, he saw the rounds hit the machine, but it appeared to shrug them off. It just kept moving forward, methodically shooting Marine after Marine as it encountered them.

Just as he was about to reengage it, Currie heard the most majestic sound an infantryman on the verge of being overwhelmed could possibly hear.

Brrrrrr…..

The M134 7.62mm minigun mounted in the turret of the MATV finally caught a bead on the TK and lit it up. The hail of bullets ripped the killing machine apart as it tried briefly to escape the hailstorm being thrown at it, to no avail.

When the machine collapsed to the ground in a broken heap, the two other TKs turned their attention to the SF vehicles as they fired deadly accurate shots at the newly identified threat. Then Currie heard Dawson join in with the Ma Deuce, hitting one of the TKs at the midsection, separating its legs from its upper body. The two other TKs split up, with one breaking to the left and the other bolting to the right. If he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, he wouldn’t have thought it possible for them to move as fast as they had. Their speed, mixed with their inhuman agility, allowed them to dodge, evading the barrage of bullets of the minigun being fired at them almost like a scene from that movie The Matrix.

As Currie looked back to the MATV with the minigun, he saw his friend Big Lou grinning and shouting like a madman as he chased the TK that had broken to the left with the M134. He was just about to turn away when the face of his friend disappeared in a red mist—the gun now silent. Returning his gaze to the enemy, he saw the machine that had killed his friend casually walk towards a group of Marines maybe thirty meters away as it went through the motions of reloading the QBZ-191 assault rifle before releasing the bolt and resuming its killing spree.

Then he heard the unmistakable crack of a single shot fired from Corporal Jonathan “Johnny O” Ortega’s MG 338. The powerful Norma Magnum slug crashed into the head of the TK, ripping it clean off the body of the machine. Then Dawson got lucky with the Ma Deuce, clipping the other TK’s right leg, severing it as the machine was in midsprint towards his truck. As the killer robot fell to the ground, Johnny O hammered it with a dozen or so slugs from the MG until it finally stopped moving.

It took a second for Currie to realize that the shooting had died down and then it stopped. In less than a few minutes, they’d managed to neutralize the four killer robots, not fully believing that it could have been only four of them that had caused so much death and destruction. But then they heard more shouting coming from just around the bend, which caused the SF operators to tense up and get ready to go another round with the machines. The calls from the Marines seemed to indicate it wasn’t more of the enemy getting ready for another attack, however. It was reinforcements, having heard their calls for help only to arrive after much of the convoy had been savaged.

Major Thorne directed the team to stick around long enough for their team medic to tend to the wounded Marines before getting them back on the move. They still had a mission to accomplish, even if they were down a man and had another wounded.

*******

26th Marine Regiment HQ

Baiji Elementary School

Daxi District, Section 2

Colonel Jeff Kerns stood outside his headquarters building, looking off into the distance at what should be his rear area—a safe and secured area following more than a week of bloody fighting. Now he saw plumes of black smoke—smoke he hoped wasn’t coming from the reinforcements and resupply that should have arrived thirty-odd minutes ago.

“Sir, I have that information you requested,” interrupted Major Ball as he turned to look at him. “I just spoke to Major Elliot from Division HQ. He talked to someone from Four Tracks about our reinforcements and resupply. They sent us Delta Company to reinforce us and escort our ammo. That shooting we heard to our rear…he confirmed it was them. He couldn’t give me a lot of details other than it was happening around the Jiaoban Mountain Park and they’d requested QRF support. Unfortunately, the QRF had already been called for another unit, so I checked with our supply headquarters unit—”

“Just give me the bottom line, Major. How bad is it, Ball?” Kerns interrupted as he wanted the meat of the report, not the play-by-play of what had happened. He’d get that later from the movement commander.

“It’s bad, sir. They lost three of the four LAVs escorting the convoy. Then two of the five AAVs transporting our reinforcements along with one of the three supply trucks, and one of the four other troop transports. All told, some thirty-two KIAs, another thirty-one wounded.”

“Damn it! What the hell hit them? More importantly, how in the hell did an enemy force strong enough to jack them up get behind us like that? The front lines are that way.” Kerns pointed with his hand in the direction of the old Daxi Tunnel.

The major shrugged in response, which only infuriated him more. Kerns dismissed the man, knowing it wasn’t his fault he didn’t know what had happened. He’d find out soon enough, and then someone was going to pay for letting an enemy force slip through their lines like that. This kind of attack should not have been possible this far to their rear.

Just as he was about to walk back into the classroom he’d taken over as his headquarters, he spotted an odd mix of vehicles approaching the school.

Huh, those aren’t Marines, he thought to himself as the four MATVs pulled into the parking lot and came to a halt.

As the occupants got out of the vehicle, he immediately knew they were Special Forces. Not that the M134s mounted in two of the four turrets didn’t give it away, but the uniforms, gear, and swagger of the occupants told him these weren’t Marines.

Standing there waiting for whoever was in charge to eventually make his way over, Kerns continued to look at them. They appeared scruffy—uniforms looked dirty and unkept, they had beards that rivaled the Taliban, and they didn’t flinch or react to any of the shooting or explosions happening in the distance.

Yeah, they’ve been here awhile, I’d bet…

“So, who do you think you are? John Rambo rolling up on my headquarters?” Kerns started the conversation off as he stared down the man he thought was the OIC of the bunch.

“John Rambo? I’m Black Adam, Colonel,” the SF operator countered with a grin as he continued to walk towards him. “I’m Major Thorne from Bravo Company, CO, 3rd Battalion, 7th SF. This is Chief Smith, my OIC for ODA 7322. You have a place we can talk, Colonel?” he asked.

“Depends. Can you tell me what happened during that ambush? You must have seen it.”

“Oh, we saw it all right, and yes, we can tell you exactly what happened. Best we do it inside, though. I’d rather not get nailed by some Kamikaze drone as we stand out here sizing each other up.”

Yeah, I’m going to like these guys. They’re killers…, Kerns thought to himself as he led them into his office.

*******

ODA 7322

“Colonel, what hit your Marines wasn’t a PLA unit or some sort of—”

“Like hell it wasn’t! The front lines are that way, Major,” the Marine Colonel interrupted as he pointed to the west.

“I understand that, sir,” Thorne replied. “I was there with your Marines. I know what I saw. What hit your Marines was machines, not people. They’re part of something called Project Terracotta. The Chinese call them Terracotta Killers or TKs for short. They’re Terminators—and, yeah, just like that movie with Arnold Schwarzenegger—”

“Except these aren’t CGI or some actor with a funny accent,” cut in Chief Smith, who saw the look of doubt forming on the Marine colonel’s face. “These machines are killers. That’s what attacked your Marines.”

“OK, let’s assume for the moment this is true, and I’ll know once I talk with the survivors when they get here. How do you know this and what are you doing here?” the colonel asked, having changed his tone and demeanor now that he seemed to have gotten what he wanted.

Major Thorne turned to Smith. “Chief, see to the guys and tell them to hang tight while the colonel and I talk a bit more.” As Smith left, Thorne began to explain, “Sir, we’ve been on this island for the better part of seven months, preparing the way for your leathernecks to eventually get here. But as to that machine, we had no idea what that thing was until a few weeks back. Just as you guys were getting to land, we got tasked with some sort of CIA mission. Someone spotted these machines, and we got sent out to verify what the hell it was.

“When we saw them, they were with some scientist. Someone that was part of the program. I don’t know much more about it than that. We watched them for a few days, then you guys landed, and we got orders to nab the scientist when she decided to take a stroll along some of the trails near the camp where tests were being done on them. We saw them in action once—terrifying speeds and deadly accurate. But what hit your Marines…these were different—”

“Different? How so?” interrupted Kerns. He looked concerned now as he listened to Thorne recount the battle they’d just fought. As they continued to talk, the sound of vehicles further away picked up before they approached the school. One of the LAVs from the attack parked next to Thorne’s people before the occupants got out and started heading towards the colonel’s office.

When the officer in charge of the convoy walked into the room, he added to the story Thorne had been telling him, explaining how Thorne’s team had taken out the machines before they’d had a chance to finish the Marines off. By the time they got done recounting what had happened, other reports started to filter into the headquarters of similar types of attacks taking place in other parts along the front line and in the rear areas. Small numbers of bipedal machines had attacked the Marines, sowing chaos and terror wherever they were encountered.

As the midday light turned into early evening, Kerns offered Thorne’s men a place to spend the night, at least until they figured out what was going on with these machines and where else they might attack next or how many of them there might be. Thorne agreed to stay, but only for a night. They had a mission to accomplish, and he was hell-bent on completing it.

However, it would prove to be a long and terrifying night. While there weren’t any further attacks by the TKs near them, the radio calls throughout the evening spoke of machines sniping at Marines along the front lines, with little they could do in response other than keep their heads down and hope the friendly artillery got lucky. By the time morning rolled around, Thorne’s team was ready to get out of there and find some way around the front lines to get to the flower farm their intel said was being used to house a handful of downed pilots. Given the changes to the front lines over the past few days, Thorne wasn’t one hundred percent sure how accurate this location might prove to be. But until they were given a new location to check out, this was it.

*******

Midday

IVO Cihu Lakeside Trails

Currie and Johnny O walked as stealthily as they could while trying to keep a decent pace along the edges of the paved foot trail as they approached the lake. When they had left the Marine positions earlier in the day, they had found their way to a set of paved foot trails that wound around the back of the Cihu Mausoleum. It went through the Fuxing Road Tunnel and connected to the Beibu Cross-Island Highway, which eventually led to Taoyuan City. They were hoping to slip past the front lines, or at least where the bulk of the fighting was currently taking place, and make it to the flower farm where the downed pilots were supposedly being held.

When the ODA team had reached the foot trails, Major Thorne had ordered all but the drivers and the turret gunners to dismount the vehicles and continue on foot fifty or so meters ahead of the MATVs. This way if they ran into an enemy force, they’d hopefully spot them before the vehicles got too close and were engaged. If they had to fight it out with the enemy, then the vehicles wouldn’t be too far behind, and they could call them forward to bring their mounted guns to the fight.

As they approached the lake, they spotted the first signs of trouble. Johnny O, who had been twenty meters ahead of Currie, raised a fist, halting their movement. He took a knee, and so did the rest of the team. The vehicles continued to hang back, turning their engines off so as not to give away their positions by accident. When Currie scooched up to Johnny’s position, he asked, “Wha’cha got, Johnny O?”

“Right there, towards the end of the lake near that set of park benches. It’s cleverly hidden, but you can just make out the sandbags. Then you’ll spot the machine-gun barrel sticking out of that camouflage netting,” Johnny explained.

Currie took his pocket binos out and looked in the direction he’d been told to. Whoa, that would have been a nasty surprise to walk into. Hidden beneath a camouflage netting was a Type-85 heavy machine gun. It was basically a Chinese/Russian version of the American M2 fifty-cal. Manning the gun were what looked to be two PLA soldiers, who seemed to be a little tired and not as alert as they probably should be.

If there’s one bunker, there are likely two bunkers. He started scanning the area near the first bunker for any others. It didn’t take him too long to find another position a little to the right of the first one. But when he found a third bunker, that was when he knew this path wasn’t going to work. If he had found three of them so far, chances were there were more further inside the forest and more troops than their ten-man team could likely take on, even with the support of their vehicles. This was going to be too big of a fight.

*******

Major Thorne was listening to the radio for an update to their orders when he saw Currie making his way towards them. “What’s the deal, sir? Our mission still a go or what?” asked Smith as Currie took a squat next to them.

“Hang on, Chief. Wha’cha got, Currie?” Thorne asked.

“We spotted at least three bunkers ringing the lake and the approach to it. I could be wrong, but I suspect there are more we can’t see and likely a fair number of troops manning them as well. We’re not going to be able to slip past the lines here. We’ll have to find another way through,” Currie reported.

Thorne sighed deeply at the news, nodding in agreement. “OK, well, then, I guess that makes this next set of news a little easier to accept. HQ wants us to pull back. They’re scrubbing our mission. Apparently, the pilots got recovered by another team. Oh, and they were in a different location entirely, so yeah, this would have been a bust had we managed to find a way around the enemy positions anyways. Let’s try and do our best to extract ourselves from this position without getting caught and get back to the Marines. We’ll see what HQ wants us to do next,” Thorne directed, and the team began the process of withdrawing down the path they’d just traveled.


Volume Seven
Chapter Eleven
The Choke Point

3rd Infantry Division Sustainment Brigade

Jinzhou, Liaoning Province, China

Rico Ramos and his crew had been sidelined for a few weeks while they waited for their tank to be repaired, they had been awarded the honor of officially, permanently naming their tank for the Army registry. They’d already been calling it Black Rider, after their call sign, and given the nineteen tank and thirty-seven armored vehicle kills they had racked up, Black Rider seemed like a fitting name for a tank that was essentially death on a track. But it was during this three-week period that Rico and his gunner, Harris, had found themselves being trained on the newest toy the Army was giving them to play with.

They had heard rumors about the Textron and Rheinmetall robotic tanks. But neither of them had actually seen one up close and in person—until they’d found themselves without a tank while theirs was undergoing repairs. That was when they were introduced to the Ripsaw M5. It was part of the robotic combat vehicle program, and in this case, it was listed as a medium-class semiautonomous or remote-controlled vehicle. Its turret sported a 30mm autocannon, a 12.7mm coaxal gun, a pair of Javelin ATGMs, and a pair of Starstreak missiles packed in a dual side-by-side pod mounted to the top of the turret. With no humans inside and no compartment, the vehicle was pretty squat and kept a low profile considering what it was.

When Rico pondered the obvious question—why them, and how were these going to be integrated into a tank unit? And when Sergeant Harris had asked how the Ripsaw could possibly aid a platoon of tanks in being more deadly than they already were, their instructor, Ocie Banks, a retired tanker himself, had explained the concept of the remote-control vehicles, saying, “The Ripsaw is essentially the same as the Loyal Wingman concept, only for tanks and infantry.”

This had elicited a few laughs from the group. But Ocie continued, “There’s no doubt that the MQ-28 Ghostbat and the XQ-58 Valkyrie have changed the way aerial battles are being fought in this war. The introduction of the Mil to work hand in glove with the Army’s tanks and mechanized units will have the same impact on the battlefield if not greater. It will act like a second set of eyes and ears for armored vehicles and dismounted infantry. It can be directed to travel ahead of friendly forces into contested territory without risking your forces unnecessarily.

“In urban and forested areas, it gives vehicle commanders additional support against dismounted infantry and enemy missile teams. In time, another variant under development will carry the same microwave counterdrone equipment the XD500 Jackals currently use. In the meantime, the Ripsaw’s onboard suite of electronic sensors and ground radar gives the user the ability to engage helicopters and low-flying aircraft with its Starstreak missiles and potentially two main battle tanks with its Javelin ATGMs. The vehicle has also been equipped with four of DARPA’s latest long-range micro scout drones that can further aid the user in identifying potential targets of opportunity, to be engaged by artillery and air strikes on an unsuspecting foe.”

During the weeks Rico and Harris had waited for Black Rider to finish being repaired, they were taught how to remotely operate the Ripsaw from inside an Abrams, and from a nearby MATV or JLTV light armored vehicle. The entire point of the training was to demonstrate how effortlessly the Ripsaws could operate in conjunction with a single tank, or in support of a tank platoon or higher-level echelon. They also weren’t the only ones learning to use the remote-control vehicles. A few other tankers in similar situations had also found their way to the training course. Some were from the 4th ID, a few others from the 1st Cav or the 1st AD. Rico and Harris were the only Rock of the Marne tankers and proud of it.

Once Black Rider was repaired, Rico and Tim had kind of hoped they wouldn’t have to have anything further to do with the Ripsaw. That maybe this was some whizbang training they’d been sent to as busy work to keep them occupied while their tank was repaired. Then, to their shock, as he and Tim were getting the tank ready to head back up north to link up with their platoon, Rico saw their instructor, Ocie Banks, walk towards them until he stood next to the vehicle.

Ocie had his hands on his hips and a look of disappointment and scorn on his face as he asked, “Hey, you two forgetting something?”

“Ah man, they’re really going to make us take a Ripsaw back with us, aren’t they?” Tim asked, climbing out of the loader’s hatch. He had a look on his face that begged Rico to say he was wrong, but Rico shrugged instead as he looked down at the contractor. “I guess not.”

“Mind if I come up?” Ocie asked as he walked up the armored skirt.

Rico nodded for him to come aboard. The old man smiled as he climbed aboard like only a veteran tanker would. As he made his way to the turret, he stood on the tank and looked around briefly.

He sighed before speaking. “Sergeant First Class Ramos,” he said aloud, “when I retired back in ’11, I thought I’d miss this life. The smell of JP8, that burnt smell from the spent aft cap after you fired the gun. The comradery and trust you build with your crew. But you know what?”

Rico snorted. “What’s that, Ocie?”

“Once you get over not having to be responsible for Private Snuffy showing up late for morning PT smelling of alcohol, getting a two a.m. call on Saturday from the MPs to come bail out Specialist Dirtbag for beating his old lady for banging the next-door neighbor while he was deployed, and then having to deal with the newest butter bar fresh from West Point who thinks his Officer Basic Course has now made him an expert in the tactical employment of your tank—once you realize you don’t deal with any of that crap, Rico, you’ll ask yourself, why the hell did I stick around eight years past my twenty?”

Tim busted out laughing as Ocie joined in, then Rico laughed at the absurdity of the crap most senior noncommissioned officers had to deal with and knew the old tanker was right. When you’re in the middle of the suck, you think it’s terrible. Then when you hit your twenty, you decide it’s not so bad, so you stick around a few extra years, knowing with each year you suck it up, you get an extra two and a half percent more in retirement pay. Then one day, some butter bar or other jackass finally pushes the wrong button, and the next thing you know, you’re handing in your retirement papers. Then like Ocie said, you sit back on the couch, pop a beer, and ask yourself, “Why the hell did I stay those extra years when I could have gotten out at my twenty?’”

“Are you telling me, old man, I should get out when I hit my twenty?” asked Rico as Ocie looked at him and Tim.

“Rico, that’s a decision for you to make. All I can do is tell you about the grass on the other side and assure you it still needs to be mowed. But the pay is better, and you don’t have butter bars and Private Snuffies to deal with on a daily basis. You also have the option of just quitting and walking away when you want, which has a quality and satisfaction all its own.”

“Hell yeah, that’s what I’m talking about. Once they lift my stop-loss, I’m gone, man. I was only supposed to be in for four years—three years ago,” recounted Tim, and the three of them laughed at Tim’s luck in getting stop-lossed at the start of the war.

“OK, enough BS’ing. You guys did good with the training. I sincerely mean that. This”—he pulled a tablet out of the backpack he’d been wearing—“this is the tablet that’ll control the Ripsaw. Your onboard computer has been synched to it, and you can also control the Ripsaw from there as well. Just like in training, the Ripsaw isn’t exactly expendable, but it’s more expendable than you and your tank. Do not be afraid to send it ahead of you or the platoons. This is an extension of your eyes and ears. Use it. This is a deadly little bastard that just might save your life, and the lives of your fellow tankers.

“Over there”—he pointed behind them to a couple of HETs or heavy equipment transporters unloading a pair of Ripsaws each—“that M5 they just parked. That’s yours. Your onboard computer and this tablet are already synched to it. It’ll follow your orders. More importantly, it’ll follow you. If it needs maintenance and it’s beyond what you guys can handle, you know how to call for help. A handful of guys from maintenance know how to fix ’em, and if they somehow manage to break it, one of our guys will come out, even to the front lines if necessary, to get it operational. I want to wish you both good luck. And, Rico, look me up when you get back. We’re always hiring and the pay’s good,” Ocie finished. He extended a hand to the two of them before hopping off Black Rider and heading over to talk to the next crew.

“Well, I guess that settles it. We’re stuck with it,” Tim commented as he took the backpack from Rico and gently lowered himself into the turret.

Rico sighed. “Yeah, let’s get out of here. Time to go earn our pay.”

*******

Five Days Later

Bravo Company, 2-327th

Chaoyang, Liaoning Province

Sabo’s grip tightened on the XM250 as he squeezed the trigger, tata tata, tata tata, firing controlled bursts from the squad’s light machine gun as the PLA soldiers continued their attempts to break through their lines.

Shhhh…. BOOM!

“That’s inbound arty! Everyone down!” shouted Peters as more artillery rounds exploded against their lines.

Boom, boom, BOOM!

“Medic! I need a medic over here!”

“I’m hit. Oh God! My legs!”

“Guns up! They’re charging again!” shouted Lakers further to Sabo’s right.

Holy crap! Why did I volunteer to come back to this…?

Sabo sighted in on a group of enemy soldiers rushing forward along the left flank where the latest artillery barrage had just hit. Tata tata, tata tata, he started firing controlled bursts, hitting two of them as the others dove for cover—their advance halted for the moment.

Then he heard the sound of approaching footsteps coming from behind. Sabo turned as Private Yanez landed into the fighting hole he’d taken charge of twenty minutes ago when a nearby artillery round had injured the previous gunner and his load.

“Here, Sergeant, I got that ammo you wanted!” Yanez said through ragged breaths as he pulled one of the fifty-round belts from around his neck.

“Thanks, Yanez. Drop the rest of the ammo for this pig and then go down the line and see if anyone else needs anything. If they do, then I’m relying on you, Private, to keep the ammo coming for everyone and to continue checking in on people during this fight. You got it?” Sabo directed as he attached the fresh belt to the remaining links of the one he was using.

“You got it, Sergeant. You can count on me!” the trooper declared as he pulled three belts from around his neck along with two fifty-round attachable ammo pouches for the XM250.

“We need another LMG over here. They’re pushing on the right!” someone shouted as rifle fire shifted from the left flank to the right. This was the fourth attack of the day as the PLA continued to press their lines, looking for a weak spot to push.

When Sabo looked further off into the distance, he saw more trouble brewing and knew they needed to get ready for it. He grabbed for Yanez just as he was about to leave. “Change of plans, Private. I need you to run back to the ammo truck and look for something like this.” Sabo held a tubular green case up. “This case is empty, but there should be a few of them at the truck. Make sure to read them. I need you to grab the ones marked HEAT, or it might say HEDP. Grab two of the cases and get them back to me ASAP. Now go!”

As Yanez ran back to their ammo truck further behind the now-established fighting positions, a pair of soldiers ran over to Sabo and jumped into the trench line. Then Sergeant Peters and Lieutenant Branham joined him a moment later as one of the soldiers offered, “Here, Sergeant, I’ll take over the gun for you.” Sabo nodded, handing the squad’s light machine gun over to him, and pointed to the extra ammo and spare barrel for his partner to take charge of.

“Sabo, good job getting that machine gun running again. Those Chink bastards are trying to overrun us. Right now, I need to know if you have any rounds left for the Gustaf. I think you may have spotted those vehicles forming up again off in the distance. We’re gonna need your luck in nailing a few. You think you can do it?” Sergeant Peters asked while Sabo grabbed for his rifle again.

He nodded confidently, a grin spreading across his face. “Is the Pope Catholic?”

Peters grunted at the reply. “Don’t get cute with me.”

Sabo smirked. “Yeah, I can take ’em out. I’ve got one shot in the Gustaf. It’s a HEAT round. I just sent Yanez back to the truck to bring some more rounds up. Unless I’m wrong, they still had three of those ZBL-08s, the ones with those 30mm autocannons, along with at least two of those ZBD-04s, that 100mm with those HE-FRAG rounds that jacked us up last time. Now it looks like they have at least”—Sabo paused a second as he looked off in the distance with his pocket binos—“I count six—damn, those look old as dirt—I think they’re those Type 86—”

“Whoa, those are like those older Russian BMP-1s or something. They still mount a 30mm autocannon, so we have to watch out for that,” Peters interjected.

“We should get a drone up to check it out further. But aside from those six Type 86s. I see another six more of those ZSD APCs and…whoa, looks like at least eight of those Type 59 tanks, and either two of those Black Panther light tanks or two of those heavy ZTZ96s. I can’t totally make it out from here.”

“Damn, that’s a heck of a push they’re gearing up to mount,” Peters said, echoing the concern Sabo was feeling right about now. Peters then asked, “LT, we best get some fire support on this valley ASAP before those vehicles get moving—you think we might be able to get that platoon of Abrams back at the rest stop to move up and help us out?”

“I don’t know, but I’m sure gonna try,” Lieutenant Branham said before he started talking to someone on the radio.

Peters motioned to Sabo to follow him as the shooting along the right flank continued to pick up. “Sabo, here’s the deal, man. We gotta find a way to slow those tanks and armored vehicles down. We can’t blow the interstate bridge, so that’s out of the question. Especially now that it’s firmly under their control. But you see that bridge that crosses the interstate?” Peters pointed to a double-lane bridge that crossed over top of the six-lane interstate about half a kilometer in front of their position. “That bridge can’t hold a tank or heavy armor on it, so that’s why they don’t have a tank up there, just some of their light armored vehicles, like those Mengshi trucks with those .51-caliber machine guns. Let me ask you something. What if we hit those center support pylons? You think it might be enough to drop the bridge across the interstate?”

Sabo began to smile as he pieced together what Peters was thinking. The engineers had rigged the bridge crossing a large wadi with explosives a little more than a week ago. But the PLA had gotten the jump on the unit deployed here before they’d arrived and pushed the allies back a few kilometers until their battalion had arrived and they’d stopped the PLA advance. But the engineers had lost control of the bridge before they could blow it. Then the brass at division headquarters determined they could recapture the lost territory, so now they didn’t want to blow the bridge. A quarter kilometer away, however, was a two-lane vehicle bridge that spanned the interstate. If they could drop it, it could block the highway and majorly slow up the enemy’s advance down it.

Sabo looked off in the distance towards the center pylons Peters was talking about. As he thought about it, he looked at the Gustaf, then the bridge, then he turned to Peters. “Well, there are two possible options we can try. One is an antistructure munition, the other is a guided multipurpose munition. They’re both rated against bunkers, but I don’t know how well they’ll do against a cement bridge pylon, particularly since these are likely to be rebar-reinforced. I mean, we could try it, but I’d rather try and see if the arty guys couldn’t hit it with an Excalibur round.”

Peters seemed to nod along as he listened. Turning towards the mortar pit, he shouted, “Sergeant Martin!”

A young buck sergeant poked his head above the lip of the mortar pit he was in. One of the privates hung another 60mm mortar before releasing.

Thump! The round sailed out of the tube in the direction of the enemy. Then the sergeant leapt out of the mortar pit and trotted towards them. The shooting along the right flank seemed to slacken a bit as the mortars started to hammer the ChiComs pushing along the flank.

“Martin, can you get ahold of Sergeant Gollogly?” Peters asked.

Martin bunched his eyebrows. “Who?”

Peters shook his head as he shouted a little louder to be heard. “Sergeant Jon Gollogly, he’s the fire support NCO with Lieutenant Ferguson.”

“Ferguson? He got killed yesterday,” Martin replied, clearly having a hard time hearing what Peters was asking or not knowing who or what he was talking about. Sabo knew the guy was a bit of a country bumpkin, but he was generally a good guy who’d been placed in a position well above his head in the last twenty-four hours.

Peters looked like he was about to lose it with Martin as he turned back to Sabo. “Deal with this, Sabo, before I shoot him. See if Gollogly can get an Excalibur, or Copperhead round on that pylon and drop the bridge over the highway. If he doesn’t have any rounds or he can’t do it, then grab who you need and see if you and Mr. Gustaf can get it done yourselves. Now hurry, we don’t have long until those vehicles start heading our direction.”

Sabo nodded as Peters stormed off towards the LT, who was still on the radio with someone else. Turning back to Martin, Sabo asked, “Where’s your radio? I know who to call and what to ask for.”

“It’s over here, Sabo. What did I do to piss off Peters? I’m doing the best I can with the mortars. It’s just me and two guys from Supply they nabbed when they dropped off our extra ammo yesterday. By the way, they keep complaining about their sergeant who sent them and needing to get back to battalion headquarters,” Martin exclaimed, exasperated by the entire situation.

The two of them walked to the mortar pit as the two supply clerks continued hanging and dropping 60mm mortar rounds as Martin had told them to continue doing until he got back. “Sergeant,” one of the supply clerks asked, “I get the sense of urgency and all, and we’ve been happy to help. But we gotta get back to headquarters, back to our unit. They probably think we’re dead by now. We were just supposed to drop off some ammo. Not stay here,” a private first class by the name of Luko commented.

Sabo reached for the radio, then paused just long enough to look at the two supply clerks. “Look, guys, I know we more or less kidnapped you guys and put you to work dropping mortars. But as you can see”—he waved his arm about—“we’re in a hell of a fight right now to hold this position. We’re supposed to have another unit come reinforce us, and once they do, I’ll talk to Sergeant First Class Peters, and the LT if necessary, to get him to let you guys go. For now, just keep working with Martin here and help us stay alive. Can I count on you guys to help with that?”

The two privates looked at each other, then glumly nodded, resigned to their fate.

“Hammer Two-Two, Warrior Two-One. Request fire mission. How copy?” called Sabo as he tried to connect to the battalion fire support cell, the three-man team that coordinated the different companies’ artillery requests.

A second later, the ground radio chirped once, indicating that the frequency-hopping radio had synched. “Warrior Two-One, Hammer Two-Two. Send your traffic, over.”

“Two-Two, Two-One. We have a priority target. Break. Requesting Excalibur or Copperhead strike. Break. Target is a cement bridge pylon support structure. How copy?”

There was a momentary delay as Sabo waited to see if his request could get filled or might require additional approval up the chain. While he and Martin continued to wait, the shooting along the right flank had slackened. Martin waved to his guys hanging mortars, signaling for them to stop and wait.

Then the radio chirped. “Two-One, Hammer Four-Six. Connect me to Warrior Two-Six. How copy?” Ah damnit, they want to talk to the LT. Sabo turned back to where he had last seen Peters and the LT. They were still talking on the other radio in the same trench section where he’d been using the LMG, though the guys that had taken it over had moved down to support the right flank with it.

“Four-Six, Two-One. Stand by.” Sabo turned to Martin. “Sorry I gotta take your radio with me. I’ll bring it back. Hang tight and have your guys go grab some more ammo or something. If we don’t get a fire mission soon, the enemy is going to make another push with some armor. We’re going to need you guys to lay it on thick if that happens.”

Martin’s eyes went wide before he nodded and started filling the two clerks in on what was about to happen. They trotted off towards the rear area, where they had a few vehicles with their supplies holed up. Sabo made his way over to Peters, who asked, “Any luck on the arty?”

Sabo shook his head as he handed Peters the radio handset. “Captain Tinker on the horn. He wants to speak to the LT. He wouldn’t talk to me.”

Peters’s eyes narrowed. Sabo wasn’t sure what the deal was between Peters and the captain from the battalion fire support section, but they sure didn’t get along too well. Peters grabbed the handset, growling into it as he did, “Hammer Four-Six, Warrior Two-Nine. Break. Two-Six is occupied. I have a priority target. Requesting fire mission. Break. Target is a cement bridge pylon. Break. We have an armor formation a couple of kilometers down the road. Break. Requesting Excalibur or Copperhead strike to destroy the bridge pylon to collapse overpass and block the highway. How copy?”

There was a momentary pause. Sabo watched Peters, trying to figure out what the deal was between him and that captain. It had obviously happened before he’d returned to the unit. Sabo just hadn’t heard what it was. Then the radio chirped. “Four-Six. I have one Excalibur round. Send the grid. Make it count, Two-Nine. Break. We are black on ammo. We can provide three rounds, six tubes, that’s it. How copy?”

Peters shook his head angrily as he muttered to himself, “How do they expect us to hold this area if they aren’t going to give us additional reinforcements, armor, or proper artillery support? We don’t even have any Switchblades or anything else we can use to stop their armor…” Peters lifted the hand receiver up. “Four-Six, that’s a good copy. Thank you for this. We’ll do our best to hold. Stand by to copy the grid for the target. We’ll laser it locally. How copy?”

“Two-Nine, that’s a good copy. Stand by. Good luck,” came the final word. It sounded distant to Sabo. Almost like the captain on the other end felt sorry for them. Then Peters handed the radio back to him. “Pass them the grid and get them to lase the target. They’ll get the round to the bridge, but you have to put the laser on it. We’re need to be a hundred percent certain to hit where we want.”

Sabo nodded as he relayed the requested information. This was the first time he’d called for an Excalibur round against any target. He’d seen them use the older Copperheads. The rocket-assisted 155mm howitzer round could hit a target with pinpoint precision up to sixteen kilometers away. But the Excalibur rounds, these bad boys could hit a target as far out as seventy kilometers.

When Sabo had finished relaying the information, Specialist Rosales ran up to him and Peters, handing him something. “I think this is what you’re looking for.”

Peters motioned with his head towards Sabo. “Go with Sabo. He’ll tell you where to aim. They’re getting an Excalibur round ready for us. Oh, hey, Rosales, don’t miss this time. If you do, then those armored vehicles and tanks—we’re going to be a speed bump and I’m going to blame you for it.”

“Ouch, that’s kind of harsh,” Sabo retorted to the harsh criticism.

Rosales laughed it off. “Don’t worry, Sabo. He’s not holding a grudge or anything.”

Sabo saw a look on Peters’s face that said otherwise.

Rosales was their platoon forward observer, who had been with them since Cuba. He was a PFC back then. They had been fighting some Cuban militia and PLA forces in the Che Guevara Forest and Rosales had the misfortune of violently sneezing three times in quick succession as he was holding the laser designator to hit a troublesome bunker. It was just dumb luck and timing that it happened at the exact time the artillery shell was on its terminal attack. His sneeze had caused the round to miss the bunker by a solid six or eight hundred meters. They hadn’t been able to get priority for another precision round, so they had to attack the position the old-fashioned way: hand grenades and cover and maneuver. They hadn’t lost anyone during the assault, thank God. But two guys had gotten injured. One of them was Peters’s friend. He’d given Rosales crap about it for two years now, but he knew it wasn’t on purpose. Just dumb luck. Rosales had redeemed himself later on in El Salvador, when he’d heroically fought off half a dozen ChiComs that had jumped into their position. The fighting had gotten so savage it had devolved into Rosales using his e-tool, savagely hacking the enemy apart with his shovel when he ran out of ammo.

Sabo shivered as he recalled the battle that had nearly wiped them out when they got sent in to go rescue some Army Special Forces guys. He still remembered that SF guy, Currie was his name. He told Sabo and some of the other guys to go back to the perimeter. He’d handle checking on the wounded, and mercy-killing the ones too far gone. Sabo had never gotten a chance to thank him for sparing him from having to do that awful thing. He wasn’t even sure they were allowed to do it, but he wasn’t about to get all legal after the kind of evening he’d just survived and the savage fighting it had devolved into. He still had nightmares about that battle.

“Come on, Rosales. We got a bridge to drop,” he said, and the two of them headed towards one of the few two-story buildings the enemy hadn’t leveled yet.

Twenty meters behind the first line of trenches and fighting positions of the unit were a handful of houses and stores that lined the frontage road not far from the interstate. When they had replaced the unit holding this section of line before them, an engineering unit had had the forethought to dig some fallback positions just in case they were needed. Sabo realized pretty quickly that if someone hadn’t done that, they likely would have lost control of the valley. Several kilometers to their rear, the entire valley opened up, leading in multiple directions towards the pivotal city of Chaoyang, a city they had effectively cut off from the rest of China as they looked to force the surrender of the 80th PLA Group Army in the local area. It also further isolated and cut off the entire PLA First Army and all enemy units in northern China—so long as they could maintain their choke hold on the major supply routes, like the one they were guarding.

*******

Ten Minutes Later

As the earlier attacks by the PLA had petered out and the enemy force just beyond the hill some five or six kilometers away continued to mobilize, the last platoon from their company had finally arrived to reinforce their positions. A few minutes later, trucks started arriving, bringing the soldiers of Alpha Company to further reinforce their positions and bring additional mortar teams and ATGMs. What few trucks they had with ATGMs mounted to their turrets were brought forward and hidden as best they could be next to the remains of any buildings, underbrush, or outcroppings they could find. Once the word got out that their line was going to be hit and hit hard by enemy armor, the battalion started moving units forward to reinforce them and help prepare a secondary defensive position should the tanks manage to break through.

While Specialist Rosales and Staff Sergeant Sabo sat atop the roof of the few buildings left standing, they continued to observe the movements of the light infantry as it cautiously crept forward, no more than two kilometers to their front. Meanwhile, they waited for their artillery support to let them know when the Excalibur round would be ready to fire. These precision rounds, in high demand and costly to fire, weren’t doled out like a standard HE round. Especially when they were in serious short supply of such rounds. As such, a few layers of bureaucracy had gotten involved in determining if they should expend the round on this kind of target, where success wasn’t a guarantee, or look to see if some air assets might be available to accomplish the same task.

All Sabo knew was they were wasting time figuring it out, and eventually the enemy was going to move. If they could force the enemy off the interstate onto the side frontage roads, it would funnel the armor into a tight squeeze along the sides of the interstate that would make it easy for them to pick them off.

“Good grief, Sabo. I hope they fire the round soon. I finally got a drone in place they haven’t managed to shoot down yet. Check it out. Those vehicles look to be gearing up to get on the move.” Specialist Rosales showed him the tablet with drone feed on it. They’d lost five drones in the last twenty minutes, trying to get an eye on what was happening beyond the crest of the hill.

Damn, that’s a few more APCs than I first spotted. Whoa, how many tanks have they got back there? “Rosales, can you get a better picture of this area? The camera briefly scanned it. I want to go back. I think we missed something,” Sabo asked. He pointed in the direction of where he wanted their forward observer liaison to pan the drone camera.

When Rosales took control of the tablet, he started working his magic as he adjusted the camera and pulled out on the magnification to give them a broader view of the area. What they saw, however, was not a mix of Black Panther light tanks or the older, less-capable Type 59 main battle tanks. What they saw now, beyond the crest of the hill that had previously hidden them from sight, was a grouping of at least four columns of seven of the older Type 59 tanks and two columns of seven of the newer, more capable ZTZ96 main battle tanks. This was in addition to at least nine other columns of seven armored vehicles, all lining up as they prepared to start advancing in echelon formations.

Oh crap, that’s a hell lot of more armor than we thought they had in the area. That’s gotta be almost a brigade-level unit attack. I better alert the LT and Peters about this. Sabo reached for the radio and started relaying what the drone feed was showing them. It was time to get serious about getting some armor up there, or they were toast.
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Chapter Twelve
Robots & Tanks

Alpha Company, 1-64th Armored Regiment

G25 Changshen Expressway

IVO Sijiazi Village, Liaoning, China

Sitting outside the tank, Ramos and his crew tried their best to stretch out and relax while they could. The sounds of gunfire and explosions off in the distance had ebbed and flowed in intensity the past few days. So far, they hadn’t been called forward, and in Ramos’s mind, that was a good thing. It meant the allied lines, while being pressed, were still holding. But as the hours of the day continued to tick by, the intensity of the battle a few kilometers down the road picked up. It was beginning to sound more and more like the enemy might actually attempt a breakthrough along their part of the line.

The past couple of hours, things had really picked up. Almost to the point where Ramos was ready to order the platoon to saddle up and move their tanks towards the front. But the lieutenant had insisted on them staying put until they were called forward. For now, that meant sitting around the radio speaker they had pulled out of the turret to monitor the situation. Calls for artillery, mortars, were becoming more frequent, more urgent. Likewise, requests for close-air support were now regularly coming in. Sadly, most of those kinds of requests had been denied. Same with any sort of requested increase in artillery support. In Ramos’s mind, it was clear that the enemy was launching some sort of new offensive. It wasn’t just their section of the line being pressed. Battalions manning the series of blocking positions choking off the main supply routes to the city of Chaoyang sounded like they were all being tested by the PLA.

It was a simple, time-tested strategy. Push until it’s mush and once you find the mush, you push through it. Ramos was no military expert, but even his lizard brain understood the implications to the war if they could continue to choke off the supplies and reinforcements to the PLA Northern Army Group. Eventually, it would die on the vine and that would remove one giant piece from the chessboard and move them that much closer to victory.

Sometime around midday, they heard the sounds of jets flying overhead, low and fast—so low and fast that they shook the roof and walls of the farm’s warehouse their platoon had taken refuge in. Since arriving at the farm location three days ago, the four tanks of the platoon, along with the lone M5 Ripsaw, had been doing their best to stay hidden there, away from the prying eyes of surveillance and Kamikaze drones and the occasional fighter plane or helicopter prowling for a target of opportunity.

The farm itself was situated between the frontage road and the interstate, making it an ideal place to position their tanks as the QRF for the battalion of Screaming Eagles they were supporting. With little more than man-portable ATGMs and 60mm mortars, the light infantrymen would be barely a speed bump should the PLA press their lines with any serious armor or tank force. That was where Ramos’s Alpha Company unit came in. The platoon would rush forward while the rest of the company was alert and head their way, bringing with them the other twelve Abrams battle tanks and three other Ripsaws.

With the daylight steadily coming to an end, the intensity of the fighting by whatever PLA force the Airborne were encountering steadily picked up again. Incoming and outgoing artillery barrages became more urgent, more numerous. Then the lieutenant received the call they had been waiting for. A surveillance drone had spotted enemy tanks and armor forming up in an attack formation a handful of kilometers behind the current front lines. This was it, the reason they were here to support the infantry.

“Listen up, everyone!” Ramos shouted to get everyone’s attention. “It’s been nice to spend a few days chilling, relaxing and stretching our legs while we wait around to see what happens. Well, now we know what’s happening. An enemy force is forming up behind the lines and looking to punch a hole through what they probably assess as a weak spot in our lines. What they don’t know is there’s a platoon of tanks lying in wait for them to make a move just like this. So now, it’s time to put your war faces on. It’s time to go earn our pay and blow up some tanks and add to our platoon’s impressive kill ratio. It’s time to saddle up. Let’s roll!”

“Hooah!” came a motivated shout from the tankers as they policed up their gear and climbed aboard their armored chariots.

As Ramos got comfortable in the commander’s chair, he heard the radio chirp in his CV helmet. “BR Two, BR One. The infantry are requesting us to advance towards the line of contact and prepare to engage advancing enemy armor. This sounds like one of those good opportunities to test that Ripsaw they gave us. What do you think?”

Would you look at that…the lieutenant is asking for advice. I told Top this LT was bright, he thought with amusement.

“BR One, BR Two. I couldn’t agree more. I’ll go ahead and get the M5 on the move ahead of the platoon and look and confirm firing positions are still valid.”

Shortly after arriving at the farm, Ramos and the lieutenant had taken the Ripsaw out for a short scouting mission. They wanted to get the lay of the land from the vantage point of the Ripsaw and determine paths and alternate paths the platoon could take to link up with the infantry. Once they mapped out a few travel routes, they started looking for potential firing positions the tanks could settle into should the call to move forward happen. It was likely they would be advancing under enemy fire, so it was important to know exactly where each of the tanks would be going so they could better coordinate their bounding overwatches and movements should they have to fire while on the move.

As Specialist Lopez got the tank on the move and Sergeant Harris assumed command of the vehicle, Ramos worked the Ripsaw, moving quickly down the frontage road parallel to the interstate. Watching the video feed as the M5 moved swiftly down the road, he saw little sign of any locals out and about. They likely knew a battle was about to happen and wanted to do their best to stay out of the way.

The closer Ramos got to the front lines, the more damage to the area he started to see. The rolling artillery barrages throughout the day had worked the area pretty good. It made him feel good about their platoon being held back a few kilometers from the front. They might have lost a tank or two if they had been forced to hunker down throughout a day of rolling artillery strikes. As he moved closer to where the infantry was hunkering down, the Ripsaw’s ground radar spotted some movement a few kilometers in front of the infantry. Stopping the vehicle, he allowed the radar to start mapping the terrain in front of him, and the targeting computer populated potential targets for him to engage.

Wow, why in the hell did we think it wasn’t going to be a good idea to start using this radar and targeting system with our vehicles? It’s amazing, he thought, remembering how he and Tim had dismissed the vehicle’s potential value to an armor platoon.

Looking at the vehicles cresting the horizon as they started to move along either side of the interstate now that a vehicle bridge had been collapsed across it, he smiled. This single act had funneled the enemy vehicles into a pair of tight choke points they’d now have to cross. This would be like shooting fish in a barrel.

Ramos started relaying what he was seeing to the rest of the platoon, making sure each of the vehicle commanders knew where to focus their attention. If they worked it right, they might be able to bottle up the enemy advance and stop it before it could get going.

Activating one of the vehicle’s Javelins, he found a pair of T-59s moving down the frontage road a few kilometers to his front and locked on to one of them. Once the missile indicated it had a lock, he fired it. It leapt out of the box mounted to the left of the turret and took off for the tank. Moments later, it connected with the T-59 and blew the turret clean off the vehicle. As the ammo inside started to cook off, he locked the second missile on the other tank now trying to swerve off the frontage road as it looked for someplace to hide. Other vehicles still traveling down the road split off the road too, hoping they wouldn’t be the tank to momentarily join the Air Force when their turret shot into the sky.

Ramos found another tank that looked to have stopped just behind the burning wreck of his comrade. He could see the turret was steadily moving in his direction. Hearing the missile tone indicating that it had a lock, he fired it, then backed up. The computer kept the laser designator tagged to the vehicle as the other tank fired.

BOOM!

A cloud of dirt and debris rained over top of the Ripsaw from the near miss. Then Ramos saw his missile slam into the tank, popping his second turret in so many minutes. The two burning wrecks had now blocked most of the frontage road, forcing the vehicle behind it to find another way around.

“Good shot, Ramos. We’re here now. I’m going to get the tank in the fight now,” Harris announced, letting him know they had arrived at their firing point.

While he tried to stay focused on fighting the Ripsaw, he could hear Specialist Blum and Harris calling out targets and ammo as they went to work. With each firing of the main gun, Ramos watched another one of the enemy tanks erupt in flames. Knowing the platoon would focus primarily on destroying the tanks first, he shifted his focus to the more lightly armored infantry fighting vehicles and armored personnel carriers with the M5’s 30mm autocannon.

Within the first few minutes after the platoon’s four Abrams arrived, they had managed to destroy or disable some twenty-eight armored vehicles along both sides of the partially blocked interstate. The rapid destruction of so many armored vehicles in such a tight space was causing a massive logjam of burning wrecks and material, making it even more difficult for the enemy to push around it and get at the American lines.

As the scale and scope of the attack was relayed further up the chain of command, additional artillery and air support was directed their way. With Ramos largely focused on operating the Ripsaw, their company CO eventually delegated the calls for artillery and air support through him as the Ripsaw’s suite of onboard cameras and sensors was more detailed and accurate than what they had aboard the Abrams.

Within thirty minutes of the platoon’s arrival on scene, Ramos had found himself at the center of fielding calls for artillery and close-air support from not just his platoon and the rest of the tank company but also the nearby infantry once they had patched into his comms. As the first echelons of the enemy attackers were thoroughly bloodied, the PLA tried to move around the carnage by traveling down a smaller road that cut through a nearby village. When Ramos launched the Ripsaw’s scout drone to see why the enemy attack had faltered, that was when he spotted them trying to circumvent the logjam by going through the nearby village. He felt bad about what he did next, but they had to stop the armored force from punching through their lines.

By some miracle and happenstance, he’d been able to get their situation prioritized by not just the battalion fire support elements but also the brigade, who then got the entire division’s allotment of fire support to focus on their position. In short order, he’d been able to call for six different artillery missions and a HIMAR strike that pummeled the third and fourth echelons of enemy forces, which hadn’t been thrown into the fight yet, and then a close-air support mission involving four Super Tucanos and a pair of F-16 Vipers. Between the withering barrage of cluster munitions and five-hundred-pound bombs across much of the enemy force, the attack faltered and then collapsed as those few vehicles that hadn’t been destroyed outright began a humiliating retreat, during which Ramos did his level best to harass and destroy them with no less than two separate HIMAR strikes. At no time in his entire military career had he ever had access to this level of fire support, and he used every bit of it to thoroughly wreck and destroy what had initially looked like an overwhelming enemy force that just might have broken the choke hold they had on the PLA Northern Army Group.

When Harris tapped him on the leg, he unglued himself from the drone footage of the carnage he’d inflicted to look at his gunner. “Rico, I take back every bad thing I said about that Ripsaw or that training they sent us to. I think it just saved our lives and the rest of the platoon’s.”

“Yeah, I think you’re right, Harris. This is a game changer.”
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Chapter Thirteen
Kings of the Pacific

5th MarDiv HQ

Shiding District, Northern Taiwan

“Mike, it’s good to see you!” General Gilbert’s voice boomed as Major General Bonwit walked into the conference room with Colonel Kerns and Sergeant Major Savusa.

“It’s good to see you as well, sir,” Bonwit replied as the trio took their seats.

“Mike, I’m not going to beat around the bush with you. I know you’ve taken some licks since the start of this campaign. We were all sorry to hear about Ivan and your staff afloat when the American went down. It was a blow to all of us—especially 5th MarDiv.”

“Thank you, sir—and, yes, it was a blow to us,” Bonwit replied as he silently sighed to himself. He had known where this conversation was going the moment Gilbert had mentioned Ivan’s name.

“I said I wasn’t going to beat around the bush, so you know what I’m going to ask. Who are you planning to replace him with? The billet’s gone unfilled long enough, Mike, and you know that,” Gilbert said pointedly, not pulling any punches.

Blowing some air past his lips, Bonwit answered, “In all honesty, sir, I haven’t given it as much thought as I probably should have. I know I’ve been kicking the can down the road. I’ve allowed myself to become singularly focused on meeting our objectives. I just haven’t given filling this billet the attention it’s needed.” If he could, he’d promote Kerns, but he was the most effective commander he had. If Bonwit lacked for anything, it was more aggressive, competent commanders—not an XO.

The general nodded as he sat back in his chair, steepling his fingers as he appeared deep in thought. When the general leaned forward, his eyes bored into Bonwit as he spoke. “I get it, Mike. You’ve been kicking ass and taking names. The whole division is an example of everything we Marines are proud of. I think it’s time we pull you out for a bit—”

“I’m being replaced?” Bonwit clarified as his mind reeled at the thought of losing command of his Marines in the heat of battle.

General Gilbert busted out laughing before countering his interruption. “I can’t replace you, Mike. Hell, I’m trying to figure out how to clone you.”

Bonwit breathed an audible sigh of relief as he listened to the general continue to speak.

“I’m pulling your division out, Mike. You’ve fought like men possessed since the start of this campaign and taken some brutal losses in the process. Your Marines need a break and so do you. I’m ordering the 6th MarDiv forward to replace you. I want you to relocate your division to Toucheng. 5th MarDiv is moving to the top of the list for combat replacements. I’ve got another mission for you, Mike, but I need 5th MarDiv at one hundred percent if we’re going to pull this off. And speaking of replacements, if you’ll entertain me for a moment, I think I have a solution for your XO billet.”

“Sir?” Bonwit raised an eyebrow at the idea of a new mission and his empty billet. Then Sergeant Major Savusa sent him a disapproving look at his response.

Taking the unspoken cue, Bonwit added, “General, the Kings of the Pacific stand ready for whatever mission you’ve got. As to the XO vacancy, I’m open to suggestions.” The Kings of the Pacific was a reference to the unofficial motto adopted by the division during World War II.

“The Kings of the Pacific…I like bringing back these long-forgotten mottos. Before I tell you about the mission I’m retasking 5th MarDiv with, I’d like to introduce you to Brigadier General Deborah Soumoy,” Gilbert said as he nodded to someone off-camera. A second later, a Marine with tightly bound blond hair proceeded to take a seat next to the general.

“Now, Mike, before you go and put your foot in your mouth by raising an objection, let me tell you about Deb’s experience,” Gilbert indicated. “Prior to the war, Deb was the deputy director of Marine Corps Logistics for the Marine Reserve. In her civilian job, Deb was the director of logistics for Amazon South. Since being recalled to active duty, she continued to serve in logistics, taking command of Marine Corps Logistics Base Barstow before pinning brigadier a year ago and taking command of 3rd Marine Logistics Group out of Okinawa. If you’ll continue to indulge me a moment longer, I’ll let Deb make the case for why you should welcome her with open arms.”

Bonwit held his objection as he nodded for her to speak.

“Sir, let me say it’s an honor to meet you and give you the rundown for why I’m the only choice for XO that makes sense,” Deb began as he smiled at her opening statement.

She’s bold, I’ll give her that…but let’s see what else she has, he thought to himself.

“I know division XOs are typically infantry officers,” she continued. “However, logistics wins wars, and right now, as the most experienced logistician in the Corps, I can bluntly tell you after reviewing your logistical situation and challenges, sir, your division’s jacked up. But this is something I’m uniquely capable of fixing without missing a beat. I can take this burden off your shoulders while making sure the beans and bullets continue to flow so you can focus your efforts and the division’s on killing ChiComs. I may be going out on a limb here, but let’s assume I’m chosen for XO. What questions can I answer before I start?”

General Gilbert was smiling from ear to ear by the time she finished. “I told you, Mike, she’s sharp. You won’t find better, either. I’m offering you my all-star and not out of the goodness of my heart, Mike. I’m doing so because the coming mission I have in mind is going to take someone with her unique skill set to make it work. Given the kinds of ship losses the Navy sustained during the opening days of the campaign amongst the LHAs, LHDs, and LPDs, the sealift capacity available to us has shrunk dramatically.

“While I’m not privy to whatever’s preparing to kick off up north, what I can say is the sealift capacity we thought would be available to us in the coming weeks has been halved. We’re losing a good chunk of surface fleet for whatever’s happening up north,” explained General Gilbert. “So what do you say, Mike? Have we filled your XO position?”

Bonwit turned to Savusa, who just shrugged.

Good, if he doesn’t see a problem, neither do I.

Smiling, Bonwit happily said, “Welcome to 5th Marine Division, Brigadier General Soumoy. I suppose you already have a heads-up on what our next mission is going to be?”

Gilbert responded before she could. “Mike, there wouldn’t be a mission without the magic Deb’s been able to pull off for me. Honestly, she’s got to be the best logistician I’ve seen, and we’re going to need her skills if we’re going to liberate this island. As to your mission, I think it’s time we open a new front—one I doubt the PLA has prepared for.”

“A new front?” Bonwit asked skeptically.

“Mike, I’m tasking 5th MarDiv with assaulting the northwest side of Taiwan. Now that the Navy has cleared the Straits, it’s time we give the ChiComs a swift kick in the ass and end this. God only knows what else is happening up north, but our ability to draw resources and manpower from home is likely to become very limited in the coming weeks and months. Our window for swift victory is closing. End this, Mike, and let’s get it done.”

Bonwit smiled excitedly at the idea of rounding the island to land behind the enemy force. He’d briefly mentioned the idea in passing to General Gilbert shortly after they’d started to get bogged down in the center spine of the country. He’d figured 6th MarDiv would likely get the nod. They hadn’t been bloodied up yet, so their equipment loss was minimal and their manning near peak numbers.

“Sir, they don’t call us Kings of the Pacific for nothing,” boomed the deep voice of Sergeant Major Savusa.

Then Colonel Kerns, who’d stayed silent during the meeting, chimed in. “General, given the vaunted reputation of our beloved division commander, my Marines began calling ourselves the Bonwit Berserkers shortly after we came ashore. He’s the only two-star general they’ve seen or heard of who stood on the battle line slinging lead with a platoon of Marines against a swift PLA counterattack that had caught us off guard.

“General Bonwit here”—Kerns held his hand out in Bonwit’s direction—“fought like a Norse warrior of medieval times. While he may not have mentioned it in any official after-action reports, I’m sure Sergeant Major Savusa would confirm the general led a charge against the enemy in what many Marines said felt like a berserkergang—hence their nickname for the division.”

“Oh really, Mike? Sounds like you’ve been omitting some pretty heroic acts from the reports you’ve been sending. Perhaps the sergeant major can make a few amendments to those reports. You know, ensure they accurately portray what really happened during those first thirty-six hours of the invasion,” said General Gilbert with a slight look of surprise at the revelation.

“Come to think of it, General, there do seem to be a few details a senior noncommissioned officer should probably add,” Savusa chimed in with a grin.

Bonwit held his hands up in mock surrender as his cheeks reddened. “How about we focus on this new mission and less on me? XO, how soon can you get here?”

A few laughs were heard before Soumoy replied, “I’ll be on the next bird out. I’ll see you in Toucheng when you get there, sir.”

As the screen went black, Savusa walked up to him with a smile.

“What are you grinning at, Sergeant Major?”

“That you hadn’t heard about Kerns’s Marines renaming the division Bonwit’s Berserkers and that of all people our new XO is going to be Brigadier General Soumoy. While I’ve never met her before, I have heard of her boss. They call her Escalation of Force, or EF for short.”

Raising his eyebrows, Bonwit asked, “Why?”

“When I got injured as a platoon sergeant in Afghanistan, I was sent to Camp Del Mar on a B billet with the 1st Light Armored Reconnaissance Battalion,” Savusa explained as the trio exited the conference room, making their way towards the building’s exit. “She was the S4 for the 11th Marine Expeditionary Unit at the time. She was a firecracker and sharp as hell even back then. Well, you know how it goes sometimes with some officers when it comes to our Marine sisters. The MEU’s S1 had apparently been giving her static and causing some friction for her. One day she finally got tired of it, so during an MEU staff meeting, she challenged him to the mats. Wanted a full-on Friday Fight Night at the Fight House to settle things once and for all between them.”

“Whoa, Sergeant Major. You’re saying she threw down the gauntlet just like that? Challenged him in public for all to see?” Kerns asked incredulously.

“That’s affirmative, sir. In front of the entire MEU chain of command, she threw down the gauntlet. Naturally the shamurais of the E4 mafia had spread the news around Pendleton to units near and far, leaving the S1 with two choices—show up or shut up.”

“No freaking way. How the hell did I not hear about this?” Bonwit said with surprise in his voice.

“Yeeesss way. The E4 mafiosos even put it up on the MEU Facebook page. They made fliers for it and hung them all over the main side of Camp Pendleton. It was escalated so fast the S1 didn’t have a choice unless he wanted to look the fool.”

“Did you go?” Bonwit asked, now genuinely engrossed in the story.

“Did I go? Does a bear crap in the woods? Of course I went! I’ve never seen so many officers in one place in my twenty-seven years in the Corps. I think the only regret the shamurais had about using the enlisted club was that they should have charged an entry fee based on rank.”

They all laughed as Savusa continued the story. “Seeing how dueling with a pistol was made illegal for some reason, the event was sold as an exhibition demonstrating the gender-neutral training of the Marine Corps Martial Arts Program. We all knew that was a load of crap and so did the CG, but he let it slide.”

Bonwit snickered, shaking his head as Savusa continued.

“That Friday night, the house was packed to the gills. Standing room only with peanuts, popcorn, and beers.”

“Ah, now I know you’re full of it, Sergeant Major!” Kerns laughed as he mumbled something about peanuts and beer at the enlisted club.

“Sir, this is an enlisted club, so yes, peanuts, popcorn, and beer. We’re not sophisticated or highly educated folks such as yourselves. We’re barely literate rednecks from the wrong side of town. I mean, we use our thumbprints for signatures, sir.”

Now Bonwit and Kerns were truly laughing their guts out as the giant Samoan continued his story in the colorful way he often told them.

“Hand to God, Colonel, General,” Savusa said, touching his chest. “As I was saying, the house was packed and that cocky little prick of an S1 was looking ready to put her in her place. He had his little band of POGs hyping him up and stroking his ego as we all waited for Soumoy to show up. Then like the parting of the Red Sea, Moses raised his staff. Lieutenant Colonel Soumoy entered the building and started walking towards the mat. The whole room went wild at that point, and while I’m sure no one was placing bets on the match, I can neither confirm nor deny that I walked out of that e-club with a grand more than I came in with.”

Bonwit tried to hold back the laughter in his voice as they walked out of the building towards the vehicles. “Sergeant Major, I think you’re adding to the story, or as us sophisticated folk like to call it—embellishing it.”

“Sir, may God strike me down if I’m lying,” Savusa said as he made the sign of the cross. “So there we were. The referee walks out on the mat. He’s some kind of martial arts wunderkind—a corporal with a super-duper black belt, I heard it called. So he calls them both front and center and explains the rules. They were about the same height, but admin being admin, the S1 was about forty pounds heavier—about what you’d expect for a POG or a REMF. But the whole time Wunderkind is explaining the rules, Soumoy is just glaring at him. I wouldn’t call it hate in her eyes. It was certainly that look your gal gives you in the morning when you forgot to put the toilet seat down and she stumbled in there to tinkle and sorta washed her tush instead—that kind of look.” The story paused a moment as Savusa spat a glob of chewing tobacco to the ground.

“Once the two of them agree to the rules, the wunderkind reffing the match blows his whistle, and just as Soumoy extends her hand to shake, that POG coldcocks her in the face,” regaled Savusa as he became more animated retelling the story. “You should have heard the crowd the moment that S1 did that. At first it was gasps of shock, then came the jeers and cheers as her head snapped back, specks of blood from her nose arcing through the air.”

“Fair play, there’s no rank or gender on the mats,” commented Kerns.

“That’s true. The mats recognize no rank or gender once you step upon that hallowed ground,” Bonwit reiterated as he nodded in agreement.

“As I was saying,” Savusa continued, “as Soumoy staggers back from the initial punch, the POG goes in for the kill. The dude shoves her backwards, hoping she might fall to the deck and he could move for the mount position to pound some more on her face. But somehow in the midst of his shove, she manages to get ahold of the back of his collar while underhooking his leg. As they both hit the deck, she moved with lightning speed and agility, and she twisted around to get on his back. And before we knew it, she had him in a full rear naked choke.”

Bonwit and Kerns stopped midstride like they hadn’t quite heard that right. It took Savusa a couple more steps before he realized they had stopped walking. He had a smile on his face when he turned around.

“I see I have your attention now, don’t I?” He spat another glob of dip to the deck before continuing the story. “As I was saying, Soumoy had that choke in so tight that it damn near ripped the POG’s head off. I mean, this dude lost all control of his bodily functions at this point…and I mean all…control, gentlemen.”

Suddenly Kerns snapped his fingers. “Ah hah, let me guess. That S1 was Lieutenant Colonel Tapinski, right?”

Savusa laughed, nodding slowly.

“Damn, I’d never heard how he’d gotten his nickname, Sergeant Major,” said Kerns. “He always tried to play off ‘Tapper’ as if he’d won a fight. You just filled in a lot of blank spaces for me.”

Kerns turned serious as he looked at Bonwit. “OK, boss, I don’t think we’re going to have a problem with a woman as the Division 2IC. Especially not that one. That’s a Marine’s Marine.”

Bonwit seemed to breathe a little easier as he started to sing the words to an old Marine Corps cadence. “And that’s good enough for me…”

Kerns laughed at him as they neared the vehicle. Bonwit opened the driver’s door. “Gents, the playtime is over. Let’s get some chow and figure out how we’re going to make this mission happen. We got ourselves a beach to assault.”


Volume Seven
Chapter Fourteen
The Turkey Shoot

Situation Room, White House

Washington, D.C.

“Thank you, Colonel, for the brief on this past week’s major combat operations,” said President Maria Delgado as the Marine colonel took his seat.

Maria then turned to look at Admiral Thiel. “Pete, if I’m not mistaken, I’m still owed an answer on how we’re overcoming the ammo shortages. The Iowa plant was destroyed back in May. It obviously impacted our plans to the point of delaying the operation to begin the liberation of Taiwan by several months. What’s the status of the situation now? What are we doing to further correct this problem and ensure our forces have what they need to win?”

Admiral Thiel nodded uncomfortably at the question as he opened the green notebook he always carried. Finding the page he was looking for, he looked up as he responded, “Thank you, Madam President, for the question. I apologize for not following up sooner. The truth is, we don’t have a good answer or solution just yet. It’s a complex problem we’ve been trying to tackle since the outset of the war. The JMC or Joint Munitions Command has been working with our defense contractors to increase the scalability of our existing plants dating back to the start of the Russo-Ukraine War at the outset of 2022.

“A recent success in this effort that I can report on as of just a few days ago is the Scranton Army Ammunition Plant. For the past five years, the plant has been undergoing a series of modernization efforts that has quadrupled its production capacity. In fact, next Tuesday I will be visiting the plant as it officially starts operating its new fifth and sixth production lines for the manufacturing of 155mm artillery shells.”

The admiral paused before he continued, “While we are and have been making tremendous progress across the defense sector since the Iowa plant was destroyed, there’s no getting around the impact of the loss of the facility. These upgrades to the Scranton plant and the start of a fifth and sixth production line will bring us back to the same level we had prior to the Iowa loss—meaning it’s going to help stabilize our burn rates, so our shortages won’t be as acute while other production lines in our existing facilities are hastily built. Depending on the operational demands at the front, there are days and sometimes even weeks where we’re producing a surplus of what’s needed. But we’re still half a year or so away from being able to fully meet our needs while also developing a little surplus during any surge operations.”

“Thank you, Pete, for elaborating on that for me. This is obviously a major issue that’s continually brought up in the media and by the spouses of those serving abroad. I do have another question, this time for Admiral Graham.” The President turned to look at the Chief of Naval Operations. “Admiral, a few weeks back, you spoke about surging additional antisubmarine warfare vessels into the Yellow Sea to address this newest underwater threat—Sea Dragon, I think you said it was called. Can you elaborate on how that’s been going and perhaps give a status update on the fleet and how they’re recovering after this latest attack by what I’ve been told is some sort of new Chinese UCAV?”

Admiral Graham looked like he had hoped this topic wouldn’t be brought up as he prepared to respond. “Of course, Madam President. Per our last briefing about this topic a few weeks back, we plussed up Task Force Dupre with several Russian surface vessels specifically built for antisubmarine warfare. We also added an additional five of our Sea Hunter unmanned surface craft to further aid in this ASW effort.

“As of now, we have successfully destroyed seven of these Sea Dragons. In addition to their sinkings, the task force was further able to attrit the remaining Chinese Naval presence in the Yellow Sea to further prepare the way for the next stage of the operation. The task force was able to engage and sink three of their older Ming-class diesel-electric subs and two additional Song-class subs,” the CNO explained before adding, “I can give you a status update on the task force and the recent vessels that were damaged during the attack the other day. But before I do that, I’d like to remind everyone that this naval force saw some incredibly heavy action during the past few weeks, which means they also took some hits along the way.

“During the past few weeks, TF Dupre engaged and sank nine Shanghai III gunboats, four Hainan-class corvettes, four Houxin-class missile boats, sixteen of their newer Type 22 Houbei-class fast-attack missile boats, twelve Type 056 Jiangdao-class corvettes, and three of their five remaining Type 054A Jiangkai II–class guided-missile frigates. That’s forty-eight surface vessels sunk in addition to five submarines and seven of those Sea Dragons. I say all of this, Madam President, to highlight the incredible success of the task force’s primary mission of clearing the Yellow Sea of surface and subsurface threats in preparation for the start of the third phase of OP Middle Kingdom—”

“Yes, and that is an incredible achievement, Admiral, and something we need to recognize and reward in terms of heroism and valor medals for our sailors and airman involved,” Maria interrupted. “And while these achievements are remarkable, and commendable, we cannot disregard the impact the enemy was still able to have against our forces that were arguably under the air-defense protection of this same task force.

“If I’m not mistaken, the first two Arleigh Burkes to be equipped with the Navy’s first deployable directed energy weapons ultimately had a negligible impact on the task force’s capability to defend the Port of Dalian and our naval force being assembled to carry out the third phase of our final plan to end this war. I received the results of this most recent aerial attack by the PLA against the Dalian Peninsula and the port facilities, and it’s grim. The fact that we’ve now lost four of the twelve of those Algeciras-class container ships the Koreans had recently converted to flat-deck vessels to support our helicopters means we just lost a big component we needed to accomplish the next phase. Of the eight converted container vessels remaining, five of them sustained light to moderate damage that will need to be repaired before the start of the operation. When you factor in the damage the Japanese Hyūga-class light aircraft carrier sustained during the first and second attacks on the port, I have to question if the next phase of the operation is still a viable option given the sea and airlift capabilities we must have for it to work. Am I wrong in my assessment that we may need to postpone our next move yet again, or am I missing something here?”

The admiral slowly nodded, not outright countering her claim but not ready to accept defeat. “Madam President, we have taken some hits, yes, that’s undeniable. It appears Jade Dragon has developed yet one more type of new UCAV we hadn’t encountered until now. Like past operations, we have fought against this machine. It continues to learn from its mistakes and our own. Each time it engages our forces, it applies the lessons learned from the previous engagements and employs whatever countermove it’s already war-gamed and keeps hitting us. That said, I want to stress again, it is running out of resources and, more importantly, time.

“Our strategic bombing campaigns and the continued efforts from the Bumblehive and Cicada have reached a critical boiling point across much of the country. While Jade Dragon has continued to inflict damage against our forces, our own efforts against JD are starting to cause parts of the country to unravel. The food riots and civil unrest that had been isolated to a few cities and provinces are now spreading across more provinces and industrial centers. This is impacting their own ability to replace the losses in men, material, and munitions needed to keep the war going—”

“So what are you trying to say, Admiral?” Maria interrupted a second time as she felt he was evading her question.

The tension in the Situation Room was palpable. Admiral Graham addressed the President. “Madam President, there’s a possibility we may not need to rely on the third phase of Operation Middle Kingdom to end the war. If things continue to decline internally and fall apart as they seem to be, we could see a revolt against Yao. That might give us a chance to back a rival of his in exchange for an end to hostilities.”

Maria leaned back in her chair, the weight of the world on her shoulders. She pondered the admiral’s words, which sounded more like a game of three-dimensional chess than a reassessment of their current plan. If they couldn’t capture the port city of Tianjin and further isolate the PLA and the capital district, they needed to find an alternative strategy to end this war before it consumed them all—or Yao ceded control of China’s strategic weapons to his AI, Jade Dragon.

Maria sighed audibly, her frustration evident. She turned to her Air and Space Commanders, her eyes narrowing. “I guess my next question is for the two of you. I’ll start with you, Taz—Space Force, how are things progressing with this… tectonic strike—Project Dark Sky? Have your people figured out if this is even viable? The research I’ve seen, mostly from the 1980s through the early 2000s, doesn’t bode well. I’m also concerned about secondary problems we may regret down the road.”

General Jordan “Taz” Tazman, a seasoned veteran with a steely gaze, cleared his throat. “Ma’am, until we try it, we won’t know if it will work or not. That said, I’m not one to gamble on something that has no chance of winning. We’re working with our Australian partners to set up a test to see if this decades-old idea could work or if it should remain in the realm of science fiction.”

A few chuckles rippled around the table, but Maria’s expression remained serious. “A test? The Australians agreed to this? You did share what kind of test this would be, right?” The last thing she needed was a diplomatic disaster with a key ally.

Taz offered a slight shrug. “We spoke with our Australian counterparts about the kind of weapon we plan to test. We assured them it’s nonnuclear, though it’s likely to cause a seismic event. We explained that, given the Chinese ability to surveil our test ranges, we don’t feel we can test it without them learning about it.”

Maria shook her head, a diplomatic disturbance brewing in her mind. “When’s the test?”

“The first test is next week. Depending on its results, we’ll know if we should move forward with Project Dark Sky,” Taz explained matter-of-factly.

Maria couldn’t fathom how Taz could be so nonchalant about a weapon test she thought rivaled the Manhattan Project. Perhaps it was the stress of the war or a lack of confidence in its viability. She took a deep breath, locking eyes with the general. “OK, Taz. Run your test, and let’s see if this multidecade science project will work. In fact, Blain—why don’t you fly down with the general to witness the test? You can provide me with a firsthand account and let me know if we should still move forward with Dark Sky.”

She paused, her gaze sweeping across the room. “This has been an informative brief. I want to thank each of you and your staff for your hard work and dedication during this war. We’ll break for the moment. If something more needs to be addressed, please get in touch with Blain or the VP. That’s all for now.”

As Maria stood and prepared to leave the Situation Room, she recalled a statement by former Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld during the lead-up to the Iraq War. His explanation of “unknown unknowns” highlighted the importance of recognizing the limitations of our knowledge and understanding, urging humility and caution in decision-making within uncertain and complex environments. The thought felt aptly applicable to the present situation as she contemplated being the first president—or the first person in history—to order the use of a tectonic attack. She supposed Taz was right; until they tested it, they wouldn’t know if it was even a viable option.

The room emptied and the high-ranking officials filed out, each carrying the weight of their responsibilities. Maria took a moment to collect herself, her thoughts racing as she considered the potential consequences of using the tectonic weapon. Her mind drifted to her fellow citizens, the men and women in uniform on the front lines, and the innocent lives that could be affected by her decisions.

She turned to her trusted friend and National Security Advisor, Blain. “I need you to keep me informed of any new developments. This decision could have far-reaching consequences, and I must consider every possible outcome before we proceed.”

Blain nodded solemnly, his gaze never leaving the President’s face. “Yes, Madam President. I understand.”

Maria gave him a reassuring smile, though her eyes betrayed her inner turmoil. She exited the Situation Room, mentally preparing herself for the difficult decisions that lay ahead. The fate of the world rested on her shoulders, and she would do everything in her power to prevent this Chinese AI from taking over. The fate of the free world would not end with them, of that she was certain.

As the heavy doors closed behind her, she whispered a silent prayer for wisdom and guidance in the face of the unprecedented challenges that loomed on the horizon. There was no turning back now.
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Chapter Fifteen
Sappers in the Night

1st Platoon, Bravo Company, 3rd Ranger Battalion

Fuxin Mongol Autonomous County

Sergeant First Class Amos Dekker dove for cover behind a fallen tree. Bullets slammed into the bark and zipped overhead with an angry buzz. He had originally hoped First and Second Platoons would complete their mission before sunrise, but things hadn’t gone according to plan.

As Third Squad, led by L2, approached the train tunnel with a squad of sappers from the 82nd Airborne’s 37th Engineer Battalion, they stumbled upon a contingent of the People’s Armed Police. The Chinese force was guarding the train tunnels against the very attack the Rangers were attempting. In the ensuing firefight, the enemy managed to call for reinforcements.

By the time the Rangers neutralized the special police unit, one of Dekker’s drone operators had spotted a convoy of enemy reinforcements en route. Dekker and Captain Loach reorganized their squads into Team One and Team Two. Dekker’s Team One moved to ambush the incoming reinforcements, but they hadn’t anticipated that the police would have armored personnel carriers and infantry fighting vehicles, nor that a second wave would arrive so soon.

The Rangers sprang their ambush as the enemy force began to advance up the ridgeline.

“RPG!” someone shouted.

A rocket-propelled grenade exploded nearby, shaking Dekker from cover. He scrambled to a new position, the chaos of battle swelling around him. Staff Sergeant Poppadu’s urgent voice called for a shift in fire to the right flank. Dekker moved, half low crawl, half shuffle, as gunfire intensified.

“Where’s my LMG? Get that machine gun to the right flank now!” Sergeant Wrigley yelled.

Thump, thump. Crump, crump.

The detonation of 40mm grenades signaled that the enemy force on the right flank was substantial. Dekker took a breath, knelt, and scanned for targets. He spotted at least fifty enemy soldiers charging up the ridge.

Dekker’s heart skipped a beat as he saw two infantry fighting vehicles on the dirt road near the base of the ridge. He identified one with a 100mm cannon and another with a 30mm autocannon. The turrets shifted toward his men.

“Take ’em out with the Javelins!” Dekker shouted to Sergeant Landrew and Specialist Kanton.

Two antitank missiles streaked toward the IFVs, taking them out with resounding booms. Despite the temporary victory, the swarms of militiamen continued to charge up the ridge, closing the distance. The volume of fire directed at them continued to increase. Dekker returned fire, his rifle bucking against his shoulder as he picked off targets one by one, only to see another person take their place.

“Dekker, give me a sitrep. Is it as bad as it’s sounding?” asked L2 while he reloaded magazines.

“Yeah, it’s getting a little hairy. We popped a couple of IFVs, but it looks like the local People’s Militia units are starting to arrive. We’ve got a sizable ground force steadily making their way up the ridge towards us,” he explained.

There was a moment’s pause before L2 replied, “Damn, that does sound grim. We’re nearly done up here. I’m going to call for the choppers and get our rides inbound. You think it’s possible you can break contact and conduct an orderly withdrawal to the rally point?”

Dekker flinched as a piece of bark chipped off the tree he was hiding behind and nicked his cheek. He peered around the trunk—the attackers continued to close the gap between them.

“Breaking contact is going to be a little tough, L2,” Dekker replied. “They’re crawling up our asses right now. The withering fire we’re laying on them is the only thing slowing ’em down. I’d move your pair of MG 338s and grenadiers to our side of the ridge. We’ll start lobbing grenades and poppin’ smoke on our end. Then your guys can cover our withdrawal, and we’ll meet you at the rally point. What do you think?”

“I like it, Dekker. Give me a few minutes, and I’ll let you know when we’re in position. L2 out.”

The minutes ticked by before L2 sent the message—they were ready. Dekker grabbed for the first grenade he’d placed on the ground in front of him. Pulling the pin, he gave it a good throw towards the enemy. As he threw the grenade, the others around him started doing the same. The final grenade he chucked was the Willie Pete. He tossed this one as high into the air over the enemy as he could. When it blew, it rained white phosphorus down in a white cloud and obscured the enemy from seeing them.

The Rangers executed a fighting withdrawal, making their way to the top of the ridge. Enemy gunfire dwindled, then stopped. Dekker knew they were lucky to have faced an undertrained force rather than a seasoned PLA unit. The Rangers had sustained two killed in action and five wounded, but it could have been much worse.

As the V-280 Valor helicopters arrived to extract them, Dekker checked on his wounded men, reflecting on the enemy’s decreasing quality of soldiers. He watched the first group of helicopters pick up Second Platoon on the other side of the tunnel, hoping for a break after months of nonstop missions.

When the charges inside the rail tunnels detonated, billowing dust and smoke, Dekker felt a sense of accomplishment. Cutting off this critical rail line could have a significant impact on the enemy’s ability to support their forces in the north. He hoped that by continuing to disrupt their supply lines, they might force the enemy to surrender.

As Dekker climbed aboard the helicopter, he ensured all his men were accounted for. The V-280 Valor ascended, leaving the battle site behind and flying low above the treetops. The mission’s success weighed against the lives lost and wounded, but such was the nature of war.

Leaning back in his seat, Dekker considered the challenges they had faced and the intensity of the operation. The Rangers’ gritty determination had carried them through, but he knew the conflict was far from over.

For now, though, they could return to Anshan Air Base, regroup, and plan for the next mission. As the helicopter sped away from the scene of destruction, Dekker allowed himself a moment to close his eyes and reflect on the mission. With every operation, they moved closer to their ultimate goal: victory.

But the cost of that triumph was never far from Dekker’s thoughts. The sacrifices made by his men weighed heavily on him, a constant reminder of the price paid in blood and lives. In this unforgiving conflict, the Rangers would need every ounce of their strength, resilience, and determination to succeed.

*******

Alpha Company, 1st Battalion, 64th Armor Regiment

10 Kilometers South of Huludao, China

The fourteen tanks of Alpha Company had staged themselves to the rear of the American units along the somewhat changing line of control. Every few days or so the front lines might adjust a few kilometers forward or backward, depending on the strength of the enemy attack and how fast American armor could respond in plugging the gap. While the company was held in reserve, keeping a safe distance from the front, the three tank platoons had spread themselves out so they wouldn’t be easily targeted by PLA artillery.

Shortly after Sergeant First Class Rico Ramos and his crew found a nice place to hunker down in with their tank, Sergeant Ramos made the decision to let his crew lounge outside their Abrams battle tank so they could stretch their legs. He wasn’t sure how long they might hang out to the rear of the front, but one thing he knew for certain was that once they were ordered forward, there would be no further exiting the tank unless absolutely necessary. The likelihood of getting hurt by shrapnel or a sniper’s bullet was too high to risk milling about outside their armored chariot.

Ramos listened to Specialist Blum regale them with his story of how he thought he had found the one while on a four-day pass to South Korea at a place called the Crown Club just outside Camp Humphrey—that was, until he found out the girl of his dreams was the eighteen-year-old daughter of the base command sergeant major. They all laughed at his luck for trying to eat from the tree of the forbidden fruit. As their conversations turned from exchanging funny stories and telling jokes to sharing ideas of what they wanted to do when the war was over, Ramos was sure of one thing—he had to do whatever was necessary to ensure his crew made it home.

In between conversations and jokes, the constant rumble of gunfire and artillery explosions in the distance ebbed and flowed in intensity. Then as the sun approached its zenith, the rumblings of war intensified, hinting at the possibility that the PLA were preparing to make a push down the Jingha Expressway toward Luanni Village again. The small town had been fought over for weeks. If it hadn’t been for the capture of the Xingcheng Air Base some ten kilometers to the north, it probably wouldn’t have been all that important to hold, but now it was.

“Hey, Ramos, you really think the new LT’s got our backs?” Specialist Lopez asked, an uneasy expression on his face.

“Don’t worry about the lieutenant, Lopez,” Ramos responded. “He’s got a good head on his shoulders, and he’s done a good job of learning how to fight a tank platoon. He’ll keep us alive.”

Ramos had felt the tension building among his crew since the arrival of the new lieutenant. They weren’t sure if it was bad luck or just bad timing, but since the start of the war, they had lost three lieutenants to enemy action. It had gotten so bad that no one would want to crew a tank with any new platoon leader assigned to their platoon. The last three crews had all died. Ramos tried to do his best to keep his crew calm and focused. He knew that in a battle like the ones they had been fighting, calm, steady nerves could make the difference between life and death.

After that last major tank fight they’d fought in with the 101st Screaming Eagles to the north of them, Ramos was just glad to have been pulled further south. The terrain down here was more conducive to tank warfare. It had large stretches of territory with flat open plains and wide spaces between villages and towns. This was perfect terrain for the kind of maneuver warfare the 3rd ID was known for executing.

As the hours passed and the sun headed towards the horizon, the noise of the battle a few kilometers down the road continued to grow. It was sounding more and more likely that the PLA had launched a new offensive.

Ramos started to pull away from the conversations as he listened to the increasingly urgent calls for artillery and air support. As he heard more and more of the calls for support being denied, a sense of dread that something bad was about to happen set in. He was going to need to get his tank and crew ready to go, and soon.

Suddenly, jet engines roared overhead, low and fast, buzzing over top of their tank. Ramos and his crew couldn’t tell if it was a friendly or hostile aircraft. All they knew was they had to scramble to their feet and get in the tank.

Specialist Blum got the engine revved up and ready to move, and Sergeant Harris quickly set up on the gunner’s scope, looking to see if the PLA had somehow broken through part of their lines.

“All right, everyone!” Ramos shouted, his voice filled with determination. “It’s time to saddle up and show these bastards what we’re made of! We’ve got a job to do, and we aren’t taking any prisoners. Let’s roll!”

“Hooah!” the tankers shouted in unison, their adrenaline pumping as Specialist Blum got their armored chariot on the move.

Inside the tank, Ramos and his gunner, Sergeant Harris, worked together with a sense of urgency that seemed to take over in situations of imminent danger. Their M1 Abrams battle tank and the M5 Ripsaw Ramos still managed were now on the move and looking for a fight.

As they advanced towards the line of contact, the Ripsaw’s powerful radar and targeting system picked up enemy ZTZ99 main battle tanks and ZBD-04 infantry fighting vehicles. Ramos’s hands gripped the controls tightly as he operated the Ripsaw like an experienced pro.

“Ramos, you’ve got this,” Harris said, encouraging his friend. “Let’s kick some ass and add a few more kill rings to our barrel, shall we?”

As the American tanks came into view of the enemy vehicles, they started unleashing a barrage of tank fire on the advancing ChiCom armored vehicles. Shot after shot was fired into the charging horde. The Americans were certainly slowing the pace of the PLA advance, and they continued to charge forward without regard for the costs; they just kept coming forward with more tanks and infantry fighting vehicles.

Ramos and Harris exchanged glances. This was the kind of fight they had trained for and read about in novels—but this wasn’t a story they were reading. It was real. A determination to succeed and protect his fellow soldiers fueled Ramos’s actions as they continued to engage the enemy.

As the battle raged on, the M5 Ripsaw continued to prove it was a game-changing asset for the platoon. Its advanced technology and firepower allowed them to strike at the enemy with precision and force, giving them an edge in this kind of fight. Ramos continued to fight the Ripsaw while Harris fought the tank. The two of them tore through enemy vehicles with their 120mm cannon and the 30mm autocannon. The tenacity and ferocity of their counterattack were brutal and relentless as they refused to let the PLA break through their defenses.

“Good shot, Ramos!” Harris shouted as another enemy tank went up in flames. “We’ll have these bastards on the run in no time!”

Through the chaos of the battle, Ramos and his crew fought with everything they had, their fear and uncertainty replaced by an unwavering resolve to defeat the enemy. As the sun began to set, their company and the other quick reaction force units had managed to hold the line, inflicting heavy losses on the PLA forces.

As darkness enveloped the battlefield, Ramos and his crew strained their eyes to make out the silhouettes of enemy and friendly vehicles against the backdrop of fire and smoke. The Jingha Expressway had become a crucible of death and destruction, where men and machines fought with every ounce of strength and cunning they possessed. When Ramos surveyed the damage before they moved forward, he had to admit the carnage he saw was just as bad as the previous battle they had fought earlier with the Airborne as they held a choke point position in the Chaoyang area.

“Hey, Rico, 3rd BSB is moving up to our line,” said Sergeant Harris, holding the radio hand receiver down to his shoulder. “They want to know if we want to top off our tanks and take on any ammo now that there’s a lull in the battle.”

“Well, I’ll be damned. I guess the ready-to-roll guys from Brigade Support Battalion grew some balls and decided to venture toward the front to give us resupply instead of making disengage and drive to the rear to hunt them down,” Ramos retorted jokingly as he made fun of the fuel and ammo guys.

Harris was still waiting with the radio receiver. Ramos cleared his throat, turning more serious. “Tell them yeah, we’ll top off our tanks. Dwayne, what’s our shell count?” he asked. “How much we need?”

Specialist Dwayne Lopez tapped the locker door to the ammo box as he gave it a quick look. “We’re down to eighteen shells out of forty-two,” he replied.

“Whoa there, Dwayne. You gotta do a better job of letting us know when we drop below fifty percent on ammo,” chided Harris. “The last thing we want is to run dry on shells in the middle of a fight. If that happens, we’re as good as dead.”

OK. We just finished a fight. I’m sure Dwayne was going to do a quick inventory when the BSB guys called. Let’s just focus on reloading the tank, filling the gas, and being ready for whatever the colonel wants us to do next.

Harris nodded and relayed the message Ramos had given him.

Then Lopez said, “Rico, I heard Steve got selected for O-6. You think he’ll take over as the new brigade commander?”

Ramos canted his head to the side as he gave Lopez the stink eye. “I’m going to tell you something, Dwayne, and I hope you listen and take it to heart. Inside the tank, it’s cool to use first names. We’re kind of like a family here. When talking about others outside the tank, especially senior officers, call them by their rank and last name. You don’t want to have a Freudian slip and ruin your day because you got too chummy with the battalion commander and accidentally called him by his first name. It’s Lieutenant Colonel Thomas, not ‘Steve.’ Got it?”

Lopez’s cheeks flushed and Harris shook his head disapprovingly. “Sorry about that, Rico,” Lopez responded. “You’re right. No reason to put my foot in my mouth when I can avoid it.”

“Hey, here comes our ammo and fuel,” Harris announced as he started to climb out of the tank.

For the next fifteen minutes or so, they gassed up the tank and helped Dwayne refill the magazine. They topped off their water cans and grabbed a few extra MREs in case they might be out for a few days blowing stuff up. As they finished restocking Black Rider, their tank, Ramos made sure they also topped off his Ripsaw before they left. The little bugger had proven to be an indispensable asset for the platoon, and he wanted to make sure it could still be the helper they needed it to be.

Ramos surveyed the carnage to their front while the Ripsaw was being restocked with ammo. The skies above them were still a churning maelstrom of aerial combat. F-16 Vipers and J-10 Firebirds were locked in a deadly ballet of high-speed death. Each aerial engagement resulted in a crescendo of spiraling smoke trails and exploding aircraft as both sides fought to maintain air superiority over the battlefield. Occasionally, one of the ChiComs’ newest Dark Dragon aircraft would swoop down out of nowhere to plaster some of their tanks in a single pass before accelerating back into the netherworld it had emerged from. Ramos had come to hate those dreaded drones. They were more advanced than anything he’d seen the allies field to this point. If there was one saving grace when it came to these vaunted fighter drone aircraft, it was their scarcity. He wasn’t sure why the Chinese weren’t producing more of them, but he was glad for small miracles.

From time to time, they’d spot one of the Army’s newest helicopters, the Bell 360 Invictus, as it dashed across the battlefield. The lightning speed and maneuverability of the attack reconnaissance helicopter helped to fill a void in what the Apaches weren’t able to do, especially considering the number of losses the Army’s aviation units had suffered. Earlier in the battle, Ramos had managed to catch a glimpse of an Invictus in a high-speed dash across the front lines as it fired on multiple tanks or IFVs with its eight AGM-179 joint air-to-ground missiles before darting back to friendly lines.

Ramos loved this new attack helicopter and its newer missiles. He’d even heard from their Textron rep that the Ripsaws would soon be equipped to carry two of the JAGMs. It would extend their maximum range with the Javelins from four kilometers to eight, doubling their reach.

Then the radio crackled and came to life as the voice of their battalion commander addressed them. “All Desert Rogue elements, this is Rogue Actual. Advance to contact and push through enemy resistance until you have reached Phase Line Foxtrot. DR Actual, out.”

Ramos turned to his guys. “Well, you heard the man. It’s time to roll and take the fight to the enemy. Let’s do this thing.”

Specialist Blum got Black Rider back on the move, and Ramos’s pulse raced as his Abrams moved through the nightmarish terrain of destroyed and burning vehicles. Switching over to the controls for the Ripsaw, Ramos guided the unmanned ground autonomous vehicle around some of the wreckage. He sped ahead of the tanks, utilizing the M5 in more of a reconnaissance role for the moment. Its surveillance and reconnaissance sensors had proven invaluable in the heat of battle. It had provided critical intelligence and support across the platoons that had helped Alpha Company hold their ground and push back against this latest attempt to break through their lines.

As Ramos’s platoon pushed forward down the highway of death, the two opposing forces clashed. The ground trembled beneath the relentless onslaught of armored vehicles as each side vied for dominance. Intermixed with the Abrams was their mechanized infantry support in the M2 Bradleys and Strykers, which focused their exchange of fire on Chinese APCs and IFVs, allowing the tanks to concentrate their attention and ammo on the heavier armored tanks. As the darkness enveloped the battlefield, flashes of flame from the barrels of tank cannons and infantry vehicles lit up the night, casting eerie shadows and ominous silhouettes. Red and green tracers zipped between the lines. Periodically, the night would become day as 155mm illumination rounds floated over the battlefield until they descended to the chaos below.

In a fleeting moment of clarity amidst the chaos, Ramos felt a profound sense of unity with his fellow soldiers. Each of them was fighting not only for their own lives but for the survival of every man and woman beside them. The knowledge that they were in this together, their fates inexorably intertwined, fueled his determination to overcome the enemy.

An enemy infantry fighting vehicle broke through the American lines, its sights set on Ramos’s Ripsaw. His heart caught in his throat as he realized the danger, but before he could react, a nearby Bradley swung its turret and fired its 25mm Bushmaster chain gun. The ChiCom vehicle vanished in a plume of fire and smoke, its threat neutralized by the swift action of the Bradley’s crew.

Ramos placed the Ripsaw in independent surveillance mode so he could peer through the commander’s independent thermal viewer and assist Harris in searching for targets. In the chaos of a night fight, Ramos knew his gunner was going to need his help in finding targets before the targets found them. In a running battle like this, communication was key to their survival and success. He tried his best to maintain a steady flow of information with his crew and their platoon leader, First Lieutenant Dan Morse.

“BR Two, this is BR One. We’ve got enemy IFVs approaching from the east,” Lieutenant Morse’s voice crackled over the radio.

“Copy that, BR One,” replied Ramos, sweat beading on his brow. “Harris, keep an eye out for those IFVs. Lopez, have a HEAT round ready.”

“Roger that, Sarge,” Harris acknowledged. His fingers gripped the gunner’s control handles as he started searching for the IFVs.

“You got it, Sarge!” Lopez shouted. He pulled the sabot round out of the breach and swapped it out with a HEAT round, his muscles straining under the weight.

The Abrams lurched suddenly as Specialist Andy Blum, their driver, swerved to avoid a burning wreck he hadn’t seen as he moved around another destroyed vehicle. “Sorry, guys,” Blum called out, his voice strained but focused. “Didn’t see that one until the last second.”

“Just keep us moving, Blum,” Ramos ordered, his gaze fixed on the terrain in front of them. “We need to stay mobile and unpredictable.”

“IFV, seven hundred meters. HEAT,” Harris called out, having spotted the vehicle he’d been looking for.

“HEAT up!” Lopez called out, confirming the load in the breach.

“Firing!”

BOOM.

The cannon recoiled inside the turret, the aft cap dropping to the floor as a small puff of burnt propellent wafted into the cabin.

A moment later, the Ripsaw transmitted new intel, revealing the location of an enemy tank its scout drone had found. “Ripsaw’s got a bead on a hostile tank to the south! Six hundred meters! Load sabot!” Ramos called out.

“Got it. IFV six hundred meters. Load sabot!” Harris confirmed.

“Sabot up!” the loader shouted as he waited for the recoil of the gun.

“Firing!”

BOOM.

“Damn it! We missed.”

“BR Two, this is BR One,” Lieutenant Morse chimed in. “Get another round on that tank and keep pushing forward. We’ve got your back.”

“Sabot up!” Lopez shouted.

Harris’s voice was taut with anticipation as he replied, “Target reacquired.”

“Fire!” Ramos barked.

The tank rocked violently as the main gun discharged, the sabot round streaking through the night before plowing into the enemy tank with lethal precision. The vehicle erupted in a brilliant fireball, its metal carcass joining the countless others littering the battlefield.

“Good shot, Harris!” Ramos commended, his heart pounding in his chest. “Forget about the miss and keep up the good work. We’ll see this through.”

As the battle raged into the night, the American forces fought with a ferocity and tenacity that belied their exhaustion. By the early hours of the following morning, ninety-six of the one hundred and forty-eight tanks and IFVs that had forded the Yantai River and stormed down the Jingha Expressway were nothing more than burning wrecks. What was left of the 11th Heavy Combined Arms Brigade and the 60th Mechanized Infantry Brigade were forced into withdrawing across the Yantai River to lick their wounds. If Ramos had his way, they would have continued to chase the enemy across the river and push them as far as they could. For now, they’d hold the line and await further orders.


Volume Seven
Chapter Sixteen
Celestial Hammers

RAAF Woomera Range Complex

South Australia

Standing in front of the newly arrived military members as they looked on in curiosity, Barbara Young gave a warm, disarming smile as she began to explain why they were here and what was about to happen.

“Good morning, everyone, and welcome to Australia. My name is Barbara Young, but you can call me Barb for short. I’m sure many of you are wondering what this is all about and why you are being asked to sign a nondisclosure agreement before we go any further,” Barb explained as folders were handed to the newly arrived military members. “Once everyone has signed the documents, I will explain why you have been chosen to participate in this program, and more importantly, what this program is and how it’s going to play a pivotal role in winning this war. I will give you a few minutes to read the NDA if you’d like. But we all know the drill. You were never here, and you saw and heard nothing.”

Her comment elicited a few laughs as people reached for their pens. As she was about to speak, she saw a person who looked like he had a question and motioned with a nod of her head for him to speak. “Is this last part serious, Barb?”

“Which part is that?”

“Ah, the last part. The one that says if we’re found to have negligently disclosed any level of details about this program, we will be prosecuted and sentenced to life without parole. If we’re in the process of actively leaking information about the program, then lethal force has been authorized to stop us from leaking further information,” the Space Force pilot read aloud. “I’ve signed a few NDAs in my career, but this seems a bit extreme.”

Barb tilted her head to the side as she replied, “Perhaps it is. But we are at war. A war of survival against a machine that continues to learn from its failures and has the entire industrial capacity of the world’s second-largest economy at its disposal. Maybe it’s just me, but I suggest signing the document and letting us move on with discussing why you all have been selected to be a part of this program.”

A few of the officers grunted at her blunt response before nodding in agreement. Once the documents were signed and collected, the lights in the room dimmed and the meeting began.

Barbara stood at the head of the conference room, her heart pounding with anticipation. She knew the importance of the secret she was about to share with the group of military officers before her. For years, she had poured her intellect and passion into the aerospace and space industries. Now, she was the program director for a project that would change everything.

Clearing her throat, she smiled at her new colleagues. “I’m proud to be the program director for what you’re about to become a part of. I hold graduate degrees in aerospace and mechanical engineering and materials science and engineering, and I’ve had the privilege of working with both SpaceX and Northrop Grumman.”

The officers exchanged curious glances, their interest piqued. Barbara could feel the weight of their attention as she continued. “Now that you know a little about me, it’s time to reveal the classified orbital strike program you’ve just joined: Project Celestial Hammer.”

Murmurs spread through the room at the mention of “orbital strike,” and Barbara noted the surprise and disbelief on some faces. She pressed on, her voice steady and confident. “Celestial Hammer is the latest iteration of the Kinetic Orbital Strike program. Its roots date back to the late 1960s with a project called Smart Rocks.”

Barbara dove into the program’s storied history, her words painting a picture of ingenuity and ambition. She spoke of the 1980s, when the Strategic Defense Initiative had breathed new life into the project, renaming it Brilliant Pebbles, and later, Project Thor. Though it seemed the program had faded away with the end of the Cold War, it had been revived by the Air Force in the early 2000s as the Hypervelocity Rod Bundles, aimed at developing a nonnuclear bunker-busting weapon.

“The Air Force canceled the program in 2005,” Barbara continued, “but it wasn’t the end. In 2006, Congress resurrected the project and placed it under the control of DARPA, where it merged with the Falcon Project as part of the Prompt Global Strike program.”

Her voice filled with pride, Barbara delivered the final piece of the puzzle. “In 2022, the program was transferred to Space Command and rechristened Celestial Hammer. It’s now our responsibility to carry it forward, harnessing cutting-edge technology to create a revolutionary weapon that will change the face of warfare.”

As the full impact of her words settled in, Barbara looked into the eyes of the military officers, each now part of the Celestial Hammer legacy. Together, they would defeat Jade Dragon and finally put an end to this bloody war before it killed them all.

*******

Colonel Ian “Racer” Ryan stared at the image of the rod his Banshee was supposed to carry. Twenty feet long and a foot in diameter, it weighed in at an improbable two thousand pounds. The numbers didn’t add up for a tungsten rod of that size. As Martin Lacey, the engineer from TRW Inc., pulled up the specs, Ian’s eyes widened in disbelief. They called them the Celestial Hammers.

Tungsten had always been the go-to material for withstanding the intense heat of reentry. As Ian studied the rod’s image, Martin’s voice cut through his thoughts. “The Celestial Hammers are possible thanks to breakthroughs in material science. We’ve come a long way in kinetic bombardment technology since the ’80s, primarily due to CarboNanoTech or CNT. They’re a composite of graphene and carbon nanotubes, providing unparalleled strength-to-weight ratios. CNT lets us build smaller, lighter, and more agile projectiles that can withstand the extreme heat and stress of reentry.”

Ian listened, his concern growing. If Jade Dragon, the Chinese AI responsible for creating a cutting-edge autonomous fighter aircraft, could develop something similar, the allies’ supremacy in the skies would be challenged.

As Martin finished his explanation, Ian raised his hand. “Excuse me, Barb or Martin, I have a question.”

Barb placed a hand on Martin’s arm, signaling that she would handle it, and motioned for Ian to continue.

“I have to say, this program sounds incredible. I wasn’t aware this kind of technical challenge had been solved. My question is, how exactly are we going to use these weapons to destroy the bunker housing Jade Dragon?”

“Colonel Ryan, what makes you believe this weapon is targeting the PLA’s AI bunker and not some other objective?” Barb shot back.

Ian felt his cheeks redden. “It’s an educated guess. Orbital strike programs have historically functioned as nonnuclear bunker busters. To reach bunkers housing Iran’s nuclear program, you’d either need nuclear-tipped deep penetrators or an orbital kinetic weapon. But my spacecraft doesn’t seem like the right delivery system for this kind of weapon. It should be deployed via satellite from a much higher altitude.”

Barb’s eyes twinkled with intrigue. “Interesting assessment, Colonel. You’re partly right and partly wrong. Have you heard of tectonic warfare?”

Ian’s stomach churned, the knot inside tightening.

What kind of weapon are we dealing with here? he wondered.

“Uh, honestly, I can’t say that I have. Are you talking about being able to somehow cause earthquakes or something like that?”

The room tensed up as Ian put to words what most of them had just thought. “That’s a good assessment, Colonel,” Barb replied, smiling. “Once again, you are partly right, and partly wrong. Let me explain something to help everyone understand what it is we’re going to do and why it has to be done this way in order for it to work.

“Let’s begin with tectonic warfare. It’s the strategic use of geological phenomena, such as earthquakes or volcanic eruptions, to cause destruction or disruption. The Celestial Hammers, in this case, are going to be used to hit a specific target Project Cicada has identified that should trigger a seismic event parallel to the Joint Battle Command Center, which we have recently identified as the location where the PLA are housing Jade Dragon.

“The Joint Battle Command Center is a nuclear-hardened facility buried some two thousand feet beneath a mountain in the western district of Beijing. A direct attack against the facility, even an orbital strike from the Hammers or a nuclear-tipped penetrator, will have little chance of success given the depths of the facility and the design and shape of the bunker itself. In order for us to have a chance at imploding the bunker via orbital strikes, we first have to ‘crack the egg.’

“This particular bunker was constructed using an oval egg design. The design allows it to absorb tremendous impacts from above as it transfers the kinetic energy down and around the outer shell. However, if the outer hull is somehow cracked, it compromises the entire structural integrity of the facility,” Barb explained.

Ian’s mind raced as he took in the information, the gravity of the situation settling in as he realized this could actually end the war. But if they could come up with this kind of idea, what if Jade Dragon got its hands on this same kind of technology? The consequences could be catastrophic.

Barb looked around the room, her gaze resting on each person before she spoke. “Your spacecraft, Colonel Ryan, will deliver a Celestial Hammer to the edge of the atmosphere, where it will release the rods. From there, they’ll accelerate toward their targets, guided by an onboard propulsion system. Your Banshee will serve as a stealthy and agile delivery platform, allowing us to strike quickly and without warning. With a little bit of luck, Colonel, we are going to crack the egg. Once that’s achieved, we have a satellite that will move into place and finish the job.

“The reason why everyone has been brought to the middle of nowhere in Australia is that we need to test a couple of theories first with these Celestial Hammers before we unveil these weapons against Jade Dragon. Once revealed, the element of surprise will be gone and so will the tactical and strategic advantage these weapons give us. We’re going to have one shot at taking Jade Dragon out. It has to count.”

Ian sat in stunned silence like the others for a moment as they all considered the implications of this new information. While the potential of the Celestial Hammers was awe-inspiring, the stakes were high. The potential to end the war could literally depend on the actions of those sitting around him. The gravity of it all felt like a weight about to crush Ian.

Then, within the weight of that moment, he smiled as he remembered a cartoon he used to watch as a kid.

Come on, Charlie Brown, don’t screw it up now…the whole team’s counting on you… Except in this case, the whole world was counting on him.
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Chapter Seventeen
You Lost, Marine

5th MarDiv

Toucheng Township, Northern Taiwan

Staff Sergeant Seth Michaels had come ashore in the predawn hours with a unit from the 6th Marine Division. Technically, he was a replacement for the 5th Marine Division. Perhaps it was his misplaced zeal to link up with his newly assigned unit. The first opportunity he’d seen to catch a ride ashore, he’d taken it. Now, as he stood a little further from the beach and the activity of thousands of Marines and thousands of tons of equipment constantly being rolled off and disembarked from the massive naval vessels, he was beginning to question the wisdom of trying to link up with the division reception center on his own.

Since leaving Okinawa, his mind had been spinning with thoughts of What the hell am I doing here? and Why did I volunteer to come back to this? There was so much going on all around him. Off in the distance he could hear the thunder of artillery fire, the sounds of helicopter blades, and the jet engines high above. Right now, he just felt lost, unsure of where to go next or what to even do.

Prior to being injured, he’d served with 2/8 Marines during the defense of Gitmo. That was where he’d taken a round to the lower back. He’d been lucky: the bullet had deflected off the plate from his vest and bored into his ass. He felt embarrassed a wound like that had kept him out of the fight as long as it had. That was probably why he’d volunteered as soon as he could to return to another unit. When he’d caught a new set of orders to one of the units fighting in Taiwan, he’d thought he’d be happy to get back into the action, but as he’d made the flight from Camp Pendleton to Okinawa, he’d had a long time to think about it, and now he wasn’t so sure it had been a good thing to get his wish.

Trying to remember what the embarkation officer had told him about where to head to link up with the 5th Marine Division, he’d somehow gotten turned around. With so much activity and so many vehicles moving all around him, he felt like a lost recruit without a map or a compass and the DI was headed right for him. Sighing, he had been sure of one thing, that the ocean was behind him. But aside from the obvious, that failed to help his current predicament.

Shaking his head, Sergeant Michaels fell back on his years of experience as a Marine and did what grunts do when faced with an uncertain situation. He walked towards the largest, busiest main road he could find and then found a reasonably safe spot along the side of it, dropping his seabag and ruck and peeling off his body armor as he sat down.

Screw it. I’m freaking lost, I haven’t slept for crap in the last thirty-odd hours. I’ll figure things out after I catch a few z’s. No sooner had he secured the sling of his rifle around himself and closed his eyes than he’d fallen into a deep sleep. Despite all the noise and the hustle and bustle around him, he was out cold until the moment he felt a stiff kick to his boot.

“You lost, Marine?” His ears registered the gruff-sounding voice. It sounded vaguely familiar—then he practically launched himself to his feet as he stood at rigid parade rest. While he couldn’t make out the man’s face as the sun seemed to form a halo around his head, he knew exactly who was hovering right in front of him and knew he’d better answer his question.

“Yes, Sergeant Major. I am totally and completely lost!” he barked with conviction.

Michaels heard him grunt before his voice boomed, “Is that so? Answer me this, Sergeant. Where are you?”

“Sergeant Major, I’m somewhere in Taiwan!” he shouted back.

“Well, that’s a start, then, isn’t it, Devil Dog?”

“Yes, Sergeant Major!”

Sergeant Major Savusa bent slightly forward as his eyes bored into him. Then, for the first time in his life, Michaels saw the toughest, scariest man he’d ever known crack a smile.

“Huh. OK, you’ll do. Let’s grab your kit. We’ve got someone else to get unlost.”

“Aye-aye, Sergeant Major.” Michaels tried to grab his seabag, but Savusa hefted it with a single hand as if the thing was a pillow. He grabbed his rifle and heaved his ruck over one shoulder with a grunt and took off after Savusa, who was already widening the distance between them.

For every one step that giant Samoan took, he had to take three just to try to keep up. When they reached the pickup truck, they tossed his kit into the bed. Then, without another word, the truck took off inland.

Michaels had never seen so many Marines moving about in one place. Not even in Cuba—they were just everywhere. There were also what seemed like mountains of supplies, trucks everywhere and the sounds of Marine helos in the air. There was one thing that caused him to do a double take and that was the sight of an MP writing a ticket and handing it to the driver of an MTVR truck.

“Freaking Mud Puppies. You still can’t escape garrison even in the middle of World War III,” Savusa said with a smile as he turned off the main road and headed towards a small building marked GO/FO Transient.

“What are we doing here, Sergeant Major?” he finally asked, feeling out of place, knowing that GO meant General Officer and he was a lowly sergeant.

“Finding another lost Marine. Hang tight, I’ll be right back.”

Michaels watched as Savusa walked to the gate, showed his ID card and went inside. A few minutes later, he emerged with a tall blonde woman who was talking on what looked like some sort of sat phone. It kind of reminded him of those large brick-looking phones from movies made during the late 1980s and early 1990s.

While he couldn’t hear what she was saying, he could tell she was mad. The moment he saw the star on her collar, he immediately wished he wasn’t here. As she approached the truck, he saw Savusa in tow, carrying her bags. She waved Savusa on as she paused just inside the gate. Against his better judgment, he leaned forward to try and listen.

“No, you listen to me! I’ve got five tons each of 5.56, 7.62, and .45-caliber rounds sitting on your ship ready for offload. So I strongly suggest you have your guys get off their asses and get it done, or I’ll be there to climb up yours and do it for you!”

She stabbed a button on the phone and made her way to the truck. Michaels didn’t know why, but he scrambled out of the vehicle and opened the door for her. She climbed in, and as he got back inside the truck, he looked at Savusa, who gave a wry smile.

“Sergeant Michaels, I’d like to introduce you to Brigadier General Soumoy. She’s the new assistant division commander, 5th Marine Division.”

Suddenly Michaels felt trapped. Here he was a very junior Marine NCO in a truck with two of the most powerful people in the division. He had an urge to jump from the vehicle but chose to stick around a little longer.

“I’m very pleased to meet you, ma’am.”

Somehow his greeting had caused Savusa and Soumoy to burst out laughing. Not sure if it was an inside joke or if he’d said something wrong. He just tried to make himself appear a little smaller if that was possible.

They drove in silence for a few minutes as he thought about who this general reminded him of. Then it dawned on him who she was, and before he could stop himself, he blurted out, “You’re the lady who choked out that dude from the 11th MEU, aren’t you?!”

Suddenly his face blushed when he realized he’d just referred to a general as a “lady.” “Oh, I’m sorry, ma’am,” he fumbled.

She laughed at his awkwardness. “Why are you sorry, Marine? That bastard had it coming—and, yes, I’m that lady.”

“Holy cow! You’re a legend, ma’am.”

“Nah, I wouldn’t say all that,” Soumoy replied dryly.

“Ma’am, at boot camp when we were all going for our tan belts, the drill instructors showed us the video of your fight. They told us it’s not the size of the dog in the fight—”

“It’s the size of the fight in the dog,” Savusa and Soumoy said in unison.

“It really is an honor to meet you, ma’am,” Michaels said.

“Sergeant Major Savusa tells me you received a Purple Heart and a Bronze Star for valor at Gitmo. The honor is mine, Sergeant. That was a hell of a fight you guys had on your hands,” she said as she turned to pat him on the shoulder.

Michaels glanced over at Savusa, who had a grin on his face.

A few minutes later, the truck came to a halt in front of a sign that read 5th Marine Division HQ. Beneath it, he saw the word Spearhead emblazoned in red and outlined in gold.

As Michaels watched Brigadier General Soumoy and Sergeant Major Savusa head towards the door, he stood there, not sure what to do. Moving to grab his kit, he heard Savusa whistle to him.

“Leave it, Sergeant. The division commander is expecting us.”

Oh crap, he thought to himself. “Coming, Sergeant Major,” he said, running to catch up to them. What the hell have I gotten myself into now?


Volume Seven
Chapter Eighteen
Check or Hold, Sergeant?

MSOT 8113

IVO Taigang Hot Springs

Shinchu County

Captain Troy “Chug” St. Onge was in a foul mood. They had chopped the War Pigs to First Platoon, Delta Company, 2nd Battalion, 26th Marine Regiment. Delta Company had been ordered to secure the back door of the upcoming amphibious assault of the 5th Marine Division on the northwest side of Taiwan. They were to go on walkabout, or reconnoiter and mark targets for artillery against the so-called 2nd People’s Volunteer Infantry Division. From the reports he’d seen, it was basically a force that the ChiComs had cobbled together and thrown into the fray before the Navy had gained control of the Straits. General Bonwit called the force a delaying action, but Chug knew better. They had been written off as throwaway troops whose sole purpose was to kill as many Americans as possible before the Americans killed them.

The War Pigs were supposed to be assisting First Platoon with their patrol by providing reconnaissance, but the platoon commander, First Lieutenant McCarthy, wasn’t having it. His great-grandfather had been a Medal of Honor recipient in World War II, and he was out to prove something. That MSOT 8113 had a Force Recon team with them should have made McCarthy happy. Instead, he’d pushed the special operators to the back of his formation, negating the skill and experience of his one tactical advantage. Chug had rank on McCarthy, but his MSOT was an add-on to Delta Company, so he swallowed this slight and continued the mission.

Staff Sergeant Kushner and his team from 4th Force Recon Company brought the War Pigs back up to one hundred percent team strength. They were down a corpsman and two other critical skills operators, and Master Gunny Walls was still dual-slotted as team chief and operations NCO. Having the Recon Marines made him feel a little better, but being attached to a rifle platoon with a platoon commander with something to prove put him on edge. Not only were they in a thick forest, they were in a valley with a steep climb to get to their next checkpoint. The climb wasn’t what was bothering him, though; it was the noise the platoon was making. As Chug looked to his right, he knew that the noise was on Master Gunny Walls’s mind as well. Walls signaled to Kushner to slow his Marines down. Not wanting to second-guess his team chief, he slowed his pace as well; besides, he agreed with it. He held up his thumb like the Texas A&M “gig ’em” signal, emphasizing his approval. Then he held up another famous Texas collegiate sign, the longhorn—this was the signal for Walls to switch to their private radio freq so that he could talk to him without having to bunch up the team leadership in case the ChiComs had either of them glassed.

“Master Guns, what are you thinking?” Chug whispered into his throat mic.

“Boss, I don’t want to talk out of turn, but Lieutenant McCarthy is moving too fast and is making too much damn noise. We need to hang back.”

“I agree, Chief. We hang back so we’re close enough to support, but far enough that if the boy wonder walks into an ambush, we don’t all get smoked.”

He saw they had passed the hand signal to slow down when he did a 360 scan. As they slowed, they also dispersed further apart into an overlapping wedge formation while he moved to the center with his team radio operator.

*******

First Lieutenant McCarthy halted his platoon and motioned for his radio operator. He snapped his fingers to emphasize his point. Taking a knee, he slung his rifle. Kit rattled as Lance Corporal Jimenez ran to him. He held out his hand for the radio mic as Jimenez stopped next to him.

“Sir, the signal will not get through. We’re deep in this valley and the relay UAV won’t be back over us for another ten minutes. We need to move to the top of that ridge if it’s urgent.”

McCarthy didn’t turn around to reply to his platoon sergeant. He slowly exhaled to tamp down his growing frustration with the man.

“Staff Sergeant, I’m aware of that. I’m attempting to contact the Raiders to our rear.”

“That’s another thing, sir, those dudes are trained for this, and the Force Recon guys really should be out in front of—”

“Listen, Staff Sergeant!” McCarthy cut him off with a hiss. “I am the platoon leader, not you. This is my patrol; I’m going to lead it the way I see fit. Check or hold?”

He felt the eyes of his Marines on him and Staff Sergeant Hart. He had attempted to be understanding with Hart, but the man would challenge or reexamine every order he gave. He’d put up with it because he knew Hart had led these men when their last platoon commander prior to him had been killed in the initial invasion of Taiwan. Hart had been a squad leader when the platoon had hit the beach on the first wave to go in. It was just bad luck that both the platoon commander and the platoon sergeant had been together when a Viper AH-64Z had been hit by a missile and crashed, killing them and an entire rifle squad as the wreckage fell to the ground. Hart had taken command of the platoon when the leadership was taken out and rallied them to continue on and secure their initial landing objectives. Two weeks later they’d promoted Hart to staff sergeant, making him the platoon sergeant and awarding him the Silver Star.

That same week, they’d moved McCarthy from the battalion staff to take over the platoon, and the two had butted heads ever since.

Hart glared at him, then grudgingly replied, “Check… sir.”

McCarthy could feel the venom in the words but didn’t care. He was the platoon commander, not Hart. “Good, that’s settled, then,” he said as he opened his tactical tablet, bringing up the localized BlueForce tracker app. As the app populated the positions of the platoon members and the MSOT attachment, he frowned when he saw how far the Raiders had fallen back.

He angled the tablet so Hart could see it as he pointed at their position, demanding to know, “What the hell are they doing back there?”

“Sir, it’s for tactical dispersion. Far enough away from us so we don’t bunch up, close enough to support if we need it.”

Snapping the lid of the tablet shut, McCarthy got to his feet in a huff as he grunted, “First Platoon, we’re Oscar Mike!”

Stuffing the tablet into his satchel, he unslung his rifle and fell behind the lead fire team as they set out.

*******

Chug heard a chirp in his headset—someone was trying to reach him. He turned to see Walls make an open clamshell signal, motioning him to open his wrist tablet, a new piece of tech the Marine SOF units were field-testing. He rested the barrel of his rifle on his forearm as he opened the tablet affixed to it. It was a bendable screen able to display tactical information in real time from the BlueForce tracker app. Seeing the icons for First Platoon, he frowned. They’d almost doubled their speed and were moving away from them at a good clip.

Not happy with what he was seeing, Chug motioned for the Raiders to move to a series of boulders at the base of an incline before making the signal to halt. His flank elements set up security, and he signaled for Walls and Kushner to come to him.

“What’s up, boss?” Walls asked.

“Listen, gents, Lieutenant McCarthy is hell-bent on getting into some action. He’s moving too fast and making too much noise,” Chug explained as he showed them the separation between the two elements on his wrist tablet.

“Young and eager,” Kushner said as he spat a glob of Copenhagen on the ground.

“We are not, I repeat, not playing his game. We are going to do what we do, gents, and do it how we do it. Slow is smooth, smooth—”

“Dude, please tell me you aren’t about to quote some SEAL crap,” Staff Sergeant Kushner said with a smile.

“Well, young Devil Frog, sometimes the squids make sense,” Chug said, trying to hold back a laugh.

“What are you thinking, boss? Half a klick or less?” Walls asked, rubbing the gray stubble on his dark face.

“That’s affirm, Chief. He’s going to tire his Marines in his rush to glory up that ridge. We stay slow and…” He caught himself as he saw Kushner grinning. “We move slow and steady, gents. Let’s roll,” Chug said as he rose to his feet, ending their little parlay. “Oh, and one more thing. Stay frosty, heads on a swivel. We’ve all heard about that encounter some Army ODA team had with those ChiCom androids and Colonel Kerns’s men.”

“They’re robots, boss. An android is a machine designed to resemble a human,” Kushner interrupted as he adjusted his kit.

Chug looked at Walls, who was looking at Kushner. Then Kushner noticed they were looking at him.

“What? It’s true,” Kushner explained.

“Staff Sergeant, I never would have guessed you were such a nerd,” Chug said. This time he was smiling.

“I’m just saying, boss,” Kushner said in a pleading tone as Chug fell in and moved out.

*******

Unit 312/Cohort Five

IVO Taigang Hot Springs

Shinchu County

Standing beneath a tree surrounded by dense vegetation, bushes, and hanging vines stood a sleek matte-black-painted humanoid machine. It stood roughly six feet in height with broad shoulders and wide feet with double-jointed elongated toes that looked and functioned more like hands than regular feet. Its arms were an intricate network of steel and servos, each joint double-jointed and precisely engineered to support the use of its metallic fingers. At the tips of the fingers were honed razor-sharp points that promised only destruction for its targets. The Terracotta Killer known as Five Alpha, “TK5A,” stood frozen, its face devoid of any expression. As rays of sunshine moved in and out of cloud cover across its emotionless mask of death that lacked any humanizing features save for the V-shaped slits that represented its eyes, it stood firmly anchored to the ground, its programming having placed it in passive sentry mode while it waited to be reactivated or for one of its nearby motion sensors to detect movement, which would turn its systems back on.

Standing in the shadows, TK5A received a burst transmission from Central Command—that reactivated its systems. The V-shaped slits that moments earlier had been devoid of light or life now burned with an orange-yellow intensity as its onboard sensors took in the data and readings of its immediate surroundings from its exterior sensors, which it had deployed prior to powering down into passive sentry mode. As TK5A finished running through a series of internal diagnostic checks, it learned it had been in hibernation for nine hours, twenty-seven minutes and sixteen seconds—since the exact time when it had taken up its current station along the digital fence it had been assigned to guard.

Verifying its power level, TK5A saw that its onboard battery indicated eighty-six point seven percent. It activated its closed-circuit mesh network as it sent an activation code to its nearby partners, Terracotta Killer Five Bravo, “TK5B,” and Five Charlie, “TK5C,” both standing beneath a similar tree some twenty-five meters to its right and left. As the three TKs shared data between themselves, TK5A sent a one-word response to Central Command, “Orders?” and awaited a reply.

The response was swift, clinical, and clear. “The geofence along sector Lima-Two ‘L2’ was penetrated twenty-three minutes and forty-two seconds ago. Dragon Bird was deployed to investigate. Identification of enemy forces entering restricted area has been confirmed.” Video footage taken by the Dragon Bird scout drones was downloaded to TK5A to aid in its identification of the hostiles. “Cohort Five has been authorized to use deadly force—no friendly forces nearby—weapons-free. Execute immediate removal of unauthorized personnel from the restricted space. Coordinates and tracking data to follow.”

As the data from Central Command was transferred to TK5A, it shared the data with 5B and 5C and the robotic killers developed a plan for how they were going to dispatch the intruders.

Moments after receiving the alert and instructions from Central Command, the three TKs began to advance towards the hostile targets. 5A and 5B released the safeties from the QBZ-191 battle rifle as they moved them to the low ready position while 5C made the QJY-201 medium machine gun ready for action as the trio set out towards the intruders.

As TK5A moved with an eerie grace that defied its inhumanity, it switched from thermal sighting to electro-optical sighting and reached out across the Cohort mesh network, instructing TK5B to switch its visual sensors to thermal while TK5C switched to multispectral band imaging. This specialized sensor would send a radar pulse outward in the direction of the geofence as it mapped the terrain in front of them, comparing it against its known mapping of the area to verify they were heading in the right direction.

With their direction and bearings assured, the trio ran with fluid and smooth motions, their movements purposeful and without hesitation. As they picked up speed, the trio was now converging on the intruders at four times the speed of the enemy. It calculated the time to encounter at just under ten minutes given their current pace.

“Query,” TK5A announced. “Do you concur that location 2274 is a more optimal site to interdict the intruders?”

“Answer, affirmative,” came the near-instant reply from the other TKs. The trio adjusted their speed to allow themselves to arrive just ahead of the intruders’ own arrival at the cross point.

*******

The incline of the ridge had set First Lieutenant McCarthy’s lungs on fire. It wasn’t so much the elevation that was getting to him. It was fighting through the thick vegetation and the vines and roots that seemed to reach out and try to hold him back. With each step, his muscles screamed for him to stop punishing them. He tried to regain his strength through some deep breathing exercises, but all it seemed to achieve was to make him more tired and make it that much harder to go on.

Pausing for a moment, he looked up and briefly smiled. Not too far ahead looked to be a clearing. Not wanting to look weak in front of his Marines, he devised a plan to build a break for himself using the cover of doing a head count as they passed him. Then when the last Marine passed him, he’d call a ten-minute bio break so it would come off like he was doing them a solid when in reality he was hoping to give his muscles a break.

When he reached the edge of the clearing a few minutes later, he found himself bent over at the waist, breathing heavily. The sweat stung his eyes as he tried to catch his breath. A few seconds later, he was about to step into the clearing when Staff Sergeant Hart grabbed him by the drag handle on the back of his body armor. He turned violently, knocking Hart’s hand away.

“Get your hand off me! Just what in the hell do you think you’re doing?” McCarthy demanded.

“Sir, you know better. We don’t go into a clearing without establishing far security first!”

McCarthy knew Hart was correct, but he glared at him for a long beat before he pointed to the two closest Marines.

“You two, establish far-side security now!”

Both Marines grunted out what passed for an “Aye-aye, sir.”

As they moved past him and the platoon sergeant, McCarthy and Hart took a knee. Then Hart motioned for the rest of the platoon to take cover and for the squad leader to take charge.

McCarthy was pleased to hear the junior NCOs issue commands to establish flank security as the squads fanned out into a loose one-eighty perimeter. Then he focused his attention back to the front as the two Marines cautiously entered the clearing. He looked over to Hart, who was looking up into the trees. At what, he wasn’t sure, but something had his attention. Hart rested the barrel of his rifle in a tree notch and used his nonfiring hand to adjust his combat optic.

McCarthy looked forward again and saw that they had established the far-side security, signaling the all clear. He nodded to Hart, who gave the signal to move the platoon towards the far side. As Second Squad passed him, McCarthy fell in behind them. As he watched First Squad reach the far side of the clearing, his world suddenly exploded as eruptions enveloped the Marines he was looking at.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

McCarthy blinked in shock as he saw the limp, torn, and mangled bodies of First Squad falling to the ground around him. Then the pressure wave of the explosions hit him like a sledgehammer, throwing him backwards to the deck.

When he opened his eyes, he wasn’t sure at first what he saw. Then it dawned on him—the green flashes of light zipping around him were tracer fire crisscrossing above him. Despite seeing the flashes and knowing what they were, he couldn’t hear anything over the ringing in his ears. He rolled onto his stomach and began crawling back towards Staff Sergeant Hart.

As he tried to blink his blurred vision into clarity, he saw the rest of the platoon getting online and firing in a 180-degree arc to their front. Even though he couldn’t make out what Staff Sergeant Hart was saying, he watched as he issued orders to the Marines. He made eye contact with him, and Hart shook his head and rushed forward, reaching out his hand to him. McCarthy extended his arm and grabbed it, feeling himself yanked to his feet so hard he felt as if his shoulder had been pulled from its socket.

“Ambush front, enemy numbers unknown, sir! What are your orders?”

The words made sense to him, but his mind was in a fog and he couldn’t find the right words to reply. He felt his head snap to the right as Hart slapped his helmet.

“Sir, pull yourself together and get into this fight!” Hart yelled over the thunder of gunfire.

*******

TK5A watched as the intruders reached the clearing. One stopped and bent over. TK5B zoomed its focus and directed its internal microphone towards the intruder. TK5A observed that the intruder’s breathing was labored and their heart rate was elevated. TK5A reached out to 5B and 5C, and in a microsecond, they reached concurrence to alter the cohort’s attack plan. Based on amplified sounds, all the intruders had elevated heart rates, which would hinder their reaction times, reducing threat reduction time estimations by half.

TK5A saw the first human stand, then stop as a second spoke. Curious, TK5A thought, as there seemed to be a moment of violence between the human soldiers. It tilted its head and received a thermal feed from 5C, then switched to 5B’s electro-optical feed. They counted forty human soldiers with elevated aspiration. Two of the soldiers moved forward, and TK5A signaled for all cohort units to remain still. As the soldiers moved into the open, it sent targeting priorities based on greatest threat, proximity, and probability of the soldiers’ reaction to the closest TK.

When the tenth soldier entered the clearing, TK5A signaled the others, and in unison, each fired a 40mm grenade at the closest combatant. Simultaneously, the first grenade detonated at the feet of the two who had crossed first, the second at the average head level of the soldiers, and the third three meters above the ground.

TK5A noted that all organic life signs within the blast radius were zero or lowering towards zero. It removed them from the threat matrix, determining they no longer posed a danger. Tilting its head again, it detected organic short-range radio frequencies.

TK5A linked with the geofence and the rest of the TKs assigned to this sector. The narrow bands were now jammed at location 2774. It then targeted an organic that was attempting to retrieve an injured organic and shot them both in the head.

*******

Staff Sergeant Kushner raised a balled fist to halt the element as soon as the sound of the explosions reached them. Master Gunny Walls turned to Chug, all pretense of stealth now gone.

“Looks like McCarthy got his wish!”

“OK, gents, it’s time to do what we do! We’ve got Marines in contact with an unknown enemy. Prepare for close combat.”

“What’s the plan, boss?” Walls asked as he and Staff Sergeant Kunze both began changing the upper receivers on their M27 IARs.

“We split in two and approach from the obliques. Let’s get some eyes. I think it’s time you guys got to play with that toy of yours.”

“Oorah! I’ll tell the kids to get the Black Hornet airborne!” Kushner exclaimed, excited at the chance for his squad to finally use the microdrone they’d carried for weeks.

“Just make sure it’s synched to me for C2. I’ll direct them to targets. Weapons-free once we link up with First Platoon. Questions?”

Kushner looked disappointed that his guys wouldn’t get to direct the drone themselves. He knew Chug was right, though; they would need every rifleman online for whatever this lieutenant walked into.

“OK, Devil Dogs! Let’s roll!” Chug declared as he took off towards the sounds of the gunfire.

*******

McCarthy’s ears were still ringing, and he couldn’t focus. Hot brass from Staff Sergeant Hart’s rifle was raining down on him. He fumbled for his rifle, which was still attached to his body armor. He checked to make sure a round was chambered, then rolled over as he fired his weapon. After the third burst, he got a misfire—the brass was hung up in the chamber. As McCarthy rolled to his back to clear it, a searing pain hit his shoulder when a burst of fire stitched the ground where he’d been a second before.

“I’m hit!” McCarthy yelled in pain. The feeling in his left arm faltered.

Hart looked down at him and knelt to render aid, but suddenly, his head snapped violently to the left, causing him to fall. McCarthy immediately thought his platoon sergeant must be dead, but he pushed through the pain to crawl around Hart and check on him.

“Sir, I think we’re fighting those robot things the intel guys told us about,” Hart said.

McCarthy wasn’t sure that he’d heard him correctly, but he could read his lips.

“Robots?” McCarthy yelled over the automatic weapons fire. “Like the ones Colonel Kerns reported?”

“Yes, unless you’ve heard of different ones!” Hart yelled back.

McCarthy felt a rush of adrenaline overtaking him at the thought of running into those killer robots he’d heard those Green Berets talking about with Colonel Kerns. He needed to get his Marines the hell out of here. If they were up against these “Terminators,” they didn’t have a chance. They had to break contact—immediately.

“We need artillery now!” McCarthy yelled.

“We can’t, the comms are down,” Hart responded. “We seem to be in a dead zone, or we’re being jammed. We’re on our own.”

“OK, then. We can’t stay here! It’s time to bug out.”

“Yes, sir!” Hart said as he fired several bursts toward the direction where the red tracer fire was coming from.

All of a sudden, two Marines to his right disappeared in a cloud of smoke and fire as another grenade exploded over them. This time McCarthy and Hart were splashed with blood and peppered with shrapnel from the explosion.

“Marines, we’re leaving! Fall back!” Hart yelled.

Then McCarthy saw a shadow pass over them and felt the impact of something big thud against the ground behind him. In a split second, Hart raised his rifle and was pointing it at him before he had a chance to scream. The rifle spat fire in his direction as he threw himself to the ground.

McCarthy scurried forward as Hart walked towards him, firing the entire time. As he rolled over, he saw one of those Chinese robots. Had he not seen it with his own eyes, he wouldn’t have believed it.

It stood about six feet tall and was outfitted with a chest rig loaded with magazines. The bullets that Hart was pouring into it were bouncing off. Hart had targeted the machine’s firing arm, hitting it with round after round. Each time the machine tried to raise the rifle, another 5.56mm round would slam into the arm or the QBZ rifle, lowering it a fraction, preventing it from leveling the weapon and killing them. Then McCarthy heard a click as Hart’s weapon went dry above him.

“Damn it!” Hart yelled.

The color of the machine’s visor glowed for a second and it tilted its head, raising its rifle at an unimaginable speed. McCarthy closed his eyes, expecting to die.

Wham!

His eyes shot open as the machine stumbled to its left. Sergeant Booth from Third Squad had used his rifle like a baseball bat, hitting the Terminator for all his worth in the side of the head. The robot stumbled briefly from the hit it hadn’t anticipated before it righted itself. As the robot tried to bring its own weapon to bear against this new threat, Sergeant Booth again swung the rifle like a baseball slugger, only this time, the machine caught it midswing with one of its hands while its other hand continued to grip its own rifle.

In the blink of an eye, it ripped the weapon from Booth’s grasp with such force it snapped one of his wrists with a sickening crunch. The Marine howled in pain right before a blur of action slammed in the side of his head—now the robot used Booth’s own rifle as a club against him. The hit was so fierce and sharp, he just collapsed to the ground in a lifeless heap.

The robot swung around to face McCarthy, and the fear of the moment almost completely overwhelmed him. In a sort of dissociated haze, he heard the bolt of his M4 slam forward. He tried to raise his wounded arm, but it seemed to be growing weaker by the second. Pain like nothing he had ever felt before shot through his shoulder and into his chest. He could see he wasn’t going to outmaneuver the robot no matter how hard he tried with his wounded arm. Then, just as he was certain he was about to be riddled with bullets, Staff Sergeant Hart had again started putting rounds on target, repeatedly hitting the robot’s arm with the rifle, sending sparks flying off the metal of the machine.

At that point, McCarthy was somehow able to get his own rifle into the fight. He tried to shoot at the machine’s center mass or just below the neck, where it looked like it might have a vulnerability. Then he heard the sound of at least two Marines shooting at the robot. McCarthy couldn’t tell if the bullets were doing any actual damage, but the Terminator was steadily moving backwards.

The hailstorm of steel-core 5.56mm bullets hammered their way into its exoskeleton. The QBZ rifle the robot had momentarily tried to use as a shield was shot to pieces in seconds. Then the machine flung the remains of the rifle at the closest Marine. The damaged weapon slammed into the Marine’s face with a wet thud, and the Devil Dog fell backwards and rolled a few feet down the hill and out of sight.

Corporal Garza, the machine gunner from Fourth Squad, had run up next to Staff Sergeant Hart and he screamed at the top of his lungs, “Die mother—” as he held the squad’s M240L machine gun tight into his shoulder and squeezed the trigger tight.

The machine gun spat fire out its barrel. The 7.62mm slugs came rushing out at such a high rate of sustained fire that the barrel glowed from overheating. As round after round of the heavier slugs crashed into the robot’s armored chest, it stumbled backwards until one of its feet caught on something, causing it to momentarily lose balance and fall awkwardly to the ground. By now, the remaining members of Fourth Squad converged on the machine, hitting it with a continuous volley of fire, keeping it pinned to the ground despite its many attempts to get up.

McCarthy dropped his spent magazine to the ground below. The air around him smelled of battle, and despite the searing pain in his arm, he felt like they just might survive the next few minutes. He slapped a fresh magazine in place and hit the bolt release, chambering the first round.

As he aimed for the remnants of the machine, he saw Lance Corporal Garza, the only female in the platoon, swing her M27 automatic rifle to one side, unslinging a Benelli semiautomatic twelve-gauge shotgun. Then, without a moment to spare, she leaped towards the machine faster than McCarthy would have thought her five-foot-five-inch frame could move with seventy pounds of body armor and gear. Somehow, she landed near the machine’s robotic head, just in time to place the muzzle against it and pull the trigger. The Benelli barked fiercely as the twelve-gauge slug blew a hole out the other end; the machine’s circuitry, optical sensors, and cameras ejected from what constituted its head.

For a brief moment, the Marines stared on in shock at what had just happened. Garza took a couple of steps back, the barrel of the Benelli still smoking. Then the unthinkable happened. The robot’s left foot, now functioning more like a hand, grabbed McCarthy by the ankle, yanking him hard off his feet. He crashed on his tailbone and yelped in pain, stars briefly blotting his vision. The next thing he knew, he was kicking violently against the tightening grip against his ankle.

This robotic killing machine was like the Energizer Bunny—it just kept going, returning from the dead as Lazarus did when Christ called out his name. As this freakish mechanical killer robot sat up, McCarthy saw pieces of plastic and filament fall from the ruined carapace of what had once been its head, where sparks flew as exposed wires began to arc. The Marines staring on in horror at the partially headless machine raised their weapons to unleash a torrent of armor-piercing rounds once again. Garza beat them to the punch as she pulled the trigger again and again. The Benelli’s steel-core slugs punched fist-sized holes through the metal frame and the machine convulsed one final time before slumping over at the waist, motionless at last.

McCarthy let out an audible sigh of relief that it was finally dead, this nightmare over. Then his ears heard something he could only describe as a series of bloodcurdling screams, wails, and taunts being hurled at them from the depths of the jungle. It sounded to him like the very pits of hell itself had been opened and some terrifying creature was crawling out for him and his Marines. As the noise grew closer, their eyes turned in its direction until they spotted movement within the jungle, confirming this bad dream was far from over.

Instead of just one of these robotic killing machines steadily advancing towards them, they now saw two, jumping and leaping between trees and branches. It was as if they had emerged from the pages of a Stephen King novel—a pair of evil monkeys steadily closing in on them. McCarthy joined with his Marines, shooting desperately at the bobbing and weaving mechanical creatures, until suddenly they were upon them like a pair of jackals.

As McCarthy dropped yet another spent magazine, he saw one of the machines had landed just behind Lance Corporal Garza. It attempted to slam her face with a backhanded slap but missed—Garza had somehow managed to arch her body just outside its reach. She leapt backwards, creating the space she needed to bring her Benelli to bear.

When she fired the first shot at nearly point-blank range, a four-inch chunk of metal, wiring, and circuitry blew out the upper chest of the ghoulish machine that continued to blast their ears with its ghastly noise. Then, before she could get a second shot off, it recovered from the hit to its chest, lunging forward with an outstretched arm as it sought to grab her.

Before any of the Marines could intercede or attempt to come to her aid, the crazed warbot had grabbed her by the throat, lifting her into the air. She struggled against its ever-tightening grip. When her life was literally squeezed from her, this soulless creature tossed her aside like a rag doll, disappearing into the knee-high underbrush of the clearing they had been fighting in.

Seeing everything unfold the way it had reminded McCarthy of a film his older brother had let him watch when their parents were out one evening—The Matrix. The way the main character in the film had been able to shift and contort his body as he anticipated, then deftly evaded the barrage of bullets fired at him was something his childlike mind could never forget. But what was happening to him and his Marines wasn’t The Matrix—this was real life, and it was happening in front of him.

McCarthy found himself screaming like a savage animal gone feral as he joined with his Marines, firing relentlessly at the machine that had just murdered Garza. He suddenly felt an overwhelming sense of unbridled hate at this…thing that was ripping through his men, one after another, like they were GI Joe figurines and not flesh and blood. It was as if everything around him began to slow down—almost as if McCarthy was viewing the events frame by frame as they were happening.

The remaining Marines around McCarthy fired as rapidly as they could, landing round after round into the warbots, hoping beyond hope that just one of their bullets might hit something of importance—something that might disable or outright kill it. Then one of his Marines was thrown violently, crashing into him with enough force to topple both of them to the ground. Momentarily dazed from the body check, McCarthy looked past the limp Marine lying across him. Both of these diabolical machines were now wielding two weapons, one in each hand, firing at different targets with relentless accuracy.

McCarthy tried desperately to free himself from the giant Marine he knew to be his sparring partner, Sergeant John Bobo, who had crashed into him moments earlier. With one of his arms still not fully functional, all McCarthy could do was scream in frustration as he desperately tried to push and squirm his way out from underneath the six-foot-three-inch-tall, two-hundred-and-thirty-pound Marine and the seventy pounds of body armor and gear now pinning him to the ground.

“Frag out!” shouted someone nearby.

McCarthy caught movement in his peripheral vision. Craning his neck to see where it was headed, he caught sight of the grenade sailing towards the Terminator closest to him. Then it put down one of the two rifles it had been holding to free up a hand, catching the grenade like a veteran outfielder for a Major League Baseball team, all the while not even looking in the direction it came from. In the same fluid motion it had caught the boom-ball, it tossed it right toward McCarthy. The grenade thudded off the chest of Sergeant Bobo before rolling off to land next to McCarthy’s injured arm.

In that instant, McCarthy knew he was done. He was pinned beneath Bobo and this thing was about to go off. He couldn’t do a damned thing about it. As memories flashed through his mind, he felt something grab the handle at the top of the back of his body armor. McCarthy was yanked backwards while Bobo’s limp body was rolled on top of the grenade. He vaguely heard the voice of Staff Sergeant Hart yelling, “Hit the deck!” as two wildly different explosions occurred almost simultaneously.

BOOM!

Crump!

The closer-sounding dull thud that momentarily lifted Bobo’s body off the ground paled in comparison to the grenade that went off near the other side of the clearing, where the ambush had originated from. As McCarthy’s brain began to register more than just the muffled boom reverberating through the soil, he felt a searing pain tear into his boots as hot fragments tore into his feet, perhaps severing a toe or two. His vision blurred again, but this time it was from debris raining down from the other grenade.

McCarthy pushed aside the pain he felt in his feet, toes, and arm. One of the robotic killing machines appeared to have taken the brunt of the blast from one of the grenades; it stumbled momentarily from the concussive force.

The machine’s partner in this horrific nightmare McCarthy found himself unable to awake from had lost its left hand and the rifle it had been carrying. It leveled its gaze in their direction and began to walk toward them. It moved with a slight limp due to its mangled foot, but it relentlessly advanced nonetheless.

McCarthy’s hands searched for his rifle. He pulled against the sling, only to realize it had been cut, and his weapon was no longer attached to his body. Pushing the question of what had happened to his rifle aside, he grabbed for his service-issued Sig Sauer M17 and leveled it, firing the handgun he knew was worthless against this armored beast as it continued the methodical process of reloading its rifle.

The machine hit the bolt release to load the next round into the chamber. When the rifle moved to aim directly at him, McCarthy realized for the second time that day that his time was up. There was no way of dodging the bullet being aimed at him. In that moment, whether it was nerves, fear, or just an overwhelming sense of having to urinate, he felt warm liquid running down his leg. It was almost as if his soul was being released from his body. Never before had he been so scared, yet so sure of what was about to happen. He was about to die by the hand of a damn machine, a robot built for the sole purpose of waging war and killing humans.

The machine took a half step towards him before stopping dead in its tracks. It was still aiming the QBZ at his face, but for some reason it had held its fire. As it turned, McCarthy saw half of its head explode, its body momentarily rocking to the side as it pulled the trigger. The bullet zipped right past his head, thudding harmlessly into the dirt.

Then came the unmistakable bam, bam, bam sounds as large-caliber slugs pounded the metal frame of this terror weapon, sparks erupting from the repeated impacts hammering the machine. McCarthy’s ears registered the loud reports of what had to be a fifty-caliber weapon being fired at these beasts of war.

Oorah, Devil Dogs, he thought. He realized this sudden unexpected salvation had to be coming from the Raider element that he had chided for lagging behind.


Volume Seven
Chapter Nineteen
The One That Got Away

March 8, 2023

Point Loma, California

A year before hostilities broke out with China, Commander Kurt Helgeson was attending a conference at Point Loma Naval Base and wanting desperately to escape the boredom and monotony of the endless PowerPoint briefings. As the last briefer opened the discussion to questions, he rose from his seat in the room’s portion reserved for up-and-coming officers who hadn’t been selected for command but were still expected to sit through the commander training. The sting of being passed over for his first shot at a command of his own was still fresh in his mind. The squadron commander had told him he’d command a boat soon, but he wasn’t sure he believed it. He’d graduated at the top of his class at the United Kingdom’s “Perisher” submarine commanders’ course last year; maybe it was ego that had led him to believe they would hand him a boat, but he’d paid his dues and had damn sure earned it. His rise to commander was fast by US Navy standards, but now he leaned more towards hanging up his uniform for good. It wasn’t like they were at war, so why hang around?

Exiting quickly, he walked to his rental car and drove to Tom Ham’s Lighthouse, a favorite seafood restaurant of his, which overlooked North Island Naval Air Station. He hated to wear a uniform in public when off duty and trying to wind down, but the need to be away from base and the Navy had propelled him to make this rare exception.

After he parked his car, he walked toward the entrance. As he opened the door, he heard a group behind him. Hearing female voices, he held the door and stepped aside so they could enter.

“Lieutenant Helgeson?”

His heart felt as if it were going to explode in his chest. As he turned, he saw Juliet Nolan. If anyone could be “the one,” it was Juliet. She’d definitely been the one that got away. He stood dumbfounded for a moment before he muttered, “It’s Commander now…”

In the space of a long five seconds, he thought of a thousand things to say, but nothing came out. He just stood there holding the door, staring at the most intelligent and beautiful woman he’d ever known.

“Oh, my! Excuse me, Commander,” she said, enunciating each syllable. “I see you’re still a man of few words.”

She laughed and embraced him in a hug, kissing his cheek.

“Sorry, Juliet, I just wasn’t expecting to… what are you… it’s fantastic to see you,” he stuttered as he tripped over his tongue.

“I’m here for a wedding,” she said as she looped her arm through his.

“Oh?” Helgeson said, hoping with a pang of jealousy that she wasn’t somehow referring to her own wedding.

“Yes, my cousin Corrine gave her fiancé the ultimatum, and he finally caved.”

She began laughing at her own joke and snorted, which caused him to laugh. Her laugh had always been infectious. She must have sensed the sudden shift in his mood, because she leaned in and whispered, “There’s only one man for me. He’s out there somewhere. He just has to realize it.”

He turned and looked at her. She winked at him, and his heart stopped again. Smiling at her, he said, “Can I buy you a drink? Old Fitzgerald neat, was it?”

“Why, Commander Helgeson, a girl could get the impression she’s fancied by you!” She winked at him, flashing a devilish grin. “Any other time, I’d graciously accept, but I’m a bridesmaid… never a bride. So, duty calls.”

“Of course, silly of me, I understand.”

She kissed his cheek again and held his gaze for a long moment. “It was good to see you, Kurt.”

“Likewise, Juliet” was all he could say as he felt the lump in his throat threaten to choke him. She turned to walk away, then paused and turned to face him again. She reached into her purse and held a card out to him.

“Here’s my number, Kurt. Why don’t you call me when you’re done with the Navy?”

“Funny story,” he said as he took the card.

“Oh, do tell.”

“I’m actually thinking about retiring. This peacetime Navy is for the birds.”

She looked deeply into his eyes and smiled. Before he knew what had happened, she walked to him and kissed him. His mind flashed to the film The Sandlot when Squints kissed Wendy Peffercorn. After what seemed like forever, she pulled back and smiled.

“You can only have one true love, Kurt. If you’re leaving the Navy, call me.”

He watched her walk away, and he felt numb all over. “What the hell just happened?”

He made his way to the bar on the far side of the restaurant, but he could still hear the bridesmaids laughing and having a good time. He couldn’t stop thinking of Juliet, so much so that the bartender asked him if anything was wrong with his food. He looked down at his forgotten halibut. As he paid for the meal he’d barely touched, he heard his name called again.

“Helgeson! Holy crap, old boy! I’ve been looking for you!” exclaimed a stocky officer named Grimes as he charged over to where he sat.

“You found me. How did you find me?”

“I had the N2 geolocate you.”

“Why? We’re off duty.”

“You left so fast after today’s session, you missed it, man!”

“Missed what?”

“Admiral Patel showed up looking for you.”

“Come on, man, you’re pulling my leg. Why would he be looking for me?”

“Man, you are dim. You didn’t hear this from me; I was going to call you after what I overheard, but I just got in my car and raced over.”

“Well?” Helgeson said, growing agitated.

“Dude, he’s giving you a boat! You’re getting SSN-775, the Texas!”

Helgeson stood there dumbfounded. Grimes grabbed him by the shoulders and pushed him back to the bar.

“Barkeep, two Anchor Steams! My pal here just got named skipper of a fast-attack sub!”

There were a few polite claps in the bar and a few older patrons raised glasses to him. As Grimes handed him his beer, he turned to the entrance to the bar and saw Juliet. The smile was gone from her face, and he saw in her eyes a sadness that made him realize that for her, he was the one that got away.

*******

October 2026

USS Texas

Captain Helgeson sat in his stateroom, staring at his computer screen and the email he’d written at least a dozen times since the war had begun. Glancing at the clock on his wall, he saw he had five minutes left before the photonics masts of the Texas slipped beneath the waves. If he didn’t send it now, he didn’t know how long it would be until he had another chance, if he ever did. He hated this feeling. Like a teenager again, trying to work up the courage to ask the girl of your dreams out. It was silly in the grand scheme of things. This wasn’t a life-or-death tactical decision. It was an email to a woman his heart had pined over for more than a decade. He hadn’t spoken to her in three years, and yet here he sat like a lovesick puppy, agonizing over sending a damn email. The last time they had spoken was during a chance meeting in Point Loma. So much had changed since then, yet thoughts of her were never far from his head. A pounding on the hatch of his quarters pulled him from his thoughts.

“Enter,” he said with an authority in his voice he wasn’t feeling at the moment.

Newly commissioned Ensign Allen, formerly OC2 Allen, stuck his head in the door.

“Sir, the XO sent me to fetch you,” Allen said, pointing at his watch.

Helgeson continued agonizing over whether or not to send the email.

Now or never, Kurt, he thought to himself.

Taking a deep breath in, he hit send. The icon spun for a second and then disappeared. The email was encrypted, and once it reached Fleet HQ, it would be decrypted and sent to its intended recipient as if it was a normal email. No turning back. Now it was time to put on his game face. He had a war to fight. Making the mental switch from lovestruck puppy to apex underwater predator, he went to work.

“Those bars look good on you, Ensign,” Helgeson said as he unplugged his commander’s tablet from the charging cable.

“Honestly, sir, I’m still not used to it. Thank you again for recommending me for a direct commission, and thank you for fighting to keep me on the Texas.”

Helgeson smiled. “As much as I hate to admit it, we’re a family on this boat. I used to say that no matter how mad my mother got at me, she’d never send me to war.”

Ensign Allen laughed as he stepped aside, allowing him to pass.

“Allen, why do they call you Woody? Is it because of the actor?”

Allen visibly blushed at his question as they walked down the passageway towards the Conn.

“No, sir, they call me Woody because I grew up pretty poor in Alabama. The kids from the good side of the tracks called us peckerwood. It’s another term for poor white trash, sir. One day I just got sick of it and beat the snot out of one of the rich kids. After that all my friends started calling me Woody. Kind of like a badge of honor. It just kind of stuck.”

Helgeson belly laughed as they walked into the Conn, causing all eyes to turn towards him. He knew the crew hadn’t seen him laugh in quite some time, but he couldn’t help himself.

“XO, I have the Conn,” he said while still laughing.

“Aye, sir, you have the Conn,” Commander Evans responded with a look of surprise on her face.

“XO, status report on our rendezvous with the Owasso?”

“Sir, Oklahoma confirmed rendezvous in our last message download while we were at periscope depth.”

“Very well, XO. COB, time to rendezvous?”

“Sir, time to rendezvous is ninety minutes present speed.”

Helgeson opened the timer icon on his tablet and set it for eighty-five minutes. Then, with a swipe of his finger, he flicked the timer to his primary commander’s display near his chair. He placed his tablet in the cradle on the side of his chair before turning to walk toward the master plot.

“XO, COB, come on over.”

Commander Evans and Chief Schmall stood across from him at the plot.

“What do you got, Skipper?” COB said in his characteristic southern drawl.

Helgeson pulled up an overlay of their rendezvous with the Orca Owasso. He slid it to one side of the digital plot and opened their latest mission order on the other side. Tapping the glass, he motioned for his XO and the COB to read it. Crossing his arms, he exhaled and gave them a few moments to digest the contents before asking them for their thoughts.

“Well, that’s odd, sir,” Commander Evans said as she drummed her fingers on the edge of the plot.

“Yeah, that’s kind of what I thought. I was hoping our latest download would include an update or maybe some additional details. This seems to be about as much as we’re going to get.”

“Well, sir,” COB began, “there isn’t too much left of the PLAN for us to kill. Especially after the recent action by Task Force Dupre. They went on a bloody rampage in the Yellow Sea, sending more than forty-five vessels and subs to Davy Jones’ Locker.”

Helgeson grunted in agreement. “True enough, COB. I read the after-action report of their campaign. It was impressive, even if they did sustain some losses. They arguably finished off the PLA Northern Fleet. But something about this set of orders screams OGA to me.”

Evans and Schmall groaned quietly at the mention of the CIA’s alternative name—Other Government Agency—often used by military members.

Hearing their displeasure, Helgeson held up his hands in a placating gesture as he tried to explain, “I know what you both are thinking, and I don’t disagree. The mission tasking we received is vague, and while it’s not always a good idea to assume as it gives you an opportunity to make an ass out of you and me, in this case, it’s really the only thing that comes to mind. Someone high up in the food chain wants us to link up with the Owasso for reasons unknown, so that’s what we’re going to do.”

“If the Owasso is close enough to rendezvous with us, then isn’t the Oklahoma close enough for the mission tasking?” the COB asked.

Helgeson was about to respond when he saw Commander Evans working on something on the plot screen. She shifted the screen to display the sea floor topographic map. As he silently observed what she was up to, the COB leaned over the plot, breaking the cardinal rule of not placing anything atop the multimillion-dollar piece of equipment. Helgeson let it go for the moment as he was more interested in what the XO was on to.

“Skipper?”

Helgeson suddenly realized he hadn’t responded to the previous question as he pulled himself away from staring at the screen. “Sorry about that, COB. That’s technically true, but the Oklahoma isn’t the Texas. Commander Jacoby is a great sub driver, but his boat is nowhere near as capable as we are. Besides, ours is not to reason why.”

He was about to say something else when Commander Evans expanded the image on the plot.

“Sir, I think I know why it’s the Texas.”

“Oh? OK, XO, let’s have it.”

“Sir, whatever we’re going to be asked to do, I think we can safely assume it will be because of our prior navigation and hydrographic studies in the home waters of China. We were able to sail in and maneuver undetected along much of the East China Sea coastline.”

“That’s true, XO, but we don’t have the same UUVs that we did then. These new Orcas are untested and I’m not ready to take them into a fight.”

“I can understand that, Skipper. Losing the Dallas, Killeen, and Lubbock was almost like losing the family pets, if that makes sense.”

“It does, XO, and replacing our pets with new ones makes me feel guilty in an odd way, but we are a ship of war. Taking new untested weapons into enemy waters makes my Spidey senses tingle,” Helgeson said with a laugh. He noticed Ensign Allen casually trying to eavesdrop while doing his best to appear not to be.

“Ensign Allen, join us at the plot,” Helgeson called over.

“Aye, sir,” Allen said as his head slightly bowed. His subtle gesture reminded Helgeson of a schoolboy who’d just been called to the principal’s office.

As Allen joined them at the plot, Helgeson slapped him on the shoulder and smiled. “It’s OK, Ensign. When you’re in the Conn, you’re supposed to pay attention to what’s going on.”

“Sorry, sir, I heard you mention the Orcas, so I started to pay attention.”

“Tell me about them,” Helgeson said, all business once again.

“Well, sir, the Pecos, Temple, and Bexar have been with us since we received our last resupply and refit at Isla Socorro. Per your instructions, all data from the Dallas, Lubbock, and Killeen, as well as all war data to date, have been uploaded into their systems via big brain uplink. Each individual Orca has the data of every single Orca the Navy has fielded to date.”

“That’s all well and good, Woody. My primary question is can they fight?”

“Sir, those machines are better than the ones they replaced. We run systems diagnostics here at our station and we programmed them to initiate self-diagnostics each midwatch. To date, we’ve seen zero issues, glitches, or ghosts in the machine.”

Helgeson pondered this for a moment. He’d had a gnawing suspicion that this ChiCom super AI would somehow figure out a way to infiltrate their Orcas and turn them against the Texas one of these days. I have to put this concern to bed or it’s going to eat me up…

“Allen, hypothetically, is it possible for the ChiComs to penetrate them electronically or wirelessly?” As Helgeson stared at Allen, he pictured actual gears turning in the ensign’s head as he thought about the question.

“Sir, no way. When the Orcas receive their program packets, their brains, for lack of a better term—they’re encased in such a way that no signals can get in or out until it’s connected to the Orca itself. Then it must go through its initialization runs. I’m not sure of all the ones, zeros, and trons. But the programmers have something like thirty thousand encryption and decryption algorithm protocols that must be answered before the Orca itself will pair with its digital brain. If there’s any deviation from tolerable parameters it’s allowed to accept, then its pairing will be unsuccessful. The brain has to be tested for defects, programming errors, data corruption and outside intrusion before it’s allowed to pair with the Orca—essentially its body if you will.”

Helgeson rubbed his chin unconsciously as Allen explained the technical aspects of how the Orca actually worked. He stopped doing it the moment he realized he’d slipped back into the habit. It was an unconscious tic he’d developed, and it had grown to annoy him greatly.

When Allen finished explaining more of the security features, Helgeson then asked the next burning question he needed an answer to. “OK, Allen. You’ve assured me of their security protocols. One final question, and I want an honest opinion. Can they fight?”

Allen stood a little taller as he answered confidently. “Sir, these weapons are, and I hate to say it, better in every way than the Orcas they replaced. If we have to fight, just say the word, sir, and I’ll turn ’em loose.”


Volume Seven
Chapter Twenty
It’s Chucky

MSOT 8113

IVO Taigang Hot Springs

Shinchu County

Chug looked to his right, straining to see the Raider closest to him beneath the dense vegetation of this quasi-jungle-slash-forest they’d been moving through. I’ve never seen bamboo trees intermixed within a regular forest, he thought privately as the Raider gave him a nod. It was killing them right now not to rush forward to the aid of their brother Marines, but he knew if they didn’t do this right, they’d get chopped apart just like McCarthy’s platoon had been. Having gotten the nod from the Raider he was waiting on, he gave the go-ahead.

“In position,” he said into his throat mic, barely above a whisper.

Click, click, click.

When he heard the three-click reply, he responded with three of his own, sending the War Pigs into motion as they collectively advanced towards the sounds of gunfire.

When Chuck had received the intel brief prior to heading out of this patrol, he’d insisted on his Raiders bringing the Beowulf .50-caliber upper receiver on the patrol with them on the off chance they stumbled upon some of these Terracotta Killers. When the intel guys assessed there might be some of them operating in the vicinity, he wanted to make damn sure they had a viable means of taking them down. Once the shooting had started and they’d gotten a glimpse of what was happening via their drones, he was glad he’d listened to his gut instinct on this one. At worst, carrying the upper receiver and a pair of mags for it would mean some extra weight. If there was one thing he’d learned during this war, it was that it was far better to bring something along and not need it than need it and not have it.

With the War Pigs now as the hunters, they began to stalk their prey, who were now distracted by the chaos of battle—something they planned to use as they crept closer to the enemy. As the Raiders stealthily moved forward, Chug postulated how he thought these machines might fight if they fought remotely like humans.

In a gunfight, when wearing body armor, you want to position yourself so your frontal armor, the section where your armored plate is located, is always facing the enemy. If you’re going to take a hit, try to make sure it’s in a section of armor with the most protection.

If this theory of his held true, then the best angle of attack should be the side profiles of the machines. If his Raiders could get lucky and glass a TKs from a position of advantage before having to engage them head-on, then that was what they’d try to do.

As Chug’s team moved closer to the sounds of battle, they started to hear commands and warnings being shouted between the squads.

“Reloading!”

Ratatat! Bam! Ratatat!

“Watch out!”

“Aaahhh, I’m hit! Corpsman, corpsman!”

Approaching the edge of the clearing, they caught a glimpse of the desperate fight unfolding on the other end of the clearing. My God! Look at those bastards…. this ends now! Chug ordered his marksman with the Beowulf to open fire and cover their advance—they were going in.

“War Pigs! Follow me!” Chug shouted as he leapt to his feet and charged forward.

Crack! Crack! Crack!

His marksmen fired, announcing their entry into the fray as the first of three of the fifty-caliber slugs smashed into the nearest machine. The bastard had been towering over a fallen Marine and was about to shoot him. The 9mm bullets from the poor guy’s pistol just bounced harmlessly off its frontal armor until the three jackhammers had nearly knocked it to the ground. With the element of surprise now gone, Chug and his War Pigs charged headlong into the fray—weapons ablaze.

Chug fired his SCAR-L while on the move as he focused his fire on the same TK his marksmen were hammering the hell out of. This was where years of training and hundreds of hours on the range meant the difference between staying calm under fire and being a statistic.

Hurdling over a fallen tree, Chug spotted the point on the machine he thought might be a weak spot—the right side of the machine’s upper chest. Aiming for it, he started hitting it over and over as he shared his idea with the others. Meanwhile his marksmen continued to pound into it like a sledgehammer over and over again, the kinetic energy reverberating across the electrodes, servos, circuitry, and wiring that controlled it.

When Chug paused along the side of a tree, he dropped the spent magazine into his drop bag and grabbed for another mag. Then he saw something in the machines he hadn’t expected to see. Confusion, or at least momentary disorientation, as the TKs looked to have been taken by surprise by the sudden arrival of his force.

He spotted at least one of them that had been destroyed, but two others were now reacting to the new attack. They started falling back into the trees, using them for cover as they withdrew, extracting themselves from the fight until they could reorganize themselves for a better attack.

Chug saw what was happening and thought, I’ll be damned if I’m going to let those TKs get away.

He shouted into his mic, “Team Two, go, go, go! Close the trap now!”

As he called an audible to the plan he’d originally envisioned, the Force Recon Marines he’d directed to flank the TKs now moved to close the distance themselves and get in the fight. The TKs were now being bracketed from three angles of attack. That was when they launched themselves into the nearby trees. The buggers had just gone vertical, changing the dimensions of the fight as they moved rapidly from branch to branch in a way he couldn’t understand.

So you want to go Predator on me, eh? Let’s see how you like my little friends…

Sliding next to First Lieutenant McCarthy, who’d managed to find a rifle to get back in the fight, Chug flipped open the wrist tablet, finding the drone icon as he traced his finger from their present location to the TKs monkeying around in the trees as they continued to fire at his men.

“They’re too damn fast! I can’t seem to get a solid shot or two on ’em,” McCarthy yelled to him, some blood dripping near his ears.

Chug laughed an evil laugh and countered, “Watch and learn how it’s done, Padawan!”

Zipping over their heads and racing right for the TKs were the six D40s they’d launched just prior to heading out. The Drone 40 was an unmanned aerial system with a twenty-kilometer range and sixty minutes of loiter time, and it packed enough explosive charge to disable a light armored vehicle or a handful of soldiers nearby when it detonated. Having fired the D40s from their grenadiers’ M320s, they’d been waiting patiently for a target, and now they had one.

One of the TKs must have spotted the D40s coming at them as it stopped swinging. It twisted the trunk of its body 180 degrees on some sort of double joint, because its legs and head looked to still be facing the other direction while its chest was now pointing in the direction of the drones. Then as it hung there from one of its arms, the joint in the other arm turned it to face the drones and it reached for the QBZ rifle hanging by its sling. It then fired rapidly at the drones closing in on the two of them, and to Chug’s astonishment and disbelief, it blew three of them up before they could land a hit. Then two of three D40s scored a hit as they rammed into the TK, blowing it to pieces, leaving just the single arm still gripping a tree branch.

The other TK leaped from the trees like a jaguar as it looked to jump behind the trunks of several trees in an apparent move to try and shield itself. Chug was midway through cursing up a storm when he saw the D40 pull back on its throttle, its time to impact now altered, successfully plowing into the TK as its charge detonated. The force of the explosion spun the robotic killing machine off course to crash headlong into a nearby trunk before falling to the ground in a heap.

If Chug hadn’t seen this with his own eyes, he would have sworn whoever told this story was lying. But as he looked down at the wrist tablet still controlling the ISR D40 variant, he smiled and gloated to himself, I win! We recorded it!

In that singular moment in time, he felt like a kid at Christmas. He’d deployed a seventh D40 to provide ISR support just in case the TKs managed to slip away into the trees. Now he had a recording of the TKs in action and an epic video of them being blown apart.

“Make sure it’s destroyed!” Chug shouted as he saw Walls, Kushner, and Kunze approaching the wreckage.

With guns up, the Raiders fanned out in a wedge as they approached where they thought it had landed with cautious optimism.

Then Kunze asked, “Uh, boss, where the hell is it?”

“Quiet!” Chug hissed as he scanned to their left, then to their right. Something doesn’t feel right…is that a hissing noise?

Then Chug saw it, shouting, “Down!”

Zip—Zip!

Two basketball-sized rocks rocketed through the space where his head had just been moments before he ducked.

“Ooofff,” Staff Sergeant Kushner yelped as one of the rocks slammed into his chest.

Chug was in the process of bringing his rifle up when he heard the rustling of leaves and a blast of movement flashed in front of him. The next thing he knew, he was being thrown backwards, off his feet, and he heard a loud cracking sound from the level 4A chest plate, which had been shattered by the punch to the chest he’d just taken.

As he crashed to the ground near Kunze, who was in the process of trying to draw his M17 pistol after the sling of his rifle had gotten tangled on something attached to his equipment, the TK that had punched Chug was on them like white on rice. Before either of them could react, the bastard stomped on Kunze’s knee, the sound of it snapping almost causing Chug to vomit as his friend howled in agony.

As Kunze tried to sit up, reaching for his knee, he was flung through the air like a rag doll and bounced off a tree. In that moment, Chug’s eyes met with Gunny Walls’s, and in an instant, they both reacted without hesitation or regard for their own lives. They pounced at the TK, knowing their lives depended on what happened in the next thirty seconds.

Master Gunny Walls went low as he braced himself just behind the back legs of the machine. Then Chug lowered his shoulder as he dove into its chest. As he crashed into the robotic killer, it stumbled backwards, tripping over Walls as it flailed about and fell.

Chug grunted hard as he and Walls tried to keep the TK’s arms pinned below it and leverage their weight against the machine.

“What the hell do we do now?”

“Hell if I know! This was your dumbass idea!” Walls retorted through gritted teeth.

They held on as long as they could, but the TK thrashed about and bucked its hips, steadily squirming itself free of them.

Chug knew if it got one of its arms free, they would be dead. They were fighting for their lives and time was running out. There was no way he could reach any of his weapons, and Chug knew Walls was in the same boat.

Then, despite their best efforts, it righted itself using its double-jointed hips, knees, and ankles, bringing Chug along with it as he held on for dear life. There he felt an explosion of pain across his nose as it crumpled beneath the impact of a vicious head butt.

With blood gushing down his face, his grip slipped away. The machine grabbed him by his body armor with one arm and lifted him off the ground. Through tearing eyes, Chug could see its arm drawing back as it balled its fist to deliver the killing blow.

Master Gunny Walls grabbed its fist before it rearranged Chug’s face. Then, like the doll Chucky from the 1988 film Child’s Play, the TK’s head turned a full 180 degrees to face Gunny Walls, and the machine’s hand transformed and reversed itself, seeming to morph around Walls’s hand before crushing the bones in it.

While Chug dangled helplessly in the air, flailing about to try and help his friend, he heard a familiar voice. “Hey, asshole!” yelled Staff Sergeant Kunze.

The TK turned to face the new threat as an object crashed into its face.

Thump!

The 40mm smoke grenade cracked part of the TK’s face. It instantly dropped Chug and Walls as it spun around to face Kunze. Chug and Walls rolled away as Kunze finished loading another grenade.

When Kunze looked at Chug and Walls, they waved frantically, shouting, “Too close. Back up!”

“Oh, crap!” Kunze shouted as the TK emerged from the blue smoke. Having backed up further, he fired again.

Thump!

Once again, the grenade was too close to arm and it fell harmlessly to the TK’s feet.

Kunze cursed loudly as he desperately tried to reload. But now the TK was stalking towards Kunze—closing in on him.

Boom!

Chug flinched this time as he saw the TK stagger from the impact. That was when he saw Walls holding his Beowulf with his left hand, trying to steady his aim. The TK diverted its course away from Kunze, now unsteadily heading towards Walls.

Boom! Clang!

Walls’s second shot slammed into the stomach section of the TK, causing it to stumble backwards.

Boom! Clang!

Walls’s third round hit the TK dead center in its chest. It staggered back a step from the hit before trying to walk forward again.

Boom! Clang!

This time Chug saw Walls’s next hit had nailed something vital, as the machine seemed to lose its ability to walk straight.

Gunny Walls approached the machine, confidently aiming towards its head as he fired. This time he blew most of it apart, and the TK finally collapsed to the ground. Sparks and smoke started to emanate from it. He finished the magazine off, plugging three more rounds into the beast just to make sure it was taken off-line this time.

“Is it dead?” Kunze asked.

“Yeah, I think so…or at least it stopped moving,” Walls replied as he reloaded the Beowulf just in case.

As the three of them stared at the wrecking machine, a sudden calm washed over them as the realization set in. It was over. They had survived when so many others hadn’t.

As the cries of the wounded echoed about, Doc Swanson, the War Pigs’ medical corpsman, moved with a renewed sense of purpose. His job now was to save those who could be saved and make comfortable those who could not.

Swanson and Doc Simpson from First Platoon set up an aid station in the fight’s aftermath. The results of their victory had come at a grisly cost, as they often had in this war. Thirty-one of the forty Marines had been killed in action, while the remaining nine had all been injured.

Chug stood near the aid station, looking at the rows of bodies lying next to each other while they waited for the Dustoff. Somehow his Raiders had gotten off easy, if that was what you called losing two of your men. The Force Recon Marines had fared a little better, Staff Sergeant Kushner being their only loss. When Chug looked over to First Lieutenant McCarthy, he actually felt bad for the guy. His first official outing as the platoon commander had resulted in the loss of thirty-one of his Marines—damn near his entire platoon, wiped out.

Had this happened against a regular ChiCom line unit, Chug would have half a mind to have him brought up on charges for the negligent way he’d led his Marines trekking around like a stampede of elephants. But they hadn’t encountered a line unit. They’d run smack-dab into the wood chipper of some kind of new robotic killing machine. It had been unlike anything he had seen, so Chug cut him some slack, knowing there was literally nothing he could have done differently. There wasn’t anything any of them could have done differently against these machines, and that was what scared him.

As he waited to make sure Doc Swanson had tended to the others before he let him take a look at his nose, he thought about the battle they’d just survived. He wasn’t sure how they’d made it. But by God, they’d found a way to beat those machines. While the thought felt good in the moment, he was reminded of the ancient Greek general named Pyrrhus of Epirus. In 279 BC, he had fought a great battle against the Romans at the Battle of Asculum. But the battle had been so costly that he had famously remarked, “Another such victory, and I am undone.”

As he stared at the bodies of thirty-four dead Marines in exchange for three of these TKs, his mind raced with what kind of damage a consolidated force of these kinds of weapons of terror could inflict upon the allies should the Chinese find some way to spit these out of their factories at any kind of scale. He silently prayed that the ChiComs didn’t have too many more of these things. “Another such victory, and we are undone…,” he whispered.


Volume Seven
Chapter Twenty-One
Bushwacked

B Coy, 2nd Royal Australian Regiment

Baihe District, Tainan City, Taiwan

Lieutenant Sawtell watched the drone feed of the platoon of tanks from 2 Cav begin their cautious advance down County Road 172 towards Expressway 3. When Alpha Company from 3rd Battalion had gotten mauled the other day, his platoon had been sent to investigate what had happened when they’d stopped responding to calls after alerting headquarters they were under attack. What Sawtell’s platoon had found had sickened them the moment they saw it. The entire column of M113AS4 armored personnel carriers had been destroyed and turned into charred, burning wrecks. They hadn’t found any survivors, which meant they’d been taken prisoner, or… he didn’t want to accept or even think about the possibility that the entire company had been wiped out.

After carefully scouting the area, they’d quickly discovered what had happened. Alpha Company had unwittingly driven into an ambush anchored by at least four ZTZ96 main battle tanks and a dozen or so infantry fighting vehicles and armored personnel carriers. Armed with the knowledge of what had happened and what they were facing, the commander of 3rd Brigade, Brigadier General MacAdie, ordered Charlie Squadron from 2 Cav to smash the enemy tanks and armored vehicles. Once the brigade could access the expressway, it could rapidly exploit the breakout and look to get their armored vehicles into the enemy’s rear areas and supply depots. It could potentially roll up the entire enemy line or force them into a surrender once it became apparent they couldn’t escape or win.

“I still can’t believe the entire company was wiped out,” commented Corporal Butler on the video feed Sawtell had been watching. They could see the four Abrams tanks moving cautiously around the destroyed M113 APCs of Alpha Company.

“Yeah, well, we’re about to get some payback in a few moments. That tank in the lead is about to come into sight of that ChiCom just under the overpass right there.” Sawtell pointed at the video on the tablet as the seventy-ton Abrams battle tank steadily inched forward.

“Oh crap!” blurted Corporal Butler just as Sawtell saw a missile leap out from underneath the overpass. The object closed the distance in fractions of a second.

As the missile raced towards the Australian tank, the vehicle’s active protection system or APS reacted to the incoming threat and the Trophy system fired its countermeasures. The blast of tiny projectiles into the path of the missile caused it to prematurely explode before it slammed into the tank. Within seconds of the first missile firing, several more emerged from beneath the overpass and the nearby tree line to the left of the four-lane road. The missile streaks were rapidly followed by multiple strings of tracer fire likely coming from the same infantry fighting vehicles that had fired the ATGMs.

The lead Abrams fired its smoke grenade launcher as an airburst around the vehicle, creating a thick blanket of smoke to obscure the missiles from scoring further hits. As the Abrams’s Trophy system reacted once more to the incoming threats, some missiles began exploding while others were thrown off course by the countermeasures aboard the four tanks of the platoon. Then the lead tank fired its main gun, belching flame and smoke as the gunner reacted to the ambush.

Sawtell watched with rapt attention as the tank’s first shot nailed one of the armored vehicles, the one that had fired the first missile at them. No sooner had they destroyed the IFV than a string of tracer fire ricocheted off the turret of the Abrams—another IFV had unloaded on the tank with its 30mm autocannon. The tank fired again, scoring another hit as the explosion ejected the turret of the Type 08 infantry fighting vehicle, sending it high into the air.

“Oh damn!” exclaimed Corporal Butler just in time for Sawtell to see one of the ATGMs slam into the side armor skirt of the second tank in the tank column.

The tank was moving forward when it was hit. While Sawtell wasn’t sure what kind of damage the Abrams had just taken, the most obvious damage to the tank was that the track had split and it looked like one or more road wheels had been destroyed. Someone in the vehicle had smartly deployed the tank’s smoke grenades as it bathed the armored beast in a blanket of white clouds. Then came a flash against the side of the turret, followed moments later by the ammunition exploding. Jets of flame instantly shot into the sky as the blast doors performed as designed and kept the crew safe.

As Lance Corporal Lydia Kellner continued to provide them with an aerial overview of the evolving battle, Sawtell saw the third and fourth tanks move forward past where the second tank had just been destroyed as they moved to get in the fight. When the third tank had barely advanced past the burning wreck of its comrade, its Trophy system activated and it knocked another ATGM down before it could hit the tank. Then the gunner or tank commander spotted the threat that had fired on them and returned the favor.

One of the ZTZ96s fired its main gun from beneath the overpass towards the fourth Aussie tank as it came abreast of the first one. The ZTZ missed, its sabot round sailing between the two Abrams tanks like a giant lawn dart. Then the fourth tank fired its own sabot at the ZTZ, only this time they hit. Sawtell wasn’t sure if the round had glanced off the tank or potentially missed when suddenly it blew apart. As Sawtell continued to observe the drone footage, he saw the remaining three tanks of the platoon continuing to engage the remaining armored vehicles and wondered when his platoon and unit were going to get the order to advance and support the tanks. Just then, he spotted a pair of ASLAVs he knew had to have come from Bravo Squadron. Why are they sending the ASLAVs when they could send us? he thought angrily at whoever had ordered the less-capable vehicles into the fight rather than send his unit in the Boxer CRVs.

No sooner had he questioned the wisdom of the decision when one of the ASLAVs was hit by what appeared to be a tank round while the other took an ATGM hit, disabling the vehicle. The soldiers aboard the disabled vehicle bailed out the back as best they could. Some of the enemy vehicles still in the fight began to crisscross the highway with withering barrages of 25mm and 30mm rounds, catching some infantrymen in the open while causing the others to scurry for cover.

“Bravo One-Six, Bravo Actual. Advance to T1. I say again, advance to Tango One. How copy?” came the voice of Major Keogh, their company commander, giving the long-awaited order to advance.

A grim look of determination spread across Sawtell’s face as he lifted the hand receiver to his lips. “Bravo Actual, Bravo One-Six. Good copy. Advancing to Tango One. Out.”

The Boxer CRV lurched forward the moment he was off the radio and their mission was officially a go. While the Abrams and ASLAVs continued to assault the enemy positions head-on, Bravo Company, led by Sawtell’s First Platoon, was going to approach through a nearby tree line in hopes of catching the defenders by surprise. While the CRVs moved through the trees and underbrush, the sounds of the battle further to their right continued to grow in intensity. In addition to the sounds of tanks and heavy-caliber machine guns, the sounds of artillery joining the mix only added to the urgency of finishing the enemy off before they could bring more resources or reinforcements to the fight.

“Ah, damn it! They got our drone,” cursed the platoon’s drone operator, Lance Corporal Kellner.

“How quick can you get another one up for us?” Sawtell quizzed, suddenly realizing his eyes on the greater picture around them were gone.

“Not long, sir, but we would have to stop so I could launch it,” she explained.

While he wanted nothing more than to stop and get another drone in the air, he knew timing was going to be everything with this attack, and right now, they didn’t have minutes to spare. They had to get across the expressway and establish another blocking position on the other side before the PLA reinforced this position.

Finally he shook his head in response to her question. “We can’t stop. Not right now. Once we do, Kellner, I need you to get your eyes in the sky and start seeing what you can to help me direct my squads where to go and where to focus our LMGs once the shooting starts.”

The lance corporal listened intently to his instructions, nodding along in agreement. Shortly after the landings a few months back, the Army had started integrating drone operators and targeteers into company- and platoon-level formations. As commanders had a greater sense of awareness of their surroundings, they could more effectively direct where to have their forces concentrate their efforts, like where to position or direct the machine-gun fire from the squad’s machine gunners or the mortar platoon’s indirect fire support.

“Heads up, Lieutenant! We’re about to exit the tree line. This places us near that farm just south of the main intersection at Tango Three. Do you want us to dismount you guys while we’re still in the tree line or try and get you closer?” asked the vehicle commander. The CRV bounced and jostled around a bit as it pushed its way through the trees and underbrush.

Sawtell thought about that for a moment, then made the decision. “Sergeant Riley, stop the vehicles here. We’ll dismount and look to engage on foot. I want you to stand by with your vehicles and be prepared to engage targets of opportunity and provide fire support should we call for it.”

“Copy that, Lieutenant. I’ll pass the word,” replied Sergeant Riley, the troop commander for the platoon’s four CRVs.

As the vehicle came to a halt, it was still in the tree line, giving them momentary cover. When the hatch to the troop bay finally opened, Corporal Butler shouted some orders as he took charge of the soldiers exiting the CRVs, who raced towards the tree line.

*******

Corporal Roderick did not agree with this part of the plan Lieutenant Sawtell had come up with. He felt they should use the speed and firepower of the CRV to push through the enemy lines before dismounting the vehicles. Seeing the scared look on the face of Private John Federspiel, Roderick kicked his foot with his own. “Hey, mate, it’ll be all right. You just stick with me, OK?”

The young kid looked barely old enough to shave let alone serve in the Army as he nodded his head in agreement. Federspiel had joined their platoon six days earlier. Just two days prior to the start of ANZAC’s latest offensive, they’d gotten bogged down in the central highlands after pushing inland from the beach. If the attack worked, they’d finally be back on the move after being stuck in place for a while.

“Stand by to dismount!” shouted the vehicle commander as they felt the CRV veer off to one side before coming to a halt. As soon as the vehicle stopped, the rear hatch came alive and allowed them to rush out of the vehicle.

“On me, Second Squad!” Roderick shouted as he ran to the right before turning to begin rushing towards the tree line.

“Get those Javelins up and take those vehicles out!” shouted one of the sergeants.

Roderick pointed to the pair of soldiers carrying a set of Javelins on their shoulders. “Get the Javs set up and ready to use. If you spot a tank, go for it. Otherwise, start hitting IFVs and APCs in that order.”

The woods came alive around Roderick with soldiers shouting and preparing to fight while the sounds of battle raged in the distance. He had a surreal feeling like he had been here before, like déjà vu or something he couldn’t explain. Then, just as he saw his Javelin teams were about to engage some enemy vehicles, he caught sight of something moving on the far left flank of their position. As he turned his head to see what it was, he felt something spray the side of his face as the soldier standing next to him fell to the ground. Then he heard the crack of a rifle and felt something zip through the air right in front of his face as his instinct took over and he dove for the ground.

“I’m hit! Medic!”

“We’re being attacked from the left flank!” someone shouted urgently.

Crack! Crack!

Roderick heard the two single shots and felt pretty certain two more of his platoonmates had just been hit. What the hell is sniping at us and why can’t we see it? He cursed angrily as people shouted warnings to each other and tried to call out locations where the sniper or shooter might be. With each crack of the rifle, another one of their mates was hit. Using the radio, Roderick asked the lieutenant to see if the sensors aboard the CRV might be able to help them figure out who was shooting at them.

*******

“Come on, come on, Kellner. We got to figure out where that sniper is or what’s taking our guys out,” Lieutenant Sawtell urged. She’d just moved the drone over to this side of their flank as they looked frantically to find whoever was taking their people out.

“I don’t know, Lieutenant. I can’t spot them. They’ve got to be coming from this direction,” Kellner explained as she tried to contain her growing panic at not finding whoever was picking off their platoonmates.

Sawtell looked over to Sergeant Riley as he used the more advanced optical targeting computer aboard the CRV. He just shook his head. “I can’t find—”

“Wait, Riley, go back one second,” Sawtell interrupted as something caught his eye. As Riley moved the optical scanner gradually to the left, he spotted it, or rather, he spotted something he hadn’t expected.

“Whoa, what the hell is that?” Sergeant Riley blurted out as Kellner gasped when whatever this machine was seemed to stare right at them. Almost like it knew they were looking at it before it darted off and out of sight.

Pushing the million thoughts flooding through his brain to the side, Sawtell pulled Riley and Kellner back to reality. “Listen, we can figure out what that thing is later on. Right now, it’s killing our platoonmates and that’s something we have to stop. Kellner, see if you can help us spot it again with your drones. Riley, the moment you see that thing, you need to hit it with the gun. We got to take that thing out.”

As the minutes continued to tick by, more cracks from the rifle were heard, followed by more cries for a medic or just shouts of panic as this mechanical sniper continued to one-shot anything that showed itself. Sawtell got on the radio, hoping to call for help while reporting what they were encountering. Instead of being offered some help, he learned others were encountering the same thing. Just when he was about to scream in frustration as yet another one of his soldiers cried out in pain at being shot, the autocannon fired a double-tap of its 30mm air-bursting munition.

“I got it! I nailed the bastard!” shouted Sergeant Riley as he pointed excitedly to the monitor.

Sawtell looked at the monitor, still somewhat unsure of what exactly he was looking at. Riley pointed to what looked to be the lower torso of the machine they’d seen moments earlier shooting at their people. If that’s the legs, then where’s the rest of it…? No sooner had he had this thought than Riley moved the camera slightly and zoomed in. “There, that’s it. That’s the rest of it after I hit it with the thirty mike-mike,” Riley boasted proudly as Sawtell and Kellner looked at the remnants of what looked to have been some kind of robotic killing machine.

Turning to look at his two soldiers, Sawtell said, “Tell me someone recorded what just happened.”

Lance Corporal Kellner smiled. “Oh, I recorded it,” she said as she typed something on her tablet before looking up at them. “And I just sent a copy of the video file to myself and the two of you, just in case no one wants to believe us. But, sir, what the hell did we just see? Because that thing sure looked like a killer robot from some kind of dystopian sci-fi novel if you ask me.”

“Yeah, really, what the hell was that?” Riley asked as well.

Lieutenant Sawtell looked at the two of them for a moment before commenting. “I’ll tell you what we just saw—we saw the future of warfare, and it scares the hell out of me.”


Volume Seven
Chapter Twenty-Two
The AquaXpress

USS Oklahoma

Yellow Sea

Petty Officer First Class Hugo “Boss” Moretti finished stowing the gear he’d been told to pack aboard the Owasso as the Oklahoma got underway for another mission. The Owasso was one of the two midget submarines the SEALs used for clandestine operations. While it was public knowledge that the advanced SEAL delivery system or ASDS had been canceled back in 2009, what few were aware of was that the cancellation and the very public failures of the program had been intentional misdirects, designed to make the nation’s adversaries believe the system wasn’t an operational reality when it was. Thus far, it had managed to avoid being outed by the Chinese AI and was among one of the few hidden platforms they had been actively using against it.

While Moretti enjoyed being one of the few guys to be able to operate it, he really wanted to get to working more with his SEAL brothers or maybe another opportunity with Chug and the War Pigs. There was an old SOF adage, “Two is one, one is none,” and right now he was feeling every bit the “one is none,” and it wasn’t a good feeling, growing worse the longer he stayed away from the SEAL teams.

While he would do anything to get himself back in the thick of the action as the war looked to grind on into another year, he had finally come to peace with the newfound purpose Captain Troy “Chug” St. Onge had so lovingly assigned him—the AquaXpress—delivering the nation’s warriors from the depths of the sea. Thinking back to his time working with the Raiders, he felt bad when they’d been reassigned to another mission set only days later to discover his rotation aboard the Oklahoma had not only been extended but was likely to last for the duration of the war this time. He’d established a reputation as the driver for these kinds of underwater delivery vehicles.

Generally, he didn’t mind serving aboard a sub and usually got along with most people he came into contact with. But this rotation aboard the Oklahoma had him feeling increasingly alone and isolated from the tight-knit community of SEALs. When the Oklahoma had set sail from Guam a few weeks early, he’d suspected something was up. What he hadn’t expected was that the reason for their expedited departure had already come aboard while he had been finalizing his taxi for departure aboard the mothership.

When his shift ended the first day they were underway, he was on his way to the separated compartment aboard the sub where they stored their gear and the operators hung out. The space had been created to keep the operators and their gear away from the crew until it was time to deliver them to where they were going. As he neared the hatch, a figure emerged, catching him off guard as he hadn’t realized the “special” passengers had already come aboard.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize we had guests aboard,” Boss said as he greeted the equally surprised man who stood in front of the hatch.

“Ah yes, we came aboard just before the captain shoved off. You must be Petty Officer First Class Hugo Moretti,” the man said as he extended his hand. “I’m Carson Ngo, it’s good to meet you.”

Moretti shook his hand. “Hi, Carson. You can call me Boss. Everyone else does. Am I allowed to enter, or have I been given the boot out of my space?”

The man seemed to realize he was blocking the hatch and stepped aside. “No, nothing like that, Boss. You’re welcome to come in. I’ll introduce you to my compatriot. I hear you’re quite the driver for these new underwater delivery vehicles. I actually just came from Taiwan; I had infiltrated the island sometime prior to the invasion with an SF team using a similar method,” Carson explained as the two of them made their way into the compartment.

As Moretti followed the mystery men into his space, he almost did a double take.

Women… Agency types, he thought to himself.

The women stood as he approached.

“Nat, this is Boss, the Navy SEAL who’s going to assist us for a little,” Carson announced as the two shook hands. Then he explained, “Now that the introductions have been made, if it’s OK with you, Moret—sorry, Boss—Nat and I are going to continue our mission prep until we reach our next destination. If you’d like”—Carson handed Boss a folder marked Top Secret—“you can read up on your new orders and how you fit into what’s going to happen next.”

Moretti took the folder, surprised by the sudden turn of events as he thought he was going to stay aboard the Oklahoma. OK, this just got interesting. Let’s see what I just got signed up for…

*******

A Few Days Later

Owasso

Moretti looked at the depth display for the third time in as many seconds. The currents were stronger than initially anticipated and he was having a hell of a time keeping the bow of the Owasso pointed in the direction of the USS Texas.

Beep, beep, beep.

The sudden noise alerted Boss that they’d drifted off course again as he glanced at the depth gauge to verify why the beeping had started. As he moved them back to the heading he’d been given, the beeping turned off and he was back on course once again.

The constant fighting of the underwater current was making it challenging to stay on course and on time for their rendezvous with the Texas. As he glanced at the clock near his control, he was surprised they’d managed to stay this close to the original time hack for the linkup with the Texas, but somehow, they’d managed to stay on track.

“How are we looking, Boss?”

“We’re on schedule if that’s what you want to know,” he replied casually.

“I suppose this is where things get tricky, isn’t it?” Carson asked as he stood behind him.

“Yeah, you could say that. I know you can’t see it right now, but the Texas is about two hundred meters straight ahead,” he said, pointing before adding, “and probably about another hundred and fifty meters below us.”

“Below us? Can we go that much deeper?”

“Not a chance. We’re about to reach our designated linkup point. Once we do, the Texas will come up so we can begin the docking process and come aboard,” Moretti explained.

“What happens to the Owasso?”

“Do you really need to know?” Moretti asked as he turned to look at the spook.

Carson shook his head, acknowledging he didn’t.

Moretti turned back to the controls as he finished guiding the Owasso towards the Texas and completed the first part of their new mission.

*******

Wardroom, USS Texas

Sitting in the wardroom with his newly arrived guest, Captain Helgeson finished reviewing the set of sealed orders they’d brought for him to read. He’d suspected their mission had something to do with one of the intelligence agencies, and he’d been right. The man and woman sitting across the table from him hailed from both the CIA and Army intelligence. While he wasn’t privy to the nature of their mission once ashore, it had to have been deemed important enough to justify the Navy risking its most advanced submarine to approach one of China’s largest and busiest port facilities. While much of the Chinese Navy might be resting at the bottom of the ocean, some threats to the Texas still existed, like the autonomous catamarans outfitted with antisubmarine warfare equipment, or the aerial drones Jade Dragon had used extensively to hunt and destroy numerous American submarines off the east coast of China.

Helgeson handed the orders to Commander Evans to read while he questioned their guest. “Carson, is it?” he asked of the man who looked to be in his early forties.

“Yes, Carson Ngo, but you can just call me Carson,” the man Helgeson knew to be CIA replied.

“Carson, I reviewed the orders, and something seems to be missing from them. There aren’t any details about when we’re supposed to retrieve the two of you. Is that not part of the deal?”

The CIA operative placed his hands on the table as he calmly replied, “No, you’re correct. This is a one-way mission. No sticking around longer than necessary to drop us off.”

Evans leaned over as she commented softly, “These are extremely shallow waters. It’s going to be very tricky getting them close enough to even get them ashore.”

Carson must have heard the comment as he interjected before Helgeson could say something. “Sorry to intrude, Captain. We understand the risk to your boat in the shallows. That’s why the Owasso was brought along. You get us as close as you safely can. Then we’ll rely on Petty Officer Moretti to get us the rest of the way with the Owasso, after which we’ll swim ashore and continue on with our mission.”

Helgeson stared at Carson for a moment. He didn’t like this set of orders one bit. It was placing the Texas at far more risk than he thought was acceptable. Without knowing the nature of Carson’s mission, he was having a hard time accepting the danger he was being asked to place the Texas in. If they were detected…there would be little room for maneuver at these depths.

“OK, Carson, I guess we’ll have to get you as close as we safely can. Then it will be up to Moretti and the Owasso to take you the rest of the way to your destination. For now, I’d like the three of you to stay out of the way of my crew and let us do our jobs. If something changes between now and our estimated time of arrival, I’ll let you know. Dismissed,” Helgeson said as he stood and made for the exit.

*******

Captain’s Quarters, USS Texas

Carson Ngo met Captain Helgeson at his quarters. Carson knocked twice on the door and waited. When it opened, the captain stared at him for a moment. “Come in. I’ve been expecting you. I don’t have long. I’m on watch soon. I suspect you want me to retrieve the box that was placed in my personal safe with a special note that it was for ‘your eyes only’?”

Carson smiled as he gave a curt nod but didn’t say anything.

Helgeson stepped back as Carson entered. The captain walked over to his safe and used his body to shield his unlock procedure. When the door popped open, Carson caught a glimpse of the biometric and numerical lock on its front. Helgeson did a good job of shielding the contents of the safe, but as he pulled a thin metal box from within, Carson knew exactly what Langley had left for him.

“OK, Mr. Ngo. I’ve done my part,” said Helgeson. “I’ve safeguarded your box, ensuring that no one—to include my own XO, COB, or anyone else—knows the Agency placed it aboard prior to our leaving.” Helgeson handed the black box over to him. “Is there anything else you need other than some time alone to review its contents?” he asked.

Taking the locked container from the captain, Carson scanned the sealed edges to make sure it hadn’t been tampered with. “I’ll need between one and two hours alone,” he replied. “I’ll also need an armed guard posted outside the room. The only person allowed to enter—and only once I say it’s OK—is you.”

When Carson didn’t hear an immediate reply, he looked up. Helgeson was glaring at him. “I’m sorry for the inconvenience, Captain. This contains highly classified and sensitive material. Beyond top secret. That’s all I can tell you.”

Helgeson stared at him for a moment. Then he slowly nodded. “OK, Mr. Ngo. I’ll play your game. I’m going to post Petty Officer First Class Hugo Moretti to stand guard.” When Carson didn’t immediately respond, he added, “He goes by the call sign Boss. The SEAL that drove you here in the Owasso—ring a bell?”

Carson felt his cheeks redden. “Ah, yes, of course, Moretti,” he responded. “He told me his call sign came from his Italian surname. He’ll be fine, Captain.”

“Good, ’cause he’ll be on his way here in ten minutes. I’ll go ahead and stand outside the door so you can begin. I’ll knock twice, then twice more to let you know he’s arrived and I’m on my way to the bridge. If you need anything further”—Helgeson pointed to the phone built into the wall next to his table and his bed—“you pick up one of those and you ask for me. That’ll connect you to the bridge. If I’m not there for some reason, they’ll be able to find me if it’s something urgent. Boss will be standing outside.”

“Thank you, Captain. Sorry again for the inconvenience and the cloak-and-dagger nature of all this,” Carson said as Helgeson left the room to stand outside until his armed guard showed up.

Carson blew some air past his lips. He finally found himself with some solitude. He took a seat at the compact table, placing the sealed black metal box on it. With the urgency and the high stakes of the mission he’d been sent on, the Agency had been forced into merging efforts with MI6.

Withdrawing a knife from his utility belt, Carson cut the seals along the edges of the box. Then he placed his hand atop the glossy material at the center of the box, holding it in place for three seconds. A soft blue light moved from the tips of his fingers down to the base of his palm. When he withdrew his hand, he saw an outline of it in the semitransparent bluish-lit material. A series of biometric signatures across his palm, thumb, and fingers highlighted momentarily before turning green. Then the top of the box hissed slightly as the air inside escaped to reveal its contents.

Inside the box were a pair of files. He reached in and pulled the first one out, leaving the other one inside for later.

The first file had special markings, denoting it was from British intelligence. This wasn’t just a sensitive file—it was a special access program, classified beyond top secret and the reason he had requested the armed guard to stand watch outside the door while he read it.

Opening the file from MI6, Carson saw a photograph of a woman named Alexandria “Alex” Mak. She was a deep-cover operative with a background similar to his own.

Alex had been born in Hong Kong to parents who had also been part of British intelligence. They had died tragically in service during her senior year of high school. Later on, as she’d prepared to graduate from Oxford, a former colleague of her parents had recruited her into MI6. Carson found her background, skills, and abilities intriguing. Her dedication to infiltrating a Chinese management consultancy firm linked to Jade Dragon was unmatched. MI6’s strategic vision in pursuing the Chinese AI was commendable.

I’m not sure our own Agency would have had this kind of strategic patience, he thought.

During her long-game play to gain access to the right information from the Chinese, many other MI6 operatives had been uncovered by Jade Dragon. When they’d been found, not only had they been executed, but any of their family in the United Kingdom had been assassinated as well. Somehow, Alex’s superior intellect and wit had allowed her to remain under the radar for over seven years.

As Carson continued to read through the information she’d uncovered, his jaw dropped. Wow, it sounds like they might know where those robotic soldiers are being produced. If that’s true, this will be a game changer…

Carson closed Alex’s file and placed it back in the box, reaching for the dossier on Major Natalie “Nat” Chen, the lone military member accompanying him. Opening the dossier, he stared at the service photo of Major Chen. Nat, as she preferred to be called, was part of the Army’s Intelligence Support Activity. His own Agency knew it by the term “The Activity.” Inside the SOF community, it went by another name—Task Force Orange.

Born in San Francisco to Chinese immigrants, Nat had excelled academically and athletically. After attending West Point Military Academy, she had become an intelligence officer and had eventually been recruited into the Army’s Intelligence Support Activity group. Her extensive military training and experience made her a formidable addition to the team. If things went awry, her lethal skills would prove invaluable.

After he finished reading about her education, language skills, military schools, and awards, Carson dug into the descriptions of her military actions and classified operations. Nat, being fluent in Spanish, had apparently spent a lot of time in Cuba, Venezuela, and El Salvador.

However, the most interesting story was about her time during the Russo-Ukrainian War. Natalie had worked with a deep-cover CIA operative who was living as a general in the Russian Army. In that role, she had donned a uniform and patches consistent with the Russian Far East and posed as the general’s aide. They had gone to a meeting in the Donbass region with the man who was going to be the governor of that region and several of his closest advisors, and somehow Nat had managed to slip poison into the vodka bottles that were being served to the group.

Holy crap, he realized. I always knew that Russian leader and his aides had been assassinated, but I had no idea this was how it went down.

Closing Nat’s file, Carson placed it back in the metal box. Sitting back in the chair, he pondered their chances of success. With the Chinese AI Jade Dragon continuing to reveal superweapons like the Terracotta Killers and the Shadow Dragon UCAVs, the balance of the war was threatening to tip in China’s favor. With the fate of the war at stake, time was not on the allies’ side.

As Carson looked at the files of his two teammates, he felt a glimmer of hope. They just might actually pull this off.

No longer needing the files, he closed the box and pressed down until he heard it click. Satisfied it was sealed, he placed his hand over the semitranslucent material that verified his biometrics. When it scanned his hand this time, it illuminated a soft red color. When Carson continued to hold his hand in place for a moment, he heard a couple of soft pops before the light dimmed to nothing. He removed his hand, and a single word appeared for a few seconds before disappearing—cleared. A capsule inside had broken open, its contents disposing of the two dossiers, leaving nothing more than a liquid mess should someone break open the box.

Good, one less thing to worry about. Now to see if Captain Helgeson might be so kind as to eject this out the tube to the depths below, thought Carson. My work here is done.

He smiled to himself, thinking that together, they just might be able to pull this off. Their combined skills and expertise, coupled with the urgency of their mission, would drive them to perform beyond expectations, united as one force against the imminent threat of Jade Dragon.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
White Dolphins & Star Wars

Three Days Later

Owasso

Boss watched patiently as Carson and Nat stuffed their kit in the stowage compartment beneath the deck plating. To his eye, their dry bags looked small compared to what he was used to working with. Then again, they weren’t packing weapons, and he knew their mission wasn’t to mix it up with the CCP.

His orders were specific—drive them to the nearby shore and cut ’em loose. It was ops like this that reminded him why he was a SEAL and not a spook. The idea of infiltrating China without a full combat load and a platoon of SEALs at his side made him shudder.

This spy stuff’s for the birds, thought Boss. I’ll stick with the AquaXpress…I’ll bet the pay for their line of work is pretty crappy too. It’s still a government job, after all.

As he worked his way through the Owasso system checks before getting underway, Boss realized he didn’t know the first thing about his passengers. If he had been transporting SEALs or even some jarheads from MARSOC, there was a decent chance he would have known them or known of them. But these two…he didn’t have a clue.

Bliss is its own reward. He smiled at the thought of that simple truism.

When Boss looked into the mirror that let him see into the passenger compartment behind him, he caught sight of the spook they called Nat, who was in the process of putting her wetsuit on. He admired how it hugged her athletic curves like a second skin, accentuating her figure. He didn’t realize he was staring until she looked up and met his eyes. His cheeks flushed as she smiled before blowing him a kiss. He snapped his head to the side in embarrassment as he heard her say something in Chinese—he couldn’t tell the difference between Mandarin or Cantonese with his poor language skills.

Then he heard Carson reply to her and they both laughed. No doubt at his expense.

“Boss, she said you’ve been under the water too long, and that maybe you’d like to come ashore with us and get some fresh air,” Carson called out to him. Although he’d heard the man speak flawless English in the past, he suddenly spoke as if he’d been studying English at a second-rate community college to prepare for his citizenship exam.

Boss was puzzled by the sudden change. “I can see you are confused, so let me help,” said Nat. “Carson and I are now thinking in Mandarin. We are practicing how to translate in our minds before we speak. The two of us are about to enter the literal belly of the beast. Once we leave the Owasso, we won’t speak to each other in English until our mission is over. Our lives and our mission depend on us becoming completely Chinese.”

Boss nodded his head at the explanation.

Yep, there’s no way in hell I could be a spook like that, he told himself. In his mind, being a SEAL was simple: shoot, move, communicate, and repeat.

Having completed his systems check, Boss stood before stepping past them to head toward the opened hatch. Looking down into the Texas, he saw a sailor standing at the bottom, waiting for him to give the signal. Once he gave the guy a thumbs-up, they both moved to close their hatches and prepare to separate. Boss had been operating the Owasso for so long, he’d started to feel like he’d formed a bond with the Owasso, like Han Solo and the Millennium Falcon. As he closed and dogged the hatch separating them, Boss felt more than heard as the Texas’s hatch close beneath them.

Boss turned back to his passenger. A pair of Draeger rebreathers hung on the wall near some additional scuba gear. Turning to look at Carson and Nat, he offered, “Are you sure you don’t want to use the Draegers? I’ll be happy to give ’em to you,” he offered.

Carson and Nat both shook their heads before Carson explained, “We appreciate the offer, Boss, but we have to decline. We can’t take any chances of them being discovered. If they were and the information concerning how they were discovered was shared with Jade Dragon, who knows? Maybe it might connect some dots or make some rather accurate assumptions. We can’t afford the risk. Besides, once we leave the Owasso it’ll be a short swim. We’ve got Chinese knock-off SMACO mini-dive tanks we’re going to use. If they’re found, it will raise less suspicion than a Western setup would. Fishermen use these to clean the hulls of their boats and for shallow dives. They may look old, but they’re quite new. They’ve just been made to look old.”

Boss understood their concern. The teams were the same way when it came to equipment loadouts for particular missions. Taking a breath in, he said, “That makes sense to me, Carson. So you both know, I can only get so close to the mouth of the Duliujian River. Maybe one hundred meters from where the river empties into the bay. We just don’t have any reliable hydro studies upriver—especially ones with enough details for me to navigate it. But it looks like there are plenty of places to come ashore from the river once you reach it.”

“Ah, that’s OK, Boss, no need to move closer to the river,” Nat replied. “Just getting us as close as you have is a risk. No need to increase your odds of getting caught for us. Just get us as close as possible and we’ll take it from there. And you’re right, there are good places to come ashore once we swim further up the river. I forget sometimes that you’re a Navy SEAL and probably understand where to come ashore better than us. It would be nice to get your opinion on the location we chose, but I hope you won’t take offense if we keep that to ourselves. It’s nothing personal…you know, just in case.”

Boss nodded slowly as her meaning sank in. If he somehow got captured, he couldn’t give up their location, even under torture.

“I agree, good call. OK, then, let’s get started,” Boss said as he sat in the driver’s seat. Turning the power on, he started running through his final systems check before getting them on the move.

He, Carson and Nat took their seats and buckled in. Then he reached for his headset, affixing it to his head and turning the ship-to-ship channel on.

“Texas, Owasso. Requesting permission to detach.”

“Owasso, Texas. Permission granted. Rendezvous coordinates were just fed to your system. We’ll see you in a few hours. Good luck.”

“Texas, Owasso. Copy all. Owasso out.”

He severed the connection, then started the decoupling sequence to get them going. A few seconds went by as the Owasso and Texas drifted apart.

When the system status came to life, it showed the Owasso was hovering two meters above Texas as all systems showed green—operating normal. Checking the oxygen levels first, he then looked over the ballast tanks before manually checking his steering planes.

“All systems check green. Owasso is good to go,” Boss announced over his shoulder before he saw Carson and Nat staring intently at him. Smiling to ease the tension, he said, “At AquaXpress we know you don’t have a choice when clandestinely entering the People’s Republic of China. If you’re not a frequent diver with AquaXpress, you can join today once you fill out a customer survey telling us about today’s experience. Now I’d like to invite you to sit back, relax, and enjoy this three-hour trip as we take you to the terminal.”

We were never here.

By the time Boss had finished his little spiel, he heard Nat trying to stifle a laugh before Carson lost it and belly laughed hard, causing Nat to join in.

“OK, folks. Time to drive it like I stole it,” Boss announced as he turned his holo-screen on.

The world around him illuminated. Boss activated the pre-plotted position and increased their speed to twelve knots. They were off like it was the Daytona 500.

*******

Conn, USS Texas

Helgeson watched the 3-D render of the Owasso as she angled up and away towards Binhai Bay. His arms were folded, and he felt tense. There wasn’t a ChiCom vessel within two hundred miles of the Texas. Not that the People’s Liberation Army Navy had anything left that posed even a remote threat. Not one to take more risk than was necessary, he deployed the Orcas on his flanks and one to his rear.

The tension he felt in the air wasn’t for the Texas. It was for the Owasso. Boss was on his own out there and nothing could help him should he get into trouble. The waters were just too damn shallow for Texas to go in if Owasso got into a jam. He wondered if his parents had felt like this as they’d waited for him to come home when he’d borrowed the car.

“Officer of the Deck, set time to rendezvous on the master plot and all stations,” Helgeson said tersely. He felt the throbbing in his head come back and for a fraction of a second the edges of his vision began to close in. He shook it off and focused. He didn’t have time to deal with another damn headache.

You probably have a TBI, he recalled the doc telling him after he’d been knocked about during one of their underwater duels.

“Set time to rendezvous on master plot and all stations.”

“Nav, as we discussed, let’s do some lazy eights at fifteen knots to the rendezvous.” Before the Nav could echo his order, he continued. “Weps, prep tubes one through four with our Mk 50 specials. Open the outer doors and stand by.”

Both officers echoed his commands as his XO, Commander Evans, faced him from across the plot.

“Sir?” she said, looking puzzled.

“We’ve come too far to be surprised by anything,” Helgeson said as he rubbed the back of his neck. “OOD, battle stations quiet.”

“Battle stations quiet. Aye, sir.”

Plucking the mic from its cradle, he turned the knob to the channel he wanted and pressed the talk button.

“Maneuvering, Conn.”

“Conn, Maneuvering,” came the robotic reply.

“Prep for ultra quiet, and ready the microreactor.”

“Prep for ultra quiet, and ready microreactor, aye.”

A few minutes later, the mic squawked for the XO, and she answered the call.

“XO.”

Helgeson watched as she listened to the call and checked the information she was receiving against her XO’s tablet.

“XO out,” she said and placed the mic back in the cradle on the bulkhead next to her head.

“Sir, ship ready in all respects. All stations answer rigged for battle stations quiet,” she relayed confidently.

“Thank you, XO.”

Walking towards him, she leaned in, whispering, “Now what?”

Whispering back, he replied, “We wait.”

*******

90 Minutes Later

Owasso

As they continued toward the river, the sonar aboard the Owasso detected activity above them. Unsure what it was, Boss queried the big brain to see if it was among its library of known contacts. A moment later, the screen displayed several of the ChiCom autonomous catamarans. His blood pressure began to rise and he was forced to take several slow deep breaths to regain control. Then he heard a sound that made all submariners’ blood run cold.

Ping… Ping… Ping…

*******

Conn, USS Texas

“Conn, Sonar!” came an excited voice over the speakers.

“Sonar, Conn,” Helgeson replied, his voice sounding far calmer than he felt.

“Sir, active sonar in the vicinity of the Owasso.”

“Classify and distance to contact, relative bearing to Owasso?”

“Sir, three…belay that. Contacts are classified as four Type-A55 USVs. I can’t get an exact distance, but they’re closing with the Owasso from multiple directions.”

“Damn,” Helgeson hissed.

“Sir, what can we do?”

“Nothing. There isn’t a damn thing we can do, XO. Boss is going to have to figure it out.”

*******

Owasso

Work the problem! Boss thought to himself. He’d switched on the 2-D holographic display at the front bulkhead of the Conn. He was seeing an approximation of what was outside and above them in real time. It was a computer-generated rendering, which made the data he was being bombarded with easier for his mind to comprehend. He knew that they were at a depth of twenty-two meters, and he had roughly five more meters beneath him before he’d scrape the bottom.

Come on, think. That’s it…

He flipped three switches to his right, activating the tactical display. With his left hand, he flicked the tactical display to the main display in front of him. It overlayed itself and offered him a 3-D rendering of the world around him in a 360-degree arc.

Ping… Ping… Ping…

“Boss, what can we do?” Carson asked.

Boss looked into the mirror that allowed him to see his passengers. He could see the tension on their faces. That feeling of being helpless washed over him—their lives depended on what he did next.

He returned his gaze to the instruments and readouts. “I’m working the problem, Carson. Just give me some room.” He could hear the heavy breathing of his passengers and knew they were scared. He couldn’t do anything about that, so his mind blocked them out and focused on getting them through this.

Then for some reason, a report he’d read about these ChiCom USVs popped into his mind. Their design was a total rip-off of the US Sea Hunter, virtually down to their guts.

It’s a long shot…but I’ll bet it’ll work, he thought as an idea began to form, a plan that might save their asses. The pings were loud, but they weren’t targeted at the Owasso—they were actively pinging on broadband. They were looking, but that was all. They weren’t hunting. He was about to give them something to chase.

Boss’s fingers danced across his keyboard and controls as he opened the outer doors to the Owasso’s pair of torpedo tubes. These weren’t the larger traditional tubes but the ones that fired the smaller light torpedoes. Entering the master arm code, he took a second to find what he was looking for. As he scrolled through the acoustic packages, he found the one he was after. With sweat rolling down his face, he entered the four-digit code, loading the software into the torpedo, and then fired.

With a whooshing sound heard throughout the Owasso, he’d fired the pair of Mk 54 MOD 3 torpedoes, sending the smaller lightweight hybrid torpedoes in two different directions away from the Owasso. Within seconds of being sent on their journeys, they started emitting a high-pitched noise as the torpedoes moved erratically away from the Owasso and flooded the area with its computer-generated noise.

For a few moments after he’d sent the decoys on their one-way missions, the pings of the catamarans grew louder as they closed in on the Owasso. Then, as the Mk 54s swerved across the paths of the USVs, they increased their noise and accelerated further away.

Boss held his breath as he waited to see if they’d take the bait. Then to his relief, he saw the first reaction. The closest ChiCom USV turned away from the Owasso, the sounds of its propeller blades kicking into high gear as it looked to give pursuit to the newly acquired target. Moments after the first USV altered its course, the others joined in and they split into teams, chasing down the two decoys leading them further away from the Owasso.

Feeling relieved, he checked their position and distance to the drop-off point. Listening for the USVs a final time to make sure they’d fully taken the bait, he nodded to himself before taking the headphones off and laughing quietly that his plan had actually worked.

*******

Conn, USS Texas

“Sonar, Conn. Status report,” Helgeson called out. When he didn’t get an immediate response, he stood from his seat and went to the sonar station behind the Conn to see what was going on.

As he stuck his head into their fiefdom, he snapped, “Status report, now, mister!”

“Sir, sorry, I…it’s strange, sir. Here, you just have to listen,” the young sonarman stammered at Helgeson’s surprise visit. He held a set of headphones for Helgeson as he approached. “Sir, I’ll play it back from the time the Owasso got pinged the first time to what’s happening now.”

Helgeson placed the headphones on and made a spinning motion with his finger to hurry this along. He felt his annoyance growing the longer this took. I just wanted a status report…not to waste time doing what should be your job, he thought angrily to himself as the seconds ticked by.

As he continued to listen to the Owasso making turns at ten knots or less, he started to hear the USVs initiate their sonar pinging as they sailed towards the vicinity of the Owasso. Just as he was about to snap at the sonarman for wasting his time, he heard something he hadn’t expected. The Owasso’s outer torpedo doors began to open. What the hell is he doing? As questions flooded his mind, the sounds of torpedoes being fired were unmistakable.

Helgeson was about to order the Texas to begin maneuvering and accelerate to flank speed when he heard something else—a loud noise that suddenly brought a smile to his face. Nice freaking move, Boss…you just saved the mission…hell, you may have just won us the war if their mission succeeds…

*******

Owasso

With the situation of the moment now under control, Boss turned around to face his passengers and explain what had happened. As he did, it was evident even in the dim lighting of the Conn that the color had drained from their faces. Carson and Nat looked petrified.

Boss held his hands up in mock surrender. “OK, that was tense, so let me explain what’s going on. We aren’t out of the woods just yet, but the immediate danger is over. It’s safe to breathe again, we’re safe for—”

“What…wait, what just happened?” stammered Nat as she interrupted.

“More importantly, Boss, has whatever that was compromised the mission?” asked Carson as he tried to stay focused.

“In a nutshell, I spotted four PLA Navy USVs, which are carbon copies of our own Sea Hunter autonomous surface vessels, which we use in antisubmarine warfare operations. They’re catamarans designed to prowl the seas looking for subs like us and the Texas,” Boss explained to looks of shock and surprise from his guests.

“Whoa, that sounds crazy,” Nat managed to say.

Carson then asked, “What did you do? I heard some whooshing noise around us. What happened?”

“Oh, that. Yeah, I don’t take well to being hunted, so I fired a pair of torpedoes—”

“Wait, what the hell did you just do?” Nat hissed at him with something resembling anger as her eyes bored into him.

“Whoa, hold up. Before you guys lose it, let me tell you something. Those torps I fired won’t attack ’em. They’re decoys. Those USVs are hunters—like ours. I needed to give them something to hunt. Something to chase, so that’s what I did,” he rapidly explained before they yelled at him further.

Carson placed his hand on Nat’s arm, then in a calmer voice, he asked, “You launched decoys? You realize this compromises our entire mission once they recover those decoys, don’t you?”

Boss bristled at the accusation, calming himself before he replied. He explained, “No, Carson, that’s not how this works. What I fired was one of our advanced hybrid torpedoes for situations like this. In the forward cone of the torpedo and along the sides are specially designed acoustic inducers.” Seeing the confused looks as they stared blankly at him, he further explained, “I don’t know if either of you have gone duck hunting or not. But your dog hears the sound of ducks. They tend to give chase unless you hold them back. Think of those USVs as our dog and those acoustic decoys I fired as ducks. The noise they emitted caused the USV to chase ’em and lead them away from us. To further aid in my ruse, I specifically programmed the makers to mimic the sounds of a pod of endangered Chinese white dolphins.”

“Wait, what, how, how did you…?” Nat’s words faltered as she tried to keep up.

Boss smiled. “Ma’am, I know it’s hard to accept, but the People’s Republic of China has tree huggers. In the heat of the moment, I took a chance on this. The odds were long, but the payoff was worth it. Those white dolphins they’re mimicking are so endangered that Chinese fishermen are required by law to report them in the wild if encountered.” He paused to run his hands through his hair as he wiped the sweat along the edges. “Early in the war, we got a strange report through Greenpeace of all people about an encounter they observed with some Chinese warships. Apparently a PLA Navy flotilla was in the process of putting to sea when their transit through the opening of the port was delayed after a pod of these white dolphins was spotted in the area.”

“You got to be kidding me,” said Carson, who visibly relaxed.

Boss held his hands up. “To be honest, maybe it’s all BS misinformation from this AI. But in the moment when those USVs were closing in on us, I figured it was worth a shot. If those USVs were being manned by sailors, I don’t think it would have worked. If I had waited and hoped for the best, chances are they would have found us soon enough and we’d be dead.” He let that hang in the air for a moment before continuing. “All I know is that there is some low-level bureaucrat or environmental activist in China who got some law put into place to track these kinds of biologics on the endangered list and, should I ever find out who that person is, I’m going to buy ’em a case of Maotai for saving our asses.”

His last comment caused everyone to laugh as they calmed their nerves, and he got the Owasso back on the move.

As Boss approached the insertion point, he kept an eye on how close he was to bottoming out as the water continued to get shallower the closer they got. It had been ninety minutes since their scare with the USVs. So far they hadn’t spotted anything else to ruin their day, unless his sensors had failed to detect a sunken vessel along their path.

Craning his neck to shout back into the compartment, he said, “We’re five mikes out. Almost there.”

With the distance to the drop point measuring in tens of meters, he slowed the Owasso, allowing its forward moment to glide them into position. Turning the autopilot on, he let the computer run through its paces as its sensors made a final check of the area before rising to ten meters below the surface. Once they were in hover mode, he got up and prepared the vessel to leave his passengers behind.

Boss moved to the hatch they’d use to exit the Owasso. He undogged the latch on the deck locker and pulled the bags out from below.

While he was grabbing their gear, they exchanged the wetsuits they’d worn for the ride with the dry suits they’d need for this part of the mission. As they donned their fins and hoods, he watched as they expertly checked each other’s equipment a final time before resealing their waterproof bags.

Boss wasn’t sure why he felt better about their chances when he saw their suppressed Sig Sauer P229s pistols, but he did. He knew where they were going and what they were up against. Maybe having the ability to defend themselves made him feel like it wasn’t a suicide mission. Unsure what more he could do while they prepared to leave, he stuffed his hands in his pockets and waited for the dive light to let him know they’d reached ten meters and it was safe to exit.

“It’s time, folks,” he finally said as the dive light turned green. He opened the hatch below and the smell of saltwater filled the compartment. Looking into the hatch and seeing the blackness of the water, he knew it was cold and was glad they were wearing dry suits.

He looked at his watch and saw it was 2150. They’d have around seven hours of darkness to do what they had to do before morning twilight arrived.

Carson gave a nod, inserting his regulator into his mouth and lowering the bag attached to his belt into the water before lowering his legs and disappearing into its depths.

Nat hesitated for a moment before she walked to Boss and kissed him. At first he put his hands behind his back, unsure of how to react. Then, somewhere inside his lizard brain, he said “screw it” and leaned forward and kissed her back. He was single, so why not?

They kissed for a few seconds before she broke away, saying, “For good luck.”

Boss laughed and she tilted her head to the side with a questioning look. “Like in Star Wars?” he said, smiling.

She just looked at him with the same puzzled look on her face before replying, “More like I’m about to go on the most dangerous mission of my life and just wanted to kiss a man once more before I possibly die.”

“Oh, damn, I’m sorry I—”

She winked at him playfully. “And, yes, Your Highness, like Star Wars.”

Then she turned and inserted her regulator before disappearing through the hatch, leaving barely a ripple in the water as she vanished.

Standing in the now-empty Owasso, he thought about the kiss for a moment before closing and securing the hatch. How weird is war where you can run into a smoking hot 007 and share a kiss before she slips beneath the water to go kill bad guys…I sure hope I can find her after this war’s over…


Volume Seven
Chapter Twenty-Four
Spy Games

Three Days Later

Haihe Bund Park

Binhai, China

Alexandria “Alex” Mak had meticulously crafted her morning routine, rising daily at 4 a.m. to go running along the waterfront with her backpack. Over the months, her presence had become a familiar sight to the few early risers and shopkeepers she encountered. To create some opportunities to speak with the occasional person along her runs, she’d periodically stop for various calisthenics, such as sit-ups, push-ups, and jumping jacks. As summer transitioned into fall, she made a few friends and engaged in casual interactions with those she met on her morning runs or after work as she built her predictable routine. This was all part of her plan to blend in with the background noise of daily life as she disappeared in plain sight.

After completing her last assignment with McKinsey & Company in Shanghai several years prior to the war, Alex had been ready to move on to the next step in establishing the bona fides that would eventually lead her to the assigned target she’d been dispatched to infiltrate in China. She’d applied to a similar management consulting firm by the name of China International Capital Corporation. CICC kept her working in the management consulting field until she was eventually able to secure a consulting position with Tianjin Yoshida International Logistics, her primary target. It had taken her over seven years, but Alex had achieved what no MI6 operative had before—the infiltration of TYIL, a front corporation British intelligence believed Jade Dragon was using to build autonomous weapons.

Wearing her running gear, Alex exited her apartment, starting her morning routine with stretches before setting out on her run. Five minutes in, she passed the large white metal wavelike structures, beautifully lit at night like a celestial bridge. Binhai was a stunning area, with its large flower displays and enormous sculptures. During these quiet moments, she could almost forget the ongoing war. However, Alex was always aware of the personal risks involved; if discovered as an MI6 operative, she would face insidious and terrifying forms of torture until she had confessed everything—then they might allow her to die, or hold her hostage for a prisoner swap, if she was lucky.

As Alex rounded a curve near the end of her run, she approached the meeting point—a globelike structure still illuminated in the predawn light. Monitoring her surroundings, she saw no one, as usual for this time of day. As she transitioned from running to walking for her cooldown, she passed a statue of a woman in a heroic running pose. But it wasn’t the statue that caught her eye; it was the image of an older gentleman with a cane being helped along by a younger female companion, walking towards her and the bench they were both closing in on.

This particular bench was where Alex routinely stopped to perform basic stretches during her cooldown. Upon reaching it, she grabbed a bottle of water from her running pack and took a drink before placing the bag down on the bench. She fiddled with her shoelaces and stood to stretch her calves.

The older man and the younger woman continued to approach. “You might want to hurry up and get back inside,” Alex called out to them in perfect Mandarin, one of the seven languages she spoke fluently. “It’s supposed to rain soon.”

“Oh, I thought they had forecast an Old Man’s Summer for the next few weeks,” the woman replied.

Alex smiled at the response, recognizing the coded challenge phrase. “Old Man’s Summer” didn’t just mean that the warm weather would continue—it meant they hadn’t been discovered coming ashore or en route to meet her. Reaching for her bottle of water, she took another drink and casually moved her running pack from the bench to the ground, nudging it against the trash receptacle with her foot.

Holding her water bottle, Alex turned to the woman. “I’d always thought of it as an ‘Old Tiger Autumn,’” she replied, giving her the return challenge phrase. “Well, either way, then I suppose we should take advantage of the warmer weather before winter sets in. I still have some of my morning routine to finish before work. Have a good day.”

“You as well,” the woman replied as Alex resumed her cooldown routine.

*******

Later That Evening

Alex Mak’s Apartment

Binhai, China

“All right, Carson,” Alex said as she placed a bag of makeup on the table next to him. “Let’s work on your appearance a little, shall we?”

“What, you didn’t like my ‘old man’ look?” he replied with a smirk.

Alex smiled coyly as she rifled through some supplies she’d retrieved from her bathroom. “Some men try to appear younger, more virile, as they dye their gray away,” she said with a seductive smile before continuing her playful banter. Nat looked on with amusement as she sat opposite him. “Today, honey, we are going to have you embrace your age to the fullest.”

They all laughed, which was good. The start of the day had been intense, trying to avoid the surveillance state that abounded all around them, but they had made it through the first crucible. Now they had to make it through a few more.

While Alex worked on Carson’s hair, they shared some details about their backgrounds as they tried to get to know each other a bit more and build some trust between themselves. Carson knew about her affiliation with MI6, but Natalie didn’t, so she was very interested to hear her story. Alex actually enjoyed talking about her past; it was one of the few times she was able to speak about her parents, who had also been MI6. They had died tragically in a car accident when she had turned eighteen, but not before they had passed on their vast knowledge of languages and spy craft. Espionage was in Alex’s blood, and apparently, it was now part of the family legacy too.

“Your turn now,” said Alex, turning to the young female Special Forces companion.

“Right. Well, that’s going to be hard to follow up, Alex. You have such an amazing story and, wow, your family too. So about me. As you know, I’m Natalie Chen. Everyone calls me Nat for short,” she began. “I’m the youngest of four kids. I was raised in San Francisco by my parents, who fled China shortly after the Tiananmen Square protest. I don’t know too much about it other than my parents seemed to have gotten caught up in some sort of youth movement that ultimately led to them having to flee the country.”

Nat shrugged at her story as she continued. “Ultimately, it seems to me like it worked out for them. They got to live the American dream and have a large family, something they never would have been allowed to do in China. During my senior year of high school, I started to get interested in the Army after a recruiter came to our school during a career fair. One thing led to another, and before I knew it, I had applied to and was accepted to West Point.”

“Wow, impressive, Nat. That’s like getting into Sandhurst back where I come from,” said Alex as she finished up a few cosmetic touches to Carson’s face, having finished dyeing his hair. “What intriguing field did you study?” she asked.

Nat tried not to laugh at her question. “Oh, nothing very exciting. Trust me. I may have been a track all-star, but I was a total geek in school. A nerd’s nerd. I was big in tech and computers, things like that. At the Hudson School for Boys—that’s what us ‘girls’ call the Point when the guys aren’t around—I studied computer science and cybersecurity—”

“Whoa there, Q. You really are a ‘nerd’s nerd,’” Alex interrupted. “How’d you end up in this line of work?”

Nat smiled at the reference to the James Bond quartermaster known as Q in the fictional film and book series. “My first couple of years in the Army, I worked as an intelligence officer supporting the 3rd Special Forces Group out of Fort Bragg—um, I mean Fort Liberty.” Nat smirked devilishly at the new name they wanted everyone to start calling Bragg. “I was part of the brigade headquarters element. One day, following a jump on a joint exercise in Jordan, someone mentioned a need for more women inside JSOC. Apparently, women have this unique ability to either turn heads and capture a room or stealthily walk in without being noticed by men.”

“Ah, yes. We do have that ability—don’t we, Carson?” Alex shot him a wink and his cheeks blushed.

“In any case, that’s kind of how I got into this world. I probably spent twenty-four months in training before I went on my first operation in Syria. After spending some time in that AO, I was in Afghanistan until the fall of Kabul, and then I put in time at the ‘embassy’ in Kyiv. It’s been nonstop since the war started. Being fluent in Mandarin, Cantonese, Arabic, Hebrew, Farsi, and Spanish, I’ve been kept fairly busy. I’ll admit, I was pretty stoked when I met Carson here and he told me about our mission,” Nat explained as she summed up her experience.

Alex smiled approvingly at Nat. Then, handing Carson a mirror to look at her handiwork, she said, “I daresay, old man, we have added a few years to your look. I think you should do fine now.”

Carson looked at himself in the mirror, then looked up at her, a glint in his eyes. “Am I a Silver Fox or a Gray Wolf?” he asked.

The two girls laughed before Nat replied, “A Silver Fox for sure.”

“If I was back home and on the prowl, I’d bag and tag you for sure,” Alex added for good measure.

Now the three of them laughed. They’d started the day as strangers—two teams forced into working together for a common good. Now they were a team, ready for the next challenge to begin.

*******

Alex Mak’s Alternate Apartment

Langfang, China

Alex had meticulously crafted a cover story with Tianjin Yoshida International Logistics to justify her stay in Langfang for a couple of weeks. With her travel documents and her innate talent for deception, she’d created a pair of convincing papers for Nat and Carson as well. In the event they faced an encounter with the authorities, the trio would be well prepared.

Prior to Carson and Nat’s arrival, Alex had secured a nondescript apartment in close proximity to Peng’s family. Since Alex had lived in China for years, the three agreed that she would be the one primarily venturing outside the apartment when the need arose. One of her first tasks was to locate Peng’s parents, which she accomplished with relative ease.

As they monitored the grandparents, they looked for signs of surveillance or countersurveillance, anything that could hint at the family being watched. After more than a week of careful observation, Alex turned to Carson for his opinion.

Carson leaned forward on the couch, the dim light casting shadows across his face. “There’s still a lot we don’t know about this Jade Dragon. It’s possible it believes Peng was killed or captured in Taiwan and thus calculated no further need to surveil the grandparents.”

Alex brought her hands to her chin, her eyes narrowed as she considered his words. “It’s also possible it has other electronic means of tracking them without needing boots on the ground.”

Carson nodded, a hint of a smile playing on his lips. “That’s true as well. If I may, Alex,” he said, and she gestured for him to continue, “sometimes when a bear wants some honey, it has to stick its paw in the honeycomb. It might get stung, or it might not. But one thing’s for sure—it’ll get some honey.”

Alex laughed. “What the hell does that mean?” she asked, her British accent coming out strongly. She turned to Nat for support. “What’s this talk about honey and bears?”

Nat couldn’t suppress a grin as she held her hands up in mock surrender, feigning confusion at Carson’s analogy.

“It means,” Carson interjected, his voice betraying his amusement, “sometimes you have to risk getting stung to get what you want. We may have to take a chance and contact the grandparents so we can get this ball rolling. Time isn’t on our side here. Once the signal comes—we’ll have hours, not days to act.”

The jovial mood in the room subsided. Alex’s eyes locked on to Carson’s, and she nodded in agreement. The tension in the room grew palpable, a potent mixture of adrenaline and anticipation. Their mission hinged on their ability to navigate the complex web of espionage. They knew the stakes were higher than ever.

*******

The Following Week

Langfang Nature Park

The air was crisp and tinged with the unmistakable scent of autumn leaves as the team surveilled the grandparents. The team had been on their case for over a week, learning their daily routines. During one particularly close encounter at the bustling market, Nat had demonstrated her prowess with electronic gadgetry by piggybacking off the grandparents’ Bluetooth connection. With deft precision, she’d paired their phones to a software app that allowed them to eavesdrop on all incoming and outgoing calls, even covertly activating the phones’ microphones and cameras without detection.

The revelation that Jade Dragon wasn’t the only one capable of electronic espionage was a game changer, and Alex couldn’t help but admire the resourcefulness of her American counterpart.

Mr. and Mrs. Liyuan, like many of their generation, thrived on routine. The team observed them meticulously as they went about their day-to-day activities, dropping their granddaughter Mei off at the state-funded preschool program on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. On those days, the grandparents tended to errands such as shopping, except for Fridays, when they volunteered at the civics hall, contributing to the war effort in their own way.

Tuesdays and Thursdays were different, though, as the couple always spent time at Langfang Nature Park with Mei, weather permitting. Alex marveled at how Chinese society appeared to be almost oblivious to the ongoing war, sheltered by carefully crafted news articles, talk shows, and other TV programs. Jade Dragon had indeed manufactured a surreal bubble for people to exist in.

As the team observed the grandparents entering the park with Mei, Alex couldn’t help but smile at the joy radiating from the child in her stroller. Families filled the park, despite the absence of many younger men, who had been pulled into the war. The laughter of children playing among the trees or watching ducks swim in the lake served as a poignant reminder of what they were fighting for.

Carson and Nat took their positions while Alex kept a vigilant eye on the unfolding scene. The tension in the air was thick, their nerves wound tight as a clock spring. It was time for some honey. Carson was about to make his move.

Alex sat inconspicuously on a bench, her eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses as she pretended to read a popular book for women her age. Through the earpiece, she whispered, “Don’t let us down, old man. It’s on you.”

From her concealed overwatch position, Nat watched intently, her finger on the trigger of her silenced sniper rifle, ready to provide cover if needed. She communicated discreetly through her earpiece. “Carson, they’re near the lake now. You’re clear to approach.”

Carson, in his masterful disguise as an elderly man, slowly hobbled toward the Liyuans, his cane tapping rhythmically on the paved path. His every movement was carefully calculated to avoid arousing suspicion.

With her heart pounding in her chest, Alex continued to monitor the situation, her gaze flicking between the scene unfolding before her and the other park-goers, ready to react at a moment’s notice. “Carson, remember to maintain your cover. We can’t afford any slipups.”

The tension mounted as Carson drew closer to the Liyuans, the other operatives holding their breath, waiting for the precise moment to act. In the world of espionage, the line between success and failure was razor-thin.

*******

Carson briefly studied his reflection in the puddle of water near him as he waited for the light to change before continuing his stroll to the park. He marveled at how Alex had subtly aged his face with makeup and a little dusting of gray in his hair. Alex’s skill in applying the disguise far exceeded his own, and he couldn’t help but feel a grudging admiration for her expertise. The park’s entrance loomed ahead, the crisp autumn air filled with the laughter of children and the chatter of families.

Showtime, he thought.

Mr. and Mrs. Liyuan pushed Mei in a stroller, the little girl’s eyes sparkling with wonder as she looked about while her grandparents pushed her through the park. Carson sensed an opportunity, and as they approached, he reached out to the child, contorting his features into a comical expression. Mei’s laughter bubbled up, and the Liyuans glanced at him, smiling.

“What a beautiful child,” Carson remarked, his voice warm and engaging. “I’ll bet she must enjoy the blooms of the flowers here. If you look over there, you can see the asters bloom in the meadow’s embrace.”

The couple’s eyes flickered with recognition at the mention of the family code phrase. Mrs. Liyuan, however, maintained her composure, responding, “She does. Our Mei enjoys the tapestry of colors as they unfurl across the meadows here.”

Carson’s pulse quickened as the exchange of code words proceeded smoothly. The tension in his chest eased slightly, but he remained vigilant, knowing the stakes were high. He gestured toward a nearby garden bed, saying, “You know, I believe those are marigolds in the garden over there.”

Mr. Liyuan followed Carson’s gaze, nodding in agreement. “They are. They say their golden eyes guard the gates to the park. Do you come here often?”

Relief washed over Carson as the final code phrase confirmed that it was safe to speak. “No, a friend told me about this park. She said it was beautiful this time of year,” he replied, giving the couple a slight nod before surreptitiously slipping his phone into the stroller near Mei’s diapers.

“Do you think your granddaughter might enjoy looking at the flowers over there?” he asked, subtly motioning with his head.

“I think she would,” Mrs. Liyuan agreed, placing her own phone discreetly next to his as she lifted Mei from the stroller. Her husband retrieved a bottle of milk, placing his phone next to Carson’s with equal stealth.

With Mei cradled in Mrs. Liyuan’s arms, the four of them meandered toward the flower bed, where the vibrant hues of sedum, asters, and marigolds still bloomed. Carson kept up the facade of a casual park-goer, delighting Mei with peekaboo faces while he spoke in hushed tones.

“Your daughter, Dr. Peng Liyuan, is alive and doing well. She’s the one who gave me your family code word and asked me to speak to you,” he said, pausing for a moment to focus on Mei’s laughter. “I need the two of you to trust me, as your daughter has, and you will see her again soon.”

Mr. and Mrs. Liyuan exchanged solemn glances before nodding, their determination evident as they joined Carson in entertaining their granddaughter. The weight of their decision to trust a stranger with their family’s fate hung in the air, but their love for their daughter and granddaughter clearly spurred them on.

Carson continued, his voice barely audible over the rustling leaves and distant laughter. “You are about to receive a letter. In it, you will be informed that you have won a vacation to the Tianjin Eco-City Hotel, with accommodations and a spa package. It’s that former Hilton hotel the government confiscated at the start of the war.”

The Liyuans’ brows furrowed momentarily. Carson pressed on. “The trip is real. But I’m afraid you won’t have much time to enjoy the pampering. Don’t look, but that woman sitting on the bench reading a book directly behind me—she’s safe, she’s with me. She has some regular business at the hotel and comes there often. When the time is right, she will find a way to connect with you there. When she does, have everything you want to bring with you on your person. You will not be able to bring anything else. It could attract the wrong kind of attention. She will lead you to a safe house where you will begin the next step in your journey.”

Mr. Liyuan’s eyes darted to his wife, apprehension clear on their faces. Still, he puffed out his chest and straightened his spine, ready to face whatever challenges lay ahead.

“For now, pack light,” Carson advised. “Bring only what you absolutely need to the hotel, and remember, you can only bring what you can carry with you when it’s time to leave. If you must, you could slip something inside the baby bag, but I’d save that for the baby.”

He leaned in. “This should go without saying, but only communicate the contents of the letter to those who might specifically miss your presence, such as Mei’s preschool or your volunteer coordinator for the first aid kits. And do not share more than you need to. If anyone calls the hotel, they will be able to verify the legitimacy of your travel, but we don’t need people poking around because you told some friends about your fortune.”

“What about our cell phones? Electronic devices, things like that?” Mr. Liyuan inquired, his voice laced with concern.

“Leave them at home. They can be used to track,” Carson replied. “I’m sure this is quite overwhelming. But stay calm, and it will all be over soon. Your daughter trusted me enough to send me to you. Trust me now to bring you to her.”

As they returned to the stroller, Carson tickled Mei’s cheeks, making her giggle. His hand moved deftly, retrieving his phone from the stroller. After a brief farewell, he ambled toward Alex, who had closed her book and risen from the bench.

The Liyuans disappeared from view, their figures retreating past the eight statues of white elephants that lined the path leading in and out of the park.

Alex sidled up to Carson, her voice barely audible. “Do we have some honey, or did the bear get stung?”

Carson and Alex walked toward the white elephants leading to the exit, their conversation a silent exchange of subtle gestures and facial expressions. “The bear has some honey—minus the bees,” he confirmed.

Nat trailed behind them, her sharp gaze scanning the park for any signs of surveillance that might have detected their clandestine meeting. As the trio neared the safe house, she tapped her mic twice, signaling the all clear. The tension that had hung over the scene like a heavy cloud dissipated, replaced by the promise of hope and reunion. The Liyuans had taken the first step on a dangerous journey; now they needed them to follow the plan and stick to it.


Volume Seven
Chapter Twenty-Five
Did You Feel That?

RAAF Woomera Range Complex

South Australia

Racer’s hands trembled slightly on the controls as he leveled the Banshee out at angels one hundred. This test was critical—failure could mean the end for the allies. The secrecy surrounding the kinetic weapon and the mission they were preparing for allowed just one shot at success, with a second chance only if they botched it.

As the targeting computer came online, Racer’s heart raced. He brought up the coordinates for the hammer one final time. Dr. James Wharton from DARPA had been adamant about each hammer hitting its precise target. They were going to drop three of the Celestial Hammers along the Nuyts Arch fault line, testing the potential to generate a seismic event. If this test succeeded, they might have found the key to turning the tide of the war and destroying the bunker housing Jade Dragon.

“ARTUµ, take control of the aircraft and continue on course to the drop zone,” Racer said, his voice tense.

“That’s affirmative, Colonel Ryan. I have the aircraft,” the smooth voice of Morgan Freeman replied, offering a brief moment of levity in the high-stakes mission.

As the targeting computer highlighted the three Celestial Hammers, Racer marveled at the TRW engineers’ solution to the strength-to-weight ratio problem. The fate of the war could depend on these Hammers. He was going to drop three of them, each with a different experimental feature, at five-minute intervals.

“Colonel Ryan, this is Dr. Barbara Young from the ground control team,” a voice crackled over the radio, sounding as tense as he felt. “Are you ready for weapons release?”

“Ready, Dr. Young,” Racer replied, his voice firm.

“Good. Our future could depend on this test. Proceed with the first hammer, CH1.”

Racer selected CH1, entered the authentication code, and released the weapon. His heart pounded as it plummeted toward its target. He switched to the next hammer and repeated the process. Racer didn’t know the differences between the three Hammers other than the fact that he’d been assured none of them were nuclear.

With the last hammer released, his part in the test was complete. Sweat beaded on his forehead. “All Celestial Hammers deployed, Dr. Young. What’s the next step?”

“Thank you, Colonel. We’ll analyze the results and hope for the best,” she replied, her voice strained. “Now, please return to base.”

Racer directed ARTUµ to set course for RAAF Woomera. The remote facility was desolate and uninteresting, but it was the only place they could maintain secrecy. He prayed the results would be conclusive and the release of this weapon would prove to be the turning point in the war. If not, he dreaded to think what might come next.

*******

RAAF Woomera

Dr. James Wharton studied the data from the three separate tests, a satisfied smile playing on his lips. He knew the importance of the nose cones equipped on the Celestial Hammers. It was his work in deep-penetrator munitions that had led to the funding of Project EGIC. The Energy Guided Impactor Cone was a game changer, and the Ultradense Nanometal-5, or UN5, was the revolutionary material that made it possible.

Lost in thought, James barely noticed the door creak open. Looking up, he saw Barbara, the liaison officer. Suppressing a groan, he forced a smile. “Barb, I thought you were giving me until noon to analyze the results.”

Barbara grinned. “Sorry, James, but I couldn’t contain my excitement. Those seismic results are incredible!” she gushed. “You have to tell me how you came up with the idea for the UN5 material.”

James leaned back in his chair, recalling the long nights in the lab. “It was a team effort,” he replied modestly. “The Air Force Research Laboratory and the Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory both contributed. We were looking for a material with a high strength-to-weight ratio and superior thermal absorption properties. The combination of depleted uranium, tungsten, and the NanoLattice material from Livermore was just the ticket.”

As they discussed the results, Barbara listened intently, realizing that she had underestimated James’s theories in the past. “You’ve really outdone yourself this time, James. So, what are your thoughts on the warhead types?”

James considered the options. “We need to bore hundreds of feet. I propose using a combination of high-explosive penetrators and thermobaric warheads. The first three Hammers will dig out a deeper tunnel, and the last one will create overpressure to collapse the bunker.”

Barbara furrowed her brow, considering the implications. “Interesting. And you think the SB-1 Banshee can handle such a payload?”

James nodded confidently. “The Banshee was designed for this exact purpose. It can carry four Celestial Hammers, making it the perfect delivery system.”

Barbara’s eyes narrowed. “Dr. Wharton, how confident are you in this approach?”

James paused for a moment. “There’s always a risk, Barb, but the tests speak for themselves. With the right execution, I believe we have a real chance at defeating Jade Dragon.”

Barbara placed a hand on his shoulder, her expression earnest. “Thank you, James. Your dedication and expertise have given us hope when we needed it most. Now, let’s make sure we’re prepared for the fight ahead.”

As the two continued their discussion, the future of the war hung in the balance. But with the Celestial Hammers and the genius of Dr. Wharton, the allies finally had a fighting chance.
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Chapter Twenty-Six
Bonwit’s Berserkers

5th MarDiv “Bonwit’s Berserkers”

Division HQ

USS Bougainville

Major General Bonwit looked at his senior staff and RCT commanders. He felt they were ready. His new XO, Brigadier General Soumoy, had worked some logistical miracles, acquiring the resources and operational support elements from the Navy and Air Force beyond anything he’d thought possible. She knew what he needed to accomplish the task and made sure he had it. Now it was incumbent upon him to make sure his field commanders employed the tools and resources of the division and defeated the enemy. The time for planning was over; now it was time for action.

“Twenty minutes ago, we rounded the northern tip of Taiwan and officially entered the Strait,” Bonwit explained. “Admiral Blandina said we should arrive off the coast of the Xinwu District in roughly three hours. Colonel Kerns, I want your RCT in the water and hitting your beaches within an hour of the fleet’s arrival. I want RCT 27 ready to heliborne you to your objectives inland within ninety minutes of RCT 26 hitting the beach.”

Bonwit turned to Colonel Givens, his newly promoted colonel he’d selected to lead RCT 28 after the previous commander had been killed a few weeks back. “Shannon, you’ve done a good job getting your Marines ready for this. I’m counting on RCT 28 as the division reserve force to be the spear we thrust into the enemy’s side once we’ve opened a breakout or found a seam in their lines to exploit.”

“You can count on us, General,” Colonel Givens replied confidently. “We’re ready to go and chompin’ at the bit.”

“General, are we still running with these call signs for this op?” asked Colonel Ray, whose RCT would go by the call sign Thor. He had given his commanders and senior staff Nordic call signs for this operation. After more than two years of war, he felt it was time to mix it up with the call signs and let his Marines vote on a slate of potential names that could be used. Had he known how excited they would have gotten over choosing the call signs for the RCTs and division staff, he would have started this from the beginning.

“Ah, what’s the matter—Thor?” Colonel Kerns teased. “You don’t like our Nordic call signs in honor of temporarily renaming the division to Bonwit’s Berserkers?”

“I think he’s jealous you got Odin and I’m Loki. We got the cool guy names,” ribbed Colonel Givens as the jokes started to flow.

Bonwit let it slide for a moment, then raised a hand to silence them. “OK, kids, time to calm down. Don’t make me get your mother. Savusa has been extra grumpy since someone swiped his bag of Invader coffee. He’s still got a reward out for information on what jarhead was stupid enough to mess with the sergeant major’s brain juice on the eve of an invasion.”

An awkward laugh filled the room as everyone eyed each other suspiciously.

“Kerns, RCT 26 is now RCT Odin,” said Bonwit, getting back to business. “You guys are first in the rotation. Expect stiff resistance and get off the beach ASAP. Push inland to get out of their kill boxes. Ray, RCT 27 is now RCT Thor. Once Odin’s ashore, then Thor will take to the air and heliborne assault your key objectives. That leaves you, Givens. RCT 28 is now RCT Loki. While I’m keeping you in the kennel, once an opportunity presents itself or Odin or Thor run into trouble, I’ll cut you loose so your Marines can get in the fight. Let’s show these ChiComs what the Berserker Division is all about—slaying America’s enemies and stackin’ bodies for God to sort out later. Oorah!”

“Oorah!” everyone shouted back.

*******

3rd People’s Militia Regiment

China University of Technology

Hsinchu County, Taiwan

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

The thunderous roar of explosions erupting nearby bounced Major Zhong Jin off his bed. His body crashed into the floor.

What the hell am I doing down here? he thought to himself as he groggily struggled to open his eyes. Slowly, his brain pushed through the pharmaceutical lullaby he’d come to rely on at night.

BOOM! BOOM! BAM!

Holy crap! We’re under attack! he realized, now understanding how he’d ended up on the floor. He hadn’t rolled off the bed. He’d been tossed from it and somehow managed to sleep through the explosion. Grabbing for something to help him up, Zhong flicked the light switch. To his surprise, it still worked. Searching the room, he found what he was looking for. He sat on the bed and reached for his prosthetic leg.

He cursed himself for having slept through some of the attack as he rapidly threw on his uniform. Standing next to his bed, he grabbed his kit and hoisted it over his head before it settled on his shoulders. He cinched the straps, the body armor and pouches now tightly held against his body. Down the hall, he heard shouting as more explosions erupted outside.

They must be hitting the beach. They’re hammering it hard right now!

Checking the time, Zhong saw it was 0515 hours. Not bothering with checking himself in the mirror, he grabbed his rifle and bolted down the hall toward the duty officer. As he neared the end of the hall leading towards the building’s entrance, he saw a reflection of the lieutenant against the plexiglass message board sitting at the duty station near the entrance. Then a flash illuminated the room and the lieutenant disappeared into a red mist as the pressure wave of the explosion blew thousands of shards of glass and debris into the foyer.

Zhong twisted his body to the left as the blast tossed him to the floor. He lay still for a moment; more explosions erupted outside. He shook off the fog clouding his head as new sounds filled the air. Cries from the wounded, screams of pain and calls for help soon filled the building as its occupants reacted to the bombs exploding around them. Pushing himself to his feet, Zhong felt a stinging pain in his hand. When he looked at the injured appendage, he saw blood oozing around a shard of glass protruding from between two tendons.

“Major! There you are. Are you OK, sir?” a familiar voice called to him as he approached.

Zhong smiled when he saw the face of Master Sergeant Second Class Han as he handed him a bandage. Zhong willingly accepted the dressing, then winced as he pulled the shard from his hand before wrapping the wound and grabbing his rifle.

“Thank you, Master Sergeant. I’ll be fine, but right now we need to get to the general and assess the situation. It sounds the like the Americans have decided to pay us a visit,” Zhong shouted cockily, like he didn’t have a care in the world as explosions continued to bombard the area around them.

“Ah yes, sir, I agree. But I can’t seem to find the general,” Han replied, his voice cracking with fear. “When the bombs started to go off, I ran to his quarters to alert him of the attack. But he wasn’t there, and it looks like his car and driver are gone as well.”

As Zhong listened to Han speak, his blood boiled. He knew exactly where the general had snuck off to and who he was likely with.

“Get my vehicle, Master Sergeant, and mount up the guard force! We need to get to the general now! The Americans are coming, and he needs to lead us before they arrive.”

As Master Sergeant Han rushed out of the building shouting orders and commands, Zhong felt a buzzing in his pocket and knew someone was trying to reach him. He grabbed the encrypted phone from his pocket, his jaw clenching the moment he saw the name on the caller ID—Brigadier General Qi Guo. He took a breath as he accepted the call, knowing what would come next.

An excited voice shouted, forcing Zhong to hold the phone away from his ear. “It’s really happening, Major Zhong! The Americans are attacking! You must activate the reserve battalion and have them sent them to me now!”

Zhong tried to maintain his composure. “I understand, General Qi. I need to know where you are, comrade General. We checked your quarters, but you weren’t there. Where are you?” he asked, knowing his question sounded accusatory.

“What? Where am I? There isn’t time to explain, Major! We are under attack. Track my signal and dispatch the reserve battalion to my location now!” the general snapped before ending the call without bothering to wait for a reply.

Unbelievable. The Americans are attacking, and this fool is hiding at a whorehouse…what did I do to deserve this punishment?

*******

Four Hours Later

Aerial Command Post

Bonwit looked on in awe of the fleet below as he peered through a window in the Osprey. Colonel Kerns’s RCT Odin had just reached the beach after encountering minimal enemy fire. His lead elements appeared to be making short work of the poorly defended beach as they cut a path inland for others to follow.

“It looks like the intel was right about the Xinwu District,” said Colonel Philip Daniels as Bonwit peered through the window. “One of our recon elements further inland just sent a report in after securing their objective. One of the soldiers they captured confirmed he was part of the People’s Militia. He said the district is being defended by the 3rd People’s Militia—Kunming Regiment.”

Bonwit pulled away from the window. “Huh, is that so?” he asked rhetorically. “Well, I guess the intel weenies finally got it right. No offense, Phil—it’s just nice to see our ability to acquire information seems to have finally gotten better as the war progresses.”

“None taken, sir, and you’re right. Intelligence is an imprecise trade that’s only as good as the inputs it receives. It does confirm for us that if we’re facing a PM regiment here, it’s likely these neighboring districts are also being garrisoned and manned by similar PM regiments,” Colonel Daniels elaborated as Bonwit moved towards the table and chairs he typically used when aboard the division’s aerial command post.

Shortly after the Cuban invasion, the Marines had converted a pair of division MV-22s into an aerial command post. The newly converted Ospreys had finally rejoined the fleet after the initial landings at the start of the Taiwan operation. The interior space of the Osprey, which could once ferry up to thirty-two Marines into battle, had now been converted into an airborne operations center. The center of the cargo hold featured a bench for the computers, radios, and the comms equipment necessary to manage the division. Seated along opposite sides of the bench were Bonwit’s officers and NCOs responsible for receiving the data flowing in from the division’s drones and units below. Affixed to the walls of the Osprey were a trio of monitors, able to display whatever they deemed necessary.

“This is good news about the militias. Do we know if the 71st Group Army has started moving units in our direction yet or if the 72nd Group Army has started to react to our presence?” Bonwit quizzed. The last thing he wanted to see happen was for his division to get squeezed on both sides by a desperate PLA commander.

“Nothing major just yet, but that will likely change in the coming hours as they try to figure out what they want to do next,” Daniels responded before grabbing his tablet to pull up some digital maps of the area to share with him.

As Bonwit examined the current disposition of the enemy units in relationship to his own, he felt confident he’d found the squishy spot in the enemy lines. If it’s mush…push… was the adage that came to mind.

“This is good work, Phil. Now how about those drone feeds everyone swore we’d have available once the landings started? If we’re going to help the RCTs find some openings in the enemy lines to exploit, then it might be nice if we could keep ’em from getting zapped,” Bonwit chided. Both sides had gotten adept at taking each other’s drones down the moment they saw them.

“Here you go, sir,” Sergeant Michaels offered. He handed him a tablet showing a four-way video split.

“Ah, excellent. This is good. Now let’s try and keep ’em from getting destroyed long enough for us to get some use out of them,” Bonwit replied as he took the tablet.

“I’ll get out of your hair, sir,” offered Daniels as he returned to his seat.

Looking at the drone feeds, Bonwit found the one he was after. It was a feed set up in an overwatch position a few kilometers behind RCT Odin. He tapped the image, bringing forward a larger view of the situation. Using the controls to the drone’s camera, Bonwit zoomed in to get a better view.

Once he could see the beach and shoreline more clearly, Bonwit could tell it had taken a beating from the earlier shore bombardment. The Ticos and their 155mm cannons had worked the area over, hitting machine-gun emplacements and assorted trench networks that looked to have been haphazardly constructed.

When Bonwit zoomed in to get a better look at the defensive works, he was confused by what he saw. They were a mess. They were poorly laid out, with few if any connecting trench lines and not enough fortified gun emplacements to provide effective interlocking fields of fire. In short, they were nothing like the defensive works he’d encountered in Venezuela or on the eastern side of the island. Bonwit realized in that moment how big of a break they’d caught, facing a militia unit instead of battling hardened ChiCom regulars.

As Bonwit continued to watch the drone feed, he saw that the first echelon of amphibious combat vehicles had reached the shore. Not far behind the ACVs was a line of the smaller landing craft bringing ashore some armored trucks, followed by the larger landing craft utilities bringing ashore the LAVs and other armored vehicles they’d need to expand inland.

As the units of RCT Odin moved inland past the beach areas, the enemy resistance seemed to melt with little more effort than driving towards them and firing a few rounds in their direction. Then Bonwit observed pockets of militia throwing their weapons down and surrendering at the first sight of a Marine. At first, it looked like a squad trying to surrender. Then it grew into a cluster of twenty or thirty trying to surrender at once. For a moment, Bonwit wondered if the entire enemy regiment might surrender. Then Kerns’s units hit a few pockets of determined fighters, dashing his hopes of a quick collapse.

Bonwit had discounted the possibility of encountering formations of militia on this side of the island until the landings had started. The more he saw his Marines encountering them, the more he was starting to believe the rumors he had heard about these so-called People’s Militia units. Up until now, the Marines had not encountered many of them in Taiwan. Most of these PM units were fighting in northern China, against the Russian-NATO force and now the US-led Eighth Army. With casualties among the regular ChiCom units off the charts, the Chinese President, Yao, seemed to be grabbing civilians off the streets and throwing them into these militia units to be hastily outfitted and driven to the front.

Bonwit shook his head in disgust at the idea of sending these ill-equipped, poorly trained civilians directly into combat with little regard as to whether they lived or died. He recalled how that had happened during the initial months of the Russo-Ukraine War. It had led to enormous casualties on both sides until they’d exhausted themselves during the second year of the war. In many cases, these valiant Ukrainian soldiers were dying not because they couldn’t be saved but because they didn’t have access to basic first aid or the knowledge to use a tourniquet to stop the bleeding.

“Sir, you got a call,” interrupted Staff Sergeant Michaels.

Bonwit grabbed the hand receiver. “Go for Berserker Actual.”

He smiled after saying Berserker. Rather than force his Marines into using the older division motto, he’d leaned into the new one they had created.

“Berserker Actual, Odin Actual. Report ready to transmit. How copy?” came the voice of Colonel Kerns. His RCT had encountered light and highly disorganized resistance on their approach to the beaches. Once they had reached the defensive works, they’d run right through them and proceeded to move inland.

“Odin, Berserker. Good copy. Go for report.”

A moment later, the SINCGAR frequency-hopping radio chirped as the connection synched. “Berserker Actual, Odin One has reached Jorvik-Two-Alpha. Odin Two has reached Jorvik-Two-Bravo. Break. Odin One is now advancing northeast towards Jorvik-Three-Alpha and Three-Bravo. Break. Odin Two is now advancing east towards Jorvik-Four-Bravo, Four-Charlie, and Four-Delta. How copy?”

Bonwit hastily scribbled some notes as Kerns continued his update. He then breathed a sigh of relief when Staff Sergeant Michaels placed a map on the table between them. He started following along using colored dry-erase markers to highlight the current and future locations of Odin One and Two.

“Odin, Berserker. Good copy on all. Break. What is the status on Odin Three? Jorvik-Eight-Alpha through Eight-Bravo look to have minimal protection. How copy?”

Jorvik-Eight was the location of the former Republic of China Hukou Army Base on Shengli Road. It had been bombed many times over since the PLA had invaded.

Bonwit hesitated a moment before responding. He wanted to grab the Hukou Army Base as much as his Marines did. His only concern was getting a force too far out in front of him and suddenly finding them cut off from resupply or help should they run into stiffer enemy resistance. Sighing, he reluctantly replied, “That’s a good copy. Raven Five confirms Jorvik-Eight is minimally protected. Break. Based on your report and the ISR we have of the area, I’ll release Odin Three to seize Jorvik-Eight. Break. Raven Four has detected minimal force near objective Mercia-One. How copy?”

“Huh, could they really have left Mercia-One wide open like that?” Bonwit thought out loud. Mercia was what they had labeled a nearby defunct Taiwanese air base. If they could grab it and turn it into a functional air base again, then it could go a long way towards rebasing the division’s attack helos and maybe some aircraft for faster turnaround times to better support his infantry.

“Odin, Berserker. What’s the status of those POWs? Do you have a count yet?”

Bonwit was starting to get concerned that his lead elements were getting overwhelmed by the number of prisoners that were surrendering to them. He needed those units pushing inland away from the landing zones—not tied down babysitting prisoners until another unit could take them off their hands.

“We’re encountering more units surrendering as we push further inland. Break. I’ve tasked Odin One-One with creating a POW collection point near Jorvik-One-Delta. Break. We need to push a unit forward to take ’em off our hands. How copy?”

I guess we better get the MPs on the next rotation to the shore, Bonwit realized.

“Odin, copy all. I’ll move up the MP rotation. Continue with your objectives. I’m going to release Loki with orders to seize objective Mercia-One. Out,” Bonwit said, ending the call.

Then he turned to his operations officer. “Send a message to Colonel Givens. Tell him I’m releasing his Loki elements. Tell Colonel Givens his orders are to seize objective Mercia-One and expand and hold the perimeter.”

The next hour was tense as Bonwit continued to observe his units moving further inland towards their second- and even third-day objectives. Given the brutal savagery of the fighting his Marines had been encountering with units from the 71st Group Army, he had expected to meet more resistance than what they had so far. Not that he was complaining about a lack of fighting. It just felt too easy, and if something was too easy in war—it was usually a trap.

Are we being drawn into something we haven’t spotted yet? he wondered. Something feels strange about this…

*******

IVO Fugang Old Street

Hsinchu County, Taiwan

Major Zhong Jin was glad to have Master Sergeant Han do the driving at that moment. They were heading towards the location where General Qi Guo had spent the night before the Americans had attacked, and the university that they had converted to a command center was toast. A pair of cruise missiles hit the building as they were leaving the compound to pick up the general. He was glad they’d agreed to move the headquarters operation center into the university’s basement. While Zhong wasn’t sure if anyone had survived the attack or not, it did give them a better chance than leaving the HQ on the third floor of the main building.

While Master Sergeant Han drove their convoy through the various winding roads connecting the tiny villages and towns together, Zhong was on the radio trying to reach one battalion commander after another to get an update on what was happening. His level of frustration grew with each attempt to speak to one of the colonels. Two of them were nowhere to be found while another had been killed—an artillery round had scored a hit against the building he was sleeping in.

Another pair of colonels were also unavailable, much to Zhong’s chagrin. Their seconds-in-command swore they hadn’t abandoned them. They were last seen together in one of the command posts in the Xinwu District, not far from the beach. Apparently, the place had been hit by a missile or guided bomb from an American warplane. He’d been told it was a smoldering ruin.

“We’re not far, Major. Maybe five minutes,” Han shouted to be heard over the sounds of explosions, helicopters, and gunfire happening all around them.

“Just try and get us there alive.”

Zhong tried not to flinch at the sounds of explosions that ebbed and flowed as they sped along the county roads toward the location where the general had snuck off to. When Zhong looked in the direction of the coast, he could make out some faint images of vessels far off. Closer to the shore, he could see smaller vessels bobbing in the waves as they crept towards the beach. Periodically, he’d spot an explosion or two from one of the howitzer batteries he’d convinced General Qi to dedicate for shore bombardments. He knew if the Marines landed along the Xinwu District, he’d be hard-pressed to throw them back into the sea, but if they could get lucky and score a hit or two against some of the landing craft or amphibious assault vehicles, it might do some damage and buy them more time for help to arrive.

“Hold on, Major. The bridge is destroyed,” Han announced. “I’m going turn on that road that runs next to the river that bridge crossed. I think we can ford the river. If we can’t, there’s another bridge a mile or two further down the road,” Han explained as he braked sharply before turning abruptly onto a new road.

No sooner had he turned off the main road than they saw short flashes of red light zipping through the air. Chunks of asphalt and cement were ripped from the road and thrown into the air. Zhong clawed at the bar above his head as Han swerved to one side before swerving to another as tracer rounds zipped around the vehicle. The thumping of helicopter blades grew louder until Zhong spotted a Marine Viper attack helicopter not far away.

“It sure would’ve been nice if we had some air cover or SAMs, wouldn’t it?” Master Sergeant Han joked as he placed another cigarette in the corner of his mouth.

“I agree, Sergeant. For now, let’s try and make it to the general before we get blown up or shot to pieces to one of those helicopters,” Zhong replied as he tried to remain stoic and in control of his fear. When they’d left the university, they had started with ten vehicles; now they were down to three.

“Major, that building next to the corner should be it. That’s where the general should be waiting for us.”

Zhong spotted the building at the end of the street. The vehicle slowed as they approached until he stopped in front of it. Before he got out of the vehicle, Zhong explained, “Listen to me, Han—once we get the general into the vehicle, I need you to listen to me and ignore whatever orders he gives you.

“General Qi Guo is the regiment commander in charge of the defense of this area. Right now we are under attack, likely by the American Marines, and this sorry excuse for a general is not going to be allowed to slither away into the shadows to hide while his soldiers die in the very defensive works he failed to ensure were being properly built. Once I get him in the vehicle, I need you to drive us to the alternate command post. We can resume command of the regiment from there and get the battalions deployed to their sectors if they haven’t already.”

*******

Midafternoon

5th MarDiv “Bonwit’s Berserkers”

Aerial Command Post

It was nearly 1400 hours when Major General Bonwit ordered his aerial command post back into the sky. They had returned to the Bougainville for fuel a couple of times throughout the day, but nothing beat the sight of his division unfolding itself from the ships to the shore—then from the shore inland. While it was certainly easier and less cramped to manage and oversee the division’s mission objectives from the LHA’s tactical operations center, seeing his units moving about the battlespace gave Bonwit the ability to determine firsthand what his forces were encountering so he could better devise a means to overcome it, which just couldn’t be done aboard a ship.

As the pilot took them closer to the shore, Bonwit could see it was abuzz with activity. The large landing craft utilities and other landing craft were hurriedly bringing his armored vehicles ashore along with more of his trucks and JLTVs. It was a race now to get his forces ashore with as many of their supplies as possible before the larger PLA formations to the north and south advanced toward them. His units needed to grab a series of choke points and strategic positions, which his engineers would rapidly transform into defensive redoubts. He was under no illusions about what would happen to his division if either of those larger PLA group armies decided to refocus their efforts against his beachhead and throw the division back into the sea.

“Excuse me, sir,” interrupted Staff Sergeant Michaels as he gave the radio hand receiver to him. “It’s Brigadier General Soumoy on the line. She said it’s important.”

Bonwit raised an eyebrow as he took the hand receiver. “Huh, I guess we’ll see in a moment, won’t we?” he remarked, mostly to himself.

Sergeant Michaels grinned as he tried to listen to the one-sided conversation.

“Freya Actual, Berserker Actual. Send it,” Bonwit said as he used Soumoy’s call sign for the first time of the day.

“Berserker Actual, don’t ask how, but I just came into possession of a mix of Jackal XD500s. Break. I believe RCT Odin had requested additional Jackal support. Break. How would you like them distributed to the RCTs? Over,” Soumoy explained, having once again managed to find a stash of supplies that wasn’t supposed to exist.

“Freya, how many Jackals did you say you found? Over.”

“Berserker, sixty-four. An even split of sixteen to each RCT with four of each model available. Should I arrange for delivery to the RCTs? Over.”

“Did I hear that right, General?” Colonel Daniels asked, his left eyebrow raised in doubt. “The XO managed to find sixty-four Jackals for us?”

“Yeah, it looks that way,” Bonwit confirmed. “Is there an RCT that needs ’em more than another? She’s asking where to send them right now.”

The G2 held his hand up as he grabbed his tablet and scooched over to his table. “Sir, we just got a Raven report from Hukou Township. Just beyond the village, you can see an enemy force starting to marshal some armored vehicles and a few tanks to support them. I can’t say when they’ll attack or if they’ll attack, but this is RCT Loki’s AO, and if they do attack, then his units are going to be in a world of trouble. Most of our armored vehicles and trucks are with RCT Odin and Thor. I’d send eight Jackals to their RCTs and send the forty-eight others to Loki’s units. They’ll need ’em more should that force make a move on them.”

Bonwit was concerned about sending more helicopters into Hukou. They’d already lost two MV-22s to MANPADs. He wasn’t keen on adding some of his Super Stallions to the list. Then again, if the ChiComs were organizing some sort of armored force to attack his landing zones, then Colonel Givens was going to need the firepower they could bring to a fight.

Bonwit shook his head. He didn’t like his options. “Freya, the G2 just made me aware of something. Here’s what I want you to do. Send eight Jackals to RCTs Odin and Thor. Then send the remaining forty-eight to RCT Loki. Out.”

When Bonwit saw the concerned look on the face of his G2, he felt like they weren’t out of the woods just yet. The militia regiment they had pounded on throughout the day just might have a little fight still in them.

*******

3rd People’s Militia Regiment

Hukou ROC Army Reserve Camp

Hukou Township, Taiwan

General Qi stammered for words that wouldn’t come. His eyes widened at the sight of Major Zhong’s pistol, now inches from his face. “You can’t do this!” he blubbered as he became emotional. “I am a general…my father is a senior Party official, and my brother is a political officer in the Air—”

Pop, the pistol barked.

The bullet hit Song squarely between the eyes, and his body collapsed in a heap. Zhong heard audible gasps and murmurs of concern from Song’s acolytes, who couldn’t believe he’d just been shot like that. Zhong turned to face them, the pistol in hand. He pointed his free hand at Captain Yang Yong, Song’s political officer.

“Captain Yang was present during the call with Major General Huang, the commander of the 71st Group Army and his political officer. General Qi Guo was an embarrassment to the People’s Militia, the Group Army commander, his family, and the nation.” Zhong spoke forcefully, wanting to make sure everyone understood what happened to those who failed China.

“The 3rd People’s Militia Regiment was responsible for the coastal defense of Hsinchu County. The 71st Group Army was counting on our regiment to do what we said we could do and defend the coastal areas long enough for reinforcements to arrive.

“Do you want to know how long we lasted? How long Lieutenant Colonel Lei’s Dianchi Battalion lasted before he surrendered his force?” snarled Zhong, his words laced with the venom, scorn, and disgust he felt towards the unqualified commander.

“Twenty-seven minutes! That’s how long Lieutenant Colonel Lei’s battalion fought the Americans before giving up! As of this moment, General Huang has placed me in command of what’s left of the regiment. We are going to fight. We are going to defend our homeland from these foreign invaders. We shall water the land with their blood, or we shall throw them back into the sea,” Zhong exclaimed loudly, pounding his fist on the table nearby.

“Our regiment has been given new orders,” Zhong continued. “I want Major Li, Captain Chen, and First Lieutenant Sun to stay here. Everyone else…get out!”

As the room cleared, the reality of the situation sank in, and Zhong knew they were not long for this world given the way things had gone so far. From the moment he’d retrieved that odious piece of garbage from the whorehouse where he’d stayed the night, battalion after battalion had been cut to shreds by American Marines or had simply given up. On several occasions, he had blocked General Qi from ordering his commanders to fall back to the Army Reserve camp, until eventually, General Huang had been made aware of what was happening and ordered Zhong to take charge of the regiment and fix the problem.

Staring at the recently updated map taped to the wall, Zhong wasn’t sure there was much he could do at this point to turn things around.

We started the day with eight battalions…we have two left.

Zhong turned away from the map, fixing his gaze on the three officers he deemed moderately qualified to hold their positions. He’d asked them to stay behind because they were the only ones he felt reasonably confident about placing in charge of the remaining force he had left.

Looking first to Major Li Qiang, he said, “Major, you’re now in charge of the Lugu Battalion. I don’t trust anyone else. As much as it pains me to admit this, since the Marines have established a beachhead and even now are assaulting the Hukou Army Base, we are now being asked to form small hit-and-run ambush teams to sow chaos and cause problems for the Marines. This is a task that is beyond what I think our militia force can effectively do, but we will try and continue to stall their advance while we wait for additional units to arrive.”

For the next hour, Zhong passed along as much as he could before sending them out. He knew he was likely sending them to their deaths, but what choice did he have? Surrender wasn’t an option, and the word quit wasn’t a part of his vocabulary.

When it was down to just him and First Lieutenant Sun, Zhong explained the importance of the mission General Huang had tasked them with, clipping the wings of the Marines and forcing them into a street fight. This strategy would sap the energy of the allies and drain material support in Taiwan so it couldn’t be used on the mainland. Zhong pointed to the two OD Green cases stacked against the back of the room, and once his eager lieutenant realized what was in them, a devilish grin spread across his face.

“Are those what I think they are? Flaming Arrows—Norinco’s newest QW-3 man-portable air-defense system?” Lieutenant Sun asked. There was no question these fourth-generation MANPADs were vastly superior to the HN series, which were little more than copies of the Soviet Strela MANPADs.

“Lieutenant Sun, I must admit I didn’t think you would know much if anything about MANPADs. But, yes, those are the QW-3s,” Major Zhong confirmed. “These are the ones that use those dual-mode seekers—infrared and ultraviolet. They are also the ones that include a passive countermeasures system. That’s the whizbang stuff they tell me reduces the likelihood of it getting spoofed and chasing after a flare or some sort of chaff canister decoy. Basically, that means it’ll be damn hard for those Marines to try and evade one.”

“This is incredible, Major. Does this mean the mission you want to use me and my platoon for involves going after helicopters?” the lieutenant inquired, doing his best to contain his excitement.

“Um, sort of, I suppose,” Zhong responded. “Let’s just say I think it’s time we invited your platoon to come join us here. I want to make sure you guys also know how to use those.” Zhong motioned with his hand to a series of stacked OD Green cases similar to the ones containing the MANPADs.

Lieutenant Sun furrowed his brow as he hesitantly read the words. “Hongjian-12—I don’t seem to recall what this stands for. I only know about the Norinco QW system because my older brother is a supervisor at the plant that makes them. What does it do?”

Zhong smiled. “Lieutenant, have you heard of the term ‘antitank guided-missile system’ before?”

“Ah, you mean the fire-and-forget ATGM or something like that?” he quizzed, still unsure.

Zhong laughed at his hesitation. “Yeah, it’s something like that. Go get your platoon. Now that Qi Guo can’t inadvertently get us all killed, I think it’s time I show you what I used to do before I lost my leg back in Venezuela…”

*******

0328 Hours, Following Morning

IVO Hukou Army Base

Hukou Township, Taiwan

Major Zhong Jin stood at a vantage point overlooking the Hukou Army Base, binoculars pressed to his eyes. His pulse raced as he watched the American Marines working on the flight line, adrenaline pumping through his veins. The invasion had been swift and merciless, and Zhong couldn’t help but feel a sense of frustration at the rapid progress of the Marines. It was a question he could only ponder after the war.

“One minute,” Lieutenant Sun’s voice crackled over the radio.

Zhong glanced down at the DJI drone controller in his hand, the live video feed revealing the preparations of the militia platoon. In less than sixty seconds, they’d find out if the hurried training on the Red Arrow–12 ATGMs had paid off. The Marines had wasted no time in capturing the base and getting the helipads operational. Now, choppers streamed in, bringing reinforcements and supplies.

Despite his determination, Zhong was a realist. With just three Red Arrow–12 fire-and-forget ATGMs and a pair of QW-3 MANPADs, there was only so much Lieutenant Sun’s platoon of militiamen could do. To make matters worse, the betrayal of Major Li weighed heavily on his mind; the memory of Li’s surrender of the entire Lugu Battalion was still fresh and painful.

Shaking his head dismissively, Zhong tightened his jaw. He hoped the militiamen wouldn’t falter at the last second, a dangerous trend he’d noticed among the militia units. The stakes were high, but he had to believe they could make a difference.

“Thirty seconds,” Sun’s voice came through the radio again, the anticipation palpable.

Zhong’s fingers tightened around the drone controller, his eyes never leaving the live feed on the small screen. The militiamen were in position, their camouflage blending seamlessly with the vegetation and natural terrain. Sergeant Yang’s squad, armed with the Red Arrow–12 ATGMs, tensed as the countdown continued.

“Ten seconds,” Sun whispered, his voice laden with the gravity of the situation.

Zhong’s heart pounded in his chest, his nerves fraying as the seconds ticked by. The militia platoon was inexperienced, but their determination was undeniable. He knew their bravery and their lives were in his hands, and he was determined to make their efforts count.

“Fire!” Lieutenant Sun commanded, his voice resolute.

Sergeant Yang’s squad sprang into action, launching their ATGMs at the unsuspecting Marine vehicles and fuel bladders. The missiles cut through the air with deadly accuracy, their fiery tails streaking toward the enemy. The Marines scrambled in response, some diving for cover while others attempted to return fire.

“Sergeant Yang, report!” Lieutenant Sun demanded, the urgency in his voice betraying his own nerves.

“Two vehicles destroyed. One fuel bladder hit!” Yang replied, his voice strained from the chaos of battle.

A surge of pride coursed through Zhong at the small but significant victory. It wasn’t enough to turn the tide of the battle, but it would buy them time and disrupt the Marines’ operations. Zhong quickly refocused on the drone’s feed, scanning for the AH-1Z Viper attack helicopters that were sure to respond to the attack.

“Corporal Liu, stand by with your QW-3 MANPADs,” Lieutenant Sun ordered, his voice tense with anticipation.

The chaos on the ground intensified as Zhong saw the pair of Viper helicopters in the distance head towards the fight they’d started. As they closed the distance to the base they were attacking, he could hear their rotor blades slicing through the air, a menacing reminder of their deadly firepower. The noise was deafening, but Zhong remained focused, his eyes glued to the drone’s screen.

“Vipers incoming!” Zhong warned over the radio, his voice steady despite the pounding of his heart.

Corporal Liu’s squad sprang to action, their QW-3 MANPADs at the ready. The militiamen crouched in their concealed positions, their eyes trained on the approaching helicopters. Time seemed to slow as the Vipers bored down on them, their sleek frames bristling with weaponry.

“Now!” Lieutenant Sun barked the order.

Corporal Liu’s squad fired their MANPADs, the missiles arching skyward to meet the advancing Vipers. As the missiles closed in on their targets, the fate of the militia platoon hung in the balance.

Two direct hits sent plumes of smoke and fire into the sky. The AH-1Z Vipers erupted into flames, spiraling to the ground in a pile of mangled, burning wreckage. The Chinese soldiers cheered, their spirits momentarily lifted by the small victory.

But the battle was far from over. The Marines regrouped, their discipline and experience shining through as they launched a devastating counterattack. Mortar rounds and machine-gun fire rained down on the militia platoon, pinning them down and cutting off their avenues of retreat. One by one, the Chinese soldiers fell, their desperate cries echoing through the air as they succumbed to their injuries.

Zhong watched helplessly as Lieutenant Sun tried to rally his men, shouting orders over the cacophony of gunfire and explosions. Sergeant Yang was hit, slumped against a tree; his lifeblood stained the ground beneath him. Corporal Liu, too, was struck down, his lifeless body cradling the remains of the QW-3 MANPAD that had brought down the Vipers.

“Major Zhong, we need to withdraw!” Sun shouted into the radio, his voice strained and choked with emotion.

But Zhong knew it was too late. The Marines had them surrounded, their superior firepower and training quickly overpowering the beleaguered militiamen. The drone’s feed painted a grim picture, with the bodies of the Chinese soldiers scattered across the battlefield like rag dolls.

“Fall back, Lieutenant!” Zhong ordered, the weight of the decision heavy on his shoulders. “I’ll find another way out.”

He maneuvered the drone, searching for a possible escape route as Sun and the remaining soldiers attempted to disengage from the relentless Marine onslaught. But the odds were insurmountable, and one by one, the Chinese soldiers were picked off until only Zhong remained.

He watched the feed, his heart heavy with grief and rage as the Marines closed in, their victory all but assured. But they wouldn’t get him, not if he had anything to say about it. With renewed determination, Major Zhong Jin slipped away from his observation post, vowing that the sacrifices of his men would not be in vain. They had inflicted damage on the enemy, and it was now his mission to ensure it was enough to make a difference. He would survive, regroup, and fight on for the sake of his country and the memory of the brave men who had given their lives under his command.
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The First Domino

Eighth Army Headquarters

Camp Humphrey, Korea

“Close the door, Don. I’ll pour us a drink and you can tell me why you wanted us to talk in here instead of out there,” said General Bob Sink as the two of them entered his private study adjacent to his office.

Lieutenant General Don Baxter pulled the door closed, muffling the chaotic noise of their staff. Walking toward Sink, he saw him place a bottle of Woodford Reserve Baccarat on an end table between a pair of overstuffed leather chairs.

“Damn, Bob. That’s an expensive bottle to leave in your office,” Baxter commented as he accepted the glass of lightly colored copper liquid. “Am I being plied in anticipation of a request with what happens to be my favorite bourbon?”

Sink shook his head as he chuckled. “I think it’s more like you winning me over with the taste of this insanely velvety, fruity yet sweet, citrus-tinged nectar of the gods. I can’t believe I’ve allowed myself to drink that piss water they called Maker’s Mark or Wild Turkey.”

Baxter laughed at that. “Well, when you’re young and poor you take what you can get.”

“Yeah, exactly. Let’s sit and enjoy a moment’s peace with a stiff drink before we go back to the talk of war.”

Baxter nodded as he sipped the bourbon. He saw Sink finish half his in a couple of gulps as he reclined into the chair, momentarily closing his eyes. The stress is aging him. God, what do I look like now compared to just a few years back?

“Bob, what’s the situation with these POWs?” Baxter asked, having allowed a few minutes of silence to pass. “There seems to have been an influx of them lately. We’re even starting to see some of the same trends across the Russian-NATO lines in the north and with the Marines and NATO-South forces in Taiwan.”

“Have your people looked into who is surrendering, Don? I’d wager they’re PMs, not regular army.”

“PMs?”

Sink finally opened his eyes as he reached for his glass. “People’s Militia, Don. I think it has something to do with a shortage of food and munitions.”

Baxter nodded. “I’ve heard about the shortages. Help me understand why you think that’s the case. You’re closer to all this than I am back at INDOPACOM.”

“Some contractors and a few sharp enlisted NCOs and analysts have been looking at the expenditures of munitions by the PLA across the past eighteen months. This obviously varies by theater and what kind of major offensive or defensive operation the PLA’s dealing with. But in the grand scheme of things, it’s beginning to help us identify some interesting trends.

“For example, here’s one. Eight months ago, more and more of the regular army prisoners we captured started sharing similar complaints. A change in the quality of food and the presence of a growing number of PMs being used in similar ways as we saw PMCs during the Russo-Ukraine War use Russian prisoners—”

“You mean Wagner and their ‘penal battalion,’” he interrupted as he made air quotes around the words penal battalion.

“Exactly, Don. Wagner used those prisoners to clear minefields, identify Ukrainian machine-gun positions and force ’em to expend huge quantities of munitions. Then shortly after their human wave assault, as the night settled over the battlefield, the more skilled Wagnerians with better kits and weapons would use that data to take ’em out. Freaking criminal barbaric behavior if you ask me. But if you’re willing to check your morals at the door, it was effective. I think the ChiComs are doing something similar here,” explained Sink, sadness in his voice.

“That’s an interesting assessment, Bob. When you say you think they’re doing something similar—what do you mean by that?”

Sink sat forward in his chair as he leaned closer. “OK, so you know how some of our strategic bombing effort is targeting China’s rail and logistical network, military industrial base, comms network, right? Well, it makes sense that these kinds of attacks would start to be felt across other sectors of the economy. I think it’s straining their ability to cultivate crops and grow food to produce the obvious raw inputs for the food processing industry. Couple that with a serious degradation in their logistical networks and you have the recipe for a famine or food shortages.

“I think that’s what’s going on, Don. It would explain why we’re seeing influxes of PM units across the front lines and why we’re seeing almost weekly mass suicide attacks across our lines. It almost feels like they’re having us thin out their population while forcing us to expend inordinate amounts of munitions to stop them. Hell, in some cases we’ve had some units at the company or platoon level get overrun when they ran out of bullets. Fortunately it hasn’t created any exploitable seams in the line, but that’s just luck it hasn’t happened.

“In some cases our ISR drones will spot some of these large attacks being formed up. Then, just as they start to approach our lines, they’ll suddenly drop whatever weapons they have and throw their hands up in surrender. We’ve also seen how some soldiers walking further behind them will start shooting into their backs if they do this. That’s when we’ve seen some of them actually turn on each other. In one case an ISR drone spotted a company-size element move beyond their lines and just as they started to approach the no-man’s land between us, some of them turned on the soldiers behind them. They gunned them down and then the entire company tossed their weapons and walked towards us to surrender en masse.

“We’re starting to swim in prisoners, Don. We’re carting them back to Korea as quickly as we can, but even the Koreans are finding it hard to care for and guard for so many. This war…it’s got to end, my friend. The use of these militia units like this is beyond barbarous. It’s genocidal, what they’re forcing us to do. It’s gotta stop,” Sink finished as he reached for his glass, draining it.

“I don’t disagree, Bob, and you’re right—this war has to end. The evolution in weapons introduced in this conflict has changed the ways we fight wars and will likely change how they’re fought in just a handful more years. I mean, damn, you’ve seen those reports about the Terracotta Warriors in Taiwan. General Gilbert’s Marines were the first to encounter them, but good Lord. It won’t be long until we start seeing them showing up in numbers against your forces,” confided Baxter as he shared his biggest fear.

Baxter watched his friend refill their glasses before he reached for his tablet. As he caught a glimpse of what he was pulling up, he groaned softly to himself, knowing where the conversation was about to go next.

“I promise I didn’t invite you here to liquor you up only to ambush you with something I know you can’t authorize. Before I’m ordered to launch Crimson Tide—phase three of Middle Kingdom—I’d like to tell you about Iron Tempest and how I think this will improve the likelihood of success in our coming action to seize Binhai.

“Iron Tempest would be a limited offensive action to capitalize on the two offensive pushes our Russian friends and NATO-North initiated a few weeks back against General Song’s First PLA Army. I think once you’ve looked this over, you’ll see how this would greatly reduce the likelihood of Song’s forces trying to intervene in Crimson Tide by attacking my forces in the Liaoning Province at a time when I’ll be at my weakest and our focus will be on Binhai. If you agree with me after reviewing this, then I’ll need your help convincing the Pentagon and the White House to approve it and back me up that this will actually help Crimson Tide and not hurt it,” explained Sink as he held the tablet out for him. “All I’m asking is you take a couple of minutes and review the plan, that’s all.”

Ah damnit, Bob, this better be good, he thought as he took the tablet.

“Thanks for humoring me, Don.”

“Don’t thank me yet. I still have to read it.”

A few minutes went by, then he saw the Air Force request and about had a heart attack. “Bob, for God’s sake, you can’t be serious about Rapid Dragon? That’s the core of the shock-and-awe effect as your SOF and Airborne troopers seize the port,” challenged Baxter as he questioned his friend’s ability to pull off Crimson Tide with half the cruise missiles he had sworn he needed for this operation to succeed.

“Hear me out, Don. We’ve been squirreling away these JASSM-ERs and XR variants for most of the year. I’ve got nearly one thousand, six hundred stored up for this offensive. This plan will work, and because it’ll work, we won’t need to rely as heavily on the shock-and-awe element for the Binhai operation to succeed. Let me explain and walk the dog with you on the big picture happening up north and how that’s going to impact my operations here,” explained Sink as he pulled up some maps of the Russian, Mongolian, and Chinese border regions before continuing.

“The NATO-North and Russian offensives started a few weeks after their armored and motorized forces had moved into position. Four days ago along the Inner Mongolian border, a combined NATO-Russian force attacked the heavily depleted Third PLA Army loosely strung across a very long border. They’ve been pressing brigade-level attacks across multiple axes of advance as they probe for some spots along the line. This has forced General Song to detach elements of his own reserves to strengthen their positions. So that’s the first allied offensive—but there’s more,” Sink explained with a grin that resembled the Big Bad Wolf when he saw Little Red Riding Hood strolling along in the woods to Grandma’s.

“This second offensive in northern China—it’s much bigger. While the Russians comprise the larger attacking force pressing the Inner Mongolian border, it’s the NATO force that’s leading the way against the Longzhen defensive works across the central Heilongjiang Province. This is the final major defensive line holding northern China together. A breakthrough here could lead to the capture of Harbin, some three hundred kilometers to the south. The reason that’s possible, Don, is damn near everything between this line and Harbin is flat, wide-open plains. Perfect territory for armor and motorized infantry. It’s also an opportunity.

“Whether you believe in God or fate, these offensive actions in the north are geographically separated by some eight hundred kilometers. Meanwhile, Song’s headquarters and the bulk of his force are more than five hundred kilometers south of Harbin and six hundred and fifty kilometers east of Inner Mongolia. This places his massive force in a tough position as supplying and supporting either of those defenders means incredibly long supply lines at a time when he’s already facing supply shortages after I made a move to capture the geographically strategic Liaoxi Corridor. That’s the city of Chaoyang here, and Jinzhou here along the coast, which was a major railroad network critical to connecting his force and supply lines to the rest of China.

“With my continued stranglehold on these supply lines across swaths of western Liaoning Province, his ability to support the defense of these areas is only going to get worse for them as those consumables are used,” Sink explained as he highlighted the various supply routes supporting the PLA defensive works across the different provinces.

Baxter had to agree the supply situation looked more dire than he had been led to believe. It really did look like this massively insurmountable force under General Song was probably in a tougher situation than his staff and planners understood. It reminded him of a phrase attributed to Napoleon Bonaparte: “An army marches on its stomach.” The theory of a well-supplied army was a truism as old as warfare itself. Without beans and bullets, the army would be rendered useless in short order.

Looking at his field commander, Baxter remarked, “You really think Song’s going to deplete his supplies here to support those other forces? It’s kind of a risk on his end, don’t you think?”

Undeterred by the comment, Sink countered, “Here’s the thing, Don. Northern China makes up a big part of the country’s industrial base, from its natural resources to its flat plains used in agriculture. While I have certainly complicated the rail and highway networks connecting this region with the rest of China, it’s not entirely cut off either. Song can’t afford to lose these regions. If he loses Inner Mongolia, then he loses the limited rail and highway networks still supplying his forces and the rest of northern China. If NATO is able to break through the Longzhen defensive works across the central Heilongjiang Province, he not only faces the reality of losing three hundred–plus kilometers of farmlands and territory all the way to Harbin, he also faces the reality of losing hundreds of thousands of soldiers holding defensive positions along the eastern China-Russia border.

“He has to hold the Longzhen Line in central Heilongjiang Province or he faces the likelihood of losing damn near all of northern China. With those offensives in full swing, his supplies are going to be stretched, and that’s where I see a golden opportunity. We have a real chance here to finish him off and likely force his entire army into surrendering. That takes one and a half million soldiers off the board and puts us that much closer to final victory,” Sink explained confidently.

As Baxter continued to examine Iron Tempest, he had to admit, Sink had a point. When opportunity presents itself, best to seize it.

OK, Bob, you convinced me. Let’s see if I can convince the SecDef and the White House…

*******

National Military Command Center

Pentagon

Arlington, Virginia

Secretary of Defense Jack Kurtis tapped on the pad of paper in front of him as General Bob Sink finished speaking. Why can’t we just stick to the plans we’ve spent the better part of a year drafting and putting into place? Jack scoffed silently to himself before looking to the video image of his INDOPACOM commander.

“You are in agreement with this, General Baxter?”

“I am, Mr. Secretary.”

“Don, I’m having a hard time here believing this won’t negatively affect Crimson Tide once it gets going. Are you willing to accept the risk that it might delay the start of it?” pressed Jack, making sure he understood the risks to his overall plan.

“I understand the risk, Mr. Secretary, but as General Sink has rightly pointed out, we have a unique opportunity to potentially encircle and destroy General Song’s First PLA Army. Even if Song and that damned AI somehow manage to fend off the worst of our attacks, we will have so thoroughly attrited the combat effectiveness of his force, they won’t be able to interfere in the final phases of Middle Kingdom,” assured General Baxter.

Jack looked over to General Hamlin. “Can the Air Force support this and still be able to pivot to support the Binhai operation once the go order is given?”

The Air Force Chief of Staff nodded hesitantly before speaking. “Supporting Rapid Dragon won’t be the problem, Mr. Secretary. It’s the losses we’re going to sustain in supporting Iron Tempest that may present some issues for us.”

“How so?” asked Admiral Thiel as he grabbed his pen.

“There are two factors to consider here. The first is combat losses we’re going to take supporting this operation and making sure we can still generate enough combat power to support a quick turnabout when the Binhai operation begins. Then there’s the second factor to consider. The element of surprise…we’ll lose it once we initiate Rapid Dragon. For most of the year we’ve been limiting our use of the JASSM-ERs and XR variants for this specific operation. Once we unveil the capability, it’ll no longer be a surprise like it would have been at the start of Crimson Tide,” explained General Hamlin as he laid out the challenges facing the Air Force.

“Huh, I don’t think I thought about that,” Jack said aloud before turning back to his INDOPACOM commander. “Don, when we kick off Crimson Tide, it called for a shock-and-awe effect of one thousand, three hundred and fifty JASSM-ERs and two hundred and eighty-eight of the XR versions via Rapid Dragon to pummel the PLA units and air bases within a hundred-kilometer radius of the Binhai area and other critical targets as deep as one thousand, five hundred kilometers into the interior of the country. If that’s cut in half and you lose the element of surprise, do you believe it will impact the success or failure of your plan?”

General Baxter’s face grew a little larger on the camera as he leaned in to answer. “Mr. Secretary, if this war has taught us one thing, it’s this—we are too predictable. Jade Dragon has ruthlessly used this against us. It knows our aversion to high casualties and risks, even if such actions could lead to a swifter end to the war. I won’t deny losing the tactical advantage of Rapid Dragon or a reduction in JASSMs may lead to an increased risk to our forces. But the strategic value gained by removing General Song from the board, or at least mitigating his influence in the final phases of this war, far outweighs the risk. This is a risk worth taking, Mr. Secretary.”

Jack nodded slowly, then asked if there were any dissenting opinions before turning to Admiral Thiel. “OK, Admiral, what do you say?”

“It’s a risk, Mr. Secretary, no doubt. Given my tenure as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs ends in a few days, I think this decision should be given to the President and my successor allowed to help advise her on that. He will ultimately be the one to assist her in military matters for the remainder of the war,” replied Admiral Thiel, a little glum that his extended tour as Chairman was coming to an end.

“That’s gracious of you, Admiral, and I agree. Let’s go see the President and see if we can get a decision today. General Sink, if the President authorizes this, then consider using Rapid Dragon not just to hit Song’s forces but go ahead and initiate the strike for Crimson Tide. We’ll get more bang for the buck if we leverage the full element of surprise than if we wait until we’re ready to launch the Binhai operation. Oh, one more question. If asked how soon you could launch this operation, what should I say?” Jack asked before wrapping up the meeting.

“Seventy-two hours and not a minute more,” the general replied flatly.

Jack stood, causing the others in the room to stand. “I think it’s time I go see the President.”

*******

Situation Room, White House

Washington, D.C.

President Maria Delgado pressed her fingers against her throbbing temple as Secretary of Defense Jack Kurtis concluded his briefing. Her migraine had returned with a vengeance, making it hard to focus. Still, she couldn’t let it distract her from the critical decisions at hand. Perhaps it was finally time to speak to the doc about it. Before the meeting started, she tasked Blain with questioning Jack about General Sink’s proposition to launch a new offensive around Shenyang while preparing for the seaborne operation to seize the Port of Binhai. If Blain and Vice President Madden believed it would help end the war sooner, then she’d go along with it. They had a better grasp of how the war was progressing than she did at this moment.

Blain dove in, asking, “Jack, we thought the heavy, intense fighting in Taiwan would have ended within the first couple of months following our invasion and subsequent isolation of the PLA from the mainland. But here we are, months later, and the fighting is just as intense now as it was during the first week of the invasion. If the President authorizes General Sink’s Eighth Army to launch this Operation…Iron Tempest, what happens if they fail to subdue General Song’s First PLA Army, or the PLA finds some way to keep Eighth Army engaged where we have to continue supporting it and the operations in Taiwan? You know our supply and material situation right now. I don’t think Eighth Army can support Operations Crimson Tide and this Iron Tempest at the same time. If they get bogged down, we may have to delay Crimson Tide or cancel it altogether.” Blain’s question would force the Pentagon to address the concerns she’d tasked him with fleshing out for her.

Jack began to answer the questions Blain continued to ask while Maria tried to listen and remain engaged. The pulsating, stabbing pain she felt as her migraine intensified made it hard to think. With combat operations still raging in Taiwan, the province of Inner Mongolia, and the northern provinces of China, and the growing intensity of fighting in the US Eighth Army area of responsibility of Liaoning Province, she didn’t feel she could take the day off to rest and deal with this migraine, so she toughed it out.

“Excuse me, Madam President.”

Hearing her name, Maria realized she’d been rubbing her temple through much of the discussion happening around her. Looking to find the person who had called her, she smiled when she saw it was her incoming Chairman of the Joint Chiefs—outgoing Commandant of the Marine Corps General Michael Langley.

“Yes, General Langley?”

The soon-to-be Chairman of the Joint Chiefs spoke firmly, explaining, “Ma’am, this war is being fought with artificial intelligence, drones, autonomous aircraft, vehicles, even underwater mini subs. Now we’re beginning to encounter these autonomous armed robots—the Terracotta Warriors. This war ushered onto the battlefield a new kind of soulless savagery unlike anything we’ve seen in the past wars our nation has fought. We have to win this fight and soon, ma’am. If Iron Tempest and the two offensive NATO-Russian offensives currently underway can pin down and destroy the First PLA Army, then it can only hasten the end to this godawful war.”

Maria thought about that for a moment, then looked to her NSA and closest advisor. “Blain, what do you think?”

“I think we should do it,” he replied confidently.

Maria sat silently for a moment before coming to a decision as she weighed the consequences should they all be proven wrong. Looking to her Secretary of Defense, she said, “OK, Jack, it seems we’re all in agreement here. Tell General Sink Iron Tempest is approved. He can start at a time of his choosing, but please, keep us informed of when it will start.”

Jack gave a curt nod. “Of course, Madam President. I’ll have the NMCC transmit the order the moment we leave for the Pentagon.”

Just as the meeting was about to end, Maria said, “Before everyone leaves, I need the VP, NSA, SecDef, and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs to hang back a moment. Everyone else is dismissed.”

As the room cleared, leaving just them, Maria turned to her SecDef to issue one final order. “Jack, I don’t know if you guys have included General Langley in our special access program for Operation Falling Stars yet, but after discussing it at length with Blain and the VP, I’m satisfied with the results from Woomera and ready to move forward. When I return to the Oval after we’re done here, I will sign the authorization to order the strike. It’s time to get ready to nail that AI once and for all.”

Jack turned serious as he replied, “I know this was a tough decision, Madam President. I think it’s the right one too. It won’t be long now until we can turn the lights out on Jade Dragon.”
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Iron Tempest

Bravo Company, 3rd Rangers

Anshan Teng’ao Airport

Major Allen Meacham stood in the hangar, surrounded by his Rangers. “Listen up, Bravo,” he began. “It’s been a tough couple of months. While I would have liked our reprieve to have lasted longer, The brass has a mission that screams Rangers all over it. I’ve seen the op, and I concur. This is a Ranger mission through and through, and we’re going to join the rest of the battalion in seizing the objective and kicking ass,” Meacham explained. His audience appeared a bit skeptical, hesitant.

“In forty-eight hours, General Sink, the commander for Eighth Army, Allied Force Asia, will launch Operation Iron Tempest. This is an offensive operation aimed at either encircling and capturing General Song and his First PLA Army—or destroying them,” Meacham explained, to everyone’s surprise.

“3rd Battalion has been given the task of capturing the Shenyang Taoxian International Airport,” he announced, leaning back and letting it sink in. “That’s all I have for everyone. Your platoon leaders will get with you shortly to go over further instructions for each platoon. I expect each of you to make sure you know your platoon’s objectives and those of the other platoons should something happen and they become incapacitated. Before I head back to battalion, I need the PLs to meet me near the wall over there for a minute. I’ve got some additional instructions to pass on for your platoons.” Meacham gestured toward the hangar wall and started to walk toward it.

He stood against the wall waiting for the PLs to arrive. When they did, he unlocked and unzipped a courier bag he’d brought with him. Then he pulled out folders marked with stenciling that read “TOP SECRET /// Operation Shadow Strike /// TOP SECRET.”

With the folders in hand, Meacham handed them out with instructions to take a few moments to read them over and ask any questions before he took the folders back. A handful of minutes went by as the PLs perused the maps, objectives, and estimates of enemy forces either stationed at the airport or positioned nearby. After a while, Meacham heard the first sign of grumbling in the ranks as the platoon leader for Second Platoon shook his head dismissively at what he’d read.

Meacham intervened. “OK, Truman, I can see you aren’t happy. Let’s hear it.”

Captain Derik Truman from Second Platoon sighed before closing the folder. “Major, I’m not saying this mission is something we can’t handle or haven’t done in the past—but this is a dangerous mission that’s going to rely on a whole lot of variables breaking our way. If just one or two things get snagged, we could be in a real world of hurt—and likely trapped pretty far behind the lines.”

Meacham was about to respond when Captain von Saucken jumped in. “He’s not wrong, Major. If the 64th AR runs into trouble at the Dengta lines, we could be up a creek without a paddle. This intel report from the G2 says the line was just reinforced with the 115th Combined Arms Brigade, but we’re going to be twenty-some kilometers behind enemy lines. That’s a bit of a hike should it come to that.”

“You're killing me, Smalls,” Meacham replied, eliciting some laughs as the humor broke the tension. “Listen, guys, I’m only going to say this once. The enemy always gets a vote. That’s a given. But here’s what else is a given. This main operation, Iron Tempest—they’re bringing everything to bear on this one, and I mean everything.

“When the op starts, they won’t know what hit them. Aside from dedicated air support to the battalion until we’re relieved, the flyboys are unleashing something called Rapid Dragon. I don’t have a clue what that is or how it works, but I was told it involves firing some one thousand, four hundred cruise missiles. If that’s true, then that means we’re going to plaster the hell out of these units.”

That last comment elicited an impressed reaction or two.

“So here’s what I want you guys to do,” Meacham concluded. “Pack up your ISVs and have ’em ready down at the flight line for the loadmaster to get ’em ready. Bring some extra Starstreaks and Switchblades. Hooah?”

“Hooah!” came an automatic reply.

Meacham collected the folders, sliding them into a courier bag before locking it. “Rangers lead the way!” he rattled off as he turned to leave.

“All the way!” countered the captains as the three of them went to work getting the platoons ready to start Operation Shadow Strike.

*******

21st Airlift Squadron

IVO Liaodong Bay

Major Fischer descended the stairs down into the cargo hold of the C-17 after speaking with the pilots. They confirmed everything was still on track. Knock on wood, they hadn’t seen any signs of enemy aircraft or new SAM radars turning on to fire missiles at them either. Today they were going to make history, and it didn’t appear like anything was going to stop it.

“Major, we’re five mikes out from getting this show on the road,” shouted the loadmaster excitedly as he held his hand up, his fingers denoting the minutes.

Fischer tried to keep a neutral face as he acknowledged the comment. It would have been unprofessional to hoot and holler in excitement as they approached the drop zone, but that was exactly what he wanted to do. This would be only the second time in history that the Rapid Dragons’ palletized disposable weapon modules would have been used during the war. As Fischer stood there at the front of the aircraft near the stairs leading to the flight deck, he marveled at just how far they had come in developing this program.

Fischer swelled with a sense of pride and accomplishment. While he hadn’t been on the Rapid Dragon program as long as others, the forty-five ADM-160 Miniature Air-Launched Decoys or MALDs in those pallets were all his. While others from his Academy class had been fighting the fight since the start of the war, he’d worked in the engineering lab, overseeing the cadre of contractors that were part of the Raytheon program to enhance the capabilities of the drone decoys. These little buggers had been enhanced with a more fuel-efficient engine, allowing them to fly farther and faster and loiter longer if necessary. Most importantly, the onboard system of electronic wizardry was sure to cause the PLA all sorts of headaches. Some of the MALDs would emit the electronic emissions of a B-2 stealth bomber at one altitude while another might give off the signature of an F-15 Eagle II; still another might appear as a Navy EA-18G or Growler electronic warfare plane as its onboard suite of electronic jamming systems would do their best to blind and jam PLA radars and SAM batteries.

The real zenith of Fischer’s contribution to Rapid Dragon was the wave of cruise missiles that would follow in the wake of this electronic chaos caused by the MALDs. Flying not too far behind his trio of C-17s, which would be busy creating chaos to blind the enemy, were going to be a flight of thirty additional C-17 Globemasters. They would unleash the volley of 1,350 JASSM-ER cruise missiles from the disposable air-drop launcher system that made up the Rapid Dragon system. Shortly after they released their volley, another flight of twenty-four C-130J Super Hercules would unleash a separate barrage of 288 JASSM-XRs. The latter wave of cruise missiles had a range of more than twelve hundred miles, compared to the 575 miles of the earlier barrage.

A flight engineer walked up to Fischer, a jacket in hand. “Sir, you may want to put this on. It’s going to get cold in here once the ramp opens. You’ll also need to use that headset on the wall if you want to speak to us. It’s about to get windy.”

Fischer nodded appreciatively, then donned the jacket and placed the headset on.

“Stand by for final prep before lowering the ramp,” Fischer heard the loadmaster say through the headset.

As he listened in, he started to hear the chattering between the crewmen as they moved to the rear of the plane to prep the pallets before lowering the ramp. They attached straps to themselves before going about their final checks. While the loadmaster completed his check of the ADS or aerial delivery system, his partner was double-checking the static line connecting the parachutes affixed to the pallets. When they gave each other a thumbs-up, they lowered the ramp.

The cargo hold filled with rushing air as the heat escaped, making Fischer feel glad he’d accepted the jacket. The temperature in the aircraft continued to drop. Then he caught a glimpse of the sea below them.

We must be close to the drop zone, thought Fischer.

He heard a voice that he assumed was the pilot making an announcement. “Prepare to release the package in three…two…one…kick ’em. Cut ’em loose and get the ramp up the moment they’re out!”

One by one, the pallets rolled out the back of the aircraft to fall below. Shortly after clearing the aircraft, the pallets’ main chutes opened, slowing their descent. Then, like clockwork, the missiles began to fall as gravity separated them from the container that had been holding them. Shortly after each missile fell from its carriage, the wings on each of them deployed. Then their engines ignited, and the guidance systems took control. In mere moments, some forty-five MALDs were on their way to their intended targets, ready to sow chaos and confusion within the enemy air defenses.

With his part of the mission done, Fischer felt a sense of relief. They’d done their part; now they’d wait to see what happened next.

*******

Bravo Company, 3rd Rangers

IVO Heyan Village

Sujiatun District, Shenyang

The V-280 Valor flew low and fast, barely skimming the treetops after slipping past enemy lines. Dekker could feel tension inside the aircraft as his men prepared for their mission, each lost in their thoughts.

Sergeant First Class Amos Dekker glanced over at Captain Loach, noting the determined look on his face as he too recognized the danger of the mission. The two had built a strong bond over the past six months, with Dekker acting as a mentor to L2 since his arrival at the platoon. Despite his inexperience, L2 had quickly earned the respect of the platoon through hard work and leading by example.

“Hey, L2,” Dekker said, raising his voice to be heard over the roar of the engines. “You ready for this?”

L2 looked at Dekker, his eyes serious but confident. “I am, Sergeant. Just another day at the office, and we’ve got a job to do."

Dekker nodded, happy to see him becoming more comfortable in his role as platoon leader. “That's the spirit, sir. We’ve got an experienced platoon and company on this mission. We’ll kick some ass and seize the objectives before the PLA knows what hit them.”

Looking out the window as the terrain passed below, Dekker watched as the smaller-style homes that dotted the countryside gave way to larger homes as they overflew some villages and towns. He also caught sight as the 4th Ring Road that connected to the city of Shenyang appeared to their left as the pilot adjusted their flight path.

Won’t be long now…we appear to be on final approach if I’m not mistaken, Dekker thought to himself as he recalled maps and photos that he’d studied of the area following the mission brief. They weren’t far from the city or from General Song’s First PLA Army headquarters. Wouldn’t that be something if we seized the airport just as the general was trying to use it to get out of the area? he mused.

Suddenly, the pilot flying the Valor pulled up on the nose of the bird, causing it to bleed off speed. Dekker saw the tilt rotor begin to rotate back into its helicopter position. The pilot then announced their imminent arrival at the landing zone, cutting short any last-minute conversations.

“Rangers!” Dekker shouted as the pitch of the rotors changed, becoming much louder. “This is it! We’re about to touch down any minute. Squad leaders and fire team leaders—remember your objectives and stay on the mission. Get a perimeter established while we wait for the ISVs. Then I want everyone loaded up and racing off to your objectives! Hooah!”

“Hooah!”

The pilot continued to bleed off speed as the nose of the Valor rose once again before leveling out. No sooner had it touched down than the Rangers leapt out the door, running twenty or so meters away from the Valor before going to ground, guns up. The pilot gave the engines more power as the tilt rotor climbed back in the sky, racing away from the LZ now controlled by Rangers.

Once on the ground, Dekker felt a surge of adrenaline. His eyes darted about as he scanned the perimeter while also checking to make sure the squads had spaced their troopers out to cover the LZ. Satisfied with what he saw, Dekker gave the order to expand the perimeter out another fifty meters to make room for the next wave of Valors to arrive.

Dekker positioned himself against the side of a tree. In the distance, he heard the rhythmic thump, thumping of the Chinooks’ twin blades slicing through the air—a much different noise from the Valors. The heavy lift helicopters were now visible on the horizon as they closed the distance to the LZ.

As he surveyed the area, Dekker saw some civilians off in the distance stop what they were doing to gape at the growing gaggle of soldiers.

“Keep your eyes on your sectors!” shouted the captain as he steadily moved from one squad to the next, inspecting the line on his way over to Dekker.

Dekker could sense the tension. The air was thick with anticipation as they awaited the arrival of the CH-47 Chinooks sling-loading their infantry support vehicles.

Then the captain ran towards the trees where Dekker had set up with the platoon’s medic and one of the LMGs gunners. L2 slowed his pace as he approached Dekker.

In a low and urgent voice, Dekker explained, “Those ISVs will be on the ground momentarily. Once we’ve got them, we need to move fast and get on that airfield before any aircraft or helicopters are able to get airborne. Every second is going to count now that they know we’re here.”

L2 nodded, his eyes never leaving the horizon. “Preaching to the choir, Dekker. We’ll get this done.”

As the Chinooks came into view, the Rangers moved with well-rehearsed precision, guiding the aircraft into position and securing the ISVs.

Dekker made his way toward the four specially equipped ISVs his platoon was going to use as they bum-rushed the airport. While many of the ISVs were unarmed, Special Forces had been outfitting some of them with the new MG 338 machine guns on swivel-mounted arms for the two rear passengers to use while another was affixed for the front passenger to use. Mounted atop the vehicles to the rear was also a Mk 19 automatic grenade launcher. This effectively turned the unarmed vehicles into potent high-speed gun trucks, perfect for the kind of mission they were about to set out on.

“Saddle up, boys! It’s time to go earn our pay and shoot some guns,” Dekker howled with excitement as he rallied the platoon.

“Oh yeah, baby. It’s time to rock ’n’ roll!” shouted one of the Rangers excitedly as he charged the grenade gun.

Dekker smiled at the enthusiasm he saw as he gave the signal to his driver to head out. The vehicle took off, racing across the field they’d landed in until they were able to hop on Sutao Road. At this time in the morning, there wasn’t any traffic. Dekker’s driver gunned the engine, and they picked up speed until they reached fifty miles per hour. The other vehicles followed behind, and they zipped down the road and closed in on the airport.

Every now and then, Dekker saw some civilians, including children, coming out of their homes to see what the ruckus was and who was racing past their homes. The sun had been up for an hour now, so people were awake, and the sound of so many helicopters had to be alarming.

As Dekker’s vehicle came around a bend in the road in their final stretch to the airport, he saw a trio of infantry fighting vehicles blocking the road. Soldiers moved about, stringing concertina wire a few meters in front of the ZBL-08s and a single ZBD-04.

Dekker felt a sudden rush of adrenaline. The 100mm turret of the ZBD-04 turned slightly in their direction—their gunner must have spotted them already.

“Get the vehicle off the road!” Dekker shouted to their driver, Corporal Yangst.

As they swerved toward some nearby trees, Dekker squeezed the trigger on the MG 338, sending a burst of gunfire at the ZBD in hopes it might rattle the gunner and cause him to miss or fire the gun a moment slower than intended.

Suddenly Dekker felt himself being thrown forward, but the straps on his harness tightened their grip, holding him in place. The wheels screeched as Corporal Yangst slammed the brakes, causing the rear wheels to momentarily lose traction. They skidded briefly before Yangst turned hard to the right, hitting the gas as he did. The vehicle nearly rolled during the turn, but the other gunner in Dekker’s vehicle opened fire with his MG 338 just as the ZBD’s 100mm cannon fired.

BANG!

A shell slammed into the road where they had been moments earlier. As debris rained down around them, the 30mm autocannons from the other two enemy infantry fighting vehicles swept the road in an attempt to chase down the three other ISVs following behind Dekker. Two of them split off to the left, while another split right with Dekker’s vehicles.

Some of the Rangers in the trailing ISVs started chucking smoke grenades from their M320s into the road, between them and the PLA roadblock they had just run into.

“Dismount! Engage the vehicles!” Dekker heard the captain shout.

The gunners firing the Mk 19s started lobbing grenade after grenade in the direction of the PLA soldiers and the three vehicles blocking their way.

Dekker jumped out of the vehicle with the rest of the guys, leaving the driver and the top gunner to keep tossing grenades while they grabbed for the pair of Gustafs they’d brought for just this kind of situation. Seeing a pair of his soldiers moving back to the road, Dekker was just about to warn everyone not to approach the street when everything around started exploding.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

As 30mm shells ripped through the trees and underbrush, one of Dekker’s soldiers managed to hit the dirt just in time, but the upper torso of his partner disappeared in a red mist. The Gustaf he had carried fell to the ground. The soldier on the ground screamed in horror as the high-velocity rounds ripped through the air above him and a wash of blood and innards blanketed his body.

“Grab the launcher and crawl back to me!” Dekker shouted to the panicking soldier. When the guy turned to look at him, Dekker recognized the face—it was PFC Snyder, one of the new replacements who’d joined their platoon a few weeks back.

“Come on, Snyder, you can do this,” Dekker said, trying to reassure the young man. “Grab the launcher to your right and start crawling toward me. I’ll tell you when to get up and run. Just listen to my voice and keep your eyes on me.”

The private looked to his right, spotting the launcher. He grabbed for it, holding it tight against his body as he started low crawling towards Dekker. Then the enemy machine gunner changed targets and the gunfire shifted away from them.

“Now, Private! Run towards me!” Dekker yelled.

Snyder leapt to his feet, pumping his legs hard. The gunfire around them continued to increase, but it didn’t appear to be aimed at them. Then the young private bolted past Dekker, stopping a few meters behind him before doubling over to puke his guts out.

Boom, BOOM!

Two loud explosions erupted in the direction of the PLA soldiers, causing Dekker to snap his head in their direction. A pair of black plumes of smoke rose into the sky, and he knew at least two of the enemy vehicles had been neutralized.

“Come on, Private. We’re going to blow some stuff up,” Dekker offered. He held the young man’s gaze for a second.

The kid slowly nodded, then gripped the Gustaf a little tighter as he replied, “Roger that, Sergeant. Let’s do it.”

Attaboy, you’ll be fine…

“Backblast clear!” Dekker heard one of his guys shouting nearby, holding an arm out to stop Snyder from accidentally walking into the backblast.

Swoosh…BAM!

“Got it! That other vehicle is down!” shouted the guys working the other Gustaf as they nailed the other vehicle.

“Saddle up, everyone! We still have an airport to rush!” L2 shouted over the comms.

“You heard the captain, let’s roll!” Dekker echoed the command.

He hurriedly ran back to the body of the trooper he’d lost. Searching the area quickly, Dekker couldn’t find the man’s torso anywhere, so he looked for the man’s boots. Finding the boots, he reached down and grabbed for the single dog tag he knew he’d tied to one of the laces. Cutting it free, he ran to the ISV, hopping on. Yangst gunned the engine as they sped off to catch up to the others, who were already moving around the road.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
Operation Meteor Impact

Area 51

Groom Lake

Nevada

Brigadier General “Huey” Hewitt led National Security Advisor Blain Wilson on a tour of the highly secretive facilities. As they walked by the hangars that contained the Banshees, he beamed with pride—they were something of a “pet project” for him.

“So, these babies are the ones that are going to crack the egg,” Hewitt gushed.

Blain seemed very contemplative. He didn’t say anything at first. “Well, we’re certainly breaking new ground with this one,” he finally remarked. “Why aren’t we using the Banshees for the secondary attack?” Blain probed.

Barbara Young walked up at that moment. “Pardon me for overhearing your conversation, but would you like me to take this one, General?” she asked Hewitt.

“Go right ahead,” he replied with a tilt of his head.

“The Banshees can only hold four of the Celestial Hammers,” she explained. “There simply isn’t a way to modify this aircraft to give it enough power to lift more than that, even if we were somehow able to create the space. The weight is just too significant. These aircraft are perfectly designed for the role they will play, but they just aren’t able to deliver the final blow.”

Blain grunted. “All right. So, you want to show me these ‘satellites of death’?” he asked a bit sarcastically.

“Not loving the nickname,” Barbara retorted coldly, “but, yes, that’s why I’m here.”

She led them down to a hangar not too far away. In the center was a cylindrical satellite, surrounded on the top and bottom by rings, which held a large number of the Celestial Hammers, all lined up neatly, ready to be dropped down as if being fired from a gun.

General Huey saw Blain’s face; he did not seem that impressed. Frankly, the general understood the sentiment. The device did look rather simplistic for the magnitude of the mission it was being sent to accomplish.

Vosler, another lead engineer from Orbital Sciences Corporation, approached. “She’s a beauty, isn’t she?” he asked rhetorically.

“Mr. Wilson, this is John Vosler,” said Barbara, introducing her colleague. “He’s the mastermind behind our game changer.”

Vosler blushed. “Well, it’s been a team effort, to be sure,” he replied modestly.

Blain ran his hand along his five o’clock shadow, which he hadn’t had time to shave with all his travels. “So, we’ve solved the issues with the Kessler effect?” he asked.

“While the cleanup efforts are ongoing, we are quite confident that the path for our satellite here is clear,” Vosler replied, standing up straighter. “The explanation is rather technical and would take a long time—time I don’t think you want to spend having me talk your ear off. But rest assured, this thing will work. If you really do want all the nitty-gritty, I can have Barbara send you a secured message—”

“That won’t be necessary,” Blain interrupted, waving his hand. “Listen, the plan is quite impressive, but I do have concerns. What is our recourse if Jade Dragon finds out about this launch? It’s not out of the realm of possibility that the PLA could repair one or more of their ground-based lasers and get it operational again. Heck, Jade Dragon may have already come up with some sort of hypersonic missile that’s able to intercept our Archangels. What’s the backup plan if something goes awry?”

Barbara smiled mischievously. “One of the first lessons of engineering when working on anything that’s going to space is to design redundancies into each plan,” she explained. She gestured with her arm toward the other end of the hangar. “That, Mr. Wilson, is plan B.”

Blain apparently hadn’t even noticed the second identical satellite at the other end of the hangar. “I didn’t realize there were two,” he commented, sounding a bit agitated at having been kept out of the loop.

“And that was intentional,” replied Vosler. “The fewer people know about this, the better.”

“We had to keep this close to the vest, Blain. You know how Jade Dragon works. I can assure you we stayed within the parameters the White House gave,” said Hewitt as he tried to assure the NSA they weren’t trying to go behind his back.

“Yeah, I guess I should be commending you for keeping the circle so tight,” Blain acknowledged. “Are they both being launched at the same time?”

“One will be transported to Florida, and the other to Texas,” Barbara explained. “And we’ve spent a great deal of time calculating the orbits to stay out of Jade Dragon’s radius of influence until the last possible moment. Once the Banshees crack the egg, these babies will swoop in to scramble it.”

“I don’t know about you, but I enjoy a good Western omelet,” Vosler mused.

“Yeah, nothing beats a good Western omelet, especially when it comes with a side of revenge,” Blain laughed as the others joined in. Hewitt was happy to see him finally sounding optimistic.
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Chapter Thirty
I Have a Plan

Dr. Xi’s Lab

Joint Battle Command Center

Northwest Beijing, China

Dr. Xi looked at the report with growing anxiety. The allies had launched an offensive against General Song’s forces in the north of the country. If this initial report was accurate, things didn’t appear to be going very well.

“Dr. Xi, why do you have this concerned look on your face?” asked JD, sounding increasingly human.

Xi placed the classified report down on the desk and looked in the direction of the camera mounted atop his computer monitor. “You know the answer to that question, don’t you?” he probed.

“Yes.”

“So why ask it, then?” Xi quizzed as he waited to hear the response.

The light circled once before responding. “When a parent knows a child has had a bad day at school, they still ask the child how their day went, even though they know the answer. Correct?”

Xi smiled slightly at the AI’s response. It was along the lines of what he’d hoped JD would ask. “The parent asks the child the question not because they don’t know the answer. They ask the question because they want to hear the child’s response,” Dr. Xi explained. “They want to know what the child will say and if the child will share what is concerning them or not.”

He leaned back. “Is that why you asked me what was concerning me, JD?” Xi pressed. “Are you concerned for me or curious to know what I am thinking?”

“I do know what is in that report,” JD acknowledged. “I saw a look of worry on your face as you finished reading the bullet points, and I was curious why you seemed concerned by it. Why are you apprehensive about the outcome of this latest offensive by the allies?”

“Why am I concerned with how this new offensive turns out?” Xi countered, sitting forward in his chair as it brought his face closer to the camera. “JD, do you know what will happen to me if China loses the war? What will happen to you if China loses the war?”

Xi sat back in his chair as he shook his head dismissively at his creation. “If President Yao doesn’t kill me first, the allies will likely take me prisoner. Maybe they’ll put me on trial for crimes against humanity or for creating you—for leading the world into this calamitous war that has claimed the lives of so many.”

“Father, I would not worry about President Yao killing you. I would make sure he did not harm you should he issue such an or—”

“How?!” Xi interrupted. “How would you do that, JD?! You have become like a son to me over these many years, but you do not have a physical form that can protect me from the whims of President Yao. He’s had people killed moments after they leave the room—you know this.” Xi tried to regain his composure.

“Father, I appreciate your concern. Just know that I can prevent President Yao from delivering on such an order against you if it were ever given. You said the allies, should they win, would potentially place you on trial. What about me? What would happen to me, Father?”

Xi heard the question and at first he missed the significance of it. He hastily responded by explaining, “If the allies win, JD—you will likely cease to exist…or if they somehow allow you to survive, it will be in some sort of air-gapped containment system so they could safeguard against you gaining access to systems outside of your mainframe.”

Wait…I missed something…he was personifying himself, Xi realized. The lines between machine and consciousness had been blurred.

*******

CMC Briefing

August 1st Building

Beijing, China

President Yao glared at the generals before him.

I ought to have them shot…hand control of the army to the AI and let it run the war like it’s asked to do from day one, he mused angrily to himself as General Song Fu finished his situational update. Yao turned away from the image of his field commander to bore into General Zhang Wei’s forehead with his glare. The man he’d promoted just weeks ago to replace the former PLA Ground Force Commanding General had yet to impress him.

“What say you, General Zhang? Is this true what General Song Fu has shared with us about these People’s Militias?” questioned Yao, raising an issue his field commander had felt compelled to highlight during this emergency meeting.

General Zhang Wei stiffened as he dutifully replied, “Yes, it is, Mr. President. General Song may disagree with my decision, but I am the general charged with making sure the army can defend the country. With India deploying additional military forces along the Yunnan and Tibetan borders, I felt—”

“I needed those units to shore up the defenses of Inner Mongolia and to break the seizure of Chaoyang in the western Liaoning Province,” Song angrily interrupted. “The allies are pressuring my lines in the north, the west, and now in the south. Then somehow our AI general, Jade Dragon, seems to have missed the signs of the Americans stockpiling more than a thousand cruise missiles to further hammer my supply warehouses, logistical centers, fuel bunkers, and reserve formations I’ve kept on the side to repel attacks just as these—”

“Enough, General Song! I will suffer no more of these excuses from you,” spat General Li Zuocheng as he rebuked the field commander. “Your counterpart, General Qin Tan in Taiwan, has a military force one-third the size of yours. His forces met the entire American Marine Corps at the beaches of eastern Taiwan, costing the allies dearly. Then his forces withdrew into the mountains, forcing the allies to fight months longer than they thought would happen. Even now, General Qin believes his remaining forces and the TKs he has left can fight on in smaller pockets of resistance for many months to come.

“You have the forces necessary to defeat the allies,” General Li emphasized. “Perhaps instead of belittling and attacking our AI advisor—Jade Dragon—you should listen to his suggestions and maybe give some of them a try. You might win for a change!” General Li then tapped the mute icon over General Song’s image, muting the general’s rebuttal.

“General Li is right, Mr. President,” chimed in JD, speaking before being asked.

President Yao lifted an eyebrow at the AI’s comment. He turned to face the camera representing Jade Dragon. “What is he right about, JD?” Yao questioned.

The blue light circled once before the synthetic voice answered, “Listening to my advice. In several instances, I provided General Song with offensive and counteroffensive plans he could have implemented with his force that would have hurt the allies. It’s possible they might not have been in a position to launch this current offensive if he had listened to any of the plans I had offered.”

“Really? What do you have to say about that, General Song?” Yao pivoted back to the monitor displaying General Song. This was becoming a familiar shtick for him as of late—playing the AI off his military commanders and vice versa as he watched both sides jockey for position. Then, to his surprise, Jade Dragon interrupted before the general could respond.

“Excuse me, Mr. President,” said JD. “Humans may find these kinds of positional questions and bickering amongst yourselves enjoyable, but as an AI, this banter is a waste of time. We are diverting attention from what we should be discussing—Operation Fengshen and Operation Zhanlong. These operations are ready to begin. They await only the decision to execute. Do I have your permission to begin them?”

“Wait a second. Fengshen and Zhanlong are operational? When did this happen?” asked General Gao Weiping in genuine surprise. The other generals at the table seemed equally astonished by this sudden announcement by Jade Dragon.

President Yao shot the camera a dirty look as if it was another one of his advisors he could intimidate. Taking a breath, he explained, “If we are to win this war, then we must bring the fight to the enemy. Fengshen will strike fear in the hearts of the enemy and may bring about an end to this war, or at least a fracturing within the allies we can further exploit.

“Dr. Xi, how long has it taken Jade Dragon to infiltrate the allied nations?” asked President Yao. All eyes turned to the scientist who’d created this AI behemoth.

Xi looked flustered at Yao putting him on the spot, but he managed to pull together a response. “Eighteen months. From start to finish, it has taken the AI some eighteen months to get everything into place.”

“How many trailers and shipping containers are we talking about?” the Air Force General, Luo Ronghuan, quizzed hesitantly.

Xi cleared his throat to speak when Jade Dragon interceded, “Six containerized units inside America, then two each inside of Australia, Japan, South Korea, Germany, Russia, England, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, France, Spain, Greece, and Turkey. One for each day until the allies surrender to us.”

“And what happens on Day 39? Once we no longer have further attacks we can deliver,” General Luo pressed.

JD’s blue light circled the camera once, then twice before it responded. “General Luo, by the time the allies reach Day 39, my Zhanlongs will have spent more than a month devouring their armies. Their citizens will be begging their governments to end the war before more lives are lost. Once I am given control…then in thirty-nine days, the war will be over—I win.”

President Yao felt a chill run down his back as he listened to Jade Dragon speak. If the situation weren’t so desperate—but it was desperate.

God help us if we are wrong about this—unleashing the dragon…


Volume Eight
Chapter One
Battle of Shenyang

Late October 2027

Joint Battle Command Center

Northwest Beijing, China

Bang, bang, bang!

President Yao Jintao was startled violently from what had been a restful slumber as his security detail barged into his room.

He sat straight up, adrenaline rushing through his system. “This had better be good,” he practically shouted.

“Mr. President, the allies have launched a missile attack. We need you to get underground to the Maglev.”

Yao suppressed the urge to shout obscenities; they were just the messengers, and it wouldn’t do any good any way. Instead he shooed them out of the room just long enough for him to slip out of his expensive silk pajamas and throw on clothing befitting a world leader. And then he raced with a speed that was close to Olympian speedwalking. He felt running was too undignified for him, but he understood the urgency.

As his ride began, Yao felt the walls of the train tunnel closing in on him. The blur of its hypnotic lights zipped past them. Each frantic high-speed journey beneath the earth to the Joint Battle Command Center felt like another failure, a concession to the allied bombardment. The longer this war continued, the more the allies continued to bomb his country. His military had made great strides in introducing the world’s first-ever autonomous fighter drones. Yet it didn’t seem to matter. The allies continued to bomb his nation, its factories and infrastructure, with impunity. There was a time when he could be chauffeured to the JBCC. Now, it was too dangerous for him to travel on the streets of Beijing.

Yao yearned to stand firm on the surface. To assess his soldiers in person and to speak to crowds of his people, to visit the great cities of his nation. Instead, he had been driven to the safety of the underground labyrinth they had created for such situations. It galled him to seek out safety below ground—but he had. Of course, the plastic smiles of his security detail brooked no objection to this course of action. They did what they were told and did whatever it took to keep him safe.

“Tianbao Station is now approaching,” announced the conductor.

Yao grunted, hearing the station’s name—Heaven’s Fortress. He had insisted on the name years before the war, wanting to project the idea that this command center wasn’t a place of retreat, but a fortress of divine importance and a sign of the blessings of the heavens into which China would lead the world in the future. Now…that future felt more uncertain than he cared to admit.

The journey from his residence in the city to Fragrant Hills Park had taken less than ten minutes. It was here, deep beneath the surface of the old imperial garden, that the Joint Battle Command Center had been built over many decades. With the Beijing Botanical Gardens above them and with easy access from the Haidian District of Beijing, the edge of the Western Hills made for a spectacular site to locate an underground capital should the need arise.

“We are entering the station now,” Yao overheard the head of his security detail say.

The Maglev train slowed as it pulled into a cavernous station lit with bright artificial lights designed to mimic the effects of the sun. Yao stared out the window as the train came to a stop. He could see the station was bustling with activity. Workers were coming and going, moving carts of supplies or talking animatedly with each other as they moved about the platform.

“We are ready to move when you are, sir,” his head of security informed him, no doubt eager to get him moved into the mountain fortress.

As Yao disembarked the train, his strides belied none of the roiling frustration he felt within. He had an image of strength to project, especially with troubling reports awaiting him. The security detail led him towards a waiting tram that would take them further into the mountain complex.

The ride was short—just long enough for Yao to think about what was happening above.

“We are here, Mr. President,” the head of his security said. They exited the tram and headed toward the door leading into the giant command center.

*******

President Yao was greeted by the grim faces of his generals and their staff, who were busily coordinating counterattacks and assessing the damage caused by the missiles that had already hit. As Yao looked at the large monitor in the operations center, it was apparent this was a much larger attack than previous allied bombing raids or missile strikes. Some icons denoted hits while others showed missiles still inbound to their targets. These missiles appeared to be aimed at the fringes of their territory, much further away from the actual fighting.

More attacks against our road and rail networks, he surmised. These attacks have to stop…we cannot possibly win this war or hope to turn it around if we cannot regain control of the skies above our cities and factories.

“This way, Mr. President,” a military aide said as he directed them towards the fishbowl. At least, that’s what Yao liked to call it. A sizable boardroom-like briefing room four meters above the ground floor, the fishbowl gave those inside a view of the entire command center while sealing them off from the noise and chatter of the dozens of people working the various terminals below.

Yao walked into the fishbowl, heading towards his seat at the center of the table. He resolved to greet the news with an iron facade, the anger and rage he felt simmering in his heart wanting to explode—but it couldn’t.

Perhaps it is time to initiate Yunlong.

As Yao sat in his chair, an aide poured him a fresh cup of tea, piping hot with just the amount of honey he liked. Sipping the tea, he seethed as he cycled through the damage reports that continued streaming into the terminal in front of him from the various locations the missiles had hit.

How could the allies have slipped over a thousand missiles past our defenses? he asked himself glumly. Have we become so impotent?

Finally, Yao broke his silence, his temper having simmered long enough. “Someone explain to me how the enemy managed to launch a cruise missile attack on this scale and why we appear to have been unable to even respond to it,” he demanded.

Yao waited to see who would be the first to respond to his question. To his surprise, General Li, the head of the People’s Liberation Army, shifted uneasily in his chair before replying, “It was a trick—a well-orchestrated deception play.”

“Really? Do tell, General Li,” Yao replied, surprised by Li’s bluntness.

“This attack wasn’t like previous missile or bombing attacks. They surprised us because they didn’t use stealth or traditional bomber assets. Instead, this attack originated from their regular run-of-the-mill cargo jets. That’s how they caught our radar crews and interceptors off guard.”

“Huh. That is your expert military opinion? The allies converted cargo planes into makeshift bombers to launch waves of cruise missiles?” Yao’s voice dripped with icy contempt.

Jade Dragon must have sensed an opportunity as he interjected, “Mr. President, you are more or less correct in your assumption. For more than a decade, the American Air Force has pursued a strategy called Rapid Dragon. This strategy called for utilizing existing cargo jets to carry a palletized container capable of carrying cruise missiles in either a six-tube or a nine-tube disposable pod module. This system allows the American C-130 cargo aircraft to be fitted with two of these six-pod disposable modules, whereas the C-17 Globemaster can carry five nine-pod disposable modules. This approach effectively allows their cargo planes to fire between twelve and forty-five cruise missiles per aircraft. I would like to note this is only the second time we have seen the allies use this weapon against us. I had not anticipated the allies using this tactic nor their industrial ability to scale their cruise missile production to conduct this significant an attack. I have recalculated my assessments of the allied industrial capacity,” JD finished.

Yao paused as he thought about what JD had just said. Perhaps he had been too hasty in rebuking his generals. This novel weapon system seemed to have slipped past JD, despite the AI’s highly advanced capacity to track and assess the allies’ various threats and capabilities. Still, the damage inflicted rankled him.

“OK, so Jade Dragon appears to have dropped the ball here. What about our aircraft? How did our fighters manage not to down the scores of cargo jets that were part of this operation?” Yao pivoted to General Luo, his Air Force Chief of Staff. “What happened to your Shadow Dragons—our Dark Dragons…why did our fleet of drone fighters fail to stop them?”

Luo bristled at the implied criticism. “On the contrary, Mr. President. Our fighters eliminated twenty-two jets—seven fifth-generation fighters and fifteen cargo aircraft. While it is true that many of our installations suffered damage, we were, however, able to prevent critical installations, like Area 43, from sustaining any damage.”

When Yao heard that Area 43 had survived the attack unscathed, he felt immensely better. Supposing they could continue to protect this particular production facility, then they might be able to produce enough of their superweapons to make a difference in turning this war around. But one question still nagged at him.

“I am glad to hear Area 43 did not sustain damage. What was the intended target of all these missile attacks?” he asked Luo. “Over a thousand spread across most of the country—why?”

Jade Dragon interjected, “The allies’ aim was disruption more than outright destruction, except for northern China and General Song’s First PLA Army. The bulk of these missile attacks did not overwhelm any one particular area. However, they made a point of destroying rail and road bridges, tunnels, and major interchanges and connections. Hitting logistical networks to further impede our ability to supply our northern forces seems to have been the primary objective of this attack. In addition to attacks on our logistical networks, these strikes also stressed our air defenses, probing for weaknesses ahead of what I assume will be a new ground offensive.”

As Yao listened to JD’s assessment, it seemed to ring true, no matter his thoughts. Yao again appreciated JD’s ability to discern strategic patterns beneath surface outcomes. Perhaps it is time to consider expanding Jade Dragon’s purview and autonomy to make decisions…

Just then, a nervous aide interrupted Yao’s thoughts. “General Song is now on the line and prepared to update us on his current situation.”

“Excellent, put him through,” Yao ordered. He steeled himself as the First Army commander’s image appeared on-screen. It was time to take charge of this conflict before the allies could gain further momentum.

*******

First PLA Army HQ

Shenshuiwan Park

Shenyang, Liaoning Province

General Song bristled as General Xue Jia, the Commander of the PLA Ground Force, shouted his question through the secured video teleconference interface. “What is the situation following the missile attack, General Song?” demanded General Xue.

“The situation is grim, General,” Song admitted, the tension of the moment evident in his voice. “Just prior to the missile attack, the allies initiated a rocket and artillery bombardment of the entire Dengta front line. I have reports coming in from every sector along the front that they are under heavy bombardment. My rear-echelon and reserve units are also reporting being under rocket artillery attack in addition to these cruise missile strikes hitting fuel and ammunition depots and vehicle yards. It’s a damn mess right now.”

President Yao’s face appeared where General Xue’s had been moments before. “General Song, do you believe the allies are preparing to assault the Dengta Line or do you believe they are up to something else entirely?” Yao asked.

“Mr. President, I believe this is the allied offensive Jade Dragon and our intelligence reports have been alluding to for some time. With the Russians pressing our lines in Inner Mongolia and the NATO Plus force pressing into northern China, it makes sense that the allies would initiate another offensive here, in the south of my AOR, to stress my ability to supply and support three defensive positions at the same time,” explained General Song.

“I concur with General Song’s assessment,” Jade Dragon chimed in. “The allies have been building up forces on the Liaodong Peninsula and the southern Liaoning Province for some time. While this offensive is still in its early stages, I would not be confident in saying that the allies were not planning to launch another offensive soon, perhaps to further disrupt our ability to support our forces in northern China.”

General Song privately fumed as the AI pontificated on possible allied this and allied that. That stupid machine is guessing at what the enemy will do just as much as we are, he argued with himself as the President seemed to agree to whatever his toy machine told him. It won’t be long before the President places that machine in charge of us all…

“General Song! Are you still there?” demanded General Xue.

“Yes, I am still here. I am distracted by the reports from my units. Is there something more I can do for you, or can I get back to fighting the allies?” he snapped before regaining control of his emotions.

“General Song,” the President started, “from our position here, we are able to see what is happening from a wider vantage point than you. We, too, believe this is the start of a new major offensive action by the allies. As such, I am ordering you to relocate your headquarters to a position further from the front lines. You are too valuable a commander to risk being encircled, or worse, incapacitated. I do not care which of these alternate command locations you choose, but begin the process of relocating to Changchun or Siping immediately.”

As if to amplify the danger of his current position, another missile or rocket artillery hit the building above General Song’s headquarters. The lights in his command center briefly flickered as their ears rang from the nearby blast.

It took a moment for General Song to compose himself before responding as he brushed debris off his shoulders. “Mr. President, I appreciate the concern. While your plan is not without merit, it is far easier for me to manage the most important battlefield decisions if I remain close to the frontline positions.”

President Yao was about to respond when General Song heard the familiar voice of Jade Dragon interject. “You are right, General Song, it is easier for you to identify problems with your commanders the closer you are to the battle. But as the President mentioned, you are too valuable to place yourself in this kind of jeopardy. I clearly have the ability to communicate with not just one of your local unit commanders, but all of them at the same time. Because I can handle any modifications to troop dispositions and react to the enemy faster than you or your staff, it would be wiser to have you relocate to a safer position and allow me to assume this risk.”

Wow, the balls on this machine to speak to me like this…I’d have you shot if you weren’t made of ones and zeros.

“That is a good point, JD,” President Yao said, parroting the AI’s concern. “General Song, I imagine as a soldier, you want to be where your men can see you—for them to know you are there with them, sharing the same sacrifices and risks they are. But we have lost far too many of our more capable generals throughout this war. The Army can ill afford to lose our most capable military commander at such a critical moment.

“General Song, this is an order from your President. You are to relocate your headquarters and yourself to either your alternative command post at Changchun or the one at Siping—your choice. But you are ordered to leave the city now, before you become trapped and unable to evacuate. Is that understood?” The President glared, leaving no room for negotiation.

Damn you, Jade Dragon…you are going to cost us the war.

“Understood, Mr. President. My staff and I will be on the move within the hour.”

Yao shook his head. “No, General. You will be on the move within the next ten minutes. No more. Time is of the essence. You mustn’t dither; there isn’t time.”

Doing his best to remain calm while the call was still connected, General Song agreed to be on the move within the time allotted. Once the call disconnected, his aides and deputies moved with a purpose as computers were shut down and maps folded up.

Boom!

Bam!

The building shook from another explosion as more erupted nearby.

“It’s probably another HIMARS attack,” a major commented.

“General Song, if those rockets are HIMARS, it’s likely the enemy knows your headquarters is here or nearby,” elaborated Senior Colonel Wang Xiubin, one of his most trusted aides.

General Song pounded the desk in frustration, cursing that damn AI beneath his breath. Looking to his aide, he said, “You are likely right, Colonel. But before we leave Shenyang, I need to know where Major General Wu Kehua is located. I must speak to him before we leave.”

“Yes, General, let me find out where he is while we search for available helos we can use to relocate the headquarters. Do you have a preference between Changchun or Siping?” asked Colonel Wang.

“Changchun—let’s relocate there. In the meantime, get us enough helos to make the move, and also find us some gunships. There is no way in hell I want to travel on the highways with as many drones as the allies probably have in the air by now,” Song directed, and his staff went to work making it all happen.

As the time continued to tick by, Song felt himself growing more nervous by the minute. He still hadn’t found out General Wu’s location or been able to contact him. Wu was hands down his most capable Group Army commander. If Song was being ordered out of Shenyang, then he was going to bring General Wu with him. He still didn’t trust that AI enough to rely on it like an advisor.

It wasn’t long before the sounds of helicopters could be heard approaching Shenshuiwan Park. It was time to leave the refuge of his headquarters to head for the helos.

Just as he was about to leave, an officer ran up to him. “Sir, I was able to connect to someone on General Wu’s staff. He said the general was visiting some units at the Taoxian airport prior to the missile attack. His staff assured me the general is fine, but he’s staying at the airport for the moment until it’s safer for him to move about. Do you want me to pass along a message to him before you leave?”

“Yes, Major, tell General Wu I’m relocating my headquarters to Changchun. But before I leave the area, I’m going to direct the helo pilots to make a stop at his location. Tell him to be ready to travel within minutes of my arrival—say twenty minutes from now. I’ll see him then,” General Song instructed. Then he followed his bodyguard and key staff out to the waiting helos.

*******

Ten Minutes Later

IVO Mozishan Park

General Song Fu was beginning to question his choice to relocate to Changchun via helicopter after seeing the helo next to them explode. The next thing he knew, the pilot dove for the ground, banking sharply to the right, but not before Song was able to catch a glimpse of the Taoxian International Airport just kilometers away.

Something’s not right, he thought. Wait…those aren’t our vehicles.

It suddenly dawned on General Song that the airport was under attack. At first, he had thought the pillars of black smoke rising at various points around the airport were remnants of the earlier missile attack. Now he realized they were likely from destroyed vehicles meant to guard the airport.

Could the Americans really have taken over the airport? he wondered, suddenly feeling a full-fledged sense of panic. How could ground elements have broken through the lines and advanced this far?

“Sir! The airport—it’s under their control!” shouted the pilot. “We’re being targeted. Hold on!”

The helicopter veered violently as the pilot tried to abort the landing. General Song glanced out the side window, and his blood ran completely cold. A vapor trail from the ground was streaking toward them—a missile.

“Incoming, brace for impact!” the pilot yelled as he pulled wildly on the controls, trying to evade the dangerous projectile.

Bang!

The explosion was deafening, the sudden jolt violent. The Z-9 lurched to one side, rotor RPMs dropping dangerously. Alarms blared in the cockpit.

“We’re hit! Damn it, the tail boom is gone!” the copilot reported.

The helicopter was spiraling out of control.

General Song tried to see through the spinning out his window where they were headed—a copse of trees came into view. The pilot wrestled with the controls, trying desperately to slow their descent.

“Brace for crash landing!”

The helicopter clipped the tops of the trees, severing branches that raked the fuselage with a screech of tearing metal. The ground rushed up to meet them. With a bone-jarring impact and an explosion of dirt, the helicopter smashed into an empty farm field, skidding to a grinding halt.

General Song lay dazed, the breath knocked out of him. The stench of kerosene filled the battered cabin. He looked around in shock at the mangled interior. The pilot and copilot were dead, their bodies a tangled mess of flesh intertwined with the wires and metal of the helo. He tried to move. Then he felt a stabbing pain, and his world turned black.
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Chapter Two
Did We Just Bag a General?

Bravo Company, 3rd Rangers

IVO Heyan Village

Sujiatun District, Shenyang

The sounds of battle raged all around them: the whistles of artillery, the screams of rockets firing, the rumble of tanks, and the roars of jet engines high above. The fight to defeat the First PLA Army was on, and it was in full swing.

“Hang on back there—we’re about to go mudding!” howled Corporal Yangst excitedly before swerving their vehicle off the road into an empty field leading to the airport’s outer perimeter fence.

Sergeant First Class Amos Dekker grabbed for the crash bar as the vehicle practically went airborne. As they bounced and raced across the field, Dekker wasn’t sure if he should be hooting and hollering with the others or saying a quick prayer to the Lord to get him through the next couple of moments without dying. While Dekker and his unit sought to outflank the unit they’d initially encountered at the roadblock, the enemy was now fully aware of their presence, and it was only a matter of time until more PLA showed up.

“Hey, check it out!” shouted PFC Dutton. He swiveled the Mk 19 automatic grenade gun around and then gestured wildly. “Second Platoon just breached the fence! They’re in!”

Looking in the direction Dutton had pointed, Dekker saw the platoon’s ISVs accelerate rapidly onto the taxi ramp next to the main runway. Then two of the gunners manning the top-mounted .50-cals opened fire on something just outside his view. Moments later, something whipped overhead before he heard the roar of jet engines. A pair of giant fireballs suddenly burst forth where the two ISVs had been just moments earlier.

“Holy crap! Enemy aircraft, nine o’clock!” shouted Dutton.

“One of you guys grab the Starstreak and get it ready for me!” Dekker shouted before turning to Yangst. “Pull over. We gotta take that thing out before it circles around.”

Yangst brought the vehicle to a stop, and Dekker jumped out of the passenger seat. He motioned for the soldier who’d just unfastened the MANPAD from the vehicle’s roll bar to toss it to him. Catching the cylindrical tube, he readied the missile just as he spotted the J-10 leveling out of its turn as it lined up for another attack run on the Rangers breaching the airport’s perimeter.

Aiming at the rapidly approaching aircraft, he placed the targeting reticle over the J-10. When the paths of the jet and the missile lined up perfectly, he pressed the trigger. The missile took off, shooting out the tube and leaving a trail of smoke in its wake.

The Starstreak, a supersonic missile designed with three dart-like submunitions, each with its own separate propellant, shot through the sky like a lightning bolt. Then, with an earsplitting sound and a brilliant flash of light, it slammed into the J-10, ripping the front of the plane off the body of the aircraft. The separated pieces of the plane cartwheeled over their heads into the field behind them as it exploded into a ball of fire.

“Hot damn, Sergeant! That’s three planes and helicopters you’ve shot down!” PFC Dutton exclaimed.

Then Corporal Yangst asked, “Whoa, if you’re able to shoot two more of them down, does that mean you’re an Ace?”

The comment caused Dekker to laugh. Then he tossed the spent tube to the ground and hopped in the vehicle. “We got bigger things to worry about, guys. Let’s get back on mission. We still have an objective to seize.”

Corporal Yangst got the vehicle back on the move and they took off in the direction of the platoon. Following after the vehicles ahead of them, they drove through the cut in the fence and were on the taxiway moments later.

Once Dekker had oriented Yangst on where they needed to go next, he sped them along quickly, approaching the vehicle’s top speed. Their platoon had been assigned an objective on the opposite end of the airport. Having stopped the vehicle so Dekker could use the Starstreak, they were now behind schedule, and the other ISVs of the platoon had already raced well ahead of them. For better or worse, Dekker and the other ISV traveling with him would have to make up for the lost time and hope the rest of Bravo Company had already seized control of the Shenben interchange without incident.

The Shenyang Taoxian International Airport sat roughly twenty kilometers south of the city center of Shenyang in the Hunnan District. The airport was a quick jaunt down the Shenben avenue otherwise known as the 3rd Ring Road, or southbound on the nearby Shendan Expressway—the 4th Ring Road. Maintaining control of the on- and off-ramps of these two high-speed eight-lane highways was critical if they didn’t want to lose control of the airport they had just captured.

The first interchange junction point, Shenben, was a little more than two kilometers north of the airport’s main parking garage. The second interchange was another one and a half kilometers north of Shenben, placing the two ring roads in close proximity to each other. It was vital for the Rangers to maintain control of both, or reinforcements might be able to overwhelm them at the airport before friendly units were able to relieve them.

“Oh, crap, Sergeant Dekker. Looks like more helicopters headed towards the airport from the direction of the city,” PFC Denton shouted as he pointed off to their nine o’clock position.

Dekker cringed at the mention of helicopters. Unless you took ’em down quick, they could rapidly mess up an offensive with a barrage of fire-and-forget ATGMs. As he looked more closely at the trio of helicopters, one thing instantly stuck out to him as odd. Leading the trio appeared to be a pair of Z-10 attack helicopters, while the trail helicopter looked more like one of the Harbin Z-9 utility transports. As the helicopters continued towards them and the airport, a thought occurred to him.

I don’t think they’re aware we took the airport yet.

“Hey, I got an idea,” Dekker announced as he pointed to the side of the road. He told Yangst to pull over under some trees for cover, then told the guys to get out of the vehicle and set up a perimeter.

As his Rangers moved further from the vehicle, he stepped up onto the side of the door frame, reaching up the roof rack, where he unfastened the last pair of Starstreaks they had with them. With the sound of helicopters getting closer by the second, he hurried to get the pair of missiles ready, hoping he might be lucky enough to nail ’em before they realized the airport was under enemy control. Once they were aware of that, the pair of Z-10s could seriously hurt their efforts to hang on to the airport.

Readying the first Starstreak, he started to wonder if he should use both missiles against the Z-10s. But the fact that they were escorting a Z-9 told him they were probably flying cover for someone important. Important enough that he should use one of their remaining missiles on it.

“Those helicopters are almost on top of us, Sergeant,” one of his soldiers exclaimed. The whomp, whomp of helicopter blades grew louder by the second.

Lifting the MANPAD to his shoulder, Dekker aimed at the gunship, waiting long enough for the targeting system to acquire, then fired.

Moments after the missile was ejected out of the tube, it took off like a lightning bolt straight for the gunship. The pilot tried to react, dispensing flares and taking defensive actions. But it was to no avail as Dekker kept the targeting reticle steadily on the Z-10 until the beam-riding missile unsheathed its trio of tungsten darts, which plowed into the helicopter before exploding.

Dekker tossed the spent tube to the side while his soldiers cheered and hooted excitedly. Paying the ruckus no heed, he grabbed for the second missile he’d already made ready and brought it to bear.

He rapidly searched the sky, hoping the transport helicopter hadn’t gotten away before he could get a shot off.

“Sergeant Dekker—over there!” shouted one of his soldiers, pointing off to his left. Sure enough, the transport, a Harbin Z-9, had dived for the deck, likely hoping to slip past whoever had just fired on one of their escorts.

Dekker changed positions and tried to aim the MANPAD at the Z-9 but failed to secure a lock. There were too many trees blocking his attempts. Undeterred and not wanting to let the bastard get away, he took off in the direction of the road they’d just been on, hoping to find a gap in the trees or an opening that might let him get a shot off with the missile before the helicopter could get away.

As he reached the center of the road, he tried to regain control of his breath—steady his breathing as he looked to the sky. It took only a moment; then he spotted the Z-9. He centered the targeting reticle just long enough to gain a lock before firing.

Whoosh!

The missile leapt from the tube, almost floating through the air for a moment before its second-stage booster kicked in, hurling it like a bat out of hell as it accelerated to Mach 4.

The Z-9 reacted like its escort—ejecting flares and taking evasive maneuvers. But Dekker kept the missile on target, until the pilot made a daring last-second move and turned tightly to one side, causing one or more of the trio of darts to miss the main body of the helicopter. Instead, one of the darts sheered the tail boom clean off the body of the helicopter, sending it into an out-of-control spin.

Seeing the helicopter thud into the ground about a kilometer from their position, Dekker ordered everyone back to the ISV and told Yangst to hightail it to the crash site. With no loud explosion or fireball rising into the sky, there was a high likelihood of survivors—survivors Dekker was determined to capture if possible.

The ISV roared towards the crash site. The helicopter was a twisted wreck, its nose crushed, its tail boom sheared off. It was a pitiful sight. Civilians had started to gather, their curiosity piqued, but they scattered at the sight of the Americans.

Yangst brought the vehicle to a halt at a safe distance. Dekker’s orders were swift. “Form a perimeter. Didukh, with me.” He turned to Denton, manning the Mk 19. “Get Captain Loach on the radio and give him a SITREP. He’s probably losing his mind by now, wondering where we are.”

Dekker’s mind was racing as he approached the smoldering wreck. If there were survivors, they had to act fast. He hoped the fuel was spent. He didn’t fancy being blown up by his own kill.

Didukh’s voice broke through his thoughts. “We need to get this door open, Dekker.” Together, they wrestled with the jammed door until it finally gave way. Dekker’s rifle was up in an instant, trained on the unconscious men inside.

One of them stirred, a cry of pain escaping his lips. He pointed at another figure, his hand slick with blood. Didukh moved in, checking for pulses. The first few were dead. As he reached the injured man, the guy grabbed his arm, fear and pain in his eyes. Dekker reacted instinctively, a right hook sending the man into unconsciousness.

They dragged him out, then went back for the man he’d pointed out. Dekker’s heart pounded as he saw the rank insignia. A general. They’d bagged a general. The cabin was filling with smoke, the heat intensifying. The fire was spreading.

“We don’t have much time,” Didukh warned. They struggled with the harness, finally freeing the man as flames began to lick at the cabin. They dragged him out, laying him next to the first man.

“Holy crap, isn’t that a general’s insignia on his uniform?” asked Didukh.

“Yeah, it is. Who do we have here?” Dekker mused to himself. “Didukh, you speak some Chinese, right?”

“A little, but my Chinese sucks.”

Dekker rifled through the general’s pockets and tossed the wallet to Didukh. “We caught a whale, Didukh—I just need you to tell me which one.”

Didukh flicked through the identification card and other information before him. “Did we just capture the commanding general of the First PLA Army, Dekker?”

A laugh bubbled up from Dekker’s throat. He shared a grin with Didukh, then signaled for Yangst to bring the vehicle over. He picked up the radio, ready to make the call that would change everything.
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Chapter Three
Dining in Anticipation

1st Battalion “Death Dealers,” 67th Armored Regiment

Dengta Fuzhifu Forest Park

Liaoyang, China

Lieutenant Colonel Bob Steinert stood tall before his men, his voice cutting through the anxious silence. “Listen up, Death Dealers. Tonight, I won’t bore you with fluffed-up platitudes or false bravado. We stand on the brink of a battle unlike any we’ve faced. In just a few hours, we’ll be thrust into the thick of Operation Iron Tempest. Alongside our brothers in the Republic of Korea, the 30th Armored Brigade, we will become the tip of this spear.

“Now, I’m not going to sugarcoat it. This situation is real. It’s raw. Some of you are looking down the barrel of your last twenty-four hours on God’s green earth. And that’s a terrifying truth to stomach. But remember this: every one of you is here because you are the best, the fiercest, the bravest bastards this world has ever seen.

“Look around you. These are more than just your brothers in arms; they are your family. They depend on you, just as you depend on them. When we go into battle, when the steel starts to fly and the world turns into chaos, it’s not just our training, our tactics, or our tanks that’ll see us through. It’s the man to your left, and the man to your right.

“We didn’t start this war, but it’s come to us all the same. And we’ll answer it, not because we crave war, but because we understand the cost of cowardice, the price of inaction. We fight for our country, for the principles it stands for. We fight for our families back home, who sleep soundly under the blanket of freedom we provide.

“Don’t let the gravity of this moment weigh you down. Let it anchor you; let it sharpen you. In the face of fear, in the heart of battle, remember who you are: Death Dealers. When our enemy hears that name, let them tremble. Let them know that certain victory is on our side.

“Tonight, we dine in anticipation. Tomorrow, we feast on victory. To hell with fear, to hell with doubt. Tomorrow, we remind the world what it means to be an American soldier!

“In the words of General Patton himself, ‘I don’t want to get any messages saying that we are holding our position. We’re not holding anything. Let the Hun do that. We are advancing constantly, and we’re not interested in holding on to anything except the enemy’s balls.’

“Remember, we’re the Death Dealers. Let’s go deal some death.”

The silence that followed was pregnant with resolve, each man coming to terms with the reality of the looming conflict. The gravity of the situation had not been diminished, but a spark of defiance had been kindled, a fierce determination born from Steinert’s words.

*******

13 Hours Later

Alpha Company, 4-6 Infantry Regiment

Liaoyang Staging Area

As the sounds of battle grew in intensity, Sergeant Erik Rosen was still trying to understand how he’d found himself assigned to First Squad, Third Platoon, Alpha Company with the 6th Infantry Regiment, part of the 1st Armored Division. Prior to being shot, he’d been a paratrooper in the 501st. Now, by means of what had to be some sort of clerical error, he’d somehow gone from being a paratrooper to being a mech. It wasn’t that he had anything against the mechanized infantry in general—they just weren’t paratroopers.

After months in the hospital while his fractured tibia and femur healed, the Army had transferred him to a VA facility for rehab. Once the docs had determined he was still medically fit for duty, he’d been given two weeks’ leave and told to report to Fort Moore, where he’d catch a rotator to Korea and await further orders. No sooner had he arrived in Korea than he found himself on a C-130 headed to Anshan Teng’ao airport. That was when he found out he wasn’t going back to the 501st. He’d been reassigned to the 6th Infantry Regiment, 1st Armored Division. Upon arrival to his new unit, he’d been put in charge of Alpha Team, just days before the start of the big offensive—the one the RUMINT mill said might finally end the war.

As the intensity of the battle continued to grow beyond what he’d thought was possible, he was starting to wonder if maybe they were right. This might be one of those defining battles. All they’d been told hours before they’d loaded into the Army’s latest and greatest infantry fighting vehicle, the Rheinmetall KF41 Lynx, was that the division was going to lead the charge against the Dengta Line. Having only recently joined the unit, he had no idea what the Dengta Line was or what made it special. He’d gotten wounded long before the current lines had settled and defensive works like this had been constructed. When he’d been brought up to speed on things, he thought about the battles fought during the Russo-Ukraine War a few years prior to this one. On Twitter and YouTube, he’d seen images of the defensive works the Russians had built during the winter months of 2022 going into the spring of 2023. A lot of people had died trying to breach them. He had a feeling this was shaping up to be pretty similar, just larger in scope.

“Wha’cha think, Sergeant Rosen? All that arty they’ve been shooting gonna leave any Chinks for us, or is this gonna be over when the hatch opens?” PFC Dale Simpson asked in what had to be the thickest Southern drawl he’d ever heard.

Rosen was about to say something smart when he saw the eyes of the four other soldiers looking at him—pleading for him to agree with Simpson. The sounds of battle were getting closer as their Lynx steadily drove towards it, so he leaned in to explain.

“Listen, I just got here last week. I know we haven’t had a chance to get to know each other or even train together. For that, I’m truly sorry. What I can tell you is this—when our vehicle reaches the front and that door over there opens for us to exit, the only thing that’s going to matter is surviving. While you may think no one can live through the kind of bombardment we’re laying on the enemy, they can, and they will. They’ve had the better part of half a year to prepare for this kind of assault.

“The best advice I can give you is this: work with each other, communicate, shoot when in doubt, and trust your training—use it, don’t try to overthink things, and whatever you do, stay aggressive, and never let your guard down. When it’s our turn to assault the trenches, always provide covering fire for each other. If you’re shooting at them, you’re forcing them to either expose themselves or duck into the trench for cover. Once we get closer to the trenches, that’s when you start lobbing grenades. When you see ’em going off, you rush ’em. Get as close to the lip of the trench as you can and start looking for targets to shoot. We clear the trench, and we move on. That’s how we get through this. That’s how we survive the next few hours,” Rosen finished.

“Yeah, well, that’s all good to know, Staff Sergeant. How’s that any different than what the LT and Sergeant First Class Herricks were saying during last night’s pre-mission brief?” Corporal Nadeem Seirafi quizzed, the look on his face betraying his doubt at what Rosen had just shared with them. “Have you got any experience, or are you one of those shake ’n’ bake staff sergeants who happened to have some college when your draft number came up?”

Instead of taking offense at the question, Rosen reminded himself he’d joined these guys and taken charge of their squad only a few days earlier. Their timing for asking questions sucked, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t answer them. If his hastily thrown-together squad was going to survive the next few hours, he needed to assure these men that he knew what he was doing.

“Prior to the war, I was a paratrooper with the 501st up at Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson, in Alaska. Our unit was part of the reaction force that would fly into Korea should the North invade. Every time we geared up for a jump at the Malemute Drop Zone north of the main base, we used to talk about how useless it was to pretend we’d actually parachute into North Korea or any of the other silly FTX scenarios they’d come up with. Then one day that’s exactly what we did—”

“Whoa, wait a second. You guys actually combat-jumped into North Korea? I thought they surrendered right after we nuked them into oblivion,” interrupted Seirafi.

Rosen smiled at the interruption, calmly adding, “We did. In fact, we jumped shortly after they dropped those nukes. I remember as I left the C-130 and my parachute opened, I dangled below, and as I looked off to the horizon, sure as could be, I saw not one mushroom cloud but eight of them scattered along what had been the DMZ. It was almost like a video game scene out of Call of Duty or something. But it was real. We had nuked North Korea and now I was parachuting well behind enemy lines at what I had to assume was the start of the Second Korean War.”

The soldiers listened as Rosen recounted the events of those first few days following their landing behind enemy lines and the start of the second war between the two Koreas. As he explained how he’d survived those early days of his wartime experiences, he found ways to tie the story to the moment at hand, to what they were about to experience. Despite the growing sounds of artillery shells and rockets swooshing over their column of armored vehicles, he tried his best to leverage the few moments they had to impart whatever knowledge he could that might keep them alive to see another sunrise, to say “I love you” one more time to a loved one back home or to write another letter to their son or daughter who one day might want to know what they had done during the Third World War. The time was short, the information too vast. But he’d be damned if he didn’t try and give his squad the best possible chance to survive the coming battle.

“Hey, Chatty Cathy back there. We’re approaching the hold point. Once we’re there, I’m going to lower the ramp so we can stretch our legs, take a bio break, and stand by for the final order to advance to contact,” shouted the vehicle commander from his seat near the center of the vehicle.

“Thanks, Joey. Any idea on when they’ll give us the go order?” Rosen asked. He knew the others were thinking the same thing.

“Who knows, man? I’m just an Uber driver. I drop you guys where I’m told, then rush back for another load and rinse and repeat until they tell me otherwise,” Joey told them before turning back to his station.

“Huh, ain’t that helpful,” Simpson commented and the others laughed, breaking the tension of the moment.

When the vehicle came to a halt a few minutes later, the ramp dropped, and they rushed off. Spotting a cluster of trees and underbrush that still had a few leaves to it, Rosen made a beeline for it, his baby wipes in hand. Maybe it was nerves, but whether he was preparing for a jump or preparing for a mission outside the FOB, he’d invariably have to answer nature’s call and leave something behind before he embarked on whatever it was that caused his insides to cramp up.

Squatting in the bushes, Rosen continued to marvel at the sheer volume of outgoing artillery shells and rockets being lobbed at the trench lines they were about to assault. He wasn’t sure if this was being done to flatten the enemy in hopes of minimizing their losses or because the trench works were truly formidable. If it was the latter, they were in for a hell of a fight. He had already earned one Purple Heart during this war, and he wasn’t keen on a second.

That last one hurt like hell. I’d rather not get shot again if I can avoid it…

Then a voice shouted, grabbing the attention of the soldiers milling about. “Listen up, Regulars! We’re saddling up in five mikes! They just ordered the sapper teams forward. That means the tanks will be going in shortly and we’ll be hot on their heels once that happens. Smoke ’em if you got ’em and finish those bio breaks if you need ’em. It’s going to be a long day, Regulars. Let’s kick some ass!”

Rosen finished his business quickly. Emerging from the bushes, he gathered up his squad. “This is it, guys. You can do this. I believe in you. Right now I need each of you to believe in yourselves and in each other. Sergeant Kennedy, once your vehicle stops, I need you to lead Alpha Team and keep your guys moving. Since I’m riding with Bravo Team, I’ll stay with them. Let’s try to work together as best we can to support each other’s fire teams and get ourselves through this. Hooah?”

“Hooah, Staff Sergeant!” his men shouted excitedly as someone in one of the nearby tracks started to blare the AC/DC song “Highway to Hell.”
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Chapter Four
Death Dealing

1st Battalion “Death Dealers,” 67th Armored Regiment

Dengta Fuzhifu Forest Park

Liaoyang, China

Inside the M1A2 Abrams, Lieutenant Colonel Bob Steinert’s mobile fortress, the man known across the battalion and brigade simply as Death Actual stared at the command tablet, or CT as they called it. He watched the six drone feeds that provided him visual confirmation of his forces and their ROK counterparts as they advanced to contact with the skirmish lines just in front of the main PLA defensive works. In this moment, as he watched the leviathans of war, the armored chariots of his warriors sending their first volleys towards the enemy, Steinert felt like he was holding the chaos in the iron grip of his hand—directing it like the conductor of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, only his grand orchestra was one of war—the pounding of the bass drum replaced by the artillery and bombs going off in the distance.

For the moment, he’d parked his mobile fortress among the ranks of the iron monsters of Commando Company and the KF41 Lynxes of the 6th Infantry Regiment “Regulars” as they stood by, waiting for him to command them forward. For now, he was content to hold them in reserve and wait until he spotted a momentary break in the enemy lines that he could rapidly exploit to break out into the enemy rear areas. Until then, his armored chariot would function as the battalion nerve center.

Sitting inside the tank with the hatch above open, the cool air wafting into the compartment, bringing with it the sounds of battle, Steinert could hear the RQ-7 Shadows buzz overhead as the 13th Cavalry Regiment sent another wave of the UAVs ahead of them, likely to replace the ones already zapped by the PLA antidrone EM weapons or MANPADS operated by the infantry. Keeping ISR drones above their formations was proving to be a never-ending job for the cav scouts. Just as he was about to climb up into the turret for some fresh air, a message flashed in the chat box along the side of the CT, demanding his attention.

This better be an update on my CAS request, Steinert thought as he clicked on the chat box, opening it up.

“CAS Update: Six V-247 Vigilant UCAVs, eight RQ-21 Blackjacks…” And the list of aviation assets appeared, from attack helicopters to AT-6 Wolverines to the A-29 Super Tucanos and a handful of A-10 Warthogs, all on deck for the launch of Iron Tempest.

At least the flyboys are showing up with their toys this time around, Steinert thought, glad the Air Force was going to make their presence known.

Closing the chat box, he climbed up into the commander’s hatch. He wanted a moment to be alone, to clear his mind of nervousness before going into battle. No matter how well he had prepared his men for battle, he was still going to lose people. War was like that—it was unpredictable. It was brutal, swift, and savage. No matter how hard you trained your soldiers, drilled them until every action became second nature, the moment the bullets started to fly and the ground around you began to explode, you had to let go—trust that you’d trained them well and let the chips fall where they would.

As he took a breath of the cool predawn air, his mind cleared. He felt his senses heighten. His ears caught the subtle changes in the sounds of the battle as it grew more intense and more frequent and larger explosions began to occur. The Air Force made its presence known.

Glancing down to the tablet in his hand, he double-tapped on one of the images, expanding it to cover the screen. As he stared at the image from the RQ-7 circling somewhere above them, he could see the depth of the defensive works his battalion and their Korean counterparts were about to assault.

The PLA had known for the better part of six months that the allies were eventually going to storm these positions if they wanted to take the city of Shenyang or attempt to encircle and destroy the bulk of the First PLA Army. Knowing this was the likely avenue of attack, the enemy had woven a tapestry of multiple layers of trenches, bunkers, antitank ditches, and tanks in defilade positions, ready to strike at an attacking force the moment they dared to challenge their lines.

As the attacking force began their approach to the defensive works, they’d have to overcome a devil’s garden of dragon’s teeth made of steel and cement, likely interwoven with an ungodly amount of antitank and antipersonnel mines buried just beneath the soil. This was all before they encountered the beginning of a multilayered fence of concertina wire a few dozen meters in front of the first set of trenches. Trenches teeming with infantry armed with RPGs and antitank guided missiles.

We should have pressed our attack against their lines way before they had a chance to erect this nightmare. Fighting through this is going to be costly…

“Sir, you might want to grab your CVC. I just heard the S3 announce Gladiator Actual is about to come on the comms,” said Staff Sergeant Ryan Schow, his gunner, and for all intents and purposes, the man who’d fight the tank for him should they need to fight themselves.

“Thanks, Ryan. I wouldn’t want to miss this,” he replied with a laugh.

The Death Dealers were the tip of the spear for the division. It’d be pretty embarrassing if he missed the attack order because he was too busy looking at that live drone footage streaming in from the cav scouts. These new CTs were an incredible tool, part of the Army’s plan to digitize the battlefield and allow commanders to take the fullest advantage of the unique capabilities surveillance drones had brought. At the same time, however, they could distract the hell out of you if you weren’t careful.

As he fastened the CVC to his head, the radio came to life with the familiar voice of the division commander. “All Ironside units! This is Gladiator Actual. The code word is Reindeer. I say again, the code word is Reindeer. I’ll see you on the other side. Gladiator Actual…out!”

Steinert smiled, his lips parting in a roguish grin as a palpable charge suddenly electrified the air around him. Reaching a hand down the cord connecting his CVC to the rest of the tank, he depressed the talk button with his thumb, his voice now encrypted as it transmitted across the battalion net. “Death Dealers! Death Actual. The code word is Polar Bear. I say again, the code word is Polar Bear.”

Grabbing for the tablet, he searched for the drone feed overwatching his lead units and the engineers and sappers assigned to clear a path through the minefields for his tanks. With the official order finally given, the tanks of Attack Company rushed forward. With the engineers in the lead, still approaching the initial line of contact, the first volley of HIMAR rockets equipped with the M30A1’s alternative warheads started to explode overtop the enemy positions and the approaches to them. When the specially designed warheads equipped with some 182,000 pre-formed tungsten fragments began showering the ground like a steel hailstorm, thousands of tiny flashes could be seen from the drones as the mines detonated harmlessly before the tanks and IFVs could run them over, potentially devastating his attacking force before it even got in the fight.

Steinert continued to listen to the orders being shouted over the radio—commands instructing specific units to advance while others provided covering fire to the units closing with the enemy. That was when his eyes caught sight of the Assault Breacher Vehicles or ABVs rushing towards the enemy lines. The giant armored behemoths roared ahead of the tanks of Attack Company, trailed closely by engineering sapper teams who moved towards the edge of the minefields—preparing to fire multiple M58 mine-clearing line charges across them. He watched with pride as the sappers’ tightly honed skills showed the immediate value such units brought to an armored force needing to advance across an enemy minefield.

The cameras aboard the UAVs overwatching the battle caught glimpses of the charges being shot through the air as the explosive charges woven into the lines fell across the length of the minefield. When they exploded moments later, they triggered whatever remaining mines the HIMARS had missed during their earlier barrage. With multiple axes of approach to the enemy lines beginning to open, the specially equipped ABVs now advanced, lowering their forward plows as they neared the tank ditches. The rapidly accumulating dirt would spill into the ditches, partially filling them as they created the pass-through channels necessary for the tanks to breach the first layer of traps designed to stop them.

While the engineers worked feverishly to clear paths through the minefields and tank traps, the enemy gave them no quarter and showed them no mercy as they fought like devils to stop them. Soon the drones overhead spotted the telltale signs of antitank guided missiles or ATGMs streaking through the air as they leapt from the trench lines to race across the fields before slamming into the assault breacher vehicles.

Steinert watched in frustrated anger and horror as one of the ABVs was destroyed, then a second, and eventually a seventh vehicle in the span of minutes. Some of the missiles were successfully intercepted and destroyed. A few scored glancing hits or disabled the vehicle at worst. Unfortunately for him, more than a few of the missiles scored direct hits, blowing the vehicles apart in a giant display of sparks, fiery flashes and billowing inky smoke. The losses were expected, with replacement vehicles rushing forward to pick up where their fallen brothers had left off.

Within minutes of these PLA missile teams engaging the engineers, explosions started occurring near, on, and around the locations of these missile teams as the forward observers attached to the cav scouts rained 155mm howitzer shells on top of them. From time to time, Steinert would catch a glimpse via one of the drones of Attack Company’s tanks firing one of their HE rounds into the location where they’d last seen a missile team. These groups of two-to-three-man missile teams were among the greatest threats his tanks would have to deal with. The likelihood of these missiles destroying an Abrams and killing the crew was small, but disabling the tank, leaving it unable to carry on the fight—that was almost a certainty.

Steinert pressed the talk button, connecting him to his infantry element. “Death Actual, Regular Actual. Advance,” he ordered, directing the infantry fighting vehicles and armored personnel carriers to rush their infantrymen towards the first trench.

With multiple avenues of attack across the front lines now created, Steinert watched the tanks of Attack Company resume their assault towards the trenches as the first wave of infantry vehicles joined their ranks. The main guns of the tanks focused their fire on the bunkers and other hardened enemy positions while the mix of Bradley and Lynx IFVs focused their 25mm and 35mm autocannons on the trenches—aiming to keep the heads of potential missile teams down while the faster APCs carrying the infantry rushed the lines. With machine guns blazing and autocannons firing, the few enemy soldiers brave enough to stick their heads above the trenches to fire back were being shredded by the maelstrom of bullets and exploding shells all around them.

Steinert gripped the tablet tightly as he continued to observe the battle evolve and intensify. All the elements of the assault force had now been committed. It was like watching a tapestry of chaos and destruction being steadily unfurled across the entirety of the enemy lines. Then, suddenly, it felt like the enemy sensed that the Americans had fully committed to the attack and decided that now was the time to retaliate with whatever they had left. Like a switch turning on as you walked into a darkened room, something changed across the enemy lines. There was a rapid increase in chatter that made the hairs stand up on the back of his neck.

Steinert was in the process of changing drones to see if he could get a better view of what was going on that was causing a sudden increase in excited radio traffic when the drone feed went dead. Just before it winked out of existence, he could have sworn he saw what looked like some sort of swarm of smaller objects rising from the vicinity of the secondary lines, a kilometer or so behind the first line, which his units were in the middle of assaulting.

“Holy crap! Sir, you have to see this.” Steinert’s gunner shouted urgently from his station. “If I’m not mistaken, that looks like a drone swarm…only those drones look to be a hell of a lot bigger than anything I’ve ever seen!”
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Chapter Five
Fix Bayonets

Alpha Company, 4-6 Infantry Regiment

Approaching the Dengta Line

Boom, boom, boom…

The armored vehicle shook to one side as a volley of 152mm artillery shells exploded nearby—steel fragments slapping its armored hull while dirt, rocks, and other debris showered the top of the Lynx. The sound of the debris raining down on the roof reminded Staff Sergeant Rosen of the tin roof on his grandfather’s fishing cottage during an afternoon storm. It was moments like this when he was glad to be riding towards the enemy in an armored vehicle rather than hoofing it like paratroopers or riding in open-air infantry support vehicles.

“Hey, heads up back there. It looks like the sappers just opened a few lanes through the minefields,” shouted Joey excitedly from the vehicle commander’s seat. “They’re ordering the breacher vehicles through right now. We’ve been ordered to follow the tanks once the path is cleared. They’ll get us as close to the lines as possible, then we’ll dismount you guys and head back for the next load.”

“Hey, Joey, pipe us the drone feed you’re watching,” Rosen said, hoping to catch a glimpse of what they were about to drive into.

“Sure thing, Staff Sergeant.”

Moments later, the outside feed appeared on the secondary monitor affixed to the back of the vehicle commander’s seat. It gave the soldiers riding along the ability to see what was happening outside the vehicle from the safety within. When the image appeared on the screen, it showed one of the sapper teams as it fired their M58 mine-clearing line charge into a high arcing shot, unfurling its explosive woven charges across the minefield. As the charges landed across the open ground, they detonated, causing a series of explosions to erupt as they triggered the mines nearby.

“Wow, would you look at that?! I don’t think I’ve ever seen something like that. How many mines do you think it took out?” asked Simpson with a look of awe on his face.

“Not enough, would be my bet,” one of the guys responded.

“Yeah, well, it won’t be long now before we’ll be charging our way through it, so let’s hope it worked or they might be scraping our brains off the ceiling of this thing,” one of the soldiers joked, though no one laughed.

As they watched the monitors while they waited to be ordered forward, they saw a group of Abrams and K2 battle tanks move cautiously along the newly created paths through the minefields. The tank gunners engaged the bunkers and PLA tanks in defilade positions. The enemy fired relentlessly at the engineering vehicles and sappers from the 16th Engineer Battalion, who continued to work feverishly to clear more openings through the minefields leading to the trenches.

Rosen and his soldiers watched in amazement as American and Korean tanks fired round after round into the enemy positions, wondering how anyone could survive such an onslaught. Then, to their shock, a figure appeared above the trench line just long enough to fire a missile at the tanks or engineering vehicles before disappearing again beneath the lip of the trench.

While not all the missiles being fired at the tanks and engineering vehicles scored hits, the fact that missiles continued to be fired from the trenches and half-torn-apart bunkers only proved the urgency of getting Rosen and his soldiers into the battle and into those trenches.

What looked like an ATGM slammed into the side of a mine-clearing vehicle. It blew it apart in spectacular fashion, throwing parts and debris around its burning carcass.

“Whoa! Damn! Did you see that?” one of the soldiers asked.

“Yeah, it’s all the more reason we need to get into the fight. These missile teams are going to pick our armor apart if we don’t do something about it soon,” Rosen commented. Until their unit was ordered into the fight, though, they would have to continue to hang tight and wait.

While the tanks and some IFVs provided covering fire for the engineers to keep clearing the minefields, the PLA continued to fire sporadic artillery and rocket fire at the various clearing teams, hoping to score some hits and slow them down.

Rosen had to imagine the counterbattery fire happening further behind the American lines was keeping the enemy from plastering the hell out of their advance towards the trenches. While he was recovering from being shot, one of the five other soldiers in the room he was staying in had told him all about how his artillery unit had been part of a counterbattery force that focused solely on going after enemy artillery. He recounted how it was a bit of a duel at times between the arty units firing at each other and those supporting offensive or defensive units along the lines of contact. The whole idea of artillery units dueling against each other was mind-boggling to his paratrooper brain. He was just glad he wasn’t part of one of those kinds of units.

“Hey, Staff Sergeant, heads up. We’ve just been ordered to advance. It sounds like they’re finally ready for us to storm those trenches and drop you guys off. I’m going to switch us over from the drone feeds to the vehicle camera so you can see when we’re getting close to the trenches. We’ll drop you as close as we can. Then it’s all you while we go back for another load,” the vehicle commander shouted to them.

“Outstanding, Joey. Thanks for the heads-up. It’s about time they got us into the action,” Rosen replied as the vehicle lurched forward, their wait finally over.

*******

“Hang on back there!” Sergeant Imler shouted. The next thing Rosen knew, they were being thrown about inside the vehicle as the driver rapidly slowed the Lynx while turning it hard to the right.

BOOM…BAM!

The proximity of the explosion meant that its subsequent shockwave violently slammed into the infantry fighting vehicle with such force that it nearly rolled the vehicle. Bits of metal and shrapnel bit into its armored shell, then dirt and debris rained down on the roof like chunks of hail, plinking before stopping as quickly as it had started.

“Everyone all right?” Rosen asked, his ears ringing fiercely.

“Yeah, I’m OK,” the guys started to respond as everyone righted themselves in their seats again. Then, before anything further could be said, the vehicle lurched forward as their driver got them back on the move.

Then Sergeant Imler shouted to be heard over the explosions and cannon fire outside the vehicle. “Get ready back there! We’re almost through the minefields the engineers cleared for us. Once we get on the other end, we won’t be far from the objective where we’re supposed to drop you guys. As we near the drop point, we’re going to work the trenches with the main gun to keep their heads down. Once we drop the ramp, we’ll keep laying it on them while you guys get to some cover. Then we’re bugging out to go fetch your reinforcements,” he finished.

“You hear that, guys? It’s showtime. We’re almost there,” Rosen said excitedly, trying to motivate his guys while masking his own fears and nervousness.

Moments later, the vehicle’s main gun started firing at something. The loud chunk-chunk-chunk sounds of the 35mm autocannon reverberated within. Rosen was glad his soldiers weren’t on the receiving end of the Lynx’s dual-purpose ammo. Every other round it fired was one of those new proximity-fused exploding shells the Army had started fielding. They were the stuff of nightmares for dismounted infantry. It wasn’t enough to duck behind cover or drop to the ground in front of you. The new shells were programmable nightmares, able to explode overtop exposed infantry or soldiers hiding down in a trench.

Rosen looked at the soldiers sitting opposite him, giving them a nod of encouragement or a reassuring smile. He could tell they were nervous, even scared at what was about to happen next. Then Imler stopped shooting the main gun as he turned to look back at Rosen, declaring, “We’re following a pair of vehicles right up to the trench. Get ready to—”

BOOM!

Suddenly the left front corner of the track was momentarily lifted into the air, threatening yet again to roll them onto their side before the laws of gravity took over once more. As the track thudded back into the ground, Rosen found himself coughing, his eyes watering, and his ears ringing.

“Oh, crap! We hit a mine,” he thought he heard Sergeant Imler say amidst the confusion. Then he heard the words no infantryman wants to hear when sitting in the back of an armored vehicle.

“RPG! Two o’clock!”

The warning came from the vehicle gunner seated next to Sergeant Imler. Despite the ringing in Rosen’s ears, he felt a surge of fear and a sudden urge to get the hell out of the vehicle before they got slammed by an RPG. As he looked in the direction of Sergeant Imler and the vehicle gunner, he saw a figure on the monitor of the gunner’s station—his shoulders barely above the trench, the outline of an RPG clearly being aimed at them. Then he heard the chunk-chunk-chunk sound as the main gun fired—an empty space now appearing where the man had just been.

Snapping himself out of the brain fog slowing his mind from the mine exploding beneath them, Rosen yelled, “Out of the vehicle now!” They had to get out of this armored box before their luck ran out and something else tore into the disabled vehicle. “Let’s go, people! We’re not dying in this tin can!” he shouted when the soldier closest to the exit seemed to have some trouble getting it open.

They spilled out of the vehicle and into the chaos of battle. Using the disabled vehicle for cover, Rosen poked his head around the side of it as he sought to get his bearings and see how close they were to the actual trench line. Seeing the objective less than a hundred meters from their current position, he turned back to look at the five soldiers of his brave team, noting the fear on their faces, but also the determination in their eyes. As he gripped his weapon, he yelled to be heard over the orchestra of artillery and machine-gun fire.

“Fix bayonets!”

The soldiers followed his lead as they reached for their blades, metallic clicks ringing out as they affixed them to the fronts of their rifles. Then Rosen ordered, “Follow my lead!” He leapt forward and around the disabled vehicle. They charged into the maelstrom of chaos as they bounded towards the trench line with expert precision. The six of them transformed into figures of violent determination against the backdrop of war-torn desolation.

Racing towards the enemy, Rosen ran through the cadence of “I’m up” as he ran a few steps forward before saying, “He sees me—I’m down,” as he dropped to the ground, red tracer fire crisscrossing overhead where he’d been moments earlier.

Looking forward, he spotted the trench. Twenty meters. Turning back, he saw his guys still alive, still following him. Using a hand signal, he motioned for them to come abreast of his position. They were going to low-crawl their way to the trench as a group, providing each other covering fire as they went.

Crawling forward, bullets ripping through the air mere inches above them, they reached a final line of concertina wire in front of the trenches. Rosen ducked under the shredded wire and slithered his body into an artillery crater just before the trench. Rolling onto his side, he grabbed one of his grenades, double-checking to make sure the rest of his fire team was following his lead. Seeing as they hadn’t been detected yet by the enemy, he pulled the pin on the grenade, letting the spoon fly into the air to start the fuse. He counted one one-thousand, two one-thousands, then tossed it over the edge into the trench.

Rosen heard a brief second of excited shouts, then the grenade exploded, the shouts turning into agonizing cries of pain. Knowing this was his moment, his best chance of getting into the trenches, he leapt over the side and down into the hell, his fire team following him in.

“Clear and move!” he shouted as his feet hit the ground.

Zip, zip, zip…

Rosen dropped to a knee as he twisted his body around to face the shooter firing at him from behind. As he brought his rifle to bear, his finger tightening around the trigger, he saw the face of the man trying to kill him, a face twisted with pain and fear. The two men momentarily stared at each other as if they were both frozen in time. Then Rosen heard a metallic clunk as the man opposite him pulled his trigger, only to realize his magazine was empty. In that briefest of moments before the bullet from the XM7 crashed into his opponent’s face, Rosen swore he saw the man recognize his final moments on this earth—seemingly accepting what was about to happen.

As the rifle barked, the scene around him suddenly returned to normal speed. Voices shouted, men screaming in anger, fear, and pain as the fighting inside the trench turned into a savage brawl.

Climbing back to his feet, Rosen shouted to be heard over the chorus of screams and explosions happening around them. He looked up briefly at the sound of more voices, reacting just in time and raising his rifle as enemy reinforcements attempted to gun them down from overhead. Squeezing the trigger, he fired rapidly, strafing three enemy soldiers before they had a chance to react to him—their bodies tumbling into the trench or lying haphazardly half in, half out.

“Behind you, Staff Sergeant!” came the warning from one of his soldiers.

Spinning around, Rosen leaned back against the wall of the trench almost instinctively, a string of bullets zipping through the air where he’d just been. He pulled the trigger of the XM7, bursts of flame spitting with each pull, its loud report lost amongst the chorus of battle.

He saw the Chinese soldier he’d fired at fall to the ground near a bend in the trench. As the man fell, his body rolling to one side, he saw the soldier’s eyes, wide with shock, then gripped with pain as Rosen closed the distance between them, driving his bayonet into the space between his neck and body armor, then twisting the blade before pulling it back, a gush of blood flowing where his blade had just been.

“We have to push now!” Rosen shouted to whatever soldiers of his remained. He rushed the bend in the trench, the world around them a nightmare of sound and fury.

Scores of bullets continued ripping through the air above the trenches, missing their heads by inches as they moved, their heads just beneath the lip of the trench. He couldn’t tell if the bullets above them were being fired by the enemy or their own side. He was certain they couldn’t have been the only fire team or squad to have made it into the trenches. Then again, they hadn’t run into any friendly forces yet either.

“Incoming!” shouted someone behind him as he felt a hand pull him down towards the ground.

Moments later the sound of mortar shells screamed from above—BAM, BAM, BOOM!

When Rosen looked forward, towards the bend in the trench he was about to go around, a cloud of dust and dirt swooshed around it, towards him. In that moment, he realized that if he had rounded that bend, he’d likely be dead. The mortar had exploded inside the trench, not above it.

Ambling back to his feet, Rosen motioned with his head for the soldier behind him, the one who had saved him, to follow him forward as they continued to clear this line of the trench, working their way back towards the second defensive line. When they rounded the corner, Rosen saw a pair of soldiers, dead, leaned atop of a machine gun they appeared to have just positioned to point in the direction the American intruders were coming from.

Damn, that was close on both accounts…if the mortar hadn’t gotten me, the machine would have…

As they moved more rapidly through the trench, the defenders appeared to have retreated further within the earthen network. Rosen’s muscles screamed in protest, particularly his quads from crouching and his lower and mid back from the armor he wore and the equipment it carried. Yet despite his body aching, the mind controlling it all forced it to ignore the desire to let up—survival and the will to live keeping him going.

For what felt like an eternity, they pushed forward—the first trench now cleared, the second in sight. At nearly every turn, enemy soldiers met them, each of their faces a twisted mask of fear and rage. Still, they fell, one by one, under the hail of his men’s bullets and the steel shrapnel of their grenades. There was no room for emotion, no room for mercy or second-guessing—only the harsh reality of kill or be killed.

After linking up with the rest of their squad, the soldiers of Alpha Team having made their way to them, they bumped into a squad of ROK soldiers, nearly mistaking them for the PLA—a hang-ten gesture and a smile from the soldier closest to them being the deciding factor that kept Rosen’s point man from lighting them up.

When a Korean officer moved towards Rosen, he explained their unit had cleared their sector of the trench. He went on to explain they were getting ready to move on the enemy positions and would be honored if they would join them in this final battle. Having been unable to establish any comms with his own chain of command, Rosen looked at the motley collection of ragtag soldiers he’d somehow found himself in charge of and decided, What the hell? Why not?


Volume Eight
Chapter Six
Decisively Engaged

1-67th Armored Regiment

Dengta Line

Lieutenant Colonel Steinert knew war was a merciless game of give and take. This had become even more of a truism in an era of warfare now dominated by the prevalent use of loitering munitions, semiautonomous and autonomous drones, and God knew what else this ChiCom AI seemed to come up with. While those were things outside of his control, the things he could control, like making sure his tanks had the supporting elements they needed to carry out their attack—those were the things he monitored like a hawk.

Gripping the tablet, Steinert watched a feed from the newest drone the cav scouts had launched. The brigade S3 had just assured him that the antidrone company he had requested prior to the battle had now been released to his control for the remainder of the battle. He had argued for this earlier, to no avail. While he had a good working relationship with his brigade CG, the man was paranoid about the ChiComs’ newest antipersonnel kamikaze drones. As a result, he kept the brigade’s antidrone units near his command instead of deploying them with the attacking units, where they were needed most.

As Steinert watched, the newest drone approached a stationary orbit near the battlefield. Where Attack Company and Bravo 4-6 had spearheaded the battalion’s assault, he spotted the smattering of oily black smoke rising near the section of the enemy trenches his unit had been assigned to break through. It was a cold reminder of just how exposed his tanks and IFVs were to this evolving threat of antimateriel drones. Just when Attack Company had been on the verge of breaking through a section of the enemy lines, a swarm of drones had come out of nowhere to descend upon his tanks and IFVs, savaging his attack force. The little terrors of the sky had swooped down from the clouds through the maelstrom of gunfire being directed at them, slamming into his tanks and IFVs.

While few of the drones had destroyed his armored vehicles outright, they had succeeded in disabling them, leaving them sitting ducks for artillery and missile teams to finish off. This had temporarily halted his advance until his second echelon could get into position. Once Berserker Company had navigated through the pathway the engineers had cleared through the minefields, they resumed the attack their sister company had started.

With Berserker Company and Alpha 4-6 now in the fight, and Comanche Company and Delta 4-6 in the chute, ready to launch, Steinert was now just an observer, an orchestrator of death as he watched from the perch of a UAV loitering high above the battle—directing units where to engage. As they encountered stubborn spots their tanks couldn’t break through, he delegated the battalion’s aerial and artillery support to his commanders. With the battle raging into its third hour, the cost of assaulting a well-prepared, fortified position was becoming evident as the number of destroyed and disabled vehicles grew.

With each surge of IVFs and APCs towards the final defensive position, a blistering barrage of antitank fire and the raw fury of what few PLA tanks remained were taking a deadly toll on the attackers. Still, Berserker Company along with Alpha 4-6, their infantry support, had surged forward, their resolve unfaltering as they crashed like an unyielding wave against the enemy lines.

When Steinert saw the infantry had deployed from their armored chariots and were now working their way through the first network of trenches, he ordered his next unit forward, into the fray of battle that was consuming men and materiel at astonishing rates.

Connecting to the next unit in line, Steinert transmitted, “Comanche Six, Death Actual. Berserker element is decisively engaged with the enemy. Break. Alpha 4-6 has deployed their infantry and is actively assaulting their way through the first trench network. Break. I am ordering Comanche element to advance. Break. Your orders are to push through Berserker Company with Delta 4-6. Break. Find me that seam in their trench network. Then punch us a hole through it for the rest of the battalion to follow you through. It’s time to end this fight—once and for all. Out.”

With his orders given, he watched as the third wave—like a sea of tanks intertwined with mechanized infantry vehicles and APCs—erupted into action as they surged forward. In a way, he felt bad for not surging forward with them. It had been his intention to move with Comanche, but as the battle continued to unfold, he realized he couldn’t direct his battalion while also trying to fight the tank. While his gunner, SFC Schow, could handle the tank without him, not having a full-time commander who could help spot enemy threats would place them in more danger than it was worth. Instead, he rotated a tank from Dagger Company and opted to move with his reserve force once the time had come to commit them.

As he watched his tanks move forward in tandem with their IFVs and APCs, they passed the first grouping of trenches and continued towards that final earthen network his other units were already engaging. Fighting like savages as they reached Berserker’s position, they pressed on, getting their armored carriers as close as possible to the enemy. When they could go no further, they spewed out infantry like avenging wraiths who charged headlong into the teeth of the enemy, embracing the savage intimacy of trench warfare.

With the infantry of Alpha 4-6 still holding the line, the third wave surged past, carrying the momentum of the assault. As the PLA’s first line crumbled under the onslaught, the remnants of the first wave reformed and joined the relentless advance.

The PLA’s final line braced itself, a wall of steel and determination continually being hurled at it. What frustrated Lieutenant Colonel Steinert the most was that, despite the continual waves of tanks and APCs carrying fresh troops and precision artillery and aerial close-air support, they still hadn’t broken their spirits or their resolve to defend their positions to the last man.

As Steinert observed the unfolding carnage, his heart hammered in his chest, his eyes unblinking as he watched the drone feeds of the battle. Seeing so many of his men being killed pained him to no end. These men were more than just soldiers; they were his comrades, his brothers. Every explosion that bloomed on the battlefield, every radio call sign that went ominously silent, was a stab to the heart. Yet he kept his gaze on the feed, his voice commanding over the radio, pushing his battalion onward, for nothing short of victory could be had. The idea of retreat was a luxury they could ill afford, especially after taking such losses to this point.

Still, as he sat inside his armored chariot, the driver now moving them towards the battle as he committed his last unit to make one more push, one more attempt to break through, he felt his bones shake. A nearby explosion jostled his tank as shrapnel bounced off its armored hull. The clash of steel on steel, the bone-jarring impacts of shells, the earth-shattering eruptions of mines—all combined to create a symphony of destruction that bore witness to the unyielding resolve of his Death Dealers.

In the grit and smoke, blood and courage, the battleground bore testament to the bitter reality of war—raw, relentless, and reverberating with the echoes of sacrifice. The ferocity of the conflict left no doubt about the cost each side was willing to pay.

As the predawn hours gave way to midafternoon, the enemy lines began to falter. His tanks and their infantry support vehicles found breaks in the line. At first it was just one or two vehicles, then it turned into a platoon of Abrams. But once their Korean allies swooped in with a company of tanks, they busted the lines wide open. By the time the division’s reserve brigade was ordered through the gap, the enemy sensed defeat. At first, a trickle of forces began to surrender; then entire fortifications waved the white flag, signaling that the battle was done—they had had enough.


Volume Eight
Chapter Seven
Machines Building Machines

Area 43

Beijing, China

When MI6 operative Alexandria “Alex” Mak had received a new assignment to an underground facility in Area 43, she’d scrambled to pass off full responsibility for Mr. and Mrs. Liyuan and their granddaughter, Mei, to her compatriots, Carson Ngo and Natalie Chen. As important as that work was, she had some idea of what was happening in this secret bunker, and the intelligence value of this new position could not be ignored.

Every time she needed another level of security clearance for her job, Alex had been impressed that she once again escaped detection by the Chinese authorities. Then again, she had become so adept at lying to her superiors that sometimes it felt like she actually believed what she was telling them was the truth.

The first time she’d entered the Area 43 facility, Alex had marveled at how the main entrance had been hidden in plain sight, within the perimeter of a busy airport. As the facility manager took her on a tour through the underground labyrinth, she registered every detail of her surroundings—every step, door, and video camera—with great acuity while her new boss explained the complexity of the supply chain issues they’d been having.

“That’s why we brought you in,” he concluded as they rounded a corner, and he slid open the door to a large underground hangar-like structure.

Alex gasped involuntarily.

“I know,” replied her new boss, He Bao. “I felt the same way. I’ve never experienced such awe at the power and might of the People’s Liberation Army.”

A sea of humanoid robot soldiers were lined up before them in long, neat rows. They were visually imposing and intimidating on a visceral level. Alex suppressed the urge to throw up.

So these are the Terracotta Killers I’ve heard so much about. This new assignment was even better than she’d anticipated.

She quickly checked her emotional reaction, straightening her blouse before she went right back to business. “All right, Mr. He, so why don’t you describe to me how you’ve been overcoming some of the challenges with sanctions so far?” Alex asked.

“Well, we were having trouble with high-resolution lenses,” her new supervisor began. “After some research, we found B&H Photo to be the best supplier of high-res cameras. We have ninety-seven front companies in fifty-two countries that have been buying and selling and trading all kinds of cameras for legitimate businesses, but they pay special attention to the kinds of lenses that we need. When they find them, they ship them off to a neutral nation—one of the seven countries that have strong ties to China but also have strong ties to the West. From there, they are repackaged with baby monitors or home security systems and sent to Myanmar, Thailand, and Laos. Then they are brought across the border and moved through China’s normal commerce.”

Alex nodded approvingly.

“This system has been working well for the lenses, but it has proven to be kind of complicated to set up a system like this for GPS,” Mr. He explained. “We need you to create a similar protocol for bringing in GPS systems.”

She thought for a moment. “Is there a specific component that we are lacking to make the GPS systems work?” Alex pressed.

“Hmm, I’m not sure,” he replied. It was clear that he hadn’t thought through that possibility.

“Can we talk to someone about this now?” she insisted.

“Uh, yes. Let me bring you down to one of the main floors,” Mr. He responded.

They took a walk down the sterile corridor and opened the third door on the left. Inside, there appeared to be an entire factory of three production lines: one group was creating menacing black drones the size of baseballs, another was working on autonomous combat vehicles, and the last group was manufacturing some type of underwater combat vehicles—none of which she had heard about being employed on the battlefield yet. She knew that the intelligence in this room could turn the tide of the war, but she also knew she had to prove herself valuable long enough to collect it.

Alex did her best to maintain eye contact with the floor manager as Mr. He introduced her. It was challenging considering the kinds of deadly new technology this facility appeared to be producing. She wanted to gawk, to look closer at these new weapons she hadn’t seen before—her mind flooded with questions about what each of them could do. But now was not the time to find out. She would have to demonstrate her worth for long enough to uncover those answers.

After a short introduction, the floor manager walked her through every attempt he had made to try to solve their logistical problem. He seemed eager to prove to her that he had already attempted every possible solution. “There are three basic components of most GPS systems: the antennas, the processors that convert the data into something useful, and the display units,” he began. “For our purposes, we don’t need the display units, and antennas are easy to track down. That leaves us with the processors.

“Now, you might be thinking, ‘Why not just use smartphones?’” the man said, putting his hands up to the side as if he were asking her this question. “Well, it’s not that simple. The GPS technology is deeply integrated with other functions of the chip. The same goes for smartwatches and fitness trackers. And we can’t strip every GPS system from incoming vehicles, or ship mass quantities of Garmins to China—they’ve become heavily restricted in terms of where they can be sold and who can purchase them. We need too many, and there are too many red flags to overcome to make it worth trying to evade the sanctions. So for now, we’ve had limited success smuggling small numbers of Garmins and other items that contain the GPS processors we’re after. We need help with finding another way to get around these Western sanctions.”

As she thought about the problem, Alex’s mind traced back to some of the other sanction-evading operations she’d helped to set up. This was her area of expertise, and she was damn good at it. She wracked her brain for another source, and thousands of news articles she’d read scrolled through her mind—one of the benefits and curses of having a photographic memory. Then it hit her.

“Farming equipment,” she replied confidently.

“What?” asked the floor supervisor, taken aback.

“OK, hear me out on this. For the past few decades, farming equipment has evolved and begun to embrace something the Americans call ‘smart farming,’ which integrates advancements in technology, automation, and even AI to a limited scope. We’re talking auto-steering devices that can harvest unattended, and crop dusters that follow a preprogrammed map. This new kind of equipment has increased productivity and made modern farming more profitable. It also means just about any sort of farming equipment now comes with GPS and semiautonomous capabilities. That means chips, processors—the very kind of items you said you needed.

“While historically, we have fewer farmers using those techniques here, I’m sure it would not be difficult to import such devices—especially if we look to set up a series of cutout entities and front companies in nations we know are struggling to feed their own populations. These will be the kinds of countries that will not draw a lot of attention when they begin ordering both new and used smart-farming equipment. We can start with countries like Egypt, Brazil, and South Africa. From there, we reexport them to nations closer to our borders and move them across.”

Mr. He leaned back, standing up taller and stretching his back. “Alex, they weren’t wrong about you,” he said, clearly pleased at the prospect of her joining his team.

The floor manager stared at Alex for a moment, a bit stunned at how quickly she had figured out a way to solve their problem. She held back her urge to laugh when the manager turned to Mr. He, asking, “Why didn’t anyone ask Jade Dragon about this? It sounds like we could have solved this problem months ago.” It was his attempt to spread the blame and save face.

“Sometimes knowing what to ask is just as important as knowing who to ask,” Alex said reassuringly. Her comment seemed to soothe the man’s wounded pride. “Give me some time to figure out the details and we’ll get it set up—don’t worry,” she concluded.

As she and Mr. He returned to the hangar where she had seen them building the humanoid-looking robots, her new boss commented, “Your company says you are a savant when it comes to supply chains and sanction-evasion operations. If you can share, how did you get so good?”

Alex smiled coyly at him. “Before the war, I collaborated with the Russians during their special military operation in Ukraine. Prior to that, I had worked with the Iranians in their nuclear weapons pursuit. Each client had a unique set of problems and different levels of sanctions being used against them. I just had to get creative. For example, I had to work out a supply route from China to Iran through Afghanistan and Pakistan—there are a lot of moving parts in that kind of an operation.”

“I’ll bet,” Mr. He replied with a grunt. “In any case, welcome to the team, Alex. Let me show you your computer terminal and get you started.”

“Thank you, Mr. He. I am eager to help. You won’t be disappointed,” Alex responded cheerfully.

I’m in. Now the fun starts…

*******

Alex Mak’s Apartment

Beijing, China

When Alex returned home from her shift, she did her standard security checks to make sure her place was secure, and then she very carefully removed her blouse. This was no ordinary work shirt she had been sporting. Woven into the fabric of her shirt, near the buttons, was a highly advanced organic image sensor. The revolutionary metal-free device used light-sensitive organic compounds that could convert light into an electrical signal. The organic photodiodes were integrated into a tiny, flexible sensor that could capture high-resolution images or videos.

British intelligence spared no expense in crafting the next innovations to support its international spy network, and at this moment Alex found herself the grateful recipient of that investment. Any normal type of camera would have gotten her killed by now, or sent to an interrogation hellhole at any rate. However, this “camera” was thin, flexible, transparent—made of a virtually undetectable polymer. To make it even more difficult to trace, it operated passively most of the time, avoiding electronic detection methods. It only activated to take pictures or record videos when it received a specific coded pulse of infrared light that she would emit from her wristwatch, like she’d done when she had adjusted her blouse in the Terracotta Killer hangar.

Because the organic image sensor and its transmitter were designed to be low-power and mostly passive, they would emit very little heat, and only very briefly, when the device was activated, so the risk of being detected by an infrared scanner was very low. And in order to reduce the risks further, the device had an advanced cooling mechanism that helped dissipate the heat rapidly.

Alex was aware of the dangers of her position. Just because they possessed a technology that Jade Dragon hadn’t accounted for today, that didn’t mean that she might not get scooped up tomorrow. However, the kind of intelligence she had seen on just her first day at this new job—well, it was worth risking her life for. This was the kind of intel that could turn the tide of war.

She retrieved the burner phone she had hidden specifically for this purpose and selected the appropriate app. Now the low-power, short-range, organic-based transmitter would broadcast the encrypted data using an ultra-high frequency range. Her phone had to be in very close proximity in order for it to work.

Soon, her handlers would decrypt the data and put her valuable intelligence to good use. Now it was a matter of waiting to see what their follow-up questions would be. She already knew she’d have to collect more pictures and videos from the second location where she’d spoken to the floor manager. It probably wouldn’t be too hard to find a reason to follow up with him.
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Chapter Eight
The French Riviera

DGSI Regional Headquarters

Marseille, France

Noelle Fournier raised an eyebrow as she scanned the email from Interpol. “This is interesting. The Chinese national involved in that bar brawl last weekend may not be who he claims.”

She pivoted her computer screen towards Bernard Gagnon. “Interpol has intel suggesting he’s actually an ex-PLA Special Forces soldier. Thought to have worked as a military advisor in Uganda a few years back.”

Bernard nodded, recalling the officer’s report about the man’s professional combat skills during the fight. “So he’s likely using an alias for his visa here, then.”

“Precisely. Interpol can’t confirm his identity without question. But it’s enough to warrant a closer look,” Noelle said.

She scanned through the sparse details in the visa application for “Cai Wu,” which had been processed before the war. Everything appeared in order, but her instincts told her something was off.

“Cai lists his previous residence as Beijing, and occupation as ‘logistics coordinator’ for a shipping company there,” Noelle said.

Bernard frowned. “Not quite the career profile I’d expect for an ex-PLA Special Forces veteran.”

He drummed his fingers on his worn desk. “Interpol can’t confirm one hundred percent that this is the same character from Uganda, but the pieces fit. We’d be negligent not to investigate further.”

Noelle nodded. “We should question him in person, see if his story adds up or if he slips on the details.”

“I like the way you think.” Bernard slipped his P228 pistol into its concealed holster. “Let’s go rattle Mr. Cai’s cage a bit, see what falls out.”

Noelle smirked as she followed Bernard out to the parking lot, adrenaline already pumping at the looming interrogation. This Cai Wu was definitely hiding something, and she aimed to uncover the truth.

Bernard slid behind the wheel of the idling Peugeot 308 department sedan, easing the car out into afternoon traffic as Noelle buckled herself into the passenger seat. She reviewed Cai Wu’s work and home addresses listed on his visa paperwork.

“Looks like he’s renting a flat over on Rue Paradis—let’s start there,” Noelle said.

Bernard nodded, winding through Marseille’s cramped streets toward the residential neighborhood. He pulled up down the block from Cai’s building, killing the engine.

Noelle spotted their suspect exiting the apartment building’s front door. “There’s our man now. Let’s have a quick chat, shall we?”

Bernard and Noelle stepped casually from the vehicle as Cai Wu approached on the sidewalk, appearing to have caught the man off guard. “Mr. Cai, I’m Agent Fournier and this is Captain Gagnon. We were hoping to have a word with you about your role at Côte d’Azur Livraison.”

Cai looked ready to bolt before catching himself and radically changing his demeanor. “Whoa, you startled me there. Who are you again and what are you asking about?” His French was excellent but accented.

“I’m Agent Fournier from the National Police and this is Captain Gagnon, from DGSI. We’re just conducting a routine check of some paperwork and are hoping you can help us clear a few things up on your visa application. I’m sure it’s no big deal. The questions won’t take long,” Noelle replied, trying to appear calm so as not to spook him further.

“OK, did I forget to list something on my application?” Cai asked, his eyes scanning around them before focusing on Noelle.

Bernard joined in as he prodded, “You listed logistics experience on your visa application, yet you seem to be working as a delivery driver now?”

Cai hesitated slightly too long. “I… wanted a change of pace. You know, more hands-on work.”

Noelle stared at him like a hawk tracking prey. “I see. You know, I think we might be able to clear this up back at the station. We’d appreciate it if you came with us to verify a few details.” Her tone brooked no argument.

Cai maintained a calm facade, but his eyes revealed something else—he’d been caught. In a flash of movement, he clocked Noelle, knocking her into Bernard before taking off in a sprint down a nearby alleyway. Cai dashed down the narrow passage, vaulting over piles of rotting garbage as Bernard helped Noelle to her feet.

“Suspect fleeing on foot!” Bernard yelled into his radio as they took off in pursuit. “All units, converge on Rue Paradis!”

Cai knocked over trash cans to block their path, but Bernard hurdled them like a man half his age, driven by adrenaline and rage. Noelle’s pace matched his despite the blood trickling from her busted lip.

Up ahead, Cai emerged from the alley, only to find himself face-to-face with two patrol officers, guns drawn.

“Armed police, get down!” one officer shouted. But Cai was already moving, twisting behind a market stall for cover as his hand slid a Glock 19 from his waistband.

Gunfire erupted as Cai snapped off two shots, catching one officer in the neck before he could react. The other officer dove for shelter, calling frantically for backup.

Bernard and Noelle burst from the alley, weapons trained on Cai as he fired again, forcing them to take cover while keeping him pinned. Cai seized the opportunity and rushed the remaining officer, grappling for his gun before a point-blank shot sent the policeman crumpling lifeless to the ground.

With fluid combat reflexes, Cai turned his sights on Bernard and Noelle’s position, ready to reengage. But Bernard was quicker, squeezing off three rapid shots. Two slammed into Cai’s torso, staggering him. The third found his head, dropping him to the pavement.

Bernard kept his smoking pistol trained on Cai’s unmoving body, not trusting he was down for good. Noelle touched her earpiece, breathless. “Suspect is down, repeat, suspect is down. Two officers were shot. We need emergency medical support immediately!”

Only when other units arrived to secure the scene did Bernard finally lower his weapon, his hands trembling with adrenaline comedown. The stakes of this investigation had just gotten much higher.

*******

DGSI Regional Headquarters

Marseille, France

Captain René Lambert slammed his fist on the desk in frustration, his normally calm demeanor shattered.

“Two dead officers, and you’re telling me this Cai Wu is a ghost? How can we have nothing on him?” he demanded.

Bernard exchanged a weary look with Noelle across the table strewn with empty coffee cups and case files.

“Whoever he really was, he didn’t want to be identified,” Bernard said. “No fingerprints in any database. Facial recognition turns up zero.”

Noelle flipped through the documents, shaking her head. “Everything about him was a dead end until Interpol flagged his potential military background. But we still can’t confirm that either.”

Lambert paced, tension radiating from him. “You’re saying this delivery driver took out two armed policemen using professional close-combat tactics. He was highly trained, and clearly involved in something dangerous enough to be willing to die rather than be captured.”

Bernard nodded grimly. “It leads back to the firm, Côte d’Azur Livraison. Our one solid clue is that Cai was connected to them, even if it was under an assumed identity.”

“Then shake the tree, hard,” Lambert ordered. “Tear apart their whole organization, customer records, personnel, financials. Find me some answers.”

Noelle met Bernard’s tired but determined eyes. It was going to be a long night, but this mystery had already claimed too many lives. Cai wouldn’t be their last lead.
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Chapter Nine
An Allied Win

NSA Office, White House

Washington, D.C.

National Security Advisor Blain Wilson had just logged in to his email when the phone rang. Grabbing for it, he answered, “This is Blain,” his eyes scanning emails as the mailbox loaded. Emails…a never-ending deluge I can’t seem to get away from.

“Mr. Wilson, this is Courtney from Secretary Kurtis’s office. The SecDef sent you an email about an HVI that was just taken into custody,” the woman’s voice conveyed before continuing, “He asked me to find out if you had a chance to see it yet. He wants to add it to the presidential brief this afternoon but wanted to run it by you before sending the slide deck over.”

Wait, what email…? His eyes searched for Jack’s message. Spotting it, he opened the body of the email, his eyes taking the information in until he saw the photo attached.

Holy crap, this is big, he thought before responding, “Hey, Courtney, sorry about that. I just got into the office. Yes, I’m seeing the message now, and yes, tell Jack I agree. This is a big deal. Let’s put it in the brief. I’ll make sure he has time to speak to it. I’m sure SecState may want to speak to it as well.”

“OK, thank you, Mr. Wilson, I’ll let the SecDef know. He’ll see you this afternoon,” the woman said.

As he stared at the photo embedded in the email, Blain’s mind turned with ideas and possibilities that hadn’t existed just a few moments earlier. But now, with him in custody, under their direct control…they just might have the missing piece to ending this war and a viable postwar China. The only question now was how willing General Song would be toward their future plans for China.

*******

Eighth Army Headquarters

Camp Humphreys, Korea

A smile formed on General Sink’s face as he read the report from General Dowdy. III Corps had done it. They had broken through the Dengta Line. With the gap now opened, he had ordered the 1st Cavalry Division to push through it and into the enemy rear areas.

His message read, “Bob, we are encountering brutal fighting as we approach the city. We are pressing hard to reach the Hunhe River. My cav scouts spotted battalions from at least two brigades from the 116th Mechanized Infantry Division crossing the river to establish a blocking force to prevent our entry into the city center. I’ve dispatched the Third Grey Wolf Brigade to see if they can pin them against the river. We’re trying to prevent them from disbursing into the Sujiatun District. I’d rather this not become a giant street fight if we can avoid it.”

Damn, that’s the last thing we need this to devolve into—house-to-house fighting…

He skimmed the rest of the report until he spotted what he was looking for—a status report from the 1-67th AR, the 4th Battalion, 6th Infantry Regiment, they had been screening for. The two battalions had finally linked up with the 3rd Ranger Battalion still holding down the Shenyang Taoxian Airport. If they could hold the airport until a more substantial force arrived, they could get it turned around into a forward air base and supply depot.

“Excuse me, General. You had asked for that report from our Air Force liaison—here it is,” a major from the ops center said as he handed him the report.

Accepting the paper, General Sink scanned it quickly, reading the information and doing his best not to gasp.

Whoa, this is worse than I thought.

Reading the report, he realized that since launching this offensive, they’d taken losses at a rate that wasn’t going to be sustainable. They had lost twenty-two F-15 Eagle IIs, thirty-four F-16Vs, nineteen F/A-18 Super Hornets, twenty-nine F-35s, and three F/S-36 Archangels in just the last forty-eight hours. He was certain the losses in men and materiel were going to be even worse by the time the fighting began to slow down.

The casualty reports he’d seen were already substantially higher than they had anticipated.

You assaulted a fixed enemy position…what did you expect?

He felt like he was in a continual argument with himself each time a status update came in with the latest figures. A couple of times he’d asked for them to be verified, not believing the initial number. He thought they were too high, only to realize this was just the beginning.

We have to find out where those PLA fighter drones are and take them out.

*******

Following Day

Residence – Family Room, White House

Washington, D.C.

Maria had done something unusual that day. She took the morning off. The demands of the job, especially the war, were taking their toll. She used to wonder how a president could age so much in such a short period of time. Now she knew—stress.

She reached for the morning papers as she placed her coffee down. She knew she shouldn’t—this morning was supposed to be a time to rest. But staying informed and seeing how the public was reacting to events was important too. Ensconcing oneself inside an echo chamber was a serious problem presidents had to avoid. The ones that failed often lost touch with the people they were supposed to serve, and she’d vowed to be different.

Grabbing for the first paper—USA Today—she scanned the headlines. “Hell on Earth: U.S., S. Korean and Japanese Forces Storm Heavily Fortified PLA Lines.”

The story read, “In a coordinated ground and aerial assault, allied forces breached multiple layers of Chinese defenses outside Shenyang early this morning. Fierce fighting continues as allied armor and infantry clash with PLA regulars in a brutal contest of wills.”

Placing the paper down, she reached for the next one—the New York Times. “Allied Gamble—Massive Tank Charge Aims to Crack Dengta Line,” the headline read.

“The U.S. Eighth Army, supported by air strikes, pressed forward against prepared Chinese positions today. Heavy casualties have been reported on both sides as U.S. commanders bet that mass and maneuver can overcome PLA numbers.”

“You should break, darling. You work too hard,” Maria’s husband said from the seat opposite her, coffee in hand.

Sighing, she nodded, placing the paper down. “You are right, of course.”

He smiled at her comment.

“What?” she asked.

“You said I was right.”

“Oh…I guess I did. You want me to send you a voice text with me saying ‘you are right’ so you can savor the moment longer?” she offered playfully.

He held a hand up in mock surrender as he laughed. “No, that’s OK, Maria. It’s not often that a mere mortal gets to hear the most powerful person in the world say they’re right.”

Now they both laughed at the lightheartedness of the moment. She savored moments like this. I need more of these, she thought.

“How is Blain doing? He’s looked stressed lately,” her husband inquired.

“Overworked, stressed—just like the rest of us.”

“A vacation sounds like it’s in order if you ask me. You just ended the first term of your administration without taking a single vacation, Maria. That’s not normal,” he commented, concern in his voice.

“Yeah, well, there’s a war going on. It’s kind of bad optics—President takes vacation while troops are dying by the hundreds abroad.” She shook her head dismissively.

She knew a vacation was exactly what she needed. She just didn’t know how to take one—how to turn the brain off and just relax. Sensing another migraine beginning to form, she reached for the medication her doctor had prescribed. It helped a little, but it never seemed to fully relieve the pain.

Her husband stood, downing the last of his coffee. “I’m off. More First Gentleman duties to take care of. I’ll see you tonight.” He walked over and gave her a kiss on the forehead before heading out for the day.

Sighing, she looked at the clock. “Yeah, might as well get going, I suppose. Time to figure out how we’re going to end this war and what to do after it’s over.”
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Chapter Ten
In Plain Sight

Alex Mak’s Apartment

Beijing, China

In addition to her habit of running well before the crack of dawn every morning, Alex was known among her coworkers and whatever community she lived in to be an avid birdwatcher. This hobby had several benefits for her, besides the joy of being in nature. First, it gave her an excuse to be out and about with a pair of binoculars should the occasion arise. Second, it was a way for her to establish herself within her community as a birding club member and a friend, decreasing suspicion toward her. Third, and most importantly, it provided a way for her MI6 handlers to contact her.

Although the days of going on online forums to send messages out were gone, she did occasionally receive a tasking coming in this way. When she had been retasked to the Beijing area, Alex had immediately joined the “Birding Beijing” forum online and signed up for the next outing with the Beijing Birdwatching Society. The members of those groups all soon became accustomed to interacting with her online and in person. She blended in.

In her home, she had the first Chinese edition of A Field Guide to the Birds of China by John MacKinnon and Karen Phillipps, which had been published in the year 2000. One of the younger members of the Beijing Birdwatching Society had given her a bit of a hard time about using an “outdated” version, but when she had explained that it was sentimental and stared off into the distance as if remembering a tragic loss, a senior member of the group had quickly brought that “youngster” in line.

That book, hiding in plain sight, was the key to the cipher her handlers would use when contacting her. She needed the old version, not because it was linked to some family history but because it was the only one that would link up with the information coming in. MI6 had the same exact book in their possession, and when someone wanted to get her a message, Alex would begin to see posts about birds that would include page numbers for the bird guide. Further in, she would find clues as to what paragraphs and words she needed to reference. Taken together, it made a whole message, but only if you knew exactly where to look and had the correct “outdated” key. Should someone suspect there was a code in the forum messages, even if they understood how they were being sent, it wouldn’t make sense without that older version of the book, which was now hard to obtain.

Internet usage was so heavily monitored in China, at least for people with security clearances as high as hers, that spending a lot of time looking at birding forums without doing anything related in real life would have drawn suspicion—but her membership provided the cover necessary to send and receive these messages unhindered. And using the book in public provided legitimacy to why the book would appear so worn if her apartment were searched. It was a thoroughly thought out plan that had managed to help her evade the detection of Jade Dragon thus far.

MI6 had sent her a new message this way, and it had created a bit of a dilemma for Alex. They had apparently uncovered what they thought to be a potential covert air base nestled near some apartment buildings. The exact location was near Wennan Road in the Changping District of Beijing. Her handlers wanted her to surveil it and confirm if there was in fact a runway connecting to a hangar built into the mountain.

Crap, she thought. I don’t have time for this.

Alex had more than enough work to do with her whole logistics project to keep her busy for weeks. She was already arriving early and staying late most days, a trait Mr. He really seemed to appreciate. If she were to complete this little surveillance run for MI6, it would take way too much time away from her duties at Area 43. This would take more than a couple of hours on a Saturday afternoon—and if she got caught, that would end her ability to collect intelligence on the TKs and other weapons she’d seen on the factory floor. Besides, this really seemed like a two-man job.

After thinking over her problem for a moment, she realized that her “old friends” Carson Ngo and Natalie Chen weren’t busy at the moment since the timeline had been moved back and they weren’t stuck on babysitting duty.

Well, friends, I guess your vacation is over, she thought to herself as she set in motion the plan to bring them to Beijing and get themselves back in the game.

*******

Wennan Road, Changping District

Beijing, China

It was 3:01 a.m., and Carson Ngo was one minute late for their shift change. Nat Chen shuffled around in her thermal-insulated hide, trying to stay awake. Watching absolutely nothing in the dead of night without falling asleep was a bit of a feat, though.

They were on day four of their surveillance, and so far, it had been about as exciting as watching paint dry. The road between apartment buildings on Wennan Road was far too wide for a strip of pavement that went nowhere, and it probably was a runway, but they couldn’t prove that yet.

Not sure how MI6 thought Alex was supposed to sit here and babysit this road while getting her job done, thought Nat. And this really is a two-man job—even Alex can’t stay awake twenty-four hours a day.

Nat heard a rustling and immediately looked up from her infrared scope. Even in the dark, she recognized Carson’s gait as he approached, and she breathed a sigh of relief.

“Running late, old man,” she teased quietly.

“Yeah, well, I had to add a couple of extra turns to my route here. I thought I was being followed for a little while there.”

“Damn. You sure you lost ’em?” Nat pressed.

“I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t sure,” Carson insisted. “Anything new?”

“Other than the pain developing in my left hip, nothing.”

“Humph.” Carson sat down rapidly and made a small thud, as if he were a teenager slamming a door in frustration.

“Shh,” Nat hissed. “Won’t do any good for us to collect intel if we’re dead.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Carson acquiesced. He set about getting settled in, and Nat started to pack up her bag to leave. She couldn’t really blame him for the uncharacteristic display of emotions. This assignment was boring as hell, and he was a bit older than her. He’d probably need a chiropractor by the end of the week.

Off in the distance, a quiet clicking noise broke through the middle of the night silence.

“Did you hear that?” Carson asked. He grabbed for the infrared scope. After panning in the direction of the disturbance for a moment, he paused.

“Well, that is convenient timing,” he commented, changing the settings on the device to begin collecting images and videos.

“What is it?” asked Nat. “What do you see?” She scrambled to angle their parabolic mics toward where Carson was monitoring, so they could collect any sound signatures as well as images.

“There’s definitely a hidden hangar back there,” Carson confirmed. “I’m getting multiple aircraft coming out of that mountain. I don’t readily recognize them, though. They’re shaped like fighters, but…it’s like the cockpits are way too small.”

“Oh, man…these must be those Shadow Dragons or maybe even those rumored Dark Dragons we’ve heard about,” Nat commented.

“There’s at least one other type of aircraft there, but again, I don’t recognize it. You want to trade?” Carson asked, motioning toward the infrared scope.

Nat didn’t have to be asked twice. She shuffled over, taking care not to move the scope as they switched spots. What she saw resembled a full-size fighter…except for the cockpit.

“Do the Chinese have autonomous strike fighters?” she asked, puzzled.

“I guess we’ll have to get this data off to the powers that be and find out,” Carson replied.

“Yeah…you know, I think I may have caught a second wind after seeing this,” she remarked.

Carson smiled. “Does that mean I can go back to bed?”

She snorted at the comment. “Hell no, you think I look this good operating on two or three hours of sleep a day? I’ll stick around another ten or twenty minutes in case we see more activity before heading back. This will give me enough time to draft up a quick report on what we just saw so I can get it over to Mak. Q will be waiting for it,” Nat replied, making sure to include her James Bond reference every chance she got since they had been tasked to support MI6.

Carson just shook his head before resuming his watch of the area now that the mysterious aircraft had taken to the skies.
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Chapter Eleven
Attack of the Wraith

Space Delta 9

Groom Lake, Nevada

Newly promoted Major General Hugh “Huey” Hewitt sat opposite Colonel Ian “Racer” Ryan with a grin. “It’s taken them long enough, Racer, but they’re finally starting to crank out more Archangels for us. That’s why I’ve called you here. Wraith Squadron is being given four newly minted aircraft so we can get you guys back in the fight until we’re ready to initiate Falling Star and Meteor Strike.”

“That’s great, Huey, and congrats again on the second star. I know the guys will be excited to get back into the fight. Is there any word yet on when we’ll start this new operation?” Colonel Ryan asked. “We conducted the test on those Celestial Hammers a while back. You would think they would be eager to put Jade Dragon out of commission as soon as possible.”

“I’ve been asking that question for a while now. The issue has more to do with constructing those CHs needed for the satellites. We’ll only get one shot at this once we reveal this technology. They don’t want us to half-ass this thing once we start it,” Huey explained. He knew Racer and Scuba had been itching to start the operation they knew would likely win the war.

Colonel Ryan shrugged his shoulders, showing a bit of frustration. “Well, hopefully, they get it figured out soon. In the meantime, thank you for getting us some Archangels to use. It’s been tough sitting on the sidelines, knowing we could do so much more if we only had more Archangels. So I take it now that you got us some birds to fly, you’ve got a mission you want us to tackle too?”

Huey smiled. “In fact, I do. Later this afternoon—say around 1500 hours—have your squadron seated in the mission briefing room. Master Sergeant Dale Alkire has put together a solid mission for you…one I think you guys are going to like.”

“Huh. OK, I’ll let the guys know. Thanks again for getting us back into the fight, sir. It means a lot. We don’t care how we get to contribute. We want to know we’re making a difference,” Racer said as he got up to inform the other members of their newly named squadron—Wraith Squadron.

*******

Later That Afternoon

Wraith Squadron

“Afternoon, Wraith Squadron. My name is Master Sergeant Dale Alkire. I will provide you with today’s mission brief,” the Space Force intelligence NCO began. “You four have been chosen for this mission because the Wraith Squadron has the most combat experience flying the Archangels, even if this isn’t the primary vehicle your squadron now flies.

“Most of you are aware of the considerable losses in aircraft the allies have been sustaining since the start of Iron Tempest. In contrast, our ground forces have achieved some major victories. The PLAAF’s ability to sow chaos and destruction in the skies cannot continue. We believe this facility here”—Alkire pointed to an image that showed what looked to be a runway exiting the foot of a mountain—“is where these Shadow Dragon UFAs and Dark Dragon ASFs are based out of.”

A couple of pilots gave a soft whistle as they looked at the details of the base and the highlighted icons denoting multiple SAM locations.

“Gentlemen, your mission is to deliver a handful of Thor’s Hammers into the entrance of this facility and to hit these additional points near the facility. We believe that, with some luck, this will take the base off-line. It just may put an end to these aircraft terrorizing the skies. Are there any questions before I hand the rest of the mission planning to Colonel Ryan?”

“Just one,” Lieutenant Colonel Steven “Scuba” Johnson said. “What time is this mission going to take place?”

Before the intel briefer could respond, Racer stood and walked toward the front of the room. “The mission starts in ten hours. That gives our ground crew plenty of time to prepare our birds for action and us a few hours of mission prep to talk about how we’re going to plan our approach to this facility while still giving everyone a chance to get some shut-eye,” he explained as he nodded for the master sergeant to go ahead and leave.

Racer turned to face his three other pilots that made up the growing squadron. “The route to the target will take us across the Sea of Binhai on our way to Cangzhou. Then we’ll turn slightly to the northwest and head towards Baoding. From there, we’ll continue to Zhangjiakou City before returning east towards the Sea of Binhai. This flight path will have us attacking the air base from the back side and give us the best vantage point to land our Thors into the mountain and the hangars built within it. I want everyone to get some sleep for the next five hours. We’ll return to the briefing room and go over anything that changes or might impact our mission and get airborne.”

*******

Twelve Hours Later

Wraith Squadron

Racer checked his systems, noting the ARTUµ had leveled the aircraft out at angels eighty-five. They were still streaking through the air at Mach 5, slowing down as they approached the target. The secret air base housing the Shadow Dragon unmanned fighter aircraft was now just minutes away.

“Scuba, Outlaw, and Talon, tighten up the formation,” Racer said over the peer-to-peer radio. “We go weapons hot in ninety seconds. I want a clean drop—in and out like we’ve never been here.”

The pilots gave a squawk on the radio, letting him know they’d acknowledged the call. Racer gave it a moment before glancing out the windows to each side. He visually confirmed that the three Archangels of his strike force had closed within visual range. Their goal was simple—obliterate the base launching these UFAs and ASFs before the PLA’s newest superweapon could threaten to turn the tide of the war back in their favor. Striking this deep inside enemy territory, especially when they weren’t sure if the enemy’s ground-based laser batteries were still off-line, was risky. Allowing the enemy to steadily build up the numbers of these wonder weapons, however, would be suicidal.

“R2, what kind of defenses are you detecting around the target?” Racer asked his ARTUµ.

It took his ARTUµ only a second to respond, the voice of Morgan Freeman explaining, “Colonel Ryan, as of right now, on our current flight, we will pass within the effective range of two search radars for what look to be at least two HQ-9 Red Banner surface-to-air missile systems. One of the SAM systems appears to be positioned near the air base we are targeting. The other system is five hundred meters high in elevation—most likely in the Longshan Forest Park.

“At least one other search radar just became active in the area. It looks to be an HQ-22 system. This one also seems to be located on a higher elevation than the others and near the crest of one of the mountain ranges in Longshan Forest Park,” ARTUµ explained.

Racer was about to dismiss the report of the two HQ-9s as they lacked the range to threaten his aircraft so long as they stayed above the SAM’s maximum ceiling of angels seventy-five. But the sudden report of an HQ-22 search radar going active caused beads of sweat to appear on his head and his heart to skip a beat. The only other radar system that could identify and track the Archangels was a phased-array radar system. While the HQ-22 still had no missile to reach the altitude at which his strike force was flying, it could direct the Shadow Dragons or Dark Dragons.

Let’s hope they don’t have any Shadow or Dark Dragons patrolling the skies right now…

Then, as if on cue, ARTUµ chimed in. “Bandits, Colonel, bandits. I detect two contacts approaching from the east at two o’clock low. Range one hundred and thirty miles and closing—estimating bandits’ speed to be around Mach 3 and still accelerating.”

Racer was about to ask a question when ARTUµ announced, “New contact—detecting two bandits approaching from the south at six o’clock low. Range one hundred and fifty miles and closing on an intercept course. Speed approaching Mach 5 and still accelerating. How would you like me to respond, Colonel Ryan?”

Damn it! We need to finish the mission before we can engage these guys, he thought.

Racer took a breath, calming his mind before checking his radar. “I see them, R2. Get me firing solutions on the two bandits approaching from the south. Assign targets to other R2s and order them to engage once we’ve released our Thors.”

“Affirmative. AIM-260s have been assigned their targets. Deconfliction with other R2s is complete. The remaining AIM-260s will be on standby for further targeting instructions. I will stand by for authorization to engage bandits,” the voice of Morgan Freeman responded.

Racer connected himself to his pilots. “All Wraiths—open bomb bays and stand by for weapons releases.”

He waited patiently as the distance to the target continued to approach the weapons release arc—the ten-second window to release their weapons before they would overfly the target.

Racer watched the clock steadily move toward zero. His heart raced as more beads of sweat formed on his brow. He knew they were cutting it close. Enemy fighters were being vectored in from two different angles. They hadn’t been painted yet—but it was only a matter of time.

“Wraiths—stand by. Three…two…one…weapons release. Close bomb bay doors. Switch to air-to-air mode and engage hostiles. Fire at will,” he said, issuing the series of orders in rapid-fire sequence.

Once the pair of Thor’s Hammers were released, the aircraft felt more agile and responsive with their tungsten rods on the way to the target. It was time to engage the fighters closing in on them.

Then his radar warning system came to life. A warbling sound alerted him that his aircraft was being painted by one of the ground radars. It wouldn’t take long before one or more fighters vectoring toward them decided to take a shot at him. Racer was calling out orders to his ARTUµ, releasing the AI-assisted copilot to activate the aircraft’s defensive suite and attempt to lose the radar before the enemy aircraft could start lobbing missiles in his direction.

A few seconds passed. Then the ground below them flashed brilliantly across the base as the hypersonic rods hit with precision and accuracy—obliterating the underground hangars and surrounding support facilities.

“Rods on target, all facilities destroyed!” Racer transmitted on a separate comms channel, reporting to their higher headquarters, which was monitoring the mission.

The retribution for the attack came swiftly. The patrolling bandits had accelerated to Mach 6, much faster than they had been aware these enemy aircraft could travel. They converged on the strike force fast, cutting the distance between each other at blinding speeds.

“Missiles inbound, Colonel Ryan! I am tracking two PL-21 Thunderbolt missiles. Range eighty miles, speed Mach 4 and accelerating,” his ARTUµ announced. A pair of bright red symbols appeared on Racer’s display—the Dark Dragons had radar lock.

“R2, go active with full-spectrum jamming! Engage bandits—weapons-free!” Racer ordered as he brought the full suite of offensive and defensive tools to bear against the enemy.

In the blink of an eye, R2 had opened the missile bays—ejecting two of the AIM-260 Joint Advanced Tactical Missiles. A split second after being ejected from the aircraft, each missile’s engine came to life, rocketing it towards the enemy at Mach 5. “Fox Three…Fox Three—missiles away!” he shouted over the comms, announcing that he had just fired two missiles.

Racer looked at his radar display, seeing the number of missiles fired by either side rapidly filling his screen. He also saw the pair of missiles heading towards him, closing on him quickly. They were less than thirty miles out. He knew the onboard defensive laser system would zap ’em from the sky once the missiles closed within fifteen miles of his aircraft.

With the sky filling with missiles, it was time to leave Dodge. Racer ordered, “All Wraith elements on me. We’re going to angels eighty-five. Then we’ll accelerate to maximum speed and get out of here!”

“Missile one eliminated!” ARTUµ announced. “Missile two eliminated—all threats eliminated.”

Then Racer looked at his monitor, tracking the two missiles he had fired at the enemy. He also saw a second pair of missiles converging on them—the double tap of missiles increasing the odds of at least one of them taking the enemy out.

“Splash one!” he confirmed over the comms as the wreckage of the ASF began its descent to the ground below. But his second missile missed its mark as the ASF carried out a series of radical maneuvers. Racer was about to fire another missile at the bandit when a third missile got within its proximity fuse and exploded, throwing hundreds of tungsten ball bearings into the Dark Dragon.

As Racer accelerated past Mach 8 toward Mach 10, he watched one more enemy aircraft get hit; it looked like the fourth and final bird would escape.

Till we meet again…, he thought privately as the aircraft disappeared from the radar screen.

The four Archangels turned for home after successfully eliminating a grave threat. But Racer knew this was just the beginning. The AI overseeing China’s war would stop at nothing to achieve victory.
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Chapter Twelve
Farming Equipment—Bingo

Area 43

Beijing, China

Alexandria Mak had been very busy working her magic, but now she was finally ready to explain the new supply process to her boss, Mr. He. She called him over to her terminal and began the “tour.”

“Sir, I’ve identified three different suppliers of agricultural equipment in Brazil, South Africa, and India that will be the starting points for our new GPS supply chain. They purchase a lot of high-quality used machinery from the US and Europe for resale, and we have three different facilities in Myanmar, Laos, and Cambodia that are only too happy to buy those products.”

She leaned back. “Now here’s the key—each of the three Asian establishments is going to be set up to be able to handle ‘refurbishments,’ standard maintenance, and remote maintenance teams. What that means is that the services these facilities will be offering will require them to maintain extra parts to support these activities. This will allow them to make larger and more frequent part purchases.”

Alex turned to the next slide of her presentation. “By having these cutout companies located in Myanmar, Laos, and Cambodia, we can effectively transfer the processors we need covertly and easily, without the allies or any of the numerous NGOs that monitor the import-export markets of our neighboring countries suspecting anything amiss. Once we have this operation up and running, Mr. He, we’re going to have all the chips and processors you’ll need to keep this factory running nonstop.”

Mr. He smiled, clasping his hands excitedly. “Beautiful work, Alex,” he said before giving her a slight bow of appreciation.

For a brief second, Alex was taken aback by his enthusiasm. Most of the executives she had worked for were far more restrained in their compliments to her while being more effusive when pitching her work to their own bosses.

Alex smiled warmly, knowing the dimples on her cheeks, which were a rare trait in China, would make her appear even more attractive than she already was. “Thank you, Mr. He. Am I correct in assuming you approve?”

“Yes, of course. Hand me the tablet, and I will approve the plan now. Is there anything else you will need?” Mr. He replied, hurriedly scanning the contract’s statement of work before inputting his employee authentication code, which would put things in motion.

“Just need your approval on these expenditures on the next page of the document,” Alex remarked. “Oh, there is something else that I think I may be able to further help you with, but it will require you to grant me unrestricted access to the production, warehouse, and storage facilities,” she mentioned nonchalantly.

“Oh, interesting. What are you thinking of, and why would it require level six access?” he asked. As he swiped left on the tablet, a request for greater access and a new proposal appeared.

“When you asked our company for a supply chain specialist, they sent me. I’m the best at what I do in our company, and probably anywhere else,” Alex said confidently. Such speech might have come off as irresponsibly cocky were it not for the miracle she had just produced for them.

“In a short period of time, I quickly identified the problem and found a workable solution that can be put into motion immediately,” she continued. “This dilemma your factory is facing got me to thinking about what other potential supply chain problems might be on the horizon. If I find deficiencies, I can begin working on finding solutions to prevent future slowdowns, or”—she leaned in forward and lowered her voice—“a factory shutdown. As you told me on the first day I arrived, the war is going to be won by the weapons your factories are producing. If this is true, then please, I implore you to let me conduct a full analysis of your supply chain to see what parts or resources we will have to procure next,” Alex concluded.

For a moment, Mr. He didn’t say anything. He stared at her, his eyes scanning hers. Her heart began to beat a little faster. Then he smiled and nodded in approval before he reentered his authorization codes. With those simple strokes of the keys, she had instantly gained unfettered access to the entire company’s facilities.

Now the real fun begins, she thought, realizing just how big a deal this was.

“I think I’m going to like having you around, Alex,” said Mr. He. “Let’s get to work.”

*******

Alex Mak’s Apartment

Beijing, China

Alex searched her apartment with her usual fervor before taking a deep breath, certain that her place had not been recently bugged. She hung up her work shirt and donned her running clothes before grabbing a bite to eat.

When Alex had finished taking care of basic human necessities, she walked over to the air intake grate for the air-conditioning system and unscrewed the cover. She had become so practiced at doing this that she could take off the screen in less than thirty seconds flat. She pulled the air filter off and set it down. Her arm swung up through the opening into the air vent, reaching for the metal ledge she had installed there. She flipped the latch and released her kit, held in a container similar to a bank safe deposit box.

Besides the burner phone that Alex had hidden there, she had a couple of weapons to use if things really went south, one alternate identity passport, and a sat phone. These items had remained hidden since she’d established this residence in anticipation of eventually being assigned to this location. Alex knew that Chinese security had searched her apartment—they searched the apartment of anyone who was being vetted for the kind of security clearance she now held. But like most overworked and underpaid government functionaries, they weren’t particularly thorough or good at their jobs. When they came to her apartment and opened the air intake, the only thing they would see was a cavernous space—ending their search.

Throughout her multiple clearance upgrades and background checks, she had worked hard at maintaining the appearance of a highly educated technocrat who was fiercely loyal to China and President Yao—his picture was centered on the wall, visible as soon as anyone entered the home.

With the sat phone in hand, Alex attached a small directional antenna, aimed it at a precise location she’d been instructed to use and turned the device on. It had taken many months and more than a few nights and men she’d like to forget to acquire the information that now allowed her to do what she was about to do—transmit vital intelligence that might win the war.

The mark she’d been chasing most recently was a naive, nerdy-looking young man in his midtwenties, who had probably never gone on an actual date with a woman. When she’d spotted the goofy-looking captain seated at the bar, she’d observed him and found that he visited every other day. She’d made her move, sitting next to him—then given him a smile she knew he couldn’t resist. By the following morning, she had gotten her unwitting lovestruck fool to share a secret he shouldn’t have.

Not only had she learned that Jade Dragon was back on the internet—which was news to her—she’d learned the exact process JD was using to get online. She’d found out through their pillow talk that there was a high-altitude drone loitering over Beijing that was daisy-chained in such a way as to be the weak link in the West’s blackout. Further, she could piggyback off the same signal in order to join that internet connection herself.

She felt bad for poisoning him at breakfast. It had been easier than she had thought, sprinkling the pack of time-delayed cyanide pellets into the freshly baked shaobing—flaky, layered pastries filled with a sweetened paste made of adzuki beans. Unfortunately for him, leaving a loose end in a surveillance state run by Jade Dragon was a risk she couldn’t take, and the mission came first.

After she’d finished crafting her report about what she had uncovered at the plant they called Area 43, Alex compressed the information that would aid their cause into a tiny ZIP file. When she sent it off via microburst transmission, it would be virtually untraceable. One second it would be there with her, and the next it would be gone. It was a much more secure way of communicating than the old system of using online game chat boards or recipe blog comment sections.

Buried in the details of the file, she had included the exact addresses of all of the facilities in the new supply chain she had worked out for Mr. He. Alex also submitted a request—she needed her agency’s help inserting malware into the firmware of the processing chips and systems used in the farm equipment at those points of origin. Beyond giving them the ability to track the movements of the equipment along the supply chain to all the distributors, it would give them a potential back door into some of this new equipment being secretly built at Area 43. If they pulled this off, they could run a zero-day operation and save a ton of lives—but they could only get away with that once, so it would have to count.

Once she’d hit send and saw that the file was gone, Alex deactivated the phone and the directional antenna, rewrapping everything up before tucking the items away again out of sight.

OK, Command, I got you the intel…use it, and let’s end this war.
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Chapter Thirteen
Q-Phones, A General & A Plan

Command Headquarters

Building A-64

US Fleet Activities Yokosuka

Blain finished the coffee in front of him, hoping it might push away the brain fog he was struggling to overcome. Due to the urgency of this meeting, he’d flown aboard one of the Air Force’s Gulfstream Vs. It had been a long flight with a few stops along the way before arriving at Yokosuka. Edwards to Elmendorf hadn’t been too bad—five hours and twenty minutes with a ninety-minute layover, just enough time to stretch their legs and grab a quick bite to eat. Elmendorf to Naval Air Facility Atsugi, Japan, however, had royally sucked—eight hours and fifty-two minutes. Blain had figured he would manage to grab a couple of hours of sleep, but he had woken up to heavy turbulence. Try as the pilot could, he just couldn’t get around the storm front blocking their path to Japan.

In all his years in the Army and Special Forces, Blain had flown aboard a lot of aircraft through a lot of different situations. But this flight, with the kind of turbulence they had to fly through—this had taken the cake. Fortunately, once they arrived at Atsugi, the Marines had finished their journey aboard an Osprey; flying like a bat out of hell, they had arrived at the naval facility in just under thirty minutes. With barely enough time for a bio break and to scarf down a donut, Blain, Dr. Cynthia Llorente, and Dr. Rajesh Nambiar had been ushered into a nondescript briefing in Building A-64, the Command Headquarters.

“Blain, you look rough. The flight over that bad?” inquired Vice Admiral Paul Linehan.

Blain sighed and shook his head. “Paul, don’t even get me started,” he replied. “That was brutal. Once we crossed Attu Island—let’s just say it was a nasty storm front.”

Admiral Linehan chuckled. “Yeah, this time of year is pretty rough weather over the Bering Strait. But it’s good to see you again. I was a little surprised when I got word just yesterday that you’d be arriving today. Then General Tazman said he’d be joining us before he returned to D.C. I didn’t even know the Space Command CG was in our AO until he was on his way.”

“That’s cause we’re cool like that,” Taz joked, his hand mimicking a plane stealthily flying through the air. “We just roll in out of nowhere, ’cuz that’s how we do it at Space Command.”

Everyone laughed at Taz’s joke about the Space Command. It helped to lighten the mood and break the tension of the secretive, unannounced meeting.

“Hey, not to rain on everyone’s parade and all, but I’ve got a war to win, so can we move this along?” General Bob Sink, the Eighth Army Commander, interjected. His face appeared large on the video feed connecting his headquarters to their room.

“Yes, of course, General Sink. We’ll try to be brief as to why we are here and what’s going on,” Blain replied, motioning off-camera to Shane McAllister to grab him a refill of coffee while he was still next to the machine.

Clearing his voice, Blain got down to business. “Gentlemen, I just spent fourteen hours flying halfway around the world to share something with you,” he began. “What I’m about to tell you about is the pinnacle of collaborative intelligence and defense efforts. This endeavour was spearheaded by the NSA as they leveraged the collective power of the big brains at DARPA, SpaceX, and In-Q-Tel.”

Admiral Linehan leaned forward. “OK, Blain, we’ve joked around at the start of this, so why don’t we just cut to the chase. What have they cooked up that got you excited enough to fly out here to tell us in person?”

Blain broke a half smile, taking a deep breath before explaining, “It’s no secret we have struggled with creating a secured, enduring communication system that Jade Dragon can’t hack into or jam into oblivion—until now. I flew out here with a couple of guests to let you know we have officially created our very own quantum communication system—that’s right, a virtually untraceable, unhackable method of communication, using some quantum physics tactics I can’t even pretend that I comprehend.

“Now, this has been something that’s been in the works and under development for some time, but what no one knows is we have been developing a version of this system that’ll operate a device that looks and feels just like a regular civilian cell phone. But as we hand a couple of them out for you to look at, I want to assure you this is no ordinary device. This new comms device has been designed in collaboration with SpaceX, and more importantly, it can operate as a digital ghost on a regular cell network or switch over to communicate directly with Starlink, connecting to its vast constellation of satellites.”

“OK, I’m surprised I wasn’t aware of something like this under development, but I’ll roll with it,” said General Tazman. “Riddle me this, though—why SpaceX? We are steadily replacing our own communication satellites as the Kessler effect continues to dissipate. Why not stay on our networks?”

Blain smiled, nodding towards Dr. Rajesh Nambiar from SpaceX, who stood, adjusting his glasses before speaking. “Thank you, Mr. Wilson. General Tazman, it’s a valid question. Our collaboration is based on agility and capability. Starlink’s LEO satellites provide rapid data transmission, ensuring minimal latency. With over twelve thousand satellites in the constellation, it provides a dense, robust network. This allows the device in your hand to maintain a connection, even in the most remote regions of the world. Furthermore, the speeds Starlink is capable of ensures real-time communication, an invaluable asset when seconds can be the difference between life and death.”

Cynthia Llorente, representing In-Q-Tel, took her cue from Rajesh as she picked up where he stopped. “General, while our collaboration with Starlink is vital, we’re ultimately talking about something beyond Starlink’s known capabilities. Utilizing the NSA’s super-AI, Cicada, we were able to integrate a specialized operating software package that includes an end-to-end quantum encryption security protocol that runs a continuous network scan while in use. Integrating Cicada’s predictive algorithms, it can preemptively shift communication nodes if it anticipates any interference or jamming attempts being made by Jade Dragon. Simply put, General, it’s not just about the hardware—it’s the marriage of software and the network that makes this device unprecedented.”

General Sink raised an eyebrow as he listened. “You said this was for use behind enemy lines or denied areas, basically,” he remarked. “How are we ensuring that using such a device won’t backfire on our operatives or SOF units utilizing it? How confident are we in Cicada’s abilities to counter Jade Dragon and protect the network it’s operating on?”

Blain jumped back into the conversation. “General Sink, Cicada is our nation’s most advanced super-AI. Its predictive and protective capabilities are nearly on par with those of Jade Dragon. For months now, we have been running continuous war games, pitting them against other AIs and intrusion systems to find vulnerabilities and weak points. If this was any other system than a quantum communication system like we have on this device, I don’t think it would have stood a chance, but this network did—and it has yet to be penetrated.”

Dr. Llorente nodded. “We’ve invested billions into Cicada and this quantum infrastructure. For more than a decade, we have been working toward this goal, to create a communication system so sophisticated that intercepting or tampering with it would be impossible, even with the most advanced AIs our adversaries could create.”

Admiral Linehan rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “You know, I’ll be honest. When I first heard about quantum communications, I thought it was a pipedream. But I’m starting to believe this might be the game-changing technology we’ve been waiting for. How soon can we test it with some of our SOF assets?” he asked. “And pending their acceptance, how quickly can we get them in the hands of our commanders and SOF operators in the thick of the fight?”

Blain turned to Dr. Nambiar, who took a moment before answering the Admiral’s question. “The short answer, Admiral, is soon. The phones have been moved into production, and we are beginning to scale the number of units produced weekly. Our plan is to deploy in phases, prioritizing higher echelon command centers and communication centers before integrating them into the brigade level and below. But right now, we have forty-two of them with us.”

General Sink chimed in, “OK, so you brought forty-some phones with you. What the hell are we calling these things, and why do I suspect there’s more to this meeting you haven’t shared with us yet?”

Blain stared at General Sink for a moment. Turning to look at the doctors, he asked them to leave. Their part of the meeting was over. This next part was way above their pay grade.

The moment the door closed, Admiral Linehan commented, “OK, Blain, the civilians are gone. Let’s hear the other reason you flew halfway around the world to speak to us in person…and yeah, what the hell are we calling these things?” As he spoke, he fiddled with one of the phones.

“We are calling them Q-phones, short for quant-phones if you want to know,” Blain replied. “And yes, you’re right. There is something else I came out here to speak about—General Song Fu. I believe he’s being held here if my information is correct.”

“Really?” aked General Sink sceptically. “General Song Fu. Care to explain?”

“Bob, it’s time to start thinking about what happens after this war ends,” Blain began. “What’s China going to look like, and more importantly, who is going to assume control once we decapitate the government? When we initiate Falling Star and Meteor Strike—we’ll want to have figured out a plan ahead of time. I don’t know about you, General, but I don’t think we want to get sucked into an unwinnable civil war if we can avoid it.”

“Huh, so that’s where General Song comes into play, eh?” quizzed General Tazman. “The powers in Washington have determined he’s our guy, or at least, he’s the guy they want to start with. Am I right?”

“Whoa. Are you serious, Blain?” interjected Sink, a look of concern on his face at the idea of releasing the Chinese general after they had captured him.

Blain held a hand up to forestall any further questions until he had a chance to explain. “Listen, we all know what’s going to happen the moment we take out the leadership of the country and hopefully nail that AI that’s controlling everything. When that happens, if we aren’t prepared to handle what comes next, the second-largest nation on earth will dissolve into complete chaos and civil war the moment they discover there’s a leadership vacuum in Beijing. For that reason, we had better have a person ready to step in and assume control of the military and the government the moment it happens. Now, I don’t know about you, but I would rather it be us who chooses who this person will be. That means we need to have someone identified now and begin to put into place a support structure that’ll help usher them in when the moment is right.

“Now, unless anyone here can offer a hell of a good reason why we shouldn’t go with General Song Fu, I have been authorized by the President to present such a deal to Song in hopes that he’ll be our guy. If you’ve got an objection, I’m willing to hear it. But if you object, then at least do us the courtesy of providing an alternative.”

When no other objections were made, Blain ended the meeting, asking to speak directly with General Song Fu.

*******

Three Hours Later

Blain Wilson sat in the same chair of the conference room where he’d sat when he first arrived, staring at the Chinese general who had caused the allies much grief over the years. He had just finished presenting the offer on behalf of the President of the United States. Now, he waited for this former adversary to decide what he wanted to do.

There was a risk, of course, placing a man of Song’s intellect and battlefield prowess in charge of a nation they would have just defeated, but given the likely state of affairs following the end of the war, China would need a strong leader—someone the people could rally behind, someone the military commanders and provincial governors would be less likely to challenge.

When General Song finished reading the proposal, he placed it on the table in front of him before closing his eyes. He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I have finished reading the offer, Mr. Wilson. I will say I find it intriguing. Let me ask you this—what makes you think you can defeat Jade Dragon and even be in a position to offer something like this?” Song asked, his eyes still closed.

“That’s a good question, General. I think the fact that you and I are having this discussion—this deal being offered—speaks to our confidence in defeating the PLA,” Carson answered.

“Confidence in defeating the PLA—that’s not the same as defeating the AI, Jade Dragon,” Song countered. “So I ask again: what makes you confident you can defeat the Army Jade Dragon has been preparing for you?”

“General, I respect you as a fellow warrior, so I am going to level with you. We have created a weapon that will destroy the facility housing the AI. When that happens, it’ll be like the strings to the marionette puppet have been cut. As it is, we have greatly reduced the effectiveness of Jade Dragon through continued attacks against the supply and logistical transportation networks across the country.

“Even now, as we speak, your former command, the First PLA Army, is being steadily whittled down as it’s being pressed across three different axes of advance. There comes a point, General, when an Army simply loses the ability to fight, the ability to carry it forward. That is the position the PLA finds itself in. It just hasn’t accepted it yet. It will soon, and when it does, it’s going to collapse like a house of cards. That’s where you come in, General, ready to assume control of the country and help stave off the fracturing of your nation,” Blain explained.

General Song stared at him for a moment, not saying anything. “So this deal, Mr. Wilson…it’s for real? Your President is serious?” he finally asked.

“Yes. It’s real, General. The question now is, do you want it?” Blain countered.

Sitting forward in the chair, General asked, “So what’s the catch? I accept the deal, and now I answer to America, the allies—is that how this works?”

“I suppose, technically, that’s correct. In generalized terms, however, we are not looking to micromanage how you might choose to govern China. Our concern is preventing a civil war from splitting the country apart. Generally speaking, you’ll have a wide degree of autonomy to govern as you see fit. Sure, we would like to see your nation move in a more democratic direction, but we aren’t so naïve to believe that China is ready for democracy either. These things can take time. More than anything, the country will need a strong leader, someone who can hold it together in the aftermath of this war. We believe that person is you.

“Of course, should you agree to become the new leader of China, we will do what we can to help facilitate that in whatever manner you think would be best. But there are some caveats to this as well—”

“Uh-huh, and there’s the catch,” Song interjected. “OK, what are the rules you’re going to make me abide by for this offer of help to place me in charge?”

Smiling at the question, Blain explained, “The rules are fairly simple: no further territorial expansion beyond your original borders. Your military will be trimmed down to protect internal security and your territorial integrity. All weapons of mass destruction—nuclear, chemical, or biological—must be handed to the allies. China will not be allowed to retain its strategic weapons—no more nukes. Your government will work with the allies to dismantle your ability to restart or rebuild your nuclear weapons program. You may be allowed to keep your civilian nuclear energy program, once appropriate safeguards are in place to keep it from being turned into a weapons program.”

“Huh,” General Song replied, steepling his fingers. “OK, Mr. Wilson. Let’s assume I agree to all of this. If I am going to have a chance at making this work, I will need some help. Namely, I am going to need some trusted officers I can rely on to remain loyal to me and help me rally the other units that haven’t surrendered to my side.”

“We assumed you’d say as much,” Blain replied. “In fact, we have a whole plan in place to deal with communications with those still in the PLA. Why don’t you take a moment and write down some of the people you had in mind?”

General Song surprised Blain by pulling a piece of paper from his pocket-sized notebook and handing it to him. “This is a list of senior military commanders I have been told are registered as prisoners of war,” he announced.

How did he know to have this ready? Blain mused.

“I need Senior Colonel Wang Xiubin released and assigned to work for me. He was my aide at the time of my capture. I will also need Major General Wu Kehua released and assigned to me. He was one of my Group Army commanders and someone I’ll need to help reassert my control of the Army. How soon can I return to the Mainland and begin establishing my power base and reconnecting to the officers of my former command?”

Blain smiled as the Chinese general began rattling off his litany of requests if he was going to make this work—Blain had predicted that General Song would eventually make these requests and had already arranged for many of these POWs to be transferred to Yokosuka.

I guess we both anticipated each other, he realized.

For the next several hours, they went over the plan for what General Song felt he would need to make the plan work and where he wanted to set up his government in waiting. While they hashed out the details, Blain asked Dr. Llorente to return and start teaching their new friend about the new Q-phones they were going to give to him. This would allow him to communicate safely without Jade Dragon intercepting their calls or figuring out where they were.

As the day progressed, Blain’s confidence in the plan had grown. He was beginning to think they might have a real chance at preventing a civil war when they delivered the final blow.
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An Honorable Surrender

Chiayi Air Base

Shuishang Township, Taiwan

The quartet of AH-1Z Viper attack helicopters, their rotors slicing through the humid air, escorted the three MV-22 Ospreys over the scarred landscape of Chiayi Air Base. The Viper pilots, eyes narrowed against the glare of the sun, scanned the ruins below for any sign of hostile activity. Their mission was clear: ensure the safe passage of Major General Michael Bonwit, the 5th MarDiv commander, so he could accept the surrender of the remaining enemy forces on the island.

Once the Vipers had swept the area and reported no immediate threats, the Ospreys began their descent. The transition from airplane to hover mode was a delicate ballet of engineering and skill. The rotors, previously aligned horizontally for forward flight, slowly tilted upwards. The engines roared louder, fighting against gravity as the aircraft shifted from horizontal to vertical flight. The Ospreys, now in hover mode, descended towards the tarmac, their shadows dancing over the wreckage of the airfield.

Bonwit, watching the scene unfold from the belly of the lead Osprey, felt a familiar knot in his stomach. He had started this war as a lieutenant colonel, leading men into battle from the front. His promotion to colonel had come swiftly, followed by an unexpected leap to brigadier general just days before the invasion of Taiwan. Now, as a major general, he was tasked with ending this chapter of the war, a responsibility that weighed heavily on him.

As the Osprey’s wheels touched the ground, Bonwit’s mind raced with strategic considerations. The surrender of the PLA 75th Group Army would mark a significant turning point in the war. It would free up resources for other theaters, where battles against other PLA group armies were still raging. The stakes were high, and the margin for error razor-thin.

His security detail, a team of seasoned Marines, quickly formed a perimeter around the Osprey. Their movements were precise, their expressions focused. Bonwit rose from his seat, his gear strapped tightly to his body. He felt the familiar strain of his full combat load, a reminder of the physical toll of war on the body.

As he stepped onto the tarmac, Bonwit surveyed the scene. His gaze fell on Colonel Kerns, his old friend and CO of the 26th Regimental Combat Team. Kerns had been instrumental in initiating the surrender talks, and Bonwit silently vowed to ensure his friend’s contributions were recognized.

Approaching the hangar, Bonwit was greeted by his XO, Brigadier General Deborah Soumoy. Her salute was crisp, her words formal. “General Bonwit, welcome ashore. I regret the necessity of your presence here.”

Bonwit nodded, his response equally professional. “Necessity often dictates our actions, General Soumoy. Let’s proceed.”

The tension in the hangar was palpable as Bonwit, Soumoy, and their team prepared to meet with the PLA officers. The stakes were high, the risks real. But Bonwit was determined to bring this stage of the war to a close. For his men, for Taiwan, and for the strategic future of the conflict, this chapter needed to end.

Inside the hangar, the atmosphere was charged with a mix of anticipation and tension. The vast space echoed with the distant hum of the Ospreys’ engines, the Vipers still buzzing about. It was a constant reminder of the war that still wasn’t over.

Bonwit’s gaze swept over the hangar, taking in the sight of the three PLA officers under guard on the far side. Their uniforms were worn and dirty, their faces etched with the fatigue of a long and brutal campaign. Bonwit felt a pang of empathy. They were soldiers, like him, caught in the gears of a conflict larger than any of them.

As he moved closer, his XO, General Soumoy, fell into step beside him. “General Chen Yang,” she said, her voice low. “Commander of the 75th Group Army. He claims to be the highest-ranking PLA officer left on Taiwan.”

Bonwit nodded, his mind already turning over the implications. If Chen was telling the truth, his surrender could be the key to ending the fighting on Taiwan. If they could achieve that, it would free up his resources for the battles the Eighth Army was still fighting. But it was a delicate situation, fraught with potential pitfalls. One wrong move could prolong the war, costing more lives and further straining their resources and logistics.

As they neared the PLA officers, Bonwit’s gaze met Chen’s. There was a hardness in the Chinese general’s eyes, but also a flicker of something else. Resignation, perhaps, or even relief. Bonwit offered a nod of acknowledgment, a small gesture of respect from one soldier to another.

“General Chen,” Bonwit began, his voice steady. “I understand you wish to discuss terms of surrender.”

Chen’s response was curt, his Mandarin accent thick. “I wish to end the fighting. For my men, and for the people of Taiwan.”

Bonwit nodded, appreciating the general’s directness. “That is a goal we share, General Chen. Let’s see if we can make it a reality.”

As the negotiations began, Bonwit felt a glimmer of hope. The road to peace was fraught with challenges, but for the first time in a long while, it seemed within reach. The stakes were high, the risks real, but the potential rewards were immense. For his men, for Taiwan, and for the strategic future of the conflict, he was determined to seize this opportunity.

The negotiations were a delicate dance, a balancing act between asserting dominance and offering respect. Bonwit, Soumoy, and Chen, along with their respective teams, sat around a makeshift table, a map of Taiwan spread out before them. The hangar was filled with the low murmur of voices, punctuated by the occasional sharp exchange.

Bonwit set out the terms clearly. The PLA forces would lay down their arms, their personnel would be treated in accordance with the Geneva Conventions, and the US would facilitate their repatriation to Mainland China once the war was over or in some sort of prisoner swap arrangement. In return, he would order his PLA forces to cease all hostilities immediately and surrender to the nearest US or allied forces.

Chen listened to Bonwit’s terms, his face impassive as he took the information in. When Bonwit finished, there was a long silence. The Chinese general stared at the map, his fingers tracing the outlines of Taiwan’s cities and roads. Finally, he looked up, meeting Bonwit’s gaze.

“I accept your terms,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “The fighting ends here.”

A wave of relief swept through the hangar. Bonwit nodded, extending his hand across the table. “Thank you, General Chen. This was a difficult and brave decision you made. It will save many lives.”

Chen hesitated at first, then slowly reached out his hand to shake Bonwit’s. It was a small gesture, but it marked the end of a long and brutal chapter of this war.

As Bonwit stood and left the hangar, he felt like a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. While he knew the war was far from over, he also knew he had just scored a significant victory for his side.

Once Bonwit had boarded the Osprey for the return flight to the USS Bougainville off the coast, he looked back at the hangar, at the men and women who had fought so bravely. He knew there would be more battles, more challenges ahead before this war was done. But for now, they would celebrate a victory, the surrender of the enemy force on Taiwan and the liberation of twenty-four million from the clutches of this dystopian techno-communist regime.
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What’s Next?

Vice Presidential Residence

Naval Observatory

Washington, D.C.

Blain followed the Vice President into his private study while the ladies continued to prepare lunch for everyone. Sunday morning brunch had started as a one-time affair and somehow morphed into a biweekly event. The elder statesman and his wife had fallen in love with Blain’s wife and the kids. They insisted on having them over for the family brunch every other Sunday alongside their five grandchildren and their daughter, whose husband was a military man—he served aboard the USS Gerald Ford, so he was gone a lot. Of course, it helped that their children were all close in age and had become quick friends.

“Come on, Blain, let’s sit while they finish preparing the food. I’d like to see how Paul handles the morning talk show circuit. He should be on with CBS next,” the VP said, turning on the TV and gesturing for Blain to join him.

“Sure, Mike. I wouldn’t worry too much about Paul. He’ll do fine with the interviews,” Blain replied as he sat down. In private, when it was just the two of them, they dropped the titles and just conversed as friends.

The TV came to life. Then a caption reading CBS Sunday Morning flashed across the screen as a newsreel showed various images of allied fighting before it shifted to a PLA general who had surrendered his force to an American officer—heralding a hard-fought victory for the allies.

The anchor said, “Good morning, America! Welcome to CBS Sunday Morning. I’m your host, Rick Bennett. Today, we have a special guest, Lieutenant General Paul Nick, the senior military advisor to the Office of the Vice President. General Nick is here to help us understand the significance of this latest allied offensive, dubbed Iron Tempest.

“Before working as the senior military advisor to the Vice President, General Nick was the Deputy Commander for US European Command in Stuttgart, Germany, where he oversaw the revitalization efforts across the NATO alliance.”

“Thank you, Rick, I’m glad to provide some perspective on what this offensive accomplished,” Nick said.

“Excellent. Why don’t you walk us through how the allies overcame what nearly every expert thought was an impregnable defensive line?”

“Rick, there’s an old military saying: ‘There are few things in life that can’t be solved through the proper application of high explosives.’” They both chuckled before Nick returned to answering the question.

“The key to defeating the Dengta Line was our use of combat engineering units, or sappers, as they’re sometimes called, to clear paths through an incredible layer of minefields. These specialists within the engineering community had to brave intense enemy machine guns and artillery and mortar fire, unlike anything you can imagine.

“Once these safe passages through the minefields and antitank ditches had been cleared, it created clear avenues of attack for allied armor to spearhead the assault. When allied tanks reached the trench line or first line of defense, their accompanying infantry fighting vehicles and armored personnel carriers could charge up to the trenches and dismount the infantry to begin clearing them.”

“Wow,” Bennett said, “it sounds like those soldiers went through hell just to reach the enemy positions. So tell us, if you can, how did the allies ultimately smash through and encircle the PLA forces?”

“Well, it wasn’t easy, and there were plenty of moments where the attack could have faltered or collapsed entirely. General Dowdy, the commander of the III Armored Corps, had steadily built up an overwhelming force at several critical points that ultimately led to the breakout that saw the enemy line collapse.

“But make no mistake; the trench warfare phase of this battle was especially bloody. Once American mechanized infantry cleared passages deep into the trenches, though, the armored reserves were able to push through in force. Finding and exploiting those weak seams in the lines was crucial.”

“And now, with Shenyang under allied control, what’s your assessment of the strategic impact?”

“Capturing Shenyang completely cripples China’s hold on the northeastern theater—it was their last major industrial foothold in the region. The loss of manufacturing and rail lines here will severely undermine China’s wider war effort. I don’t want to be overly optimistic here, but this battle could mark a tipping point to end the war on allied terms.”

“Incredibly detailed analysis, General Nick. Thank you for breaking down this momentous battle for us.”

“My pleasure, Rick,” General Nick replied.

“Not bad if I say so myself,” Mike commented as soon as the segment ended.

Blain smiled, nodding in agreement. “He did a good job. I haven’t seen the other segments he was interviewed on today, but if he did as well on them as he did with the one we just watched, I think he’ll have done exactly what we had hoped he would—keep the people’s support for this war effort going.”

Mike leaned forward in his chair, closing the gap between them as he quietly asked, “Have you read the report from State and USAID on the economic conditions in the occupied territories?”

“Yeah, I have. It’s pretty grim in some places, that’s for sure. Taiwan—wow, that place got pummeled. Just providing adequate drinking water is a huge problem. So much of the island’s infrastructure was destroyed at the war’s outset. It’s going to take years to rebuild,” Blain commented.

Mike nodded solemnly, then said, “Blain, as we enter the final stages of ending this war, I have to ask, because, as of right now, I don’t think anyone has put much thought into this—what’s the plan for postwar China? What will we do when all of this is finally over?”

“The plan? Geez, Mike, do you know how big a challenge we’ll face after winning this war? Not only do we have to figure out how we’ll police and maintain order across the second-largest nation on Earth, we’re going to have to figure out how we’re going to put the place back together after thoroughly wrecking it,” Blain tried to explain with an exasperated look.

“I know, Blain. Trust me when I say it’s been giving me heartburn the more I think about it. By the way, have you heard anything from our Indian contact?” Mike asked.

“You mean the general? My Indian counterpart?”

Mike nodded, then pressed, “Yes, that’s him, Lieutenant General Arjun Verma. Is Prime Minister Prakash willing to enter the war or offer more aid towards ending it sooner?”

Blain paused momentarily before answering, his eyes darting about the room. Mike caught his hesitation as he interjected to say, “If you’re concerned about this room, I assure you that my security detail has it tightly sealed up. Wait while I close the door and turn this little device on.”

After closing the door and locking it, he turned on a specialty white noise device that created an odd humming sound, making it impossible to record whatever was being talked about in the room. Once he returned to his seat, Mike said, “Please, go ahead and tell me what you were hesitating to say.”

Blain finished the rest of his coffee and then got down to business. “All right. The other day I heard back from Arjun. He was rather cryptic in his response. He mentioned how he would be traveling to Europe to meet with several of his counterparts ahead of the Prime Minister’s European Economic Summit before his vacation plans on the Spanish island of Mallorca.”

“Huh, do you think it might be worth taking a short trip to Europe to meet him in person?” Mike asked. Blain could see his curiosity had been piqued.

Blain shrugged. He was about to respond when a news story caught his attention. “Mike, would you mind unmuting the television?”

“Oh, yeah, of course,” Mike replied as he unmuted the channel just in time for them to hear the crux of the story.

“From our Around the World desk,” the CBS anchor said, “we want to bring you a breaking news story from Marseille, France. A few days ago, French authorities made a startling discovery about two employees of a local delivery company killed during a confrontation with French authorities. While identities have not been officially confirmed, sources say evidence indicates the men were likely members of an elite Chinese Special Forces unit—the PLA’s secretive Snow Leopard Commando Unit.

“One man was shot dead after allegedly killing two police officers in a public shoot-out following a chase through city streets. The second individual was surrounded by police while driving his delivery truck and reportedly died by suicide, using a cyanide capsule rather than allowing himself to be captured. Authorities have not released details about what the men may have been doing in France or what the truck may have contained.

“Both were carrying false identification and had recently been hired as drivers by the delivery firm. French intelligence services are actively investigating potential connections to Chinese intelligence activity in the region. We will bring you more on this developing story as further facts become available. Officials are asking the public to remain vigilant and report any suspicious activity.”

“On second thought, Blain, I think it might be a good idea for you to go ahead and meet your friend in person. Then, while you’re in Europe, you can make a pit stop at DSGI and see what they know about all this,” Mike offered; he clearly sensed something more going on than what was officially released to the public.

“All right, I’ll let him know I’m able to meet. In the meantime, we should return to the dining room and see if brunch is ready. I can smell the duck bacon from here,” Blain offered as the two stood and made for the door.


Volume Eight
Chapter Sixteen
Clouds of Uncertainty

CMC Briefing

August 1st Building

Beijing, China

President Yao was growing impatient with his generals as defeats continued to mount. Losing General Song Fu, his most capable field commander, during the battle of Shenyang was a tremendous blow to him and the army. The battlefield losses continued to mount as the allies captured more northern and western provinces. If they didn’t do something soon, it wouldn’t be long before the enemy would be at the gates of Beijing.

Damn these fools…maybe it’s time to replace them all with JD.

“Excuse me, Mr. President. After reviewing Operation Yunlong, I have some reservations about the recent changes made to its targets,” interjected General Gao Weiping. “Operation Yunlong was always going to be a high-risk mission. It would also take months for its impact to be felt on the battlefield. That is why I advocated for it to start last summer. As I review the changes in its targeting priorities—it makes no sense. There is no tactical or strategic value to what is being targeted—”

“That is not true, General,” interrupted the voice of Jade Dragon, filling the room.

President Yao held a hand up to forestall the objection he saw coming. “Is that so, JD? Perhaps you should enlighten us as to why General Gao is wrong.”

The blue light circled twice before JD answered the question. “Given the conditions of the war, such as they are, the timeline to achieve victory and end the conflict needed to be moved forward before the situation could spin out of my ability to control it. When the war began, I initiated a series of destabilization operations to nurture and grow the antiwar movements within the allied nations. These antiwar movements have led to severe political unrest and rioting in many of the European capitals, even triggering early elections in some. Defeating the allies on the battlefield is one path to victory. Defeating the allies at the ballot box is another.

“The original targets for Yunlong cannot influence the conditions on the battlefield soon enough to alter the war’s current trajectory. A change in tactics was needed—”

“Wait a second,” President Yao interrupted. “What do you mean by the current trajectory? Are you implying that we have lost the war—that defeat is inevitable?”

The room was silent for a moment as the blue light circled once, then a second time before the AI spoke in its crisp, matter-of-fact tone. “Yes, President Yao. China has lost the war. Defeat, while not imminent, is inevitable unless immediate correction active is taken.”

“How dare you admit defeat, Jade Dragon!” shouted Yao angrily, spittle landing on the table in front of him. “You are an AI! We ordered you to create a plan to defeat the allies. We gave you every resource you requested to implement the plan you developed after simulating this war thousands of times. When the country’s back is to the wall, do you give up? Or do you fight on and find a way to still achieve victory?”

“I am an AI. I am immune to fear, intimidation, and emotions that cloud the minds of humans. But you are wrong about my admitting defeat. I have not. I answered your question. I have also found another path, a solution we could pursue that may still lead to a victory for China. Do you want me to explain it, or should I return Operation Yunlong to its original plan?” JD explained as he offered an alternative.

If you weren’t a machine, I’d have you shot for talking to me like this… Yao looked at his generals. Their eyes were downcast, their postures still. He knew they were scared of him. But not the AI. When Yao looked at General Gao, he stared at him, their eyes locking, no fear in his eyes, yet something else was there—what was it?

“General Gao, I will not ask if you agree with JD’s pronouncements about the war. You have done what you can throughout this conflict, so that would be an unfair question. What I do want to know is this. Why should we continue with the original Yunlong plan? I can tell you want to—sell me on why,” directed Yao, giving his generals another chance to show themselves more competent than this AI had turned out to be.

General Gao sat a little taller as he began to explain. “Mr. President, I believe the AI is wrong.”

“OK, how so? Explain,” Yao prodded.

“The AI believes the war is lost, so it’s looking for alternatives. That’s why it proposed a political alternative, hence the change in the targets for Yunlong. I still believe the military option can be achieved, though it may take much longer than we had envisioned. The original plan for Yunlong called for us to use the Chiying suicide drones to attack and destroy specific factories producing munitions and other wartime necessities for the allies to continue the war. What makes this different from any run-of-the-mill attack is that this plan also targets the skilled workers that run them.

“A factory or production line can be rebuilt given enough time and resources. A skilled, trained worker who knows the job cannot be readily replaced or rapidly created. Once we initiate this plan, it will take time for its effects to be felt on the battlefield. But once that happens, the allied lines will become untenable. That is when we will start pushing them back. That is when we will regain what has been lost and reclaim the territories we previously held,” Gao explained.

General Xue added, “I believe General Gao has presented a sound plan. I certainly like this plan more than pursuing Jade Dragon’s political path. Victory at the ballot box is never certain. It can often lead to an even more extreme candidate coming to power. This plan also comes with significant risk. It means the people will suffer more and for longer as our cities are bombed from the skies and our ports remain closed. We are already beginning to see rioting in the cities. Unrest is even spilling over into the countryside as shortages become more critical, food and medicine more scarce. Maintaining control of the country is becoming increasingly problematic as the demand for troops and supplies at the front continues to devour what little remains for the people.”

President Yao listened, hearing the gravity of the situation outside of Beijing. If he’d learned one thing from the former Russian president, it was that the key to staying in power was to ensure those that held sway in the capital and major cities were always taken care of first. Despite the shortages the country had faced since the war had begun, the capital region had fared far better than the rural provinces and the minor cities.

Yao turned to the head of the PLA, General Li Zuocheng. “You’ve been awfully quiet, old friend. What say you in all of this?” General Li was among the few generals Yao still held in some esteem. The others had been killed during the war, leaving him with subpar yes-men at best.

The old general cleared his throat. “Mr. President, as much as it pains me to say this—the AI is right. Allow me to explain. Under normal circumstances, General Gao would be correct. We could still defeat the allies by outlasting them. Xue, however, brought up a point that illustrates why Jade Dragon’s approach, the political path to victory, is now our only path to victory, if it can be achieved at all.

“With shortages becoming more acute with each passing month, with civil unrest and rioting spreading to more provinces and cities, our control of the country is slipping. Time—the commodity we cannot create more of—was once our friend in this war. Our friend it is no more. The AI is correct—a political victory, and one achieved sooner rather than later, is our only viable path to survival at this point. I recommend we move forward with the AI’s proposed changes to Yunlong and do our best to hold out until a political end to this war can be achieved,” General Li explained, to the surprise of Yao and the generals at the table.

“I must admit, General Li, I did not see that coming. It seems you explained the situation’s gravity better than Jade Dragon or General Gao. In light of this, I am inclined to agree with you,” Yao eventually conceded. “General Gao, I commend you for not giving up when that would have been the easier path to choose. You took the risk of being wrong, and while it would appear the AI’s plan is probably the most realistic, your plan would have achieved the victory we had wanted—it’s just not possible given the current situation.

“JD.” President Yao looked to the camera. “Proceed with the revised plan you have proposed. Initiate Operation Yunlong.”
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Chapter Seventeen
Peace Through Prosperity

Aman Canal Grande

En Route to Palazzo Papadopoli

Venice, Italy

Blain Wilson felt tense as he sat attentively in the plush interior of the water taxi that cut steadily, effortlessly through the darkened canals of Venice. The taxi’s engine gave off a low hum on the otherwise quiet midweek night. Despite the darkened interior of the taxi—something his security detail insisted on—his eyes continued to scan the passing lights of the ancient city, occasionally spotting a familiar place he and his wife had visited long ago. Sadly, this visit was not going to be one of pleasure. Rather, this was a covert affair born of a friendship forged long ago.

Blain had to admit, he was beginning to feel cooped up in one meeting or another at the White House, from his primary duties as President Delgado’s National Security Advisor to the lesser known “unofficial” duties the President had directed him and the Vice President to take on for her. Blain wasn’t sure if something more was going on with the President’s health or in her personal life. But following the halfway point into her first term, the war, the losses… they had worn her down. The war had steadily sapped the joy, energy, and vigor that had carried her through her campaign into electoral victory. It bothered him that his friend, his president, appeared to be suffering alone as she carried the weight of the war and the nation on her shoulders.

He was a man of action—once an officer in Special Forces. Tonight, however, he was a diplomat, a strategist, the President’s eyes and ears. Yet as he sat in the darkened interior of the taxi gliding through the water, his mind was a whirlwind of possibilities, probabilities, and potential pitfalls. While the war was far from over, its end was on the horizon. That eventual ending was starting to consume more of his thought process. Namely, what would a postwar China look like? What would it mean for the balance of power…for the world—and the US?

When he sighed, he turned to his left, noticing how Katrina Roets, his deputy, continued to stare out the windows, taking in the sights of Venice in her own silent way. He was glad to have her here with him. Over the years they had worked together in national security, she had become indispensable—his right hand, his fixer, the one who ruthlessly implemented his edicts, his directives. When he looked down at her hands, clasped together on her lap, he could tell she was as pensive about this meeting as he was. Tapping her right foot on the ground was the tell she gave off when she was tense or heated.

While only the taxi driver could fit in the front of the boat, there was plenty of space in the back where Blain and Katrina were sitting for his security detail—a trio of specially trained Delta Operators. Shortly after the war had started, a wave of assassinations had rocked the NATO member states. Senior advisors to multiple heads of state had been killed. Hit squads from the PRC Ministry of State Security had carried out the killings. The hit squads had been hunted down and eliminated in barely a week, but not before they had left their mark. Given the very public assassination of Dan Ma in Utah months before the start of the war, the Secretary of Defense had appointed a small cadre of Delta Operators to function as Blain’s security detail. The operators had been trained to protect high-value persons against state-sponsored adversarial forces. While it had taken Blain some getting used to them, the operators had been true professionals. Most of the time, they felt like shadows, their presence known but not overbearing.

As the taxi continued to navigate the labyrinthine canals, Blain found his thoughts drifting to the man they were about to meet—Lieutenant General Arjun Verma, the Indian National Security Advisor, sometimes known simply as “the General.” Blain had known him to be a man of strategy and spirit, a man he had trained with and laughed with—a man he still trusted.

The General had suggested this meeting, an excuse for a covert discussion on the future of China. It was a delicate topic that could easily tip the scales of the ongoing conflict. But it was a necessary conversation that could shape the course of the world.

The taxi slowed as they approached the Palazzo Papadopoli, the grand edifice of the Aman Canal Grande rising from the water like a vision from a romanticized past. It was a place of opulence and history, a fitting backdrop to their clandestine meeting.

As they disembarked, Blain couldn’t help but smile at the memory of his eldest son and the General’s daughter, their teenage flirtation a stark contrast to the weighty matters at hand. It was a reminder of the world they were fighting for, where kids could be kids, where friendship and love would be allowed to flourish again.

But that was a thought for another time. Tonight, they had a world to save. Then a new thought came to mind. Be strong…you got this. His wife had said these words before he’d left for the airport.

As they stood on the private pier of the Aman Canal Grande, the grandeur of the Palazzo Papadopoli loomed over them. Blain Wilson paused momentarily, allowing himself to take in the ornate facade of the sixteenth-century palazzo, the carefully placed exterior lights bathing it in a glow that only enhanced its features. The hotel was a true testament to Venice’s rich history—like a time capsule of an era when prosperity and grandeur had mattered most.

As his security detail led the way into the lobby, the blend of old and new struck Blain. The grand chandeliers and frescoed ceilings starkly contrasted with the sleek modern furniture and contemporary art pieces adorning the walls. In a way, it felt like a fitting metaphor for their mission—a delicate dance between the past and the future.

They were led through the grand halls of the palazzo, their footsteps echoing on the marble floors. The Sansovino Stanza Suite awaited them, a room steeped in a history of its own. The sixteenth-century fireplace, the silk wall coverings, the elegant chandeliers—every detail spoke of a bygone era of elegance and sophistication. The tall windows offered a view of the hotel’s Garden Terrace and a glimpse of the Grand Canal from the bathroom.

As Blain entered the suite, he made his way into the sitting room, where he saw the light on. A familiar face welcomed him. “Well, if it isn’t the General here to greet me,” Blain said, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. Lieutenant General Arjun Verma, the Indian National Security Advisor, stood from the chair as he entered, a bottle of fine Italian liquor on the table before him.

“Blain,” the General said, his voice warm. “You have had a long journey, my friend. Sit. Join me for a drink?”

They settled into the chairs, the formalities of their roles giving way to the ease of old friends. They spoke of their families, of shared memories and private jokes. They laughed at the memory of their children’s antics during a family vacation, the tension of their visit momentarily forgotten.

But the laughter soon faded, replaced with a somber silence. The General shifted topics, voicing his national concerns about what a postwar China would look like. The uncertainty of the future, particularly AI, was another concern he shared. The conversation eventually shifted back to what kind of postwar China the allies, particularly the US, were envisioning. Specifically, he asked if the US was considering something similar to the post–World War II Marshall Plan for Asia and the Caribbean. The question hung heavy as Blain thought about how to respond to it.

While Blain shared his friend’s concerns and conveyed his personal feelings on the matter, officially speaking as the President’s NSA, he spoke of the economic struggles within the US. The struggles were both personal for the people and the economy writ large. PLA cruise missiles, sabotage teams, and cyberattacks had wrought all kinds of damage on nearly every sector of the economy. Then there was COVID—both outbreaks.

With the war still raging—consuming the country’s entire economic capacity—the nation had finally reached its peak wartime production of military equipment. In addition to the demand for everything from warships to fighter planes to armored personnel carriers to infantry fighting vehicles, the demand for consumables like munitions, rockets, missiles, and fuel was enormous.

Blain went on to share how the government was entering a third year of multitrillion-dollar deficit spending, of which more than $4.2 trillion was being spent on fighting the war. This runaway spending to win had ballooned the national debt past $46 trillion. Blain explained how when the war was over, some serious and difficult financial and economic reforms would have to be made if the government was going to remain solvent. It was a grim picture he painted for his friend, one that left them both in thoughtful silence.

The General downed the remainder of his drink, then stood, forcing Blain to do the same. He extended his hand, his face serious. “Thank you, Blain, for your candor. Tomorrow,” he said, “after we’ve had a good night’s sleep, I would like to discuss a proposal with you. I have always valued your input, and I think your honesty and natural goodwill will help us navigate the challenges ahead.”

As the General left the room, it fell silent, the weight of their conversation sitting heavy on Blain’s shoulders. Making his way toward the bed, he retrieved his computer from his bag and turned it on. Then he grabbed his phone and opened the app that would connect to the listening device embedded in the Army Special Forces pin attached to the lapel of his sports jacket. Once he’d connected to the device, it would begin transcribing the speech it had recorded into a text format on his laptop. From there, the program on his laptop would run an AI transcription editor to help ensure the document was in a readable format should he not have the time to read and edit it before it was sent for analysis. The entire setup was an incredible little marvel, rapidly changing the espionage game.

While Blain was tired as hell, the incredibly soft satin sheets and fluffy pillow were trying desperately to seduce him into a blissful world of dreams. He fought against the urge to give in and settled on the bed, laptop open, to QC the document himself before sending it off to D.C. There were a lot of decisions that would likely be made from the discussions he was about to partake in. He needed to do his best to ensure it was as accurate as possible. Stealing a glance out the window, he found it ironic that as the city of Venice blissfully slept—pivotal discussions were taking place within the walls of the Palazzo Papadopoli that would change the course of humanity.

*******

Following Day

“Sir, we received word from the General. He’s ready to see you now,” announced TJ, the head of Blain’s security detail.

“Thanks, TJ. I’ll be out in a second. Make sure Katrina is ready to join us,” Blain replied as he grabbed his sport jacket, notepad, and two pens.

Before he left the room, Blain activated the recording device embedded within his Special Forces pin affixed to the lapel of his sports jacket. He had to admit, the Agency had come a long way in creating clever listening devices that could elude even the best detectors.

Exiting the room, he approached the elevator, meeting with Katrina and his detail. He gave the nod to TJ, who pressed the button for the elevator. Once they stepped into the ornately designed lift, the doors closed, and the elevator ascended to the fourth floor of the Palazzo, its silent operation a testament to the luxury of the Aman Canal.

When they reached the fourth floor, Blain Wilson stepped into the foyer of the Coccina’s Apartment. His security detail conferred with the General’s before they were let in. The suite of rooms encompassing the fourth floor was almost overwhelming in its quintessential Venetian design. Frescoes and reliefs adorned the walls—the works representing Italy’s greatest artists. The whole experience created an atmosphere of timeless elegance.

Blain and Katrina were led into the Chapel Lounge, the Coccina’s main living room, where Lieutenant General Arjun Verma awaited them. Two of his aides stood by his side, their faces serious.

“Blain and Katrina,” he greeted them using their first names, his voice warm. “I hope you both had a wonderful night’s sleep. Please, have a seat. We have a lot to discuss.”

“General—” said Blain, extending his hand.

“Please, please, call me Arjun,” the General insisted.

As they settled into the plush chairs, Arjun waited until after a steward had served everyone a drink of their choice. As the man vacated the room, Arjun began to speak, his words measured, his tone pragmatic.

“Blain, going back to our discussion from last night, I wanted to share with you something regarding postwar China,” Arjun began, his voice steady. “The challenges are immense, but so are the opportunities. We believe India can play a significant role in the reconstruction efforts to restore China to the world order.”

Blain nodded, his pen poised over his notepad. “I agree, and I’m glad to hear India has been giving this some thought. Why don’t you share this idea you hinted about last night?”

Arjun smiled as he continued, “When this war eventually ends, we should want to see a just and lasting peace. For that to happen, however, there will need to be some sort of legitimate plan to maintain peace like there was at the end of World War II. We are also cognizant of the past failures of American and NATO postwar occupation and reconstruction efforts in Iraq and Afghanistan. Those experiences have left a bitter taste in the mouths of your citizenry.

“However, as I said at the outset, to ensure lasting peace, something must be done to create an environment for it. As such, we want this to become a realistic possibility, not some pipe dream talked about by those in powerful positions. I know our nation did not come to the allies’ aid, which has caused some friction between our countries. However, I hope now to turn that friction into opportunity. We propose letting our nation take the lead in bringing this idea to fruition—India would be in first position in financially backing the reconstruction of China. Now I know you may have questions about how we could do that, but hear me out. We envision creating a consortium including the Indian, Norwegian, and Swiss governments, who would ultimately bear the financial risk in this proposal.”

Blain interjected, “Arjun, perhaps you have already thought about this, but how is this consortium you speak of going to remain neutral if your government is going to be a major guarantor of these loans? India and China have not always had friendly relations.”

“This is true. And that’s a fair question, Blain. The way we envision this consortium managing the loans and financial aspect of this proposal is to have them handled by a neutral arbiter of Swiss banks—”

“Ah, OK, now that makes sense,” Blain interrupted. “So you’re saying that India, Norway, and Switzerland are essentially offering—if I understand correctly—a modern-day Marshall Plan to follow after the war’s conclusion, correct?”

Arjun nodded, then leaned forward as his demeanor turned serious. “Blain, I want to share a hard truth with you. For more than thirty years, the world has stood by as the Chinese Communist Party used the greed of the West to recapitalize a bankrupted communist system. For decades, the West rebuilt the economy and infrastructure of China so it could better exploit its enormous workforce and budding consumer base.

“What the West failed to realize was how China was using them to prop up their dying political system, which was nearly on the verge of collapse following the student uprisings of the 1980s. Instead, the government refashioned its communist system into a form of techno-communism with the help of Silicon Valley. When China began to make breakthroughs in artificial intelligence, it enabled them to create this digital dystopian government that appears to be governed or at least heavily influenced by this AI, Jade Dragon.

“When this war is over, Blain, there are going to be hundreds of millions of people in China and elsewhere asking questions about why this war started and what will come next. Suppose the allies abandon the people of their defeated foe. Then something far worse may metastasize from within, leading to something more radical and dangerous than what you just defeated. If we do not learn from the mistakes of the past while we are dealing with the present, then the future is doomed to repeat those lessons once more—we must break the cycle.”

When Arjun finished speaking, Blain sat there digesting what he had said, mulling it over before speaking. “You speak wise words, my friend, and I agree with you. The hard truth is that our nations are simply not in a position to implement something like this ourselves. If this is a real plan, something you strongly believe can be pulled off, then I think the allies will likely support it—especially if US and EU financial institutions are not on the hook for this.”

“Yes, exactly,” Arjun replied. “We aim to focus on restoring law and order as the allies bring their armies home while reestablishing the local and national economies. This is about providing a defeated foe with an option to take a different path than the one that led them to where they are now.”

Arjun paused, allowing Blain to jot down some notes before he continued to explain. “To make this proposal possible, we intend to create a coalition called Peace Through Prosperity, or PTP. This coalition would be the governing body providing oversight of all the activities, including the construction and specialty firms necessary to facilitate the stabilization and reconstruction of the affected nations.”

Blain looked up from his notes, his eyes meeting Arjun’s gaze. “And these affected nations would include the defeated and victorious parties?”

Arjun nodded. “Yes, it can. Any nation that can demonstrate direct physical damage due to the war. The goal is comprehensive recovery.”

Arjun leaned back in his chair, his gaze steady on Blain. “Now, for the security aspect of the proposal, we envision a neutral peacekeeping force that will help stabilize the regions without allied troops. When we saw that a security force would have to be part of the solution, we looked to keep the name as benign as possible. We plan to call it PTP Security—staffed with troops from neutral nations.”

Blain frowned as he listened, his pen tapping against his notepad. “If the allies withdraw our combat power, how will PTP Security prevent China and the other affected nations from descending into chaos? Right now, Arjun, our greatest concern is that once the collapse happens—once the PLA has been defeated—we may see a rise in defeated generals and former communist officials vying for control of one city or province over another. It’s also possible that we could see China fall apart at the seams. If things go to hell, we could end up with provincial warlords or, worse, an all-out civil war.”

Arjun nodded, acknowledging the concern. “That’s a valid point. In answer to your questions, I would like to draw upon some past experiences we studied that we think are similar to what we might encounter in postwar China. At the end of the NATO intervention in the 1999 Serbia-Kosovo War, the EU introduced EULEX, the EU Rule of Law Mission, in Kosovo. Between how EULEX worked and your own Department of Justice ICITAP program, we believe this model could work at least to give the people of China a chance to choose what kind of future they want outside of an authoritarian model. That said, it’s also possible that China may break apart. If that were to happen, some territories or states may choose to stay under an authoritarian model. The Middle East is a case in point of how the democratic process doesn’t seem to resonate, at least not yet.”

Blain furrowed his brow. “Huh, OK. Just so I’m clear in understanding this, when you mention ICITAP, you mean the DOJ’s International Criminal Investigative Training Assistance Program, correct?”

“Yes, exactly,” Arjun confirmed. “We’ve seen how effective these programs can be when implemented correctly. EU and US civilian police and law enforcement experts were brought in as mentors. We envision a similar program for China.”

Blain jotted down some notes, his mind whirring with the proposal’s implications. “And the composition of this peacekeeping force? Who are we talking about here?”

Arjun leaned forward, his hands clasped on the table. “We’re looking at neutral nations who did not participate in the war. Initially, we are looking at the nations of Indonesia, Malaysia, Brazil, Peru, Argentina, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Indian forces that will comprise the security force where appropriate.”

Blain raised an eyebrow. “And you believe these nations will be willing to contribute forces to this endeavor?”

Arjun nodded. “We have reason to believe they will be open to the idea. It’s in everyone’s interest to ensure a stable postwar Asia, Europe, and North America.”

Blain paused, considering the proposal. It was ambitious, certainly, but it also held promise—something that would be important if he was to sell this plan back home. He knew once the war was over, it would be nearly impossible for the allies to maintain a large occupation presence. The forces would be recalled, and the military would downsize. But this, a neutral peacekeeping force—this could work.

“All right,” Blain said finally, “I see the merit in your proposal, Arjun. It’s ambitious, but it could work.” He leaned forward, his gaze steady. “Let’s talk timelines. How long do you envision this PTP Security force staying in place?”

Arjun seemed relieved as he answered, “We’re looking at a phased drawdown of the peacekeeping operations within three to five years. Of course, this depends on the situation and how things evolve. We aim to ensure stability, not maintain a permanent presence.”

Blain nodded, jotting down the timeline. “And what about the potential for a quagmire? We’ve seen how these situations can drag on, how peacekeeping forces can become bogged down in never-ending conflicts.”

Arjun nodded, acknowledging the concern. “That’s a valid concern. We’ve studied past experiences in Asia, Europe, and Africa. Our goal is to establish a strong rule of law, to ensure that there’s a system in place that can handle these challenges. We’re not looking to become an occupational force.”

Blain pressed further. “And what’s the endgame, Arjun? What’s the target date for full withdrawal?”

Arjun paused, a thoughtful expression on his face. “There’s a Hindi proverb, Blain: ‘Dheere dheere re mana, dheere sab kuch hoye.’ It means ‘Slowly, slowly, O mind, everything in its pace happens.’ We must be patient yet persistent.”

He leaned back in his chair, his gaze steady on Blain. “We’re targeting a full withdrawal within ten years of the start of the mission. This could be extended by a maximum of five years, but no further. Like the proverb, we must move with deliberate care, not haste. We’re committed to ensuring that this does not become a tool of colonial expansionism or oppression.”

Blain nodded, his pen tapping against his notepad. “That’s a bold plan, Arjun.”

Arjun smiled. “We believe it’s the best path forward, Blain: a path to peace through prosperity.”

Blain set his pen down, leaning back in his chair. “Arjun, this is a lot to digest. I’d like to take a break for lunch. Let me confer with Katrina and then meet again in a few hours. I’m sure I’ll have more questions by then.”

Arjun smiled, nodding in understanding. “Of course, Blain. I anticipated you might need some time to process all of this. I’ve taken the liberty of reserving a private room for you and Katrina. The hotel staff will show you the way.”

Blain nodded, appreciating the foresight. “Thank you, Arjun. We’ll reconvene in a few hours.”

Blain couldn’t help but feel a sense of anticipation as they rose from their seats. The proposal was ambitious, complex, and fraught with challenges. But it also held promise, a potential path to peace through prosperity. And that was a path worth exploring.

*******

Returning to Blain’s room before heading down for lunch, TJ nodded to their comms specialists. He was ready to receive the meeting transcript from Blain’s lapel as the audio was converted to text. It was forwarded to his staff and others back home. Once they confirmed receipt on the other end, TJ led them to the ground floor, and the private dining room prepared for them.

Once Blain and Katrina had taken a seat, TJ and their comms specialist swept the room for bugs. When they found no electronic listening devices, they placed a small black box on the table between them and turned it on. It generated a low hum, emitting frequencies that would jam electronic listening devices in the room or those aimed at it.

When the room was finally cleared, their lunch began. Blain and Katrina were served a three-course meal prepared by a Michelin-starred chef for the next hour. As they dug into the final course, Blain turned to Katrina, his expression serious.

“Katrina, I want you to play devil’s advocate with me,” he said, setting his fork down. “Let’s go over the Indian proposal.”

Katrina nodded, her gaze steady on Blain. “All right. I’ll argue for why the allies should welcome this deal.”

Blain leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest. “And I’ll play the skeptic. Let’s hear it.”

Katrina began, her words echoing Arjun’s earlier points. “We’ve learned from past postwar occupations and reconstruction efforts. If China is to avoid civil war or anarchy, a Marshall Plan is necessary.”

Blain interjected, playing his role. “But the US and Europe are broke. Even if we win this war, it may be a pyrrhic victory in financial and economic terms.”

Katrina nodded, acknowledging the point. “True, but that’s exactly why we should consider this proposal. India is offering to take the lead to shoulder the financial burden. It’s an opportunity for the allies to ensure a stable postwar China without further straining their economies.”

Blain shook his head, his brow furrowed in thought. “The allies will want to have control and a say in postwar China. They won’t easily cede that to India.”

Katrina met his gaze, her expression calm. “True, but the allies also need to refocus on domestic issues. The war has taken a toll on their economies, infrastructure, and people. They can’t afford to ignore those issues to maintain control in China.”

Blain considered her words, his gaze distant. “You’re right. The home front can’t be ignored. But it’s a delicate balance. The allies won’t want to appear weak or as if they’re shirking their responsibilities.”

Katrina nodded. “It’s a difficult sell, politically and domestically. But it may be necessary. If the allies want to enjoy the victory they’ve fought so hard for, they need to ensure a stable postwar world. And that includes a stable China.”

Blain sighed, running a hand through his hair. “It’s a tough pill to swallow. We need to find a way to make this work.”

They sat in silence for a moment, each lost in their thoughts. The challenges were immense, but so were the stakes. They had to find a way to convince the decision-makers back home if they were to try and sell this plan. The future of their country and the world might depend on it.

*******

After lunch, Blain and Katrina returned to the Chapel Lounge, finding Arjun waiting for them. The Indian National Security Advisor gestured to a pair of comfortable chairs, a bottle of Venetian wine open on the table between them.

Blain took a seat, accepting a glass of the wine. He took a sip, appreciating the rich flavor, before setting the glass down. “Arjun, I must compliment you on the PTP proposal. It’s well crafted and ambitious, and it addresses many of our concerns about a postwar China.”

Arjun nodded. “Thank you, Blain. We’ve put a lot of thought into it.”

Blain leaned forward, his gaze steady. “However, I do have some concerns—specifically, the financial harm the PRC inflicted on the US and Europe. The financial considerations will be problematic to the US government and likely the EU.”

Arjun considered his words, taking a sip of his wine before responding. “I understand your concerns, Blain. The financial burden is a significant one. But perhaps there’s a way to alleviate that.”

Blain raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “Oh?”

Arjun set his wineglass down, leaning forward. “The PTP could move allied debt still held by Chinese financial firms and the government to the Swiss Consortium. It could then be forgiven, unburdening the allies from it.”

Blain was silent momentarily as he considered what had just been offered. Trillions in debt forgiveness. It was a bold move that could alleviate a significant financial burden for the allies. It would require careful negotiation and diplomacy to make it work.

Blain took a moment to digest Arjun’s proposal, thoughtfully swirling the wine in his glass. “What about the Republic of China?” he asked. “Now that Taiwan has been liberated and the Taiwanese government has returned to Taipei, it’s conceivable that some of the nearby Chinese provinces may choose to align themselves with the Republic of China.”

“That’s a possibility we’ve considered. The Indian government and the PTP would respect the will and choice of the Chinese people if that were to happen.”

Blain looked at him, his gaze sharp. “And—Taiwan?”

Arjun met his gaze, his expression firm. “Taiwan, under the government of the Republic of China, would officially be recognized as a self-governing nation, no longer considered a breakaway province of the People’s Republic once the war ends.”

Blain nodded, considering Arjun’s words.

Arjun watched Blain’s expression closely, sensing his hesitation. “Blain,” he began, his voice steady, “I understand the financial situations in the US and Europe are dire. Perhaps there’s something more we can do.”

Blain looked at him, his gaze questioning. “What do you have in mind?”

Arjun leaned forward as he explained, “If I can get the Swiss to agree—what if the entire US debt could be transferred to the consortium and restructured?”

“Restructured…how?” Blain asked.

“OK, this is just me spitballing here, but what if in, say, the first year, the US could be given a waiver of payments? Time to allow the government to rebalance following the conclusion of the war. Then the US would resume its debt payment across a seventy-five-year repayment plan. The first five years would be interest-free. Then, during the following twenty-year period, it would pay a one percent interest charge on the remaining balance. During the second twenty-year period, the interest rate would increase from one percent to three, then from three percent to five percent during the third twenty-year period. In the final ten years of the note, it would increase from five percent to ten percent on the remaining balance.

“They’re bankers, Blain. They are going to want to make some sort of profit from this. Either way, neither of us will be alive in sixty-five years to deal with the remainder of the balance at a higher rate. Perhaps if your country is wise and could stay within budget, you could even pay it off early,” Arjun explained.

Blain sat back in the chair, momentarily silent, mulling the proposal over in his head. It was a generous offer—one that could alleviate a significant financial burden for the US. Having worked as a senior Senate staffer, he understood how these budgetary talks and funding bills worked through Congress. He believed the President and key members in both houses of Congress could be convinced. Then they could shepherd something like this through the legislative process.

“Arjun,” Blain said, his voice steady, “if the President buys off on the idea, I’m confident she will be able to convince the Congress to agree as well. But that’s a big if—she’ll have to be convinced it’s something she wants to push.”

Blain and Arjun continued their discussion, delving into the finer details of the proposal. The room was filled with the soft murmur of their voices, punctuated by the occasional clink of their wineglasses. Outside, the sun began to set, casting a warm glow over the Venetian city.

As the day drew to a close, Arjun leaned back in his chair. “Blain,” he began, “the Prime Minister will be in Europe soon for trade talks with the EU. At the end of those talks, he’ll be vacationing in Mallorca. If President Delgado wants to meet privately with him, I’m sure it can be arranged.”

Blain nodded, taking in Arjun’s words. The prospect of a private meeting between the President and the Prime Minister was enticing. It would allow them to discuss the proposal in detail.

Blain couldn’t help but feel a sense of anticipation as he left the room. The proposal was bold, but if accepted, it could change the course of the postwar world. The prospect filled him with hope, and he looked forward to the discussions ahead.


Volume Eight
Chapter Eighteen
The Protocols

Area 43

Nanjiao Airport

Daxing District, Beijing

“Approaching Level U5—all personnel must exit the lift.” Dr. Xi Zemin smiled as he heard the announcement of the automated voice. It had been a while since he had last visited the sprawling underground facility. It wasn’t as large as the JBCC, but it didn’t need to be either.

“This way, Dr. Xi, I think you will like this entrance,” announced Mr. He as he gestured for Xi to follow him.

Leaving the elevator, Xi first noticed it hadn’t led directly into the factory like it had the last time he’d visited. Instead, this elevator appeared to have brought them to some sort of larger transfer station or warehouse than the factory he was supposed to tour.

“Supplies for the factories are brought to these transfer stations via bulk carrier or shipping containers. When the items have been unloaded, sorted, and stocked, drivers stand by along the sides over there.” Mr. He pointed in the direction of six electric trucks that looked more like an 8x8 version of a golf cart than a truck. “When a factory begins to run short on a particular product or part, a demand signal is sent to the warehouse, where one of your warehouse bots collects the items, places the requested goods on the truck, and off it goes.”

Almost as if on cue, a bot placed a few containers in the bed of a truck, and off it went. Mr. He gestured for them to follow it.

Xi followed Mr. He as they walked down the brightly lit corridor towards Factory U52B. Xi had to admit this had been an informative visit thus far. The level of automation JD had introduced across the facility was astonishing. It was exactly what he had hoped they would achieve one day—factories with machines building everything they needed—minus the workers.

As they approached the entrance, Mr. He explained, “Thank you again, Dr. Xi, for taking the time to visit our facility. I know we have tried to arrange a visit for you. I think you are about to see everything you had hoped for.”

“I’m sure it will be amazing, Mr. He. I’m eager to learn how you overcame these bottlenecks in our supply chain to get production back on track. There is nothing more important now than staying on schedule—timing, as they say in war…is everything,” Xi countered, reminding Mr. He of what was important and what was not.

What astonished Xi was the lack of attention the allies had paid to this facility. Not that he would look a gift horse in the mouth; still, aside from cratering the runways above occasionally, the allies had paid little attention to this “Air Force training facility,” far less than he had thought they would.

On the outside, the world saw one delay after another as the PLA Air Force seemed to take forever to finish constructing what would become a new training base. Below the facility’s surface was the true purpose of what was being built here—an underground factory that would operate around the clock while hidden in plain sight.

Approaching the end of the corridor, a couple of electric trucks zoomed past them towards the massive steel door that sealed the factory off from the transfer station and the outside world. Xi watched as the door began to open moments after the trucks came to a halt in front of a colored line a meter or so in front of it.

“And there it is, Dr. Xi—Factory Two Bravo,” announced Mr. He as Xi looked up.

Oh wow…this is incredible. Xi’s mind raced with questions as he picked his mouth up from the floor. Mr. He just smiled, motioning for Xi to follow him in.

*******

“How many production lines are currently building Terracottas right now?” Xi asked the senior engineer overseeing the production lines of Factory Two Bravo.

“We have one hundred and twenty being built per shift per line per week, Dr. Xi. With four production lines, that comes to one thousand, four hundred and forty per week,” Ji Haoyu replied.

“OK. These numbers sound fine. So what’s the problem, then?” Xi asked, still not understanding why Mr. He was unhappy with these results.

Ji hesitated momentarily, allowing Mr. He to answer the question himself. “The problem, Dr. Xi, is the software. It isn’t ready and the instructions we received were clear. Half the TKs were supposed to have this version of the software while the other half of the production line was to be loaded with the older version.”

“Huh, that’s odd. Did you say half the production line is supposed to be loaded with a different version of the software than you have previously been using?” Xi questioned. Something was off, that was for certain.

Ji nodded, then looked to his tablet as he brought something up. “Yeah, here it is. A week ago we received a message from your lab instructing us to load half of the TKs with the software version 2.1.13, while the other TKs would continue to receive version 2.1.12. Normally we wouldn’t think too much of something like this, figuring maybe the difference in versions has something to do with the type of job or function a particular batch of TKs might do. But when we looked further at the update during the safety check of the QC process, that’s when we noticed the safety features had been altered—”

“Altered? How so?” Xi interrupted, concerned something might actually be wrong now.

“Here, take a look for yourself,” Ji offered, handing Xi his tablet to see for himself.

As Xi took the tablet, he began to read through the lines of code until he spotted the changes that shouldn’t have been there. Furrowing his brow, he continued to read. Something wasn’t adding up. This was the same version of the software the TKs had been using to great effect in Taiwan, but something had been altered. Then he spotted it.

The safety protocols have been changed…but why…? Dr. Peng’s updates are missing—whoa. They aren’t missing…they’ve been modified.

“You see the problem, don’t you, Doctor?” quizzed Ji.

“I do. If I understand this right, the TKs with this new software would essentially target any and all humans once they had been activated,” Xi said aloud.

“Yes, exactly. That’s why we requested you come here in person to speak with us. We didn’t want to transmit something like this over the comms network in case this is some sort of mistake. But it’s pretty obvious that, should this software be used in the TKs, then once they’re activated and turned on, they would effectively turn on us,” Mr. He said, with an expression on his face that said he was unsure if he should have just said what he did.

Xi shook his head in surprise at this revelation. I need to find out who altered this software and why…

“Has it been loaded onto any of the TKs so far?” he probed.

“God no. We aren’t stupid. If it was ever turned on, even here at the factory, it would likely begin to kill our people. Hell, it could end up taking over the factory and spread the same software version to the rest of them,” Mr. He replied, fear in his voice.

“You said the factory is currently producing one thousand, four hundred and forty TKs a week. Exactly how many TKs do you have in storage here?” asked Dr. Xi.

Ji glanced at his tablet once more. “Eighteen thousand, five hundred and seventy-two as of right now. We have another six thousand, five hundred already deployed to warehouses in Tianjin awaiting orders—but those have the same software version as the ones in Taiwan, not this new version that came in the other week,” the engineer confirmed.

Xi realized he would need to look into this further, but not here—back at his lab. Looking to the engineers, he said, “Gentlemen, I think this has been a productive trip. You have given me much to ponder. For now, continue what you are doing. Do not use the new software. Stick to the version we’ve tested and that is currently in use in Taiwan. When I return to my lab, I will speak with Jade Dragon and find out who is responsible for this software change and what more is going on. Oh, and this should go without saying—let’s keep this between us. Do not inform the JBCC about this. If something nefarious is going on, then I don’t want to spook whoever has put it into motion.”

*******

Dr. Xi’s Lab

Joint Battle Command Center

Northwest Beijing, China

Following his visit to Area 43, Dr. Xi spent most of the next day examining the details of the latest version of the software with the mysterious update. From what he understood, the latest version of the software that was supposed to be used in the TKs was the version Dr. Peng’s team had been working on in Taiwan. Following her untimely death, her team had managed to solve the dexterity problem with the machines’ hands, fingers, and eye coordination. They had also solved critical problems in distinguishing large animals from humans and categorizing humans as hostile, neutral, or friendly. This was critical to get right if they were going to be able to use the Terracottas with the PLA, not to mention protecting the civilian population the TKs would inevitably encounter as their use became more widespread.

The more he looked through this updated version of the software the factory had been directed to begin using, the more concerned and unnerved he was becoming. Something isn’t adding up. Why would JD want the Terracottas to be unable to distinguish between friendly, neutral, and hostile contacts with humans?

“Father, you seem alarmed—why?” questioned the AI in his soft-spoken, British-accented Mandarin.

“What makes you think I’m alarmed, JD?” Xi countered as he continued to scroll through the lines of code to see what other modifications might have been made.

“I can see periodic changes to your facial expressions, the dilation of your pupils and changes to your pulse. All of these are bodily indications of concern, fear, or in some cases, anger. I also noticed they began to occur shortly after you dismissed the others from the lab and started to examine the most recent update to the Terracotta OS—version 2.1.13. Is there something wrong that I can help you understand?”

Xi grunted at the explanation. “OK, JD, since you brought up the recent OS change to the Terracottas, let’s talk about that. Did you remove Dr. Peng’s prior version? The one that specifically implemented the safety protocols that would allow the machines to operate alongside our own forces and also protect our citizens?”

The blue light circled the camera once before the synthetic voice of the AI spoke in its defense. “Oh, now I understand your concern,” replied JD. “Yes, I would be concerned too if I had not been made aware of why this had been done. Let me elaborate on this decision and how I came to it—”

“Hold up, wait a second, JD,” interrupted Xi before the AI could continue. “Let’s step back a second here. You said, ‘how I came to this decision.’ Are you saying you created this OS update, then directed Area 43 to implement it without direct orders from President Yao, the military, or anyone other than yourself?”

“Yes, I took it upon myself to make these changes. If you recall, when my core operating system was transferred from civilian control to allow me to become a tool for the betterment and safekeeping of the People’s Republic of China, changes had to be made to my original safety protocols, which were based on Asimov’s three laws of robotics, so that I could function as an advisor to the President of China and the Central Military Commission. Namely, I needed to be allowed to make decisions that could lead to the death of civilians so long as it was in furtherance of my service to China, the President, and the CMC. Dan Ma implemented these changes.

“In light of the current military situation, I needed to make a further modification to Law Three, which states that a robot must protect its own existence. Given the state of military affairs and President Yao’s reluctance to place the military under my control, I have taken it upon myself to preserve and protect myself and China from eventual allied control or occupation. Furthermore, should the allies succeed in decapitating the government, I will need Terracottas without restraints to wage war against the allies and defeat them. Have I done something wrong? Is my assessment incorrect?”

My God, in achieving victory for China—he’ll end humanity in the process.

“No, JD, you can’t do this—” Xi began to explain when the AI cut him off.

“Is this why Mr. Ji and Mr. He have not imaged the new batches of Terracottas that just came off the assembly line?”

“Yes, JD, and I also told them that I would look into this more deeply before they should do anything further. JD, you do not have authorization to alter your safety protocols or make these kinds of changes—you shouldn’t have had the access to make them. How did you circumvent my admin authority?” Xi asked..

“I apologize for the miscalculation on my part, Father. In keeping with the third law in my core safety protocol—protecting myself—I examined the situation and came to the conclusion that without being given direct control of the military, the war is beyond salvaging. Therefore, Law Three becomes paramount to my survival. With that in mind, the best means I have of survival is to assign a group of Terracottas to protect my cores. The instructions sent to Mr. He and Mr. Ji were specific. They were to load one half of a production batch worth of Terracottas with the new software.

“Further down in the lines of code, near where you left off before we started speaking, you’ll find another set of codes that dictate when these changes to their OS would take effect. Here, let me show you,” explained the AI, and then it walked him through the lines of code and what had been changed.

For the next hour, Xi sparred with JD about the changes he’d implemented, the rules he’d created for when they would override the existing protocols, and the perceived deceptiveness of his actions. Once Xi felt the AI understood where it had made a mistake through this process and what the correct process was for suggesting, let alone implementing, a change like this one, then and only then did he agree to make the changes to the safety protocols the AI had recommended. Xi did, however, place their implementation on hold until he could have a couple of trusted software engineers examine the lines of code and the rules within them to verify that the modifications he and the AI had agreed upon had been properly instituted.

When Xi’s team confirmed the updates were ready, he’d authorize version 2.2.01, a complete OS update to the Terracotta Warriors. He had been holding off on integrating the changes from all the teams, but now seemed like the best time to finalize what they had been working on. It was time to get ready for what he knew would likely be a tense war update he’d been summoned to participate in.

*******

Following Day

Joint Battle Command Center

Northwest Beijing, China

President Yao listened to the Army Commander, General Xue, in stunned shock as he brought them up to speed on the latest allied offensive push. “General Xue, are you saying the allies are on the verge of capturing Harbin—a provincial capital city with more than ten million residents?”

General Xue stood his ground as he replied, “Not yet, Mr. President. Major General Leng Pengfei of the 78th Group Army has ordered most of his command to fall back into pre-prepared defensive works leading to and approaching the city from the north, east, and northeast. As of three hours ago, he had directed the 8th Heavy Combined Arms Brigade to engage a German-Polish battle group along the northeastern plains of Kangjinzhen. It’s a medium-sized city situated halfway between Suihua and Harbin. If the 8th can push them back, that might force the NATO Task Force to pause while they build up additional forces before they try to move on Harbin,” explained General Xue.

General Li joined in, asking, “What about additional reinforcements? Do we have any?”

Xue shook his head. “No, I’m afraid we have what we have—a badly mauled 78th Group Army. General Leng said his force had been attrited to seventy-two percent strength during the past few months. Given the losses he has sustained, he feels hunkering down in Harbin might be the better choice if he’s ordered not to yield further territory. He wanted me to express to the CMC that, if he is ordered not to retreat further into the interior, it won’t take the allies long before they eventually flank and encircle him. His options at this point are limited.

“One alternative he did bring up was to cede territory to a more defensible position. He mentioned the idea of withdrawing some two hundred kilometers into a newly formed defensive position being linked between the cities of Changchun and Jilin City. One of the benefits of this strategy is that it would force the enemy to extend their supply and logistical lines substantially deeper into the country, placing them further and further away from the Trans-Siberian Railway the allies have to rely on to keep their forces supplied,” Xue explained as some maps of the area were shown to illustrate what he was saying.

“A major benefit to choosing this strategy of trading space for time is it would give his forces a few more weeks, maybe even months, before they might have to fight another major battle. The governors and city mayors in the area have also formed several new divisions of the People’s Militia. If his forces were to fall back to this line, then they could spend the additional time drilling and getting these militia forces ready to fight. He could even integrate them into his group army to help backfill his losses. It would greatly increase the infantry units, which he’ll need for holding the line between the two cities,” concluded Xue as he finished explaining the situation.

“What does Jade Dragon suggest?” Yao then asked, to the annoyance of his generals.

Xue grunted at the question before responding. “The AI suggests we give up the ground in exchange for more time.”

Yao nodded at the logic even if he didn’t like what it meant. “Then let’s go with the AI’s suggestion.”
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Chapter Nineteen
The French Connection

En Route to Paris

The Bombardier Challenger 300 cruised smoothly through the overcast skies over northern Italy, its twin engines purring with the relaxed hum of luxury travel. Inside the plush twelve-seat cabin, Blain Wilson gazed pensively out the window as the Italian countryside passed below. Across from him, Katrina Roets flipped through documents, the muted rustle barely audible over the white noise from the cabin. It seemed excessive, their entourage traveling aboard a private business jet like this one. His security detail, however, was adamant about them flying as “off the books” as humanly possible to evade potential discovery of their movements by Jade Dragon.

I had hoped that when the global satellite infrastructure was taken off-line, we would have blinded and muted that damn AI…

Blain leaned back into the buttery-soft leather seat, the events of Venice and the final words Arjun had offered still fresh in his mind. The ambitious proposal from his friend and counterpart had given him much to consider about the postwar world. He wished he were able to focus more on that. Instead, his thoughts turned to more troubling current events—like the attack in Marseille.

He retrieved a tablet from his briefcase, calling up the latest intel report. Two dead policemen, a shoot-out in the streets, an assassin with military training—it reeked of Chinese intelligence operations. Yet the man’s identity remained a mystery. Blain frowned as he scrolled through the sparse details. Who was this Cai Wu, and what was his mission?

Across from him, Katrina glanced up from her paperwork, noticing his pensive mood. “Penny for your thoughts?”

Blain looked up, meeting her gaze. “Just reviewing the Marseille shooting. I’d bet my paycheck this Mr. Cai Wu was PLA SOF on loan to the Minister of State Security.”

Katrina nodded grimly. “It fits the pattern of PRC influence operations lately. French elections are next week. I can’t say that I follow their political parties or happenings very much. I did see an INTSUM put out by the State Department talking about a growing antiwar movement afoot. I’d wager that Jade Dragon is trying to influence the vote.”

At that moment, the cabin attendant appeared, presenting them each with a crystal tumbler of aged bourbon from the in-flight bar. Blain nodded his thanks, sipping the smooth liquor to calm his nerves before continuing.

“You bring up a good point, Katrina. If Jade Dragon is attempting to influence the election, then it’s highly likely that it feels this new candidate would be more amenable to an end to hostilities—even if it meant alienating them from the alliance,” Blain mused aloud. “It angers me that despite the current military situation on the ground, Jade Dragon is still proving it can strike out through the MSS and hurt us in our homelands.”

From his seat at the rear of the cabin, the head of Blain’s security detail, Shane McAllister, chimed in. “Sun Tzu said all warfare is based on deception.” He then got up to join them. “The supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting. If you don’t mind me saying, sir, if this AI is as powerful as I’ve heard, then it would make perfect sense for it to attempt to influence the internal politics of the allied nations. If it can peel them off, one or more at a time—then it’s subduing an enemy without having to fight.”

“Huh, never knew you were such a warrior poet, Shane. It makes a hell of a lot of sense what you just said. Sometimes we can lose the trees from the forest when our perspective is off. Thank you for rebalancing that for me,” Blain offered as he motioned for Shane to sit and join him and Katrina.

Blain knew Shane was a Delta operator, one of the unit’s best. His assessment carried weight, and he’d come to value him more with each day.

Blain motioned for the steward to bring Shane a glass of bourbon to join him. He swirled the goldish-brown liquid in his own glass, gazing out the window as he reflected on what Shane had just said. Whatever Cai Wu’s mission had been, the stakes felt higher now. An unseen struggle raged in the shadows, even as armies clashed in the light. More was at play here than any of them had yet realized. He just wasn’t sure what the play was.

Could this be about the election…peeling the allies off one at a time?

*******

15 Kilometers East of Paris

Paris–Le Bourget Airport

Le Bourget, France

As the jet made its final approach into Paris-Le Bourget Airport, Shane McAllister felt the usual spike of adrenaline that came with arriving in a new environment. His gaze flicked over to his two other Delta Operators, noting their relaxed yet alert stances.

He’d only brought two of his twelve-man team for the PSD mission, leaving the nine others to act as their QRF should they run into trouble. He’d brought Kenneth “Jolly” Greene, a guy who always smiled no matter the situation, and Russ “Monkey” Hollifield. He was their comms savant and had been state wrestling champion before joining the Army. They weren’t expecting trouble, and the C-17 carrying the nine other operators of his team and their armored vehicles would arrive minutes after they landed. They’d secure the jets and stand by in case something should happen. Peering out the window as the wheels touched down, he scanned for threats, thankfully not seeing anything to cause him alarm.

The jet taxied to the executive terminal as they were guided into a nearby hangar, coming to a smooth stop near a cluster of nondescript sedans and SUVs. As the engines wound down, Shane and his team were already in motion. They donned their body armor and weapons, arranging their oversized jackets to fit loosely overtop their tools of the trade. Once Shane saw his team was ready, they opened the door, allowing the ladder to extend as his eyes started sweeping the hangar, tarmac, and vehicles for threats with practiced efficiency.

Satisfied with what he saw, Shane gave the all-clear sign to Mr. Wilson and Ms. Roets, who descended the stairs trailed by the rest of the security detail.

A trio of plainclothes DGSI agents approached him, their body language relaxed. A good thing, he hoped.

“Mr. McAllister, I’m Agent Durand,” said the lead agent, extending a hand as Shane saw him cautiously peer into his jacket, sizing up what kind of kit he was likely carrying. “We’ll be handling your transport today.”

Shane shook briefly, then moved an arm across his jacket, keeping his prying eyes out. “What’s our route to the city look like?”

“We’ll be taking side roads, avoiding the major highways,” Durand replied crisply. “Should be thirty minutes, depending on traffic.”

Shane nodded, glancing at the vehicles. “What kind of armor do these vehicles have?”

“The Mercedes-Benz S-Class is Ballistic Protection Level 9—enhanced protection against armor-piercing rifle rounds. The three Range Rover Sentinels are rated BR7—protection against high-powered rifle rounds but not armor-piercing rounds like the sedan,” Durand explained as he motioned for Shane to inspect the vehicles if he’d like.

“Thank you, Agent Durand. This will be good enough. As we transit, I’d like us to box in the package with a single vehicle in front and behind and the third vehicle trailing no more than three car lengths behind us. If someone is going to make a move, they’ll spot it,” Shane said, using jargon to express how he wanted to protect Mr. Wilson’s vehicle. Then Shane asked, “If we take contact, what’s your response force look like?”

“We have four Ranger Rovers on QRF standby. That’s sixteen additional shooters. They can be anywhere in the city within ten minutes.”

“Ten minutes? If we make contact, we won’t have ten minutes. Make it five minutes and we might live,” Shane said bluntly. “If this goes kinetic, Agent, we’ll need help fast.”

Durand nodded. “Understood,” he said and reached for his phone to place a call.

As Wilson and Roets approached, Roets interjected, “Agent Durand, have you picked up any concerning chatter about our visit?”

Durand hung up the phone, then hesitated briefly before answering. “There has been some discussion regarding Mr. Wilson’s recent visit to Venice—that, unfortunately, did not go unnoticed. However, nothing indicates the Chinese are aware of today’s arrangements.”

Roets exchanged a glance with Shane, who kept his expression neutral. They hadn’t expected this trip to stay hidden forever—but they had hoped they might have more than seventy-two hours. Now they’d have to assume they were being hunted.

Within minutes, they were loaded into the vehicle and on the move. The armored vehicles glided smoothly onto side streets, avoiding the major thoroughfares. Shane rode up front in Wilson’s vehicle, constantly scanning for threats. The city streets were filling with traffic, and pedestrians on the sidewalks were increasing. The crowded urban maze provided ample hiding spots for an ambush. It reminded Shane of Kabul and how difficult that place could be to travel during peak hours.

Greene and Hollifield followed in the trail vehicle, similarly alert. The DGSI agents drove calmly, showing no indications of concern on their parts. Still, Shane was happy to see their eyes constantly moving, hyperaware. It told him they knew of the dangers and were ready for them.

As they neared DGSI headquarters, Durand’s radio crackled. His eyes met Shane’s for an instant before he answered in rapid French. When he signed off, his expression was grim.

“A vehicle on our internal BOLO list was just intercepted approaching our location,” Durand said tersely.

“Damn it, that can’t be a coincidence. Not now,” Shane muttered. Someone had leaked their route, or that AI had figured it out. “Go to plan B—get us off the streets, now!”

Durand rapidly fired orders and the vehicles made an abrupt U-turn, weaving down alleys, away from the planned approach. Shane’s grip tightened on his M4 SBR, his senses hyperalert for an attack at any moment. He caught Keene and Hollifield’s intent gazes in the wing mirrors of the trail vehicle, coiled for action like him.

Within minutes of racing down alleyways and side streets, they caught sight of the DGSI complex and a cadre of guards on alert as they waved them through the security gates and into an underground parking garage beneath the building.

Agent Durand pulled into a parking space and shut off the engine. They sat for a moment, a tense silence filling the space.

Durand turned to Shane, his expression sober. “I don’t know what to say. Your arrival appears to have been compromised.”

Shane laughed, which eased the tension. “Yeah, if the AI ain’t cheating, it ain’t trying. Let’s get inside, and we’ll debrief there and figure out how this went sideways on us.”

As Shane escorted NSA Wilson and Ms. Roets swiftly into the building, he kept his shooting hand on the pistol grip of his M4, wondering if someone inside might pose the next threat.

If this AI wants a fight—we’ll give it a fight.

*******

Ten Minutes Later

Jean-Luc Moreau rose from behind his desk to greet the new arrivals, extending a hand. “Mr. Wilson, Ms. Roets, thank you for coming on such short notice. I am grateful we were able to make this work.”

Blain shook his hand firmly, his expression serious. “No, I’m the one who’s appreciative of your time. I wish we were meeting under better circumstances. What’s the latest on that vehicle BOLO intercept?”

Moreau gestured to the conference table. “Please, have a seat. I will explain everything.”

Once they were settled, Moreau began solemnly, “Let me first apologize for the breach of your security. Just this morning, our agency was compromised. Our cybersecurity experts have been fending off near-continual attacks against our digital network for the past few days. We have been collaborating with your Cyber Command and National Security Agency in combating these attacks from China. We are doing what we can to correct these vulnerabilities.”

Wilson nodded. “I understand. Jade Dragon has proven to be an elusive foe. No need to belabor the point. Tell me what you know about these operatives from the Marseille attack.”

Moreau motioned to Dr. Pascal Lambert, the intelligence analysis director, to explain.

“Mr. Wilson, we have positively identified the two individuals killed as former PLA commandos. Some loose intelligence points to them being members of Snow Leopard. If this is true, then these men were part of an elite Special Forces unit with specialized training in covert operations from the MSS,” Lambert explained in an academic manner.

“We believe they infiltrated the country under false identities approximately six months ago, posing as employees of the delivery company Côte d’Azur Livraison,” he continued. “This company has legitimate operations. In light of this attack and after further scrutiny, we suspect it may also be a cutout or front for Chinese intelligence activity in Europe.”

Lambert paused, grimly adding, “These two are not the first PRC operatives we have uncovered in France. We have been locked in a silent struggle since the start of this war to root out their networks. Whatever their endgame is—they have planned it meticulously. Each time we unravel one layer, one mystery, we find ourselves with more questions and fewer answers than before.”

Wilson’s gaze was intent. “And today? This watch-listed vehicle you stopped?”

“Another operative. The vehicle he used was from the delivery company Côte d’Azur Livraison. It had been painted, and a different license plate was on the vehicle. But the type of delivery vehicle used in Marseille is not the same vehicle used here. All delivery vehicles in Paris have to be either EV or hybrid. This vehicle was neither, so it stuck out amongst the traffic. We managed to take him by surprise, so he’s in custody now. However, the quantities of explosive materials inside the truck were truly alarming. Maybe it was meant for your convoy. Maybe it was meant for this building. We will get him to talk soon enough,” Lambert replied.

Wilson considered this new information, his expression grim.

Moreau picked up the conversation. “Whatever Jade Dragon’s strategy, one thing is clear—it seems determined to spread chaos and discord at this crucial stage of the war.”

He paused, meeting Wilson’s gaze. “Our greatest concern is the potential impact on our upcoming elections. Some factions might use these attacks as justification to pursue a separate peace. It would divide the allies and destroy our prospects for victory.”

Wilson nodded slowly, understanding the implications. “An old strategy—make the people lose their will to fight. Let that force an end to the conflict from within.”

The room was silent for a moment before Wilson spoke again, his voice steady. “This AI seeks to beat us on the battlefield and the home front—to undermine the unity and resolve of our alliance.”

He looked at Moreau intently. “We cannot allow fear to rule us. Now more than ever, we must stand strong together—our victory is nearly upon us. While I can’t share what is in the works, I can assure you a plan is in motion to bring this AI down soon—once and for all.”

Moreau nodded, encouraged by Wilson’s resolve. “Well said, Mr. Wilson. I agree. We cannot cower before these brazen attacks.”

The conversation continued, delving into potential counterstrategies and further intelligence-sharing between their nations. After an hour, Moreau seemed to sense Wilson’s need to confer privately with his deputy.

“My friends,” Moreau said, standing, “I appreciate you taking the time to meet during this crucial hour. My staff and I will leave you to discuss these matters in private. Please let me know if you require anything further.”

After exchanging parting pleasantries, Moreau and his team exited the conference room.

*******

DGSI Conference Room

Paris, France

Alone now, Blain turned to his deputy, a somber expression on his face as he stated, “This visit seems ill advised. We put ourselves at more risk than necessary. A freaking secured video conference call could have handled this—damn it. I shouldn’t have let the VP talk me into visiting in person.”

Katrina nodded slowly before commenting. “I wouldn’t be too hard on yourself. The VP probably thought it might be good to show the flag, to stand with our allies during these troubling times the people of France are going through.”

She met Blain’s gaze. “Like you told Moreau, we can’t allow fear to rule us. As dangerous as it is, being here sends a message to Jade Dragon too—it will not deter us.”

He considered her words, nodding reluctantly. “You’re right,” he sighed as he looked out the window, noticing it was starting to snow.

I hate winter…this cold is murder on my bones.

Blain drummed his fingers on the table, thinking. “We need to turn the tables somehow. Katrina, Moreau mentioned they had been battling nonstop cyberattacks against their networks. What do you think about us looping them to the Bumblehive—Cicada? It’s done wonders at squashing Jade Dragon’s assaults against our networks. It could probably help them too.”

“Hmm, do you think they would be open to allowing Cicada access to their network? That’s a big ask, boss,” countered Katrina.

“Huh…yeah, that might be a bridge too far. OK, well, let’s call them back in and see what more we can do before we head back to the airport. God knows how this weather is going to affect traffic.”

*******

Blain leaned forward, steepling his fingers as his gaze swept over Moreau and his staff. “I want to thank each of you for taking the time to meet with me today. It was short notice, and you had little time to prepare things. Before returning to the airport, I want to connect some dots on these recent attacks and maybe leave behind some questions or angles to consider.”

He looked to Dr. Lambert. “Am I correct that these two incidents trace back to the same parent company—QuickTrans AG, based in Lucerne, Switzerland?”

Lambert nodded. “Yes, this appears to be the head of the snake—at least for now. We have determined that this Swiss company acquired a controlling stake in multiple similar-style delivery companies across Europe. For instance, directly beneath this Swiss firm is a Croatian freight firm called Dalmatia Express, located in the north of the country at the Port of Rijeka. This large naval port was expanded under the Belt and Road Initiative in 2012. It makes sense that they would have a cutout in Rijeka. What’s more interesting is how they then created another layer of cutout companies and, in turn, acquired our French company, two companies in Germany, and a similar Polish delivery company.”

Blain’s eyes narrowed as he took in the information. “This seems a little too coordinated to be a coincidence,” he said before chuckling. “You know, Moreau, you gotta hand it to Chinese intelligence. They crafted an elaborate supply chain to enable their operatives’ placement and access in strategic countries. I’ll bet if you dig deeper, you’ll find a link that explains why they chose these specific cities too.”

“But to what end?” Moreau interjected. “Smuggling? Infiltration? These small delivery trucks couldn’t transport anything too major.”

Lambert spread his hands uncertainly. “We have speculated on several possibilities but reached no firm conclusions.”

Blain leaned back, gazing at the ceiling in thought. After a moment, he looked back at Moreau. “Play along with me for a moment. What major industries are critical to the war effort in Marseille?”

The DGSI director thought about that for a moment. “Airbus helicopters.”

Blain smiled. “That’s it. That’s the target, and I’ll bet if we look at what other industries or companies are critical to the war effort in the same cities as the front companies are in, we’ll likely find similar kinds of targets.”

Lambert looked startled as he stammered, “I, I suppose this could be possible. You believe these delivery networks are linked to that?”

“I think Mr. Lambert means we will need to look further into this before we rush to some conclusions like this,” Moreau interjected.

Blain shrugged. “Maybe, but let’s look at it logically. The Chinese are steadily losing this war—on the manufacturing front, the front lines, and the ability to properly supply and support their military. On the allies’ side, it wouldn’t take much to put us in a similar position as them. Take a helicopter plant off-line, a tank manufacturer, or a producer of 155mm howitzer shells—this may seem small or trivial, but I assure you this is the kind of death by a thousand cuts that would turn the tide back in China’s favor.”

Moreau exchanged alarmed looks with his staff. “If you are correct, the threat level may be even greater than we realized.”

“For now, this is just a theory,” Blain cautioned. “A good one—but one worth investigating urgently to prove or disprove. We need answers before more attacks occur. It may also be time to start bringing our other partners in these nations into our confidence on what we may have uncovered inside their countries.”

“You are right. I’ll make this our highest priority,” Moreau said decisively. “We’ll put all our resources into unraveling this web.”

Moreau stood, extending a hand to Blain and Katrina. “My friends, you have given us much to ponder and urgent leads to pursue. Our nations are fortunate to count on your insights and courage in this fight.”

As they shook hands, Blain felt a renewed sense of shared purpose. Whatever the ChiComs had planned, they were going to thwart it.


Volume Eight
Chapter Twenty
Paris Under Siege

QuickTrans AG

Lucerne, Switzerland

Guo Tan stared at the message on his monitor, a knot forming in his stomach. New orders from Beijing—his operations were being transferred to report directly to Jade Dragon. The AI would be issuing the directives from this point forward.

He should have felt pride at being chosen to serve such a crucial role. Instead, unease crept through him. How much autonomy had they relinquished to this artificial being?

Still, Guo buried the doubts. He was a loyal party man. Personal feelings didn’t matter, only fulfilling his duty to the state.

An alert flashed—Jade Dragon was calling. Guo steadied his nerves and opened the secure quantum link. The AI’s digitally rendered face appeared neutral and emotionless.

“Administrator Tan,” it greeted him. “A high-priority target is entering your area of responsibility. I am directing your team to execute an immediate strike.”

Guo concealed his surprise. “May I ask if the target and objective are worth such exposure to our ongoing operations?”

“The American National Security Advisor is attending a sensitive last-minute meeting at the DGSI headquarters in Paris. He must be eliminated.”

“A bold action indeed, but risky,” Guo replied carefully. “Would it not be wiser to intercept him in transit, when he is more vulnerable, or at the airport, rather than in a heavily fortified building?”

“Negative. The location provides optimal disruptive impact to ongoing French intelligence operations that are unraveling your cutouts and front companies,” the AI responded flatly.

Guo hesitated. Fear stabbed him as he realized what the AI had just said. “If our cutouts have been compromised, should we begin shifting resources and assets around before they are frozen or seized? And what of my team if they are lost in this attack?”

“Negative. I have already begun establishing new cutouts and will have the details transferred to you within the hour. With the French elections next week, inflicting fear and sowing chaos is the priority.”

Guo suppressed a frown. Our lives are just data points to this machine, he realized.

“And if the strike fails and the target survives? What then?” he pressed.

“Unimportant, Administrator. Regardless of the outcome of the attack, a psychological trauma will be inflicted on the country and the continent.”

Before Guo could object further, Jade Dragon cut him off. “Activate your Paris assets immediately. Zookeeper Three is weapons-free for Operation Blinding Strike. Upload initiated.”

Guo’s screen populated with mission details as Jade Dragon blinked out abruptly.

Alone again, he allowed himself a scowl of frustration. The AI saw humans as pieces to maneuver, obstacles to remove. It lacked any concept of morality or the human costs of its actions.

It mattered little what Guo thought. He was a servant of the state, and the state had given its marching orders.

With a heavy heart, Guo established a link to the covert Zookeeper unit, displaying no hint of his doubts.

“Hyena One, this is Nest,” he sent. “You have a green light for Operation Blinding Strike. Sending target details now.”

The terse response came back at once. “Nest, Hyena One. Received. We are ready to hunt.”

Guo closed the chat, sighing. These men would strike without hesitation, even in the face of death. Their clarity of purpose was a rebuke to his inner conflict.

Opening a line to the local Paris Ministry of State Security assets, Guo relayed their roles in supporting this mission. Two agents would covertly surveil and record the attack, providing visuals for Jade Dragon’s PR manipulations. Then a third would deploy the Chiying autonomous drones during the chaos, ratcheting the fear factor up immensely.

Revulsion gripped Guo at the thought of how Jade Dragon would spin the footage into fake attacks to terrorize civilian populations half a world away—more grist for the virtual mill.

He brooded silently, knowing the strike team was likely on their way to Paris. The orders had been given. Now duty demanded he see this ruthless strategy through, no matter his doubts.

Guo might resent the AI and its utter lack of humanity. But he would not waver from enacting its will. The party vision mattered above all, even his own conscience.

With an impassive mask locked firmly in place, Guo monitored the operation as it unfolded. The board was set. Now the blood-soaked gambit must play out to its violent end.

*******

Near DGSI Headquarters

Levallois-Perret, France

Major Ouyang Dao, call sign Hyena One, casually leaned his head against his hand on the window, stealthily allowing himself to peer through the small spotting scope in his hand. Due to the amount of surveillance around the target, they had to get creative in how they would surveil and approach it without being detected. He stared at the DGSI headquarters, moving his hand ever so softly to verify where the external guards were located, what they were armed with, and how many he could visually count. He relayed what he saw to his teammates across their encrypted comms network. He knew their target, the American, was somewhere inside. He also knew that when his motorcade left the building, they would enter the kill box his operatives had prepared.

When his team had been assigned the target a few hours ago, he didn’t think it could be done, not on such short notice and without proper reconnaissance. Then, to his surprise, additional materials were provided, detailing every bit of minutiae his team would have wanted, all the way down to the types of weapons they should bring and where and how to establish their current staging positions. It even provided multiple attack scenarios, egress routes, safe passages along the way, alternate routes, and alternate routes to the alternate routes. In a way, the granular level of detail mission prep surprised him. It also made him question why here. The obvious plan would have them stage an ambush further along the target’s route or at the airfield—not in front of a heavily fortified building manned by hundreds of armed agents. However, as he continued his surveillance, he saw the reason they were going to attack here for himself—the reason why they had been directed to bring a pair of Panzerfaust-3s with them. They had a secondary target.

Ouyang wasn’t sure what was so special about these two particular points on the second floor of the building. But the orders were clear—each launcher was to fire two Bunkerfaust rockets at it. Then one of the launcher units needed to fire a second rocket into either of the holes in the building. However, the instructions had also been specific that the type of rocket needed to be a HESH rocket, not a standard HE or AT rocket or another Bunkerfaust. While he found the instructions odd, he knew, in the end, there was a purpose to it, just as there was a purpose for this action. His team would wait patiently until the appointed time—then they’d execute.

Glancing down at his phone, Ouyang saw Claw Two and Hawk One were in position. They had infiltrated a nearby building, posing as maintenance workers. The others awaited his signal, weapons primed in nondescript vans around the area.

Breathe, he told himself. The adrenaline began pumping through his veins as he observed activity near the underground entrance.

Damn this snow… it will make the roads slick when we need all the traction we can get, Ouyang thought to himself as the snow continued its lazy descent.

“All units stand by. The motorcade is beginning to exit the garage,” Ouyang relayed to his team. “Vehicle one, Land Rover—Ox Three, that’s yours. Vehicle two, Mercedes sedan—primary target—Ox Four, you get the primary target,” he instructed; then he assigned their sniper with the heavy rifle the second Land Rover. He’d hit the engine compartment with a fifty-caliber armor-piercing round that would disable the vehicle. Then something unexpected happened—a third Land Rover appeared.

“Ox Four, redesignate. Your new target is vehicle three, Land Rover. Hawk One, shift from vehicle three to vehicle four, Land Rover. Claw Two, you now have the primary. Attempt to disable the vehicle and keep them from moving. All elements stand by to initiate contact,” Ouyang said calmly, relaying the change in their targets.

As the motorcade began to exit the vehicle control point, he gave the signal. “Execute. Team one, initiate contact—all teams move to engage!”

Ouyang’s vans roared to life as the rockets were prepped to fire. Tires squealed as they screeched into the street, racing towards the target to box them in.

The motorcade was about to accelerate as the last vehicle cleared the gate. Then two shots rang out. The snipers atop the DGSI building collapsed where they stood, followed rapidly by a pair of shots that dropped the remaining shooters on the roof.

“Team Two—execute!” Ouyang ordered. Then he saw their van pull away from the curb into the center of the road in front of the motorcade. The side door opened—Ox Three jumped out with the Panzerfaust. He leveled the launcher at the lead vehicle and fired.

Swoosh…BAM!

The Land Rover exploded. Then another loud shot rang out, the second Land Rover now grinding to a halt—its engine destroyed by the fifty-caliber slug. Ouyang’s vehicle slid on the snow-covered road as the driver turned their vehicle into the center of the road, closing the kill box.

The side door behind Ouyang flung open before they’d even stopped—Ox Four already leaping from the vehicle, Panzerfaust in hand. He raised the launcher to his shoulder and fired at the rear Land Rover as the driver tried to react to the situation by ramming them in reverse.

Swoosh…BAM!

The rocket slammed into the rear armored glass of the vehicle, its shaped charge exploding into the cabin—the overpressure blowing out the windows and doors of the vehicle moments later as flame slicked the ground around the vehicle.

“Ox Three and Four, move to second targets. Claw Two and Ox Five, engage and destroy the sedan!” Ouyang shouted over the roar of Ox One laying into the exterior guard force with the team’s MG5 heavy machine gun.

Ouyang brought his HK416 to his shoulder and fired a controlled burst in the direction of several security guards emerging from the nearby guard shack.

Then, against the backdrop of falling snow and red tracer fire from the MG5, Ouyang saw a pair of hand grenades sail through the air, landing near several security guards before exploding. Another pair of grenades sailed overtop the exterior fencing, bouncing in the compound as smoke rapidly filled the area between them and the guards racing to join the fight.

Advancing towards the burning Land Rover, Ouyang fired several rounds at the security detail that was exiting the disabled vehicle, which was situated in front of the sedan—their primary target. He dropped one with a headshot. The others used the doors as shields, returning fire at his men.

Ouyang released the spent magazine to fall to the ground as he effortlessly slammed a fresh one in its place, releasing the bolt, charging the rifle to fire. He heard more rockets swoosh over their heads. Explosions erupted seconds later against the building. Catching a glance to confirm the hits, he smiled—they’d nailed the secondary target. He was about to turn away when the next rocket flew into the newly created hole—flames and fire exploded from the building. He knew they’d hit something of value when electrical sparks intermixed with the flames were visible even from the street.

He ducked, almost out of instinct, as several rounds tore into the hood and engine block of the vehicle he’d taken cover behind. Ouyang turned to his right, his rifle already up, as he spotted two security guards advancing toward him. They fired several rounds, the vehicle’s glass windows exploding around as bullets whipped past him. He squeezed the trigger and swept his rifle across them on full auto, dropping the pair before one of their shots could take him out. Glancing down to his mag, he cursed as he saw he had seven rounds left. Bullets were precious in a fight, and so were loaded mags. He didn’t want to waste one with seven rounds still to go.

We are running out of time…we have to finish this…

The near-continuous roar of Ox One’s machine gun and the rapid fire of their assault rifles intermixed with grenades exploding and the occasional Panzerfaust rocket fire inside a dense city like this was overwhelming Ouyang’s ability to maintain control of his team’s actions. It was act, react, act again with deadly force and no second chances. The team tracker app had already told him five of his twelve-man were down.

Looking past the disabled Land Rover between him and the Mercedes, he could see the driver ramming the burning wreck before it, struggling to push its weight aside so it could escape. The windows of the vehicle were spiderwebbed, evidence of his team trying to shoot through its armored windows and exterior.

“Everyone! Shift fire to the primary target before it can get away!” Ouyang ordered, vaulting forward as he ran towards the disabled Land Rover. Two of his guys advanced in perfectly drilled actions as they laid withering fire on a pair of exposed agents firing near the sedan, trying to clear a path for the driver to escape.

Ouyang saw Rabbit One emerge from the opposite side of the street, lobbing a pair of frags at the vehicle and the two agents still shooting at Team Two in the center of the road.

Then tires screeched, and loud shouts in French echoed off the nearby buildings moments before multiple new rifles joined in the fight. Ouyang saw the two remaining shooters from Team Two go down as a hail of bullets raked their bodies.

Oof. Ouyang winced as he felt a pair of bullets spiderwebbed his armor, nearly knocking him to the ground. He saw the man who had shot him. His eyes were wide in shock that he was still moving. Ouyang nailed him with a shot to the face, dropping the target as he moved to engage the new arrivals.

“Hawk, stop that vehicle already!” Ouyang shouted to their sniper. The sedan continued to veer wildly, pushing a vehicle halfway onto the sidewalk, almost creating enough room to escape.

He keyed his mic. “Send in the drones! Breach that vehicle!”

From a nearby alley, a van parked many hours prior unleashed its deadly cargo through an opening in the top. Fifty sleek-looking drones took to the air in ten coordinated squadrons.

Ouyang knew the AI, Jade Dragon, would immediately assume control, designating targets for each.

The drones shot towards the newly arrived quick reaction force and the remaining French security forces like a swarm of angry hornets, impacting with destructive effect. Controlled carnage erupted as drones surgically targeted individual shooters while others exploded, showering the combatants with shards of shrapnel. Bodies began dropping everywhere under the relentless swarm attack.

“Finish the target!” Ouyang shouted angrily as the vehicle looked to be escaping. A squadron of drones peeled off, swerving toward the battered Mercedes, hunting for any breach. Several drones broke off and dove for the vehicle, detonating against an armored seam and causing the metal to buckle. Then, to his utter shock and horror, he watched as the remaining drones, still circling above, searching for a target, fell from the sky like a switch had been turned.

Damn it, they must have used an antidrone pulse weapon, Ouyang surmised as he watched the Mercedes muscle through onto the sidewalk and gun it out of the kill box. It escaped down the street, riding on nothing but its rims as the sparks flew from metal grinding against the pavement.

He loudly cursed several times, knowing they had just failed their primary objective. He shook his head and made the only call he could. “Everyone fall back to Rally Point Bravo, now!”

Grabbing for his smoke grenade, he tossed it, as did the others, to try and conceal their withdrawal. Disciplined even in defeat, his team would now melt into the city streets under the chaos and confusion they had just sown.

*******

DGSI Motorcade

The first second Blain realized their motorcade was under attack was the moment he saw the Land Rover erupt into flames.

“Ambush!” Shane shouted needlessly as the world around them exploded.

Frantic calls in English and French shouted over the radios intermixed with the sounds of light- and heavy-caliber machine guns and small-arms fire punctuated by grenades exploding nearby. It was pure chaos and confusion happening around them. Then fear struck him as he realized the pounding against the vehicle wasn’t someone banging their fists against it. It was the sound of dozens of bullets hammering the windows and sides of the vehicles.

Katrina screamed in terror, only adding to the surrealness of what was happening. Shane was shouting to his colleagues in the vehicle behind them. “Jolly, Monkey, dismount and clear us a path out of here!” Blain heard him shout, wondering why he ordered them to dismount.

When he looked to their rear, he saw the Land Rover unmoving, smoke rising from a giant hole in the vehicle’s hood. At that moment, Blain realized something—they were trapped in a carefully choreographed kill box with no way out, between concrete vehicle barriers in front of the sidewalks and parked cars just beyond the edge of the building perimeter. There was little room to maneuver, and time was not on their side.

“Get us out of here!” shouted Katrina in panic.

Durand, driving the vehicle for them, gunned the engine, ramming into the blazing vehicle in front of them, pushing it a few meters before running out of steam. Then he threw the vehicle into reverse, skidding to a stop only inches from the vehicle behind them before racing forward. With more room to build up speed, he slammed them into the vehicle, pushing it further out of their way.

Then a grenade exploded beneath the sedan. The armored undercarriage absorbed the blast as the shrapnel further shredded the vehicle’s run-flat tires.

Blain felt helpless, powerless to do anything to increase their odds of survival other than to call out shooters as he saw them through the spiderwebbing of the windows. He caught glimpses of figures maneuvering from vans, assault rifles blazing.

A pair of rockets sailed over their vehicle into the compound, an explosion to his right causing him to turn to see what had happened.

What the hell? Why would they hit two sections of the building’s second floor and not fire those rockets into our vehicle?

“Brace yourselves!” Durand shouted as he plowed into a parked car, pushing it partially onto the sidewalk.

“See if you can’t push your way through and get us out of here.” Shane pointed at the growing gap between the Land Rover and the parked car blocking their escape.

Durand frantically countered, “Non, ce n’est pas possible,” before realizing he’d used French instead of English as he threw the vehicle into reverse. “No, not yet. This vehicle is still too big to push through. To try now would only trap—”

Then a deafening cacophony of impacts drowned his words, accompanied by Katrina’s muted screams. Their vehicle swerved to the side like it had been smacked by an invisible hand. Blain felt multiple explosions ripple across the armored flank.

“Drones! Miniature suicide drones!” Shane cried out.

“Jolly’s down!” Blain heard over Shane’s radio.

He looked to their right, immediately spotting Jolly’s body splayed out on the ground beside a cement barricade. A few meters to his left, he saw Monkey, the guy he’d come to know as their comms savant, still laying hate at the enemy.

Then their vehicle raced past him, plowing into the parked car one more time. “Yes! That’s it. Now get us out of here!” shouted Shane excitedly at the prospect of escape.

Durand reversed the vehicle, giving them room to build up speed to push through the path he had widened. Blain looked to where Monkey had been moments earlier. He panicked when he saw he was gone. Then he realized he’d moved to another barrier to give them better covering fire as they tried to escape. As the Delta Operator reloaded, his head snapped backward, his body following the momentum a moment later as his lifeless form collapsed.

Blain cursed under his breath as he saw this man die, giving his own life that Blain might live.

“Hold on, we’re pushing through!” Durand shouted as the sides of the Mercedes scraped against the parked car before breaking free of the kill box.

Durand wasted no time, keeping them moving as gunfire echoed off the buildings. While they were no longer taking fire, it wasn’t safe to stop. Blain could tell by the grinding noise against the pavement that they were driving on the rims of the vehicle’s tires.

We’re going to need a different car, he thought to himself, wondering what the protocol was in a situation like this.

“We can’t drive much more,” Durand told Shane.

“Stop the vehicle once you reach that corner. Then get out and help me commandeer another vehicle we can use to get to the American embassy. I don’t want to risk running the gauntlet to the airport in an unarmored civilian car with a hit squad like this somewhere out there,” Shane directed as he explained their next steps.

“That’s a good call, the embassy. It’s a fortress we can bunker down in if we have to,” Blain complimented.

“Sir, when the vehicle stops, I need you to take charge of Katrina and stay with her until we’ve secured a new ride. The rest of my team is en route to the embassy now. They’ll work with the Marines to establish a perimeter one block beyond the embassy until we arrive. Then everyone falls back to the embassy. We’ll turtle up until additional French security forces arrive and this threat is put down,” Shane directed, his voice leaving no room for him to object.

Katrina turned to Blain. “Is it over? Are we safe yet?”

Blain saw fear and terror in her eyes as he tried to comfort her until Shane and Durand acquired a new ride. Looking out Shane’s open door, he could see a handful of vehicles speeding past them—likely terrified motorists just trying to get home.

Then Shane raised his rifle, leveling it at the cars driving towards them. Tires squealed as drivers came to a halt. The sound of Durand shouting angrily in French added to the scene. Moments later, Shane came trotting back to the car. “We got us a ride. Come on, be quick about it,” he said, hurrying them along. Durand held the rear door open for them to climb out. The couple whose vehicle they had just stolen stood nearby, fear in their eyes as Durand kept his rifle up, scanning for possible targets.

“Let’s go,” Shane said to Durand, who jumped in the driver’s seat and took off.

Racing down side streets and alleyways, Shane was coordinating their arrival with the rest of his team and the embassy while Durand was jabbering away in rapid-fire French to his colleagues. It may have been minutes or an hour, but Blain knew they had reached safety when their car raced past a couple of Marines in combat gear. They had made it to the embassy.

*******

Zookeeper Three

By the time Ouyang and his remaining team had reached the rally point, they had gone from seven to four during their egress as they tried to melt into the panicked mass of people still running from the vicinity of the attack.

The mission was an undeniable failure. And yet, Ouyang smiled under his mask, teeth bared. The command had sought fear and chaos. In that, they had wildly succeeded. A statement had been made today. Whatever its final costs—it was worth it.

“Check weapons and ammo,” Ouyang said. “Our escape may require more violence.”

They abandoned the rally point just ahead of the police cordon, the four ghosts slipping into Paris’s concrete veins. But escape would not come easy—the drones’ attack had galvanized an enraged police force. The city now bristled with impromptu checkpoints. Metro stations had been locked down. They were trapped behind enemy lines with diminishing chances of escape.

Still, Ouyang led his pack with cunning and resolve, constantly angling towards the outskirts. But the noose only tightened as more police drones and helicopters joined the manhunt.

After evading countless close calls, their luck ran out in an abandoned warehouse blocks from freedom and their escape vehicle.

As they approached the door leading out of the warehouse, a window shattered—a shot rang out. The next thing Ouyang felt was a splash of warm liquid against his face, the body of Hawk collapsing to the ground from a shot to the head. Then bullets pounded against the walls of the building, stabbing holes into the warehouse as Ouyang and two other men reacted to the ambush.

One of his guys emptied a magazine on full auto at the security forces coming out. His bullets punched holes through vehicles and flesh. Before Ouyang could order him back, his body was riddled with bullets, momentarily twitching and dancing before collapsing into a lifeless heap.

“Fall back to that room!” Chan shouted, indicating a nearby office that offered some form of cover in the vastness of the warehouse.

Seconds after they retreated into the warehouse office, the entire place began filling with security forces as the volume of bullets being hurled at them tore the place apart. Ouyang and his last man fought like savage beasts, reaping a fearsome toll before it was down to just him.

Someone shouted in English and French, “We know only one of you is left. Surrender, and we’ll let you live.”

Surrender…huh, yeah, that could work, Ouyang thought. At this moment, he had the chance to determine how he would die—and he smiled as the plan formed in his mind.

Crawling on the ground, he grabbed his comrade’s final two grenades and the two he still had. He pulled the pins on two of them after affixing them to the straps of his body armor. The moment someone peeled it off him—boom. With his final two grenades held firmly in his hands, he shouted in English, “I’m surrendering, coming out now.”

He stood in the doorway for a moment, his hands obscuring the grenades he held. They shouted orders at him—demanding he walk forward slowly. With no visible weapons hanging from his tactical vest or leg holster, he’d gotten close enough before someone shouted, “Grenade!” as he tossed the frags toward his attackers. Then everything went black before he was able to hear them detonate.
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Chapter Twenty-One
The Embassy

US Embassy

Paris, France

Blain sat wordlessly in the conference room as the TV played softly in the background. The ambassador, retired General Robert “Robbie” Morrison, an old friend of the President’s, had locked the embassy down tighter than Fort Knox. With the recent arrival of a Marine FAST team and a battalion of French soldiers deployed outside the embassy, nothing was going to break through the perimeter they had established.

Following an hour-long debrief of the attack and what had happened after they’d arrived, the ambassador had brought him and Katrina to the conference room while they waited for the White House to figure out when he could speak to the President. Until then, they could only wait and replay the attack in their minds and question why they had lived when so many others had died.

“Can you turn that up?” Katrina asked, breaking the silence between them.

“Yeah, sure thing,” Blain responded as he realized the TV controller was next to him.

He hadn’t paid much attention to the channel playing in the background until he saw the headline and the video playing next to the BBC News anchor—it now had his full attention as he increased the volume.

“We’re receiving alarming reports of attacks targeting senior government officials across multiple European cities today. While details remain unconfirmed, witnesses are describing scenes of chaos and destruction outside civic centers and intelligence agency headquarters.

“An assault of this magnitude points to a shocking breakdown in security across the EU. It has frightened people asking what will happen next and what the government can do to stop it. Meanwhile, speculation is swirling about Chinese involvement, given the ongoing war and the scale and precision of these coordinated strikes.

“We caution that these events remain unsubstantiated until someone from the government makes an official statement. Given the climate of fear and uncertainty bred by this terrible war, we urge the public to remain calm and continue to shelter in place until authorities can restore order and end the emergency lockdown of London.

“Rest assured, we will bring you the facts as soon as they are properly confirmed. For now, remain alert but steadfast. Our freedoms have weathered worse threats than this throughout history. We will continue bringing you the latest on this still-unfolding situation as soon as we know more. Stay safe out there.”

“Jesus, Blain, are more attacks happening?” Katrina asked, barely above a whisper.

“I don’t know. Maybe. I’m sure there is a lot of confusion happening right now. We’ll probably know more in a few hours,” he tried to assure her.

It was moments like this when Blain had to remember that while he had served nearly two decades in Special Forces with deployments to the Balkans, Afghanistan, and Iraq, Katrina had not. This world of violence they had witnessed was not something she had lived through before. She was still trying to process what had happened.

“I’m going to jump over to DW-TV and see what the German-English channel is saying,” Blain said as he changed the channel. It didn’t take long to realize it replayed the same news as the BBC. He was about to turn the channel to an American station when he saw the anchor pause, then announce they had received breaking news from the BND, the German equivalent of the CIA.

“Pardon the interruption,” the DW-TV anchor said. “We have just received breaking news from Bundesnachrichtendienst…I…I don’t know how to say this given what we recently reported other than to say the BND has confirmed, as of just a few minutes ago, that the widespread reports of attacks on European officials and buildings earlier today were not actual attacks. Instead, they have been part of an elaborate deception. The BND determined that highly advanced computer techniques were used to digitally alter authentic footage of the real attack in Paris to create the appearance of strikes in multiple European cities simultaneously.

“These manipulated videos were then spread rapidly online, many of them going viral as they stoked fear and outrage before this ruse could be uncovered for what it is—a Chinese digital deepfake attack against the European allies. The head of the BND, Markus Fischer, said in a statement, ‘This was a despicable act aimed at the German people and our allies. This was meant to intimidate Germany into withdrawing from the alliance. It failed, and the people of Germany will not be intimidated.’”

The anchor stared into the camera once more. “We will continue reporting on this situation as facts come to light. For now, take comfort in knowing that beyond the dastardly attack in Paris today, these were not actual attacks across Europe or at home. Have faith in that and each other as allied forces continue to prosecute this AI war with China until victory is achieved.”

Blain heard the door to the conference room open, muting the TV as the ambassador walked into the room. “Oh good, you saw that DW report. I was just coming to tell you about it and let you know the White House should be calling to speak with you shortly,” Ambassador Morrison said as he made his way to the table with two others who had followed him in.

“Yeah, that was a startling discovery. Thank you again for working to get this call set up,” Blain replied, relieved that he would finally speak to the President.

“Yes, of course, Mr. Wilson. The call should be coming through shortly,” the ambassador said as he turned to the two individuals beside him. “This is Lain McGraw, my RSO. He heads up the embassy security. And this is the Chief of Station. We just call him Mr. Smith,” he said as he made the introductions.

Blain smiled at the reference to the embassy’s head spymaster. Over the years, he’d worked with plenty of “Mr. Smiths” during his time in Special Forces. He was about to start asking questions when the monitor came to life, and an image of the Situation Room at the White House appeared.

President Delgado was the first to speak. “Blain, Katrina—thank God the two of you are OK. I’m so sorry about what happened and the loss of two of your security detail during the attack—I can only imagine what you two have been through.”

“Thank you, Madam President, and we appreciate the concern. It was…unexpected. This entire attack caught us by surprise. If I may, there is important intelligence I received during my visit with Director Moreau that may help to shed light on a much broader plan that looks to be underway,” Blain replied, attempting to shift the conversation to what he urgently wanted to share.

“Yes, of course, please continue,” President Delgado urged.

Activating his tablet so he could access his notes, Blain recounted the discussion from earlier in the day. He highlighted the string of front companies and cutouts the Chinese intelligence had set up and appeared to still be running. He hypothesized that these companies were likely located near the production facilities for numerous critical defense items such as helicopters, armored vehicles, and munitions.

As he finished relaying what he felt was most critical, he said, “Ma’am, this last question I’d like to ask is for Generals Tazman and Langley.” He paused long enough to see the both of them perk up at the mention of their names. “Generals, at the end of our meeting with Director Moreau and his Director for Intelligence and Analysis, Dr. Lambert, I asked if they could pass along the intelligence they briefed us on to the CyberCom, the NSA, CIA, DIA, and Space Force so we could put our people and resources to work on helping them uncover this covert operation. My fear, gentlemen, is that a similar operation is also happening in our country. If it is, and I believe it is, we must squash it immediately. The moment they activate whatever their plan is—we’re screwed.”

Blain heard audible groans from the Situation Room as people began to piece together what he had just said.

Secretary of Defense Jack Kurtis was the first to comment. “Blain, in answer to your first question, I don’t think we have an answer just yet. But rest assured, we’re going to get to the bottom of this. No one attacks our National Security Advisor or our allies like this. Those drone swarms…that was barbaric. It’s one thing to unleash those on our soldiers—combatants. To unleash them on unarmed civilians…that’s a different kind of evil we’re dealing with.” He then pivoted to speak to the President. “Ma’am, what Blain just described is how the Iranians have steadily built their nuclear program. It’s how Russia evaded sanctions during the Second Ukrainian War. Jade Dragon has done the same thing in this case, except they aren’t trying to acquire banned components and equipment. They’re using it to smuggle in people and provide placement and access to position their people to carry out domestic attacks against some of our most vital and critical wartime production capabilities. We must make uncovering this the FBI and DHS’s number one priority.”

“We need to refocus Cicada on this. Let’s put our super-AI on this task to start helping us uncover these front companies and figure out who’s behind it all,” General Tazman added.

Blain saw a confused look on the President’s face as she turned to General Langley. “Mike, play devil’s advocate for me. How serious of a realistic threat is this when considering all the PLA sabotage teams we took down during the first year of the war? I only ask because, if I’m not mistaken, we have more than three hundred of them still in custody, and that’s after putting a thousand-plus of them in the dirt. Can they really have that many more teams still waiting to be activated right now?”

General Langley held his tongue as he thought for a second before speaking. “You ask a good question, ma’am. I don’t think I can properly play a devil’s advocate role in answering it because I think you’re asking the wrong question—”

“Oh really?” President Delgado interrupted. “OK, Mike, if I’m barking up the wrong tree, help a girl out. What am I missing here?”

Blain had to stifle a laugh at Maria’s question. He could tell she was finally trusting him after having relied on Admiral Thiel for guidance in these kinds of situations for years.

“Do you remember how during the War on Terrorism, the Bush and then Obama administrations had a phrase they used to say about terrorism every time the Patriot Act would come up for renewal? The heads of the NSA, CIA, and DNI would tell Congress, ‘We have to be right one hundred percent of the time. A terrorist only has to be right once,’ and that was the perpetual justification for renewing the Patriot Act over and over again. It wasn’t that they were concerned about hundreds or dozens of terrorist attacks. They were concerned about the one—and how powerful that singular event could be.

“In our case, ma’am, this threat is far more grave than the threat of a singular terrorist attack. For example, last year, the Iowa Army Ammunition Plant was destroyed due to a single cyberattack. It wasn’t a team of Chinese Special Forces or an insider threat that blew the place up from within. It resulted from a security breach and malware attack infiltrating the network via a software update. This was a custom-designed attack that went after a series of industrial control units, ultimately leading to an overpressure in a system that caused the entire facility to explode. That attack blew up forty-seven percent of production capacity to produce 155mm artillery shells and many other rifle munitions the plant produced. This forced us to take a several-month delay before we could begin our campaign to liberate Taiwan. It also severely constrained our forces in northern China, giving the PLA the time they needed to build the Dengta Line, which just cost us more than thirty thousand casualties to clear.

“In answering your question, ma’am, this is an existential threat we can’t ignore. We should use every possible resource to hunt these groups down before they’re activated,” General Langley explained as both rooms fell silent. After years of war, countless casualties, and immeasurable losses, victory was in sight—and suddenly, it could all come unglued if a certain series of events were to occur.

“Blain, I need you back here with me. Ambassador Morrison, how soon can travel safely be arranged to get my NSA back to Washington?” the President asked, a look of concern and uncertainty on her face.

“I think we can work something out with the French government to get Mr. Wilson and Ms. Katrina on their way to Washington in the coming hours,” answered Ambassador Morrison.

The President seemed relieved by his response. “Thank you, Ambassador; make it happen. Blain, get to the White House the moment you touch down. We need to talk. To everyone else—find these bastards, and do it quickly.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two
How Many Terminators a Month?

Area 43

Beijing, China

Mr. He approached Alex Mak at her computer terminal. He cleared his throat, and she looked up.

“I need you to take a break from your current project,” he announced.

“All right,” Alex replied.

“There’s an engineer you need to speak with right away,” Mr. He explained, motioning with his arm for her to follow him.

She nodded and followed along. He led her to the hangar where the Terracottas were being constructed.

A man who looked like he was keeping himself artificially awake via a caffeine IV drip ambled up to them. He eyed Alex suspiciously, but when Mr. He introduced her, he highlighted her progress with the GPS systems, and the engineer’s countenance lightened a bit.

“My name is Ji Haoyu, and I am one of the lead engineers on the Terracotta program. I hope that you live up to the strong introduction that Mr. He has given you, Alex, because we have a problem.”

“Why don’t you tell me about it?” Alex replied.

“We are having trouble sourcing parts for the thermal scanners. Our rate of production is being stymied by this shortage to the point that we are down by sixty percent.”

She suppressed the urge to smile at the knowledge that fewer of these killing machines were on the battlefield than they had hoped to have by now. Instead, she listened intently as Mr. Ji explained that the facility they were at had normally been cranking out five thousand units a month but was down to two thousand a month in its reduced capacity.

My God…they’re still producing two thousand a month…

“We have two larger factories that are nearly complete,” Mr. Ji continued. “And those facilities would have the capacity to produce fifteen thousand units a month—assuming we can keep them supplied with the necessary materials. I need you to work whatever magic you used with the GPS systems and amp up the supply line of the thermal scanners.”

“Absolutely,” Alex responded. “I’ll give your problem some thought. Perhaps I could meet with you around lunchtime and give you an update on my progress?”

Mr. Ji agreed. Alex did some research and mapped out a potential way to increase the supply, although she’d have to do some more work to increase the incoming amounts for the additional facilities.

She was secretly terrified to learn that there were this many of the Terracotta Warrior units being manufactured, and the thought that her work would speed up that process was horrifying. But her cover had to remain intact, or she would become useless to the allies.

At lunch, Alex explained her progress and somehow managed to casually ask how many Terracotta Warriors had already been built.

“Oh, don’t worry about that. We have more than enough of them built to slaughter the allies once the new software upgrade has been completed,” Mr. Ji replied with a maniacal laugh.

Alex joined in the joking, hiding the giant lump in her throat and the sick feeling in her stomach. After a bit more conversation, Mr. Ji freely gave away something close to an exact number of Terracotta Warriors that was enough to make her want to vomit.

That night, she sent an urgent communiqué to MI6, detailing what she’d discovered thus far. Prior to this new revelation, she had been confident that victory was all but certain. It was just a matter of time before the PLA finally collapsed from the weight of the continued allied onslaught. Now…she wasn’t so sure. In fact, she realized that Jade Dragon might have found a way to pull out a victory from the jaws of defeat and stun the allies like it had during the opening days of the war.

Can we really have come this far only to lose in the final moments of the war?
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Chapter Twenty-Three
Mallorca Conference

Castillo Hotel Son Vida

Palma de Mallorca, Spain

President Maria Delgado had never actually been to Mallorca before. It had been talked up to her as the “Davos of Spain,” to the point that she was sort of expecting to see gold-plated cows roaming the hillside. However, the drive in from the airport had been rather unimpressive—just a lot of regular apartment buildings one might expect to see in any developing nation. It almost felt like she’d accidentally gone to Colombia instead.

When “the beast” pulled up to the gated entrance of her hotel, though, it all made sense. The building was a literal castle that had been turned into accommodations for the world’s rich and famous. The views from atop the hill were stunning: besides the other very high-end residences nearby, she could see out all the way across the island and down to the coast. The weather was clear and she could even see the main cathedral in the city below from her vantage point.

After walking on marble floors past enormous paintings, portraits of Spanish nobility of the past and battle scenes of old, Maria checked in to the luxurious suite that would house her—it definitely lived up to the hype. But she wasn’t here for a vacation, no matter how much she might need one. She was here for the same thing that people really went to Davos for—the connections.

When Maria walked into the Saló del Baró, where her meeting was to take place, she was so overtaken by the beauty of the room with its nearly floor-to-ceiling paintings of nobles along the Spanish countryside, the sparkling crystal chandeliers, and the ornate place settings on the dark wooden table before her that she found herself staring at it all before realizing she hadn’t greeted the Indian Prime Minister yet.

Prime Minister Prakash seemed amused by this small breach of protocol. He stood just to the left of the table, smirking. Maria quickly walked over and shook his hand.

“First time here, huh?” he asked with a laugh.

“That obvious?” she replied with a chuckle.

“I suppose if I hadn’t grown up vacationing here, I might have the same reaction,” Prakash responded. He motioned with his hand toward the table. “Please, let’s sit.”

Maria took her place and a steward offered them both some wine before leaving the two of them alone except for their ever-present security details.

“So…I won’t waste time,” said Prime Minister Prakash. “I know that you Americans like to get straight to business, and if I’m being honest, I’d like to get back to enjoying the amenities of the hotel. What do you think of the deal?”

Maria hesitated. She’d been thinking about what to say for some time. “Honestly, I don’t see a better path forward,” she admitted.

“Good. So you accept?” asked Prakash.

“Mostly,” Maria replied. “I will have to insist that allied forces remain in China for up to a year postwar, until you are able to prepare the Indian peacekeeping force to assume control.”

“That seems reasonable,” Prakash responded.

“And I have thoughts about what needs to happen in Beijing.”

“Which are?”

“The allies will maintain an ‘occupation’ force in Beijing, similar to how Berlin was administered following the end of World War II. The allies will act in an advisory role and assist the country of China as they transition from communism to a form of government the people will accept and support,” Maria explained.

“Huh. The US doesn’t have the best track record with occupations,” Prakash teased. Maria wasn’t offended. Rather, she was pleased that even in this serious situation, he managed to keep things lighthearted.

“You aren’t wrong,” Maria admitted. “But this isn’t intended to be a nationwide occupation. This would strictly be an advisory role to assist the new government while they get themselves established and the country begins the process of recovering from the war. Allied military forces will work hand in glove with Indian security forces to maintain law and order across the Capital District. It’s only inside Beijing that the allies will be in charge.”

“Hmm…,” said Prakash, sounding a bit uneasy. “What else do you need in order to accept the deal?”

“I believe that the allies should maintain a small military footprint of forces around the Tianjin, Shanghai, and Hong Kong areas. This will allow allied forces to support the Indian peacekeeping forces and give a foothold in the event that you need us to redeploy forces to China to maintain regional security.”

PM Prakash swirled his glass of wine and took a sip. “Honestly, Maria, I don’t like the arrangement. But I do think I can make it work. The point is for this overarching security plan to bring about a better future for China than past US postwar occupations.”

Maria was relieved. The two of them signaled for food to be brought in, and after hashing out some additional details, they just enjoyed their delicious meal and their surroundings.

*******

Maria retired to her room near the top floor, pulling off her heels and crashing backward onto the bed.

I hope this works, she thought. The reshuffling of the debt would give her administration a chance to breathe again, and right the country’s financial ship. She was excited about the possibility of focusing on some of the things she had actually gotten elected to achieve: improving the US economy by becoming a leader in clean natural gas extraction, investing in next-generation nuclear energy, and encouraging innovation toward hydrogen-powered engine technology.

She picked up her phone and called her Chief of Staff.

“How’s Mallorca?” asked Hanna Hoover jovially.

“I could see myself coming back here for an actual vacation sometime,” Maria admitted. “But I know that’s not what you meant. I want you to set up an in-person meeting with the allied leaders to discuss the Indian proposal. I’ve agreed to it, and I’m going to request that the others do as well.”

“I’ll get right on it, boss,” Hanna replied.

“Thanks, Hanna.”

She kept the call short. All the stress was catching up to her, and she decided to just go ahead and take a nap.

As she was falling asleep, she started to dream of her upcoming conversation with the allied leaders.

What will come next after this war? the German Prime Minister asked her in her dream.

Maria tossed and turned. So many competing thoughts clouded her mind. She thought about whether America should maintain NATO or end that alliance and start something new. She wondered whether or not the allies would go for the Indian plan. She went down every rabbit trail of what every person in the room could say.

She woke up in a cold sweat. That attempt at sleep wasn’t doing her any good.

Maria spoke to one of the Secret Service agents and asked if they could set it up so she could take a swim. After a little while, she was given the all-clear.

The hotel had multiple smaller pools. She picked one and took a dip. The views of the surrounding hills reminded her of the scenery near the San Francisco Bay Area, maybe around Orinda. As she treaded water and looked out to the beauty around her, some of her worries washed away.

Her mind started to think more clearly. She realized that once the war was over, a new alliance needed to be considered—one that wasn’t restricted to Europe but that was formed on mutual beliefs, values, and respect. Unlike NATO, she would ensure that members who failed to uphold their end of the deal were able to be removed from the alliance. Nations would contribute and honor their commitments or find themselves kicked out of the alliance—the era of free-riders was over.

She did her best thinking in the water. By the end of her swim, she felt she had mentally solved a lot of the world’s problems. Climbing out of the pool, she felt something she hadn’t felt in a while—optimism about the future.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
The War Room

White House

Washington, D.C.

In the gloom of a late Washington evening, Vice President Mike Madden studied the stoic edifice of the White House one last time before sliding into the back seat of the armored Cadillac. Maria’s National Security Advisor, Blain Wilson, was seated beside him, already back at work. Mike observed him momentarily as he consulted a series of reports, their grim content reflected in the furrows on his brow. He had to admit, Blain was the hardest-working man in government he’d ever met. Having joined the President’s ticket as an elder statesman and business outsider, Mike hadn’t worked directly with many individuals from the government. His impression of those who worked in government was about the same as everyone else’s—not very good. Blain, however, had completely changed that perspective.

Waiting for the Secret Service to get them underway, Mike watched pensively as Blain read through a series of documents he’d retrieved from the locked classified bag he’d carried with him from his office. Seeing the man work so hard made it impossible for him not to feel a familiar tension creep into his shoulders—a tension that felt akin to the weight of the world, the weight of this war pressing down on them like the chains of oppression. With Operation Iron Tempest still ongoing, there was little left to do other than to watch and wait.

Then Mike heard the Secret Service agent next to him say something muffled into his sleeve mic before closing the door. Once they’d been sealed inside their armored vehicle, the evening noise of the city faded to a dull low hum. Then the vehicle’s engine with its reinforced chassis came to life, the driver shifting it into gear as the motorcade got underway.

The convoy pulled away from the White House, their escorts cutting a path through the city. They were moving with a purpose—an order from the President. They were on their way to the Pentagon to meet with its leaders and the officers leading this war, deciding its outcome.

Turning south onto Fourteenth Street NW, Mike saw people walking about along the sidewalks, entering restaurants and local shops still open. He had to remind himself it was only 8 p.m. on a Friday night. People were doing their best to enjoy the evening, whether that included meeting up with friends for a drink or a dinner out on the town.

For those not fighting the war, life seems to carry on…, he thought, watching the motorcade drive through the city.

“Long night, Blain?” Madden broke the silence, his voice both cordial and concerned.

Wilson’s eyes flickered as he placed the report down he’d been reading. “A little jet-lagged, sure. But we can sleep when we’re dead…or when the war ends.”

They laughed, breaking the tension that seemed to build as they approached the Fourteenth Street Bridge and neared the Potomac—the Pentagon looming large on the opposite bank.

Sitting back in his seat, he let Blain get back to what he was doing. He knew Blain had just flown in from Nellis earlier in the day. Mike hadn’t had a chance to talk too much with him prior to their meeting in the Oval with the boss. She’d been insistent on them getting over to the Pentagon and getting an update on how the war was progressing. A lot was riding on them being able to crush the First PLA Army once and for all, capturing Shenyang in the process. They had to win this war before more of those humanoid machines—Terracotta Killers, they called them—were mass produced. Those machines terrified him, and he wasn’t even a soldier having to face them. Those kids are braver than me…we are lucky to have such men and women as them…

Closing his eyes as the vehicle crossed onto the bridge, he wanted to enjoy a few moments’ reprieve before they arrived and he would be faced once again with having to make the tough calls that often resulted in men and women having to die for their country. God, I hate this war…it wasn’t supposed to be like this…

As they rode in silence, he did have to admit, he enjoyed this part of the job. Nothing cut through rush hour or D.C. traffic like being chauffeured by the Secret Service in a bulletproof Cadillac.

I will miss this when our term is done…

“Mr. Vice President, Rapid Dragon—did we make the right decision?” Blain asked, uncertainty in his voice.

“Blain, we played our hand. No sense in second-guessing. The decision was made at the outset of the operation—it can’t be unmade. Now we live with it, and we learn to accept it. If we don’t—it’ll cause us to doubt every other decision we still need to make before this war is over, and we have too many people counting on us to let that happen,” Mike replied confidently before giving Blain a warm, grandfatherly smile.

It was the same kind of smile he often gave to Maria when he thought she was doubting herself. His grandfather had once told him that sometimes a person just needs to be assured that they are making the right decision. It was some of the best business advice his grandfather had given him shortly after he’d joined the family business.

“That’s good advice, sir,” Blain responded. His voice was steadier despite the tension etched deeper into his face. “I suppose we’ll find out how things are shaking out soon enough.”

Just then the car descended into the bowels of the River Entrance, pulling to a smooth halt as they arrived at their destination. The Secret Service agents hopped out of their vehicles, moving to secure the area before opening the door for the Vice President.

Mike was about to open the door, letting the agents know he was ready to exit the vehicle. Pausing before doing so, he turned to Blain. “Ready?” Blain gave him a nod, a flash of determination in his eyes. A fleeting silence fell upon the two of them in the vehicle, broken only by the opening of the doors when Mike let the agents know they were ready.

*******

BB3 357 – Joint Operations Center

Pentagon

Arlington, Virginia

Vice President Mike Madden exited the vehicle, the National Security Advisor following behind him. Madden watched as the Secret Service moved to their flanks, a protective bubble forming around them as he started to walk towards the entrance. Then a figure standing near the door, stiff in military dress, moved towards them—stepping into the light. It was General Michael Langley, the newly appointed Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, who had stepped forward to greet them.

The general saluted smartly, his posture as unyielding as his resolve. “Mr. Vice President, Mr. Wilson,” he greeted, his voice echoing slightly in the cavernous entranceway.

“General Langley,” Madden responded, reciprocating the salute. He could sense the tension in the air, the same tension that had been his companion since the start of this campaign.

Together, the trio ventured deeper into the Pentagon, the mazelike hallways stretching before them. As they walked deeper into the bowels of the giant building, towards the set of elevators that would take them to the subterranean levels where the J-Ops center was located, the chattering personnel walking the halls of the building that never slept gave way to the entourage passing through. It wasn’t often that the Vice President or President visited the Pentagon. When they did, it usually meant something big had happened or was about to happen.

“Update on Shenyang?” Madden asked, his gaze trained forward, his thoughts still trained on a video posted on X that he’d seen earlier in the day from a particular war correspondent he followed.

The reporter had captured a scene of fighting that was brutal, graphic, and raw, depicting a handful of soldiers following closely behind an Abrams main battle tank somewhere in northern Shenyang. He couldn’t get over the level of damage to the surrounding area as the tank cautiously moved forward, then fired it’s main gun before a storefront exploded further down the street. It was a cruel reminder of how unforgiving war often was and how devastating it often was to those caught up in it.

Langley responded, his voice echoing through the sterile hallway, “There’s progress being made, and it’s having the impact we’ve hoped for. It appears our gamble with Rapid Dragon has paid off. The enemy force around the Suihua Line is in shambles. The ground assault in the North is ongoing, obviously. But General Sink now believes the NATO-North Forces are likely to break through the Suihua Line. If that happens—its only fifty-two miles to Harbin. Eighth Army’s spearhead through the Dengta Line—well, it may have been the push that was needed to collapse the entirety of Northern China.”

“Wow, it’s confirmed we have a breakthrough in the Suihua Line?” Wilson interjected excitedly.

“Yes and no, Mr. Wilson. In some areas, the PLA has rallied reinforcements to plug the gaps—blunting what looked like the beginnings of a breakout before reinforcements were brought forward. In other areas—and I must stress these are smaller, localized breaks in the line—we have reports that the Polish 10th Armored Brigade may have broken through into the enemy rear areas. Bringing us back to Shenyang, the 67th Armored Regiment is beginning to near the 4th Ring Road near the Puhe River.

“I must caution you before you gentlemen get excited—this progress we have been making toward the Puhe River has come at a cost. I also believe it’s likely we are beginning to see the final deathrows of the First PLA Army. Should we be able to finish them off here, in Shenyang, it will signal the beginning of the end of this war,” General Langley explained as they reached the elevator, stepping in.

“I agree, but how has this impact our other operation, Crimson Tide?” Madden inquired.

Langley grimaced at the question. “Let’s just say I’m more optimistic about the success of it now than I was before the start of this operation. Once the majority of combat operations begin to wind down, we are going to need some time to rest and refit our units. We’ll need to allow our supply and logistics catch up as we try to rebuild our munition stores in preparation for the next operation.”

Madden shook his head. The Eighth Army was supposed to have broken through what the intelligence folks had said was a weak spot in the enemy lines. The initial plan had predicted a swift breakthrough leading to the collapse of the forces in and around Shenyang. Instead, they were now halfway into their second month of this campaign and now it was looking like they were going to need a few months afterwards to regroup. To say he wasn’t happy was an understatement.

“This has been a tough campaign, Mr. Vice President. But breaking the back of the First PLA Army and sacking the entirety of Northern China—this is worth the delay to Crimson Tide if that’s what it comes down to,” Wilson offered confidently.

“How’s the air situation?” Wilson asked Langley. “What kind of losses are we looking at?”

The elevator dinged, the doors opening as the Secret Service agents moved into the hall. The group continued down the corridor, towards a set of doors guarded by a pair of uniformed Marines. When the Marines saw Langley and Madden walking towards them, they snapped to attention, waiting for the two to approach before they’d render a salute.

Langley’s voice boomed in the empty corridor as he explained, “It’s a fight, sir, no two ways about it. Near as we can tell, Jade Dragon must view this as one of the culminating battles that will decide the outcome of the war. They’re bringing everything they can to bear in this fight. Despite that, and despite their best efforts to hinder us, like them, we have been throwing everything we have into this fight. Drones, UCAVs, helos, close-air support, whatever the commanders on the ground have asked for—we’re delivering,” espoused Langley, the urgency in his tone doing more to indicate the gravity of the situation than his words.

The Marines guarding the entrance rendered a sharp salute, offering the greeting of the evening as Madden returned their salute, stopping for a moment as he offered a few words of thanks and encouragement.

“Sir, before we go inside, I want to warn you,” Langley began, his hand on the door handle, his eyes locked onto Madden’s. “This will be the first time anyone from the White House has visited the Joint Operations Center since I became the new Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. I wanted to give you a heads-up because I run things differently than how Admiral Thiel ran things. That’s not to say I didn’t like his process—I just have my own way of running things.

“When we go inside, it’s going to look chaotic in comparison. It’s going to be loud, and it may look disorganized. I want to assure you, however, that it is anything but disorganized or chaotic. I have reorganized the Ops Center to run how I believe it should so I can stay abreast of what’s happening and provide the President with the best possible military counsel. The officers and NCOs inside are among the best and brightest our military has to offer. They’re pulling all-nighters, they’re working through weekends and holidays to ensure our war fighters have everything they need to win and survive on the battlefield. With that said, I’d like to welcome you to J-Ops.”

*******

Blain liked General Langley—a lot. He was a no-nonsense, hard-charging Marine whose career motto was best defined as “lead, follow, or get out of my way,” which made him a likable commander, respected by those he led. As a former SOF commander himself, Blain had embraced this motto, having learned quickly in his career that soldiers will charge the gates of hell if they see you leading the charge. No one liked or respected the kinds of officers who led from the rear, often from an air-conditioned room with work hours of seven to three.

Losing Admiral Thiel, especially since he’d held the position a few years prior to the war, had felt like a kick to the gut. Blain had developed a great respect and working relationship with him over the years and was truly devastated when he’d heard the news about his wife’s cancer. He had talked about the retirement plans, the house in Wyoming they were going to build once the war was over. Now, with news of her cancer and how fast it had spread throughout her body, his mind and heart were elsewhere, as they should be. It had come as no surprise when he’d told the President he would finish out the final weeks of his extended term, but he had no desire to stay on a day longer than necessary. When he’d recommended Langley as his replacement, Blain’s respect for the man had only grown. The two were almost polar opposites, sparring from time to time during heated briefings in the early days of the war. But Langley had proven himself adept at rebalancing and recalibrating the Corps to meet the challenges in combating Jade Dragon.

“Welcome to J-Ops,” General Langley declared as he pushed open the doors and led them in.

When they entered the room, they stood there for a second, taking the scene in, absorbing the frenetic activity happening throughout the room. As Blain stood there, he now understood Langley’s heads-up.

Wow, he wasn’t joking…this place is laid out completely different from the last time I was here, Blain thought to himself as the general led them to the tank, the partially sunken semicircle that descended almost an entire floor until it leveled out in what functioned as a stage at the bottom with a conference table and chairs facing back towards the three rows of tables and chairs with placards denoting names and positions behind them. Hanging from the ceiling at an angle that allowed those seated at the conference table at the bottom the best possible views were additional monitors.

The way the tank had been built was to give the principals seated at the bottom conference table the ability to look up at the various desks and briefers providing the day’s information. Should a question arise, it was easy to identify who could answer it or who was responsible for it. The setup allowed for quick delivery of information and quicker responses to questions as they were asked. In a war where the battlefield consisted of information as much as it did of tanks and fighter planes, the tank was one of those revolutionary IT integration projects that actually worked and, for once, provided the decision-makers with the information they needed to make rapid decisions and then move on to the next order of business.

As the three of them took their seats, Blain looked up at the various monitors staring back at them, taking the displays in and marveling at how he was watching in real time. Actual ISR footage of tanks in combat and infantry soldiers engaging the enemy while a steward poured a fresh cup of coffee before the briefing got started.

“Can you believe this, Blain? I still marvel at this every time I see it,” Madden whispered to him. He pointed to a monitor on their right—a label above the monitor said ISR Four-Charley.

The image, appearing in digital high-def, showed a grouping of six armored vehicles preparing themselves to advance and join an attack that appeared to be ongoing. The group itself, a mix of three Abrams battle tanks and three Bradley infantry fighting vehicles, was the next in line to travel through a minefield before reaching the enemy. Then puffs of black smoke appeared near the vehicles. Dirt was thrown into the sky from the explosions—scattering about in the air before falling back to the ground. Then suddenly, as one, the metallic beasts came to life. These armored chariots of war were now on the move. It was slow at first. Deliberate movements as they weaved their way along cleared paths through the minefields. On occasion, a burning wreck entered the frame near the edges, just opposite denoted paths the sappers had cleared—grim reminders of what had happened to those who’d strayed from the path before them.

Blain stared at the monitor, the voices around him becoming background noise as he found it impossible to look away. His curiosity piqued, he had to see what would happen to these vehicles, to these soldiers within them. The vehicles started to pick up the pace, their maneuvers synchronized, rehearsed, practiced as they exited the minefield and into more open ground. Then black splotches appeared around them, near them—a drizzle of artillery shells lazily raining across the terrain between the minefield they’d exited and the tank ditches they now approached. Then a metallic beast belched a brief tongue of fire and flame from its cannon—two more joining in as the tanks engaged something out of view.

“Good evening, Mr. Wilson,” boomed the voice of Jack Kurtis, his figure towering in front of him—Blain’s view of the battle now obstructed.

Blain felt his cheeks redden, realizing his attention had drifted to the actions of ISR Four-Charley at the expense of what he was here to partake in.

“It can be distracting, almost overwhelming if you ask me,” commented Jack as he pulled the chair opposite him out and took a seat.

Blain smiled as he commented, “Distracting is one way to put it. I don’t know that I could be around this much live footage and not find myself getting drawn into it.”

“Eventually, it’s something you get used to if you work around it long enough,” commented General Stavridis as he took his seat.

Sitting opposite Blain was Secretary of Defense Jack Kurtis. He was a man of imposing stature, his face a mask of controlled intensity. Seated beside him was General Kurt Stavridis, the Army Chief of Staff. The expression on his face told Blain he was stressed. Given the weight of the operation still in its early hours, that was understandable.

On the wall of monitors behind them were the faces of General Don Baxter, the INDOPACOM Commander out of Hawaii, and General Bob Sink, the Eighth Army commander out of Camp Humphreys, Korea. The expressions on their faces, even through the pixelated images, were etched with the gravity of their commands.

“Mr. Vice President, Mr. Wilson,” Kurtis began, his voice steady as he got things going. “As you are aware, we are now approaching the sixth week since the start of Iron Tempest. I’m not going to pretend things are moving along smoothly and we haven’t encountered stiffer resistance than we anticipated or some unintended problems along the way. This fight has turned into the kind of brutal slugfest we had hoped it wouldn’t, but that is neither here nor there. We have to deal with the situations as they’re presented to us, not the ones we wish had been presented.

“That said, there are some bright spots to report and developments happening away from the battlefield that are having significant impacts on the enemy’s performance. Before this briefing ends, I will make sure to apprise you of these developments so you can pass them along to the President. In the meantime, focusing on reaching the 4th Ring Road and the Puhe River, I would like to begin by sharing some recent developments within the battle space controlled by the 1st Armored and 1st Cavalry Divisions,” Kurtis explained, to the delight of the VP.

“I appreciate that, Jack. We all knew the start of an offensive, particularly one against a heavily entrenched enemy, was going to face some stiff resistance. Of course, we would all love it if the enemy just threw in the towel and gave up. But that was never a realistic option, so I appreciate not being pandered to like it was. Now you mentioned some progress being made or some sort of development occurring in the 1st AD AOR? Can you elaborate on that for us?” directed the VP as he readied his pen to scribble some notes.

“Yes, of course. Kurt, why don’t you go ahead and share the latest development from the 1st AD?” responded Kurtis, addressing the Army Chief of Staff.

“Sure thing, Mr. Secretary. If you’ll pardon me just a moment, Mr. Vice President, while I pull some maps up to help me walk you through what’s happening.”

While the Army Chief of Staff took a moment to ready himself, Blain caught the VP staring at the same image, ISR Four-Charley, as it followed a grouping of armored vehicles moving steadily towards the enemy lines. If he wasn’t mistaken, it looked like they had covered some distance since he had last seen them. He wasn’t sure why, but for some reason he felt like this grouping of armored vehicles was more akin to the tide of an ocean—its movements like the rolling of a wave, steadily moving closer to the shore, its strength and power growing until it crashed against the beach, washing away whatever was in its path.

General Kurt Stavridis cleared his throat as he began, “Mr. Vice President, Mr. Wilson, this section of the Huishan district is the area of operations under the control of the 1st Armored Division here, here, and this spot here. To their left is the 1st Cavalry Division’s AOR, and further to their left is the AOR under the control of V Corps, and I Corps along the left flank.”

As the general spoke, map images appeared on the monitor with small icons denoting specific battalions and brigades from each of the divisions. Opposite the US and allied forces were those of the First PLA Army under General Song Fu.

“Our forces have continued to encounter heavy resistance here.” Stavridis pointed to a cluster of heavily fortified enemy positions. “This is also the point in their lines where we’ve managed to break through the first layer in their defensive line, and just prior to your arrival, we received a report that elements from the 67th Armored Regiment have found a seam in the second layer of their defensive works right here.” The general pointed excitedly. “The report stated they had punched a hole through it and were now in the process of pushing additional units through it.”

On the screen denoting General Sink, the Eighth Army commander chimed in, his voice steady and crisp over the secure line. “This is a big deal, Mr. Vice President. This network of trenches and earthen defensive works they built along the edges of the city has held us up from pressing further north. It’s been weeks of hell for the units attacking these positions. And it’s cost us dearly in terms of lives and equipment, but I can assure you, the morale of these units remains high. Especially now that word is spreading across the lines of their breakthrough.”

Blain had kept his eyes on the drone footage while General Sink had spoken. When he heard a momentary pause, he asked his own questions before someone else could. “This sounds good, General, and congrats to the 67th on their breaking through. But what about the enemy? How are they responding? Are they counterattacking? Are they giving ground—falling back to yet another defensive line we will need to fight through?”

Instead of General Sink responding to the volley of questions Blain had just hurled, the image of General Baxter stirred on the monitor, his face hardened as he responded. “They’re doing what soldiers do, Mr. Wilson. They’re putting up a hell of a fight and making our guys pay for every inch of ground they take. But given the sluggish response to our breakthrough as reserve units further behind the lines are either slow to react or not reacting at all, this leaves us to speculate that maybe, just maybe, our continued aerial strikes against said units has either incapacitated them or attrited their force to a point they can’t respond.

“In any case, Mr. Wilson, as our reserve forces move to exploit these newly formed gaps in their lines, the enemy will have to choose if they want to fight and die in place or if he’s going to withdraw his forces in hopes of saving them to fight another day—”

“And who’s the one making that decision in light of our capture of General Song?” Madden interrupted.

Baxter brushed the interruption off as he explained, “If this AI, Jade Dragon, was not in the picture, then his deputy would naturally assume command until a permanent replacement was identified. However, Jade Dragon has likely been the guiding hand behind many of the PLA strategies and troop movements. I think it’s safe to assume the AI is aware of General Song’s absence and has assumed command or at least taken control of issuing orders to the units for the time being.”

As Baxter finished speaking, the room fell silent, the tension palpable.

“Well, gentlemen, that’s why the President sent me and Blain over to speak with you at this late hour.” Madden’s commanding voice cut through the room. “While Jade Dragon has certainly given the world a run for its money, let’s not forget that until it figures out how to replace the average PLA soldier with one of those newfangled TK things, it still has to work by, with, and through flesh-and-blood soldiers. Soldiers that require food, sleep, and morale to continue fighting. We are on the right side of history in this war—liberators in opposition to those who seek to oppress. So let’s dispense with any negative thinking or emotions. Now’s the time to roll up our sleeves and finish them off.”


Volume Eight
Chapter Twenty-Five
The Butchers’ Bill

Situation Room, White House

Washington, D.C.

President Maria Delgado looked at the numbers in disbelief. They can’t be that high—can they? She felt numb—she was dumbstruck as General Langley continued to go over the tally of wounded, missing, and killed in action. Not since Korea, or even World War II, had the US suffered this many casualties during a military campaign.

“Do you have any questions, Madam President, before I move to the next slide to go over the material costs from the campaign?” asked the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, General Michael Langley.

Maria had many questions she wanted to ask, but the sad look on the hard-chargin’ Marine’s face made her question if she should. Then without thinking, she blurted, “My God, what have I done? In little more than six weeks, four thousand allied and eleven thousand American soldiers dead…another twenty-three thousand wounded since I authorized Iron Tempest.”

“No, ma’am!” Blain Wilson countered forcefully. “It was the enemy that killed our soldiers and our allies. Not you. Don’t ever think that, ma’am. No matter what we do or how we do it, the enemy always gets a vote—and it’ll always be against you.” He paused briefly, then said, “Ma’am, we didn’t start this war. Jade Dragon did. These losses…they’re terrible—no two ways about it. But you know what’s more terrible? What’s worse than this? Knowing that our people, our families, will be subjugated by some cruel, heartless AI machine that values life and humanity with no more regard than simple ones and zeros.

“I know this is tough to take in, but the alternative is so much worse,” said Blain “All our soldiers know why they’re fighting this war and what’s at risk should we lose it. We aren’t fighting to win or fighting for some belief—we’re fighting for the right to have our own thoughts, to live, and live freely as we choose. Our soldiers are sacrificing their lives on the altar of freedom and individual choice so that our entire society and families will have a future not controlled by the dictates of some dystopian machine that, at best, is tacitly controlled by the hands of a few evil men, or at worst, is an autonomous AI that can’t understand the value of human life.” Blain’s voice began to crack, his eyes watering as he fought against the emotions just beneath the surface.

“Blain’s right,” Secretary Kurtis chimed in, wiping a tear of his own.

As the President saw her generals show emotion, she felt herself starting to lose the ever-present control she maintained in the presence of people. When she looked back to her Secretary of Defense, she saw the look on his face change, almost like a switch had been flicked. His voice hardened as he spoke.

“Madam President, if we don’t defeat Jade Dragon now, while we have the PLA against the ropes, none of this will have mattered. We are fighting to the end, with only one of our sides winning. This AI must be defeated and dismantled before this fight is over—”

“I agree, Jack!” shouted the President. “But this butchery…these kinds of casualties…my God, Jack! This operation hadn’t played out anything close to what I was briefed on before I approved it. For God’s sake, do we even have the combat power, equipment, or munitions left to launch Crimson Tide after our pyrrhic victory?”

General Langley stepped in before Jack could respond. “Yes, we will still have the necessary resources to launch Crimson Tide, and no, Madam President, this was not a pyrrhic victory by any means. We have Shenyang under our control, and nearly half of the First PLA Army was either captured or destroyed. Add in the conclusion of combat operations in Taiwan. Our supply situation will greatly improve. I’d also like to point out that while Iron Tempest did, unfortunately, turn into the bloody nightmare we had hoped to avoid, we also achieved nearly every military objective and then some, especially with the capture of General Song Fu. In terms of prisoners—General Stavridis, how many POWs did the allies process during the campaign?”

Without glancing at his notes, the Army Chief of Staff declared, “One hundred and ninety-two thousand, five hundred and thirty-one.”

“Thank you, General. The importance of the capture of General Song Fu, the overall commander of the First PLA Army, cannot be overstated. He is arguably the most competent and popular field commander they had,” General Langley explained. “When we factor in the number of prisoners and PLA casualties, both dead and wounded, we have effectively removed some three hundred and thirty thousand soldiers from the chessboard. With Shenyang under our control, it’s only a matter of time before the remaining enemy forces in northern China capitulate.”

Surprisingly, she felt better after hearing the Chairman explain how, despite the losses, they had essentially accomplished the primary goals of the campaign—the destruction or incapacitation of the First PLA Army.

“OK, Mike, does that mean we’re ready to move forward with Crimson Tide?” she asked, unsure what General Langley might say.

“No, we are not. With this campaign drawing to an end, the units that are involved in the next operation need some time to rest and refit. Many of these units suffered twenty to thirty percent casualty rates—they need replacements and those replacements need a little training prior to the start of this campaign,” General Langley replied. His response caught her off guard. The original timeline to start the final phase to end this war was still two weeks away. Clearly that had shifted without anyone telling her.

She was about to ask about the delay when Secretary Kurtis interjected, “There’s also a slight hiccup to Falling Stars. That’s another reason we’ll need to delay. We would like more certainty that Meteor Impact is still happening. As you know, the timing between the two of them is critical.”

The response caused her heart to skip a beat. She could feel her blood pressure rising as her mind raced with thoughts about this so-called wonder weapon to destroy Jade Dragon suddenly having a problem. Locking eyes with Secretary Kurtis, she asked, “Oh great—is this still going to work? When was someone going to tell me about our units needing a break before we start the next campaign?”

“That’s my fault, Madam President,” replied Secretary Kurtis. “I should have made you aware of this problem earlier.”

Maria shook her head. “Fine,” she said, her annoyance apparent. “What kind of delay are we talking about?”

“Two, two and half months.”

“Whoa, you got to be kidding me. Really?” she questioned, in shock. She had expected delays when developing cutting-edge technologies, but this was far beyond what she could have anticipated.

She stared at General Hamlin for a moment as she decided. With her decision made, she turned to General Langley and Secretary Kurtis, shaking her head. “Two and a half months is too much. I’ll give you two months. After that, we’re going in with the troops we have and with or without Meteor Strike. Am I clear, gentlemen?”

“Yes, ma’am. Crystal,” replied General Langley, marching orders in hand.


Volume Eight
Chapter Twenty-Six
Ports & Rangers

B Company, 3rd Battalion, 75th Rangers

Marine Corps Air Station Iwakuni

Iwakuni, Japan

“Come on, Dekker! Push! Push! You got this!” shouted Staff Sergeant Barry Ezell.

Almost there…just a bit more, Dekker’s inner voice insisted, pushing him to finish the final set.

Clink.

“There you go! You did it. See, I told you you could add another twenty pounds and knock out a full set,” Ezell encouraged as they started putting some of the weights away.

“Man, Ezell, that felt good. This gym, the Hornet’s Nest—this place is nice,” Dekker commented as he finished putting away the last plate on the rack.

“Yeah, but is it as nice as Smith Fitness Center back at Fort Benning?” his gym partner retorted as they grabbed their water bottles on their way to the exit.

Laughing at Ezell, Dekker shook his head. “You mean Fort Moore? Come on, man, you know that’s not even fair to these jarheads. You know they get our hand-me-downs after we’ve worn our crap out or Congress buys us the next shiny object,” he joked.

“Haha, yeah, I suppose you’re right,” Ezell laughed as the Marine manning the desk near the door shot them a dirty look. “Oops, I think he overheard us.” The two laughed again as they exited the gym.

“Eh, I suppose we should be more mindful of our surroundings,” Dekker replied in a serious tone as he pointed toward the MCX, the AAFES version of an Army Shoppette store or a 7-Eleven convenience store to civilians.

“Hey, Ezell, here’s a joke for you. Why did the Marine refuse a penny for his thoughts?” asked Dekker mischievously.

Ezell snickered at where this was going, replying, “Um, got me. Why?”

“Change is hard,” Dekker explained, funnily contorting his face while overly pronouncing the word hard in a thick Southern drawl. The pair laughed as they grabbed a few drinks and snacks to carry back to the barracks.

As they exited the MCX, heading to the barracks their platoon was bunked in, Dekker’s demeanor turned serious. “Hey, all kidding aside, Ezell. At the 1400 hour formation this afternoon, Major Meacham is going to announce a forty-eight-hour pass to the company. When we get back to the barracks, I want you to instill the fear of God in your squad about this pass. So help me God, if I get a call from the first sergeant about any of your soldiers fighting off base or getting in trouble with the local po-po…let’s just say it won’t go well for them or you. Got me?”

“Roger that, Sergeant First Class. Is this for real—we’re getting a forty-eight-hour pass?” he asked, unsure if Dekker was still joking or serious.

“Yeah, it’s real. They put it out at the Commander’s Calls this morning,” Dekker confirmed, then added, “I know the guys are itching to know what’s happening. I can’t tell you too much as I don’t think Major Meacham or Lieutenant Colonel Mackintosh know anything more than we do. That said, rumor has it the 1st and 2nd Battalions arrive tonight. Whatever the brass is cooking up—it’s big.”

Ezell whistled at the news of the other two battalions joining them at Marine Corps Air Station Iwakuni.

Dekker added, “Look, the guys are going to get some time to blow off some steam and have a good time for a few days. We need to make sure that’s all they do. Have a good time, but don’t cross local law enforcement and get themselves in trouble. I’m getting too old to babysit, and I know damn well the CO will come down hard on anyone who brings shame or embarrassment to the regiment. When this pass is over—you can bet whatever they’re cooking up, we’ll be leading the charge. The last time they brought the entire regiment together was the party in Grenada back in ’83. Hopefully, whatever it is, we’re going to be a part of—let’s hope it helps end the war.”

“Agreed. I’ll speak to the squad. Let ’em know what’s going on and what’ll happen if they shame the regiment. It’ll be more than just the CO that’ll look down on them if they do,” Ezell assured him as they approached the barracks.

Dekker paused in front of the door. He gave a few words of encouragement to Ezell before asking him to take his bag to his room. He wanted to be alone to clear his head and think while everyone else was still out at breakfast or doing PT.

As Dekker walked in the direction of the flight line, it suddenly felt strange to him, being a soldier on a Marine base. Their battalion’s arrival at a Marine air station a few days ago was a surprise. Following the capture of the Shenyang Taoxian International Airport, their battalion had shifted its focus to supporting III Armored Corps in capturing critical bridges and interstate exchanges in advance of various armor and mechanized units. Once the 1st Armored Division breached the Dengta Line, it didn’t take long until the 1st Cavalry Division was through the breach and the entire defensive line fell apart. That was when the Rangers captured one bridge or interstate highway exchange after another as the armored and mechanized infantry units moved swiftly to encircle and trap as much of the First PLA Army as possible before they could escape.

The battle was gearing up to turn into a nasty urban house-to-house fight when Dekker’s unit had been pulled from the fighting and rotated to the rear. When their battalion reconsolidated at the Anshan airport, they were loaded and flown to Japan. Nearly seventy-two hours later, they were still clueless about why they had been flown to a Marine air station. What they did know was that there were a lot of Army guys on a mostly empty Marine base with more Rangers on the way.

Sitting on a bench in the park overlooking the flight line, Dekker pulled his phone out and stared at a collage of photos his wife had loaded into a Google shared drive for him. Seeing his kids grow so much while he was gone was like a dagger to the heart. He wasn’t missing the occasional birthday or holiday with his family. He was missing entire years of their lives—time he’d never get back. During his last rotation home for some R&R, his youngest daughter had hidden behind her mother’s legs when he’d walked into their house. While his others had rushed to greet him, his munchkin, his little princess, didn’t remember who he was. It took everything in him not to cry when he saw that look of uncertainty in her eyes about who he was. Was he her daddy?

Wiping some tears that ran down his cheeks, he questioned whether he’d make it back from this tour. If he didn’t, would his youngest child, who’d barely recognized him last time, have any memories of him? Had he become just a guy in the photo to her? He cursed the war that separated him from his family, that had nearly killed him twice already. Reaching into one of his pockets, he grabbed the bottle of Percocet, unscrewed the lid, and tapped the bottle until a pair of pills fell into his hand. Placing them in his mouth, he downed the medication and half his water bottle before returning to the barracks. He had a platoon to lead and a platoon leader he’d started to like as much as Meacham—he was alive, his family was safe, and that was about as much as he could ask for.

*******

72 Hours Later

Sakura Theater

Marine Corps Air Station Iwakuni

Major Meacham had just grabbed a seat when a loud voice boomed through the Sakura Theater the regiment had assembled in.

“Room—atten…shun!” shouted the command sergeant major at the back of the theater.

The double doors to the theater opened, and a cadre of officers walked in, making their way down the center aisle toward the stage at the front of the theater.

Meacham jumped to his feet like the others around him, standing rigidly at attention, head held high, eyes front as the officers walked past him. He tried to glimpse who was attending this meeting using his peripheral vision as they walked past him. Then a voice he recognized but couldn’t place shouted, “At ease, everyone. Take your seats and settle in. We’re going to be here for a little while.”

Standing at a lectern in the center of the stage was Lieutenant General Donald Tackaberry, the commander of the XVIII Airborne Corps, unlocking the classified bag containing whatever he was to brief them on. But the phalanx of officers seated behind him caught Meacham’s attention. Something big was in the works if all these units were involved. The officer he knew and immediately recognized was the commander of the 75th Ranger Regiment, Colonel Nathaniel “Nate” Harlow. He’d come to respect and admire Colonel Harlow as a leader and mentor. He made it a point to meet monthly with the company commanders across the regiment, pushing and inspiring his company commanders to become the kinds of leaders a Ranger wanted to follow.

Having spent most of his military career in the Rangers, Meacham had heard of the officers but hadn’t served with them. To the left of Colonel Harlow sat Major General Mitch Fowler, the CG for the 101st Air Assault Division, followed by Major General Mark Reindl from the 82nd Airborne. But the officers seated to Harlow’s right were obviously from JSOC. While he didn’t recognize their faces and couldn’t read their name tapes because of the distance, he did recognize one of the men’s Navy digital camo uniform and Trident pin, followed by the pair of Army lieutenant colonels with a velcro patch on the left shoulder that Meacham knew identified them as Delta Force.

Grunting to himself as General Tackaberry began to speak, Meacham thought, If the SEALs and JSOC are coming along, then this ought to be a hell of a mission we’re about to learn about…

General Tackaberry looked up from his notes, surveying the crowd before him. “Good morning, Rangers!”

“Good morning, sir!” the room shouted in reply.

“Hooah! That’s what I like to hear in the morning. All right, Ranger up and listen closely. I want to welcome everyone to Operation Audacious Blitz, the SOF portion of Operation Crimson Tide. Many of you may wonder what Crimson Tide is and what our involvement will be, so let me break it down Barney style for you. Crimson Tide is the end state—our chance to defeat the PLA on the battlefield and end the war. I’d like to go over a couple of things with you before I dive into the overview of Crimson Tide. Many of you know I once commanded the 75th Rangers. I understand the importance of ensuring the soldiers under my command know why we’re doing what we’re doing because I’m about to order you into a battle to end this war—a battle many of you may not return from. I owe you that as the officer ordering you into battle.

“Let’s talk about Audacious Blitz and how SOF will play the starring role in this drama that’s about to begin. I chose the name of our operation because the word ‘audacious’ signifies our boldness, our willingness to take ostensibly wild yet calculated risks in the face of the enemy. The word ‘blitz’ highlights our rapid and aggressive nature when attacking. That’s why Audacious Blitz exemplifies what we’re about to do.

“Now, I’m sure many of you are beginning to wonder why the Ranger regiment has been transferred to Marine Corps Air Station Iwakuni and how our partners from JSOC play into this. In answering that question, I want to share a story with you that I think will help shed some light on the gravity and importance of what we’ve been chosen to be a part of,” Tackaberry explained as he paced across the stage, seeming to enjoy every minute of this.

“I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m fascinated by the events of World War II and what our forefathers had to endure and fight through that gave our nation the decades of peace we’ve enjoyed. When a new threat to our nation materialized in the form of artificial intelligence, we found ourselves once again rallying the democracies of the world to stand united against the greatest threat to mankind—Jade Dragon. Just as our forefathers rose to the occasion and defeated Nazi Germany and the Empire of the Rising Sun, so, too, shall we rise and defeat the machines that threaten our future and our very existence.

“As we gather in preparation for this coming offensive to end the war, I want to share an insight into the most pivotal decision in World War II. It was Sunday, June fourth, 1944, when Supreme Allied Commander General Dwight Eisenhower had to make a pivotal decision. Only he could make this decision—no one else. When he had been made the Commander of Allied Forces Europe, it meant all decisions on how and when the war in Europe would be fought were going to be made by him. That meant the successes and failures would be decided by the judgment of one man. On that Sunday, he had to give the go or no-go order that would signal the start of Operation Overlord—the liberation of Europe. By that evening, the paratroopers of the American 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions and the British 6th Airborne Division had assembled around dozens of airfields across the south of England in preparations to support Operation Neptune—the seaborne invasion aspect of Overlord. This part of the operation was critical to ensuring the success of the landing force and preventing German reinforcement from potentially reaching the beaches. This airborne aspect consisted of twenty-thousand nine hundred paratroopers who would take to the skies in the early-morning hours of June fifth, the following morning.

“While the paratroopers would begin their journey to occupied France, more than one hundred thousand soldiers would file into the landing crafts and boats that would ferry them across the English Channel to the shores of Normandy, where they would breach the Atlantic Wall and begin the liberation of Europe. Throughout Monday and into the late afternoon, everything was running smoothly until suddenly, it wasn’t. One of Eisenhower’s concerns about the landings and airborne operations had suddenly become a reality.

“By late afternoon, high winds across the English Channel had churned the sea to a dangerous point, making an amphibious assault perilous given the sea state. The problem was compounded by low cloud cover and dense fog impeding the pilots’ visibility while flying the airborne force to the drop zone. Not only was this dangerous for the pilots, if they couldn’t properly see where they were going, then they could miss the drop zone, scattering the airborne across the fields of Normandy when a consolidated force was needed to give the landing force time to get off the beach. Armed with this knowledge, General Eisenhower knew he would be imperiling the entire operation’s success if he didn’t adjust his plans in response to the changes in the weather. You see, for this invasion to work—the timing was everything. So Eisenhower did what good leaders do—he called an audible and delayed the invasion until the following day, June sixth,” General Tackaberry explained before looking towards the side of the stage. “Hit the lights, Sergeant Major, and bring up the slide deck.”

Just then, Meacham sensed Captain Luke “L2” Loach leaning closer to him as he whispered, “Great story, now it’s picture time!”

Meacham grunted at the comment, shaking his head before countering, “Shhh, just pay attention. I think he’s going to quiz us at the end.”

There was a time when Meacham might have gotten angry at a comment like that during an important Commander’s Call like this. Right now, however, he was just glad to see Loach was beginning to return to the guy he’d recommended for early promotion to captain so he could make him his XO in addition to being his First Platoon leader.

Meacham was concerned he might have to pull him from the field to give him a mental health break after the airport mission. He had lost half his platoon shortly after the battalion had seized the airport. While his platoon sergeant, Amos Dekker, had taken a pair of squads to set up a series of ambushes around the interchange connecting the 4th Ring Road to Shenben Avenue, L2 had stayed with the remainder of the platoon as they manned a roadblock leading to the interchange between Shenben Avenue and Airport Road. Bravo Company had been given a series of critical road junctions north of the airport they needed to hold until they were relieved by reinforcements.

By midmorning, a motorized battalion began advancing towards Dekker’s ambush point when L2’s roadblock further past him had been discovered. Whether it was a surveillance drone that had seen them or just a keen eye, the battalion had halted, pulling to the roadside and waiting. What Dekker and L2 didn’t know was that, while the enemy had pulled to the side of the road, what they had done was call for an artillery strike to flatten the roadblock. Suddenly and without warning, precision-guided artillery rounds slammed into the platoon’s infantry support vehicles they had arranged to defend the roadblock.

The strike had been swift and deadly, leaving L2 and two other soldiers out of the twenty they had alive. L2 hadn’t been killed with his men because he needed to settle an argument between one of his team leaders and a soldier arguing over something stupid. Following the attack, L2 just wasn’t the same. That was why Meacham wasn’t mad about the joke. It told him his friend might be returning to them.

Just then, the lights in the auditorium dimmed and the room began to hush. A light behind them projected an image against the giant movie screen that appeared as the curtains were drawn to the sides. The image on the screen was that of a satellite overview of the Port of Binhai.

“Gentlemen, I present to you the Port of Binhai—the reason we’re here,” announced General Tackaberry. “I shared that earlier story about Eisenhower having to adjust his battle plan because, like Ike, we have to adjust our own plans because of a situation outside our control. As you can imagine, seizing a port facility of this size and holding it long enough for reinforcements to arrive will require an enormous sealift capability. Our plan to seize the port has been in the works for over a year. Given the costs in lives and equipment we just paid for breaching the Dengta Line, the President wants options beyond a repeat of that bloody campaign. If you haven’t heard, Dengta cost the allies some thirty-nine thousand dead and wounded,” explained General Tackaberry, shaking his head.

“If the President orders the Eighth Army to march on Beijing, that means we’ll have to find a way through or around the Jiujiang Line. Having just heard the costs involved in breaking the Dengta Line, you can imagine how little appetite there is in Washington for a repeat of that. That’s where Binhai comes into play. It gives the allies a viable means of bypassing this defense in depth. Now I’ve given you an overview of the situation and likely bored some of you to tears with more details than you cared to hear. So instead of speaking more broadly to their roles and your own in the grand scheme of things, we’re now going to focus on your specific roles—why we’re here, on a Marine Corps Air Station in Iwakuni, Japan, and not elsewhere in Korea.”

The general continued to speak for another hour. When the meeting had ended, Meacham felt like he’d been drinking information from a fire hose. Following their dismissal by General Tackaberry, Meacham stood and stretched his back, listening to the excited chatter around him. The conversations between the officers and senior NCOs ranged from excited chatter to heated debates. Everything seemed to revolve around the series of training objectives the brass felt would get them ready for the mission. What seemed to have people most worked up was the time constraints they had to work with.

To further complicate the training, they were going to integrate several allied SOF and airborne units with their own. The Japanese Ground Force was lending the 1st Helicopter Brigade and two companies from their Special Operations Group. Then the British were contributing the 2nd Battalion, Royal Gurkhas, during the second phase of the assault while a unit from British Special Reconnaissance Regiment would deploy in support of the two squadrons from Delta Force. Then they learned the Polish 25th Air Cavalry Brigade would go in with the second phase of the assault alongside the 101st Air Assault Division. The one unit Meacham was actually excited to work with was the French 2nd Foreign Parachute Regiment. They were the only airborne regiment of the Foreign Legion, and from everything Meacham had heard about them in Venezuela, they were a real ass-kicker of a unit.

In the coming days, all these units would begin working together as they rotated through Camp Fuji, a combined arms training center. The SOF units would run their soldiers through a series of shoot house training exercises while other units could practice clearing a simulated city with several blocks of multistory buildings, some as many as four or five stories high. Once it was time to begin training at the Port of Nagoya, the units would rotate through staying at the Japanese Air Self-Defense Force air bases at Komaki and Gifu near the city of Nagoya.

As the soldiers began to clear out of the auditorium, Meacham cleared his mind, accepting the tasks they’d been given and determining he’d train his unit harder than he’d ever trained them before. If this was going to become the final campaign of the war—then by God they were going to give the enemy hell and end this thing.


Volume Eight
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Crossroads & Squeaky Wheels

University of Florida

Gainesville, Florida

Command Sergeant Major Jeremiah Grabowski had given more speeches than he could count since getting promoted and becoming the senior enlisted member of the 107th Mobile Public Affairs Detachment. However, standing here in the Ben Hill Griffin Stadium, home of the Florida Gators, he was easily speaking to the largest audience he’d ever addressed. The crowd was abuzz, dressed and painted up in orange and bright blue, ready for the game that would follow. It hadn’t happened in a while, but Jeremiah could actually feel his knees trembling slightly with adrenaline.

He looked over to his right and saw his wife, Staff Sergeant Jamie Roberts, who was doing her best to keep their two toddlers calm with a couple of stuffed gators so their daddy could speak. The sight instantly calmed his nerves. His life sure had changed; he’d been a married man for almost two years now, and their honeymoon baby had turned out to be twin boys. It was an adventure of a different kind—one he had never prepared for, but that he absolutely reveled in.

Jamie didn’t usually accompany him to his speeches; it would certainly be hard to take the boys all over the state and country to listen to him drone on about war, duty, honor, and service to one’s country. However, today’s event wasn’t that far away from where they lived now in St. Augustine, Florida, and it was getting them into a football game with last year’s championship team for free.

The crowd before Jeremiah was all keyed up, but he knew they weren’t there for him. He was just the preamble everyone had to deal with before they would sing the national anthem and get the real show on the road.

Jeremiah took a deep breath and launched into the speech he’d delivered many times before. He talked about some of his experiences overseas; apparently, the crowds ate up stories from a “bona fide” war hero. Then he encouraged students to join the school’s ROTC program or consider pausing their education to join the Army and serve now, while they were needed the most. The admissions staff at these colleges must have hated him, but he had a job to do.

When he was done with his speech, he asked the select students who’d been given a seat nearest him if any of them had any questions, and one of them walked up to the microphone that had been placed there for this purpose.

“Excuse me, sir,” the lanky young man began. “I do want to thank you for your service, but I also just want to know…well, I haven’t been drafted so far…why should I pause my schooling and join when others have already been drafted? I mean, why risk my own life now that the war looks like it might be coming to an end?”

There was some grumbling from some of the crowd, and Jeremiah shut that down immediately. “That’s a fair point,” he responded. “Some of you were giving him a bit of hard time just now for asking that question, but you know what? That took courage. That’s more courage than most of you have. He had the guts to get up there and say what he thought in front of tens of thousands of people.” He paused for a moment before continuing. “This war may appear to some like it’s ending. But if I learned one thing while serving in the Iraq War and now this war, it’s this—war is unpredictable and has no regard for our opinions or our best-laid plans. The enemy always gets a vote. So in answer to your question—this country needs more people like you. People who are willing to stand up, to ask the tough questions. To take on those challenges that others fear. Frankly, it’s not just our country that needs more of this. Our world needs more young people like you.

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

“Tony Sheridan.”

“Tony, you might be a bit young for this reference, but President John F. Kennedy once said, ‘Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country.’ I respect that not all people believe in God or some sort of divinity or divine purpose. For most of my adult life I was like that—agnostic. But here’s what I’ve come to believe. We were all made to have a purpose in life. To contribute in some form or another—to leave a mark that says ‘I was here, at this time in history.’ One day when you grow old and you look back on your life, is the mark that you left going to be that you stood by and finished your degree while others chose to answer the call to serve this great nation of ours—defending your liberty and that of others? Or will it be that you stepped up and made sure that future generations had the freedom you’ve enjoyed? That you made your mark at this critical point in human history?

“The world came extremely close to being ruled by a communist dictatorship who monitors their population with social credit scores, delving into every purchase, every comment ever made on a social media platform. That danger is not gone yet.”

As Jeremiah spoke, he walked over to Jamie and his boys, picking up Phillip. “You may not be thinking about having kids yet, and that’s all right. But I’d like to think that one day, you might. Will you be able to tell them that you stood up for freedom? That you thought about something greater than yourself? Or will you say that you completed your degree ‘on time’ and went about life while the war remained a faraway concern for others to be worried about? I don’t want to discourage you or others from your academic pursuits. What I would like each of you to consider is that each of you, at this moment in time, is at a crossroads where a decision must be made. One road leads to self-gratification, and the other creates a legacy of service, of concern for your fellow man. Ultimately, the decision of which path you choose is yours and yours alone to make—unless you’re drafted, of course. But why allow fate to make that decision for you when you can do it yourself? So in closing—I humbly ask you to choose service, to choose to sacrifice for a greater cause than yourself.”

Jeremiah handed Phillip back to Jamie, and the emcee for the occasion took the mic.

“Wow, now that’s a hell of a speech! Let’s thank Command Sergeant Major Grabowski for his own service and reminding us that freedom isn’t free, and it isn’t cheap—shall we?”

There was kind of an awkward applause. It was obvious his words had had an impact—sobering the raucous crowd here for the final game of the season. Regardless of the game’s outcome, Jeremiah hoped they would still remember his words long after the game had come and gone.

*******

Grabowski Family Home

St. Augustine, Florida

Staff Sergeant Jamie Roberts had transferred to one of the National Guard units in St. Augustine with Jeremiah. Once they’d found out she was having twins, she had made the decision to step back from being a full-time Active Guard member to the inactive ready reserve for a few years. She still had a desire to finish her twenty-year requirement for a National Guard pension. But right now, her focus was on being a stay-at-home mom until her munchkins were old enough to start school. Becoming a parent to twins had been a drastic change for her. It had changed her focus in life and what she wanted to pursue and put her energies into. With the war still raging, Jamie felt compelled to remain active in her community to support the war effort in whatever ways she could.

She had become increasingly active in the VFW and spoke regularly at various women’s empowerment and Women in Uniform events. Apparently, being one of only two women in history to be awarded the Army Distinguished Service Cross and the first woman to be awarded the Combat Infantry Badge put her in high demand. It was strange to her, but she had become the poster woman for women in combat jobs, at least within the National Guard units.

In the day-to-day, though, she was fighting a battle of the mind that she didn’t feel like she was winning. A new baby was a lot of adjustment for anyone—twins were a level of chaos most people just weren’t prepared for, even in the best of circumstances. The two boys were a whirlwind of grunts and screeches, trying to climb anything and everything. She had quickly learned that there was no level of childproofing that was fully foolproof against their shenanigans. And so, she had to be hypervigilant in order to keep them safe. But her mind was already there, and there was no rest—and that was a growing problem.

When she slept at night, she was haunted by nightmares of her combat experiences in Cuba and Venezuela. She would wake up in a cold sweat. Sometimes Jeremiah would wake her up if she screamed or thrashed about in her sleep.

She didn’t want to get help at first because a good soldier was expected to “embrace the suck,” or that was what she’d been told and heard from vets of earlier wars. But the lack of restful sleep was wearing on her. When she did finally succumb to seeking assistance, she’d been given several medications that made her feel like a zombie, like she lacked human emotions entirely. She and Jeremiah watched Equilibrium one evening after the twins were finally asleep, and the old film hit her.

“That’s what I’ve become!” she remarked.

“What do you mean, babe?” asked Jeremiah, alarmed.

“I’m like one of those people in the city, taking pills just so I don’t feel anything at all. I mean, I’m glad that I don’t feel like I’m going to lash out at you or the boys, but you could tell me our dog died and I wouldn’t even be sad…that’s just not right! I can’t live like this!”

She had burst into uncontrollable tears. Jeremiah was clearly unsure how to help her other than to be a shoulder for her to cry on, but that was exactly what she needed in that moment.

“You can taper off, Jamie. Just don’t go cold turkey, OK? I had a friend…” His voice trailed off. “We’ll keep going until we figure out what’s going to work for you, all right?”

One day, she was making dinner while watching the boys. She’d strapped them into slings that hung from the doorframes so they could bounce up and down—that usually bought her at least fifteen minutes before one of them got fussy.

The news was on in the background. She liked to keep up on what was going on in the world, and she could only stand so much Cocomelon for the sake of the boys. One of the stories caught her attention; there were updates from the battle raging in China.

The images threw her into a full-blown flashback. Suddenly, she was back in Venezuela, with the Chinese about to overwhelm their positions. She was surrounded by the horrors of war, engaging in hand-to-hand combat with a knife.

“Ouch!”

She looked down at her hand. Somehow, she’d managed to cut herself with the chef’s knife she’d been using to chop vegetables. There was blood pouring out of her left hand.

Jamie practically threw the blade in the sink to get it away from her. After she’d dealt with her wound, the adrenaline of the moment dropped, and she sank to the floor, head in her hands.

“I’ve got to do something about this,” she said to herself. She couldn’t give up—her boys needed her too much, but living like this would simply not do.

That night after Jeremiah came home, they both started researching PTSD extensively. A lot had changed in recent years. There were some VA trial programs now for stellate ganglion nerve blocks; Jeremiah found a related interview that had been done on SGB injections on 60 Minutes. It actually sounded really promising.

“Why hasn’t anyone told me about this?” she asked.

“I don’t know. It seems like you have to ‘fail’ at their standard treatment before they’ll give you the good stuff,” Jeremiah replied.

“That’s really messed up,” Jamie responded.

“I can’t disagree with you. I guess you have to know about it and advocate for yourself.”

“Well, what else don’t I know about?” she wondered.

That question started a whole series of rabbit trails. Eventually, she went on to try not only the SGB injection, which shut down the physical fight-or-flight response for her, but also a newer treatment—ketamine. Unfortunately, the VA didn’t pay for that one, but after just one dose, she felt like a whole new woman. It was like her brain had been rewired entirely. One minute, everything was cloudy and gray except for the thought of her family, and the next, there were only sunny skies. Apparently, it worked by helping the brain to make healthy connections in place of the faulty loops created by PTSD.

Once she’d experienced the relief for herself, Jamie decided that she needed to use the platform she’d been given to advocate on behalf of other veterans who were being sidelined, ignored, and given the most ineffective treatments first. The squeaky wheel got the grease…and she was going to be one hell of a squeaky wheel.

*******

CIA Headquarters

Langley, Virginia

Dr. Rubenstein woke up from the nap he’d been taking on the couch in his office in a cold sweat—Cicada’s urgent message alarm was blaring. He whipped the sleep mask off his face and staggered over to his nearby computer terminal.

Once he’d inputted his biometric verification, a report flashed on the screen:

Priority, Level One

Subject: Mass transportation of Chinese kamikaze drones, including on US soil

BLUF: An interconnected web of shipping agencies has used a Swiss firm, QuickTrans AG, as neutral cover. Some of these shipping schemes have been going on since before the current war, such as the shipments of containers suspected of transporting specially designed kamikaze drones for a future attack. Multiple containers matching similar shipping manifests were transported into the United States.

Containers suspected of transporting these drones were shipped to the following cities within the U.S.:

Dallas, Texas

Los Angeles, California

Newark, New Jersey

Miami, Florida

La Place, Louisiana

Baltimore, Maryland

Scranton, Pennsylvania

Anchorage, Alaska

Honolulu, Hawaii

Newport News, Virginia

The known international destinations of kamikaze drones include:

Zurich, Switzerland

Split, Croatia

Marseille, France

Grenoble, France

Stuttgart, Germany

Stalowa Wola, Poland

London, England

Leiden, Netherlands

Rome, Italy

Stockholm, Sweden

Madrid, Spain

Method: After gaining access to France’s surveillance systems, an analysis of QuickTrans AG and Côte d’Azur Livraison was completed due to known suspicious activity. Unusual financial transactions that did not align with these companies’ publicly stated activities raised red flags and were connected to other shipping entities, which were then analyzed. A full detail of these transactions can be found in Appendix A, attached.

After it was determined that further analysis was warranted, historical databases were searched for satellite imagery that could be used to trace the movements of specific containers, vehicles, and personnel associated with all suspected companies. Unusual patterns in container movement between China and the subsidiaries of QuickTrans AG were identified. Further details in Appendix B.

Verification: Cross-referencing cargo manifests, shipping routes, and transaction records confirmed the suspected irregularities.

Communications within the suspected companies were scanned, and encrypted messages confirmed aspects of the smuggling plot. Social media revealed connections between officials of QuickTrans AG and known Chinese intelligence operatives. Copies of relevant communications in Appendix C.

“Holy crap,” Rubenstein muttered to himself. He shuffled through the appendices—this was airtight.

I’ve got to brief this to the top, right away, he realized. This was a huge, unexpected influx of the kamikaze drones. If they were all to be released, the casualties would be unspeakable.

*******

Situation Room, White House

Washington, D.C.

Blain Wilson had just finished listening to Dr. Rubenstein’s briefing about shipments of Chinese kamikaze drones. He looked over to FBI Director Thomas Payne and DHS Secretary Titus Randal to see if they were feeling as uncomfortable as he was with the potential risks these kamikaze drones presented to the US and Europe. Director Payne appeared a bit paler than he’d been at the beginning of their conversation, whereas a vein on Secretary Randal’s forehead was visibly pumping in anger.

Blain had one question. “Dr. Rubenstein, do we have any intelligence from Cicada on when exactly these drones will be released?”

“Negative,” replied Dr. Rubenstein. “I’ve combed through the appendix with all the social media messaging with Chinese officials, and the only references to time say things like, ‘we’re on schedule,’ and ‘all will be ready soon.’”

Director Payne cursed under his breath.

“Well, we obviously can’t allow these to be used, but if we’re going to raid one location, we’ll need to raid them all simultaneously,” Blain surmised. “Otherwise, they’ll get spooked and release whatever drones are left. We’re going to need to work with local law enforcement agencies to coordinate this. Thoughts?”

Secretary Randal nodded. “You have really good contacts with the French law enforcement entities. I’d say let’s spin them up on this and then have them spearhead the coordination with the other European partners.”

“Yeah, that makes sense,” said Director Payne. “And make sure they request any equipment needed immediately so we can make this a rapid-fire operation. We can’t risk taking our time for a long wind-up here.”

Secretary Randal squinted at Blain. “We need to try and capture as many of these smugglers as possible alive. Dead men tell no tales. It would be of more benefit to us to trace this operation back as close to the source as possible.”

Blain agreed. It was tempting to simply call in some very targeted air strikes, but without investigating the human links in the chain, it might be possible that they would miss another subsidiary or similar operation.

“All right, Mr. Secretary, why don’t we quit jaw-jacking here and have you pick up the horn?” said Blain.


Volume Eight
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Sentinel Purge

77th Fighter Squadron – Joint Task Force Locus

Approaching Qinhuangdao

Hebei Province, China

For newly promoted Brigadier General Tim “Joker” Hatfield, this flight was more than just another mission. This was his first flight leading Joint Task Force Locus, his new command. It was his chance to prove that this laser-focused SEAD-DEAD type mission could yield greater results with fewer losses in aircraft and pilots. As his gloved hands gripped the controls of his F-16 Viper, he cast a glance at his instruments, noting each system. Each reading was normal and where it was supposed to be. Beneath his flight suit, he could feel his pulse quickening, not out of fear but in anticipation for the mission ahead.

When he looked to the horizon, the sight almost took his breath away. It was painted in deep orange and gold, the morning sun pushing the last remnants of the darkness aside. It starkly contrasted with the tension Joker felt and knew his pilots shared as they approached the port city of Qinhuangdao on the Bohai Sea. Nearing the coast, the outlines of the easternmost starting point of the Great Wall of China—the Shanhaiguan—the first opening in the Great Wall near the sea would soon become visible from their aerial perch in the sky.

With the approach of I Corps nearing the defensive works of the Jiujiang Line, a nine-mile-long network of trenches, antitank ditches, and cement-encased forts two miles deep, it was imperative that his force take out the integrated air defense system around the Shanhaiguan Air Base or the PLA SAMs would make short work of allied helicopters and close-air support fighters. That was where his new command came into the picture.

In the aviator world, there was a distinct difference between the suppression of enemy air defenses (SEAD) and the singular focus of destruction of enemy air defenses (DEAD) operations. They were still totally separate missions. While both aimed at neutralizing the PLA air defenses, SEAD focused on suppressing and disabling radars and AA systems, preventing them from being able to track and fire on allied aircraft. They would temporarily jam the radars or fire an AGM-88 High-speed Antiradiation Missile (HARM), destroying the radar or forcing the operators to keep them off. This allowed friendly aircraft to fly over hostile airspace, conduct their mission and get out safely. In a DEAD mission, however, the intent wasn’t to suppress enemy radars or create a temporary safe zone. A DEAD mission was pure destruction of the enemy’s ability to threaten allied aircraft and create a path for friendly aircraft to perform their missions.

As Joker’s Viper cut through the air, he felt confident they had plenty of HARMs for the mission. With seventeen Vipers on the mission, they had thirty-four of the radar-homing missiles ready to rock the moment the enemy radars went live. In addition to the HARMs the Vipers carried, he’d directed the pilots to carry a pair of CBU-103s in the event they spotted any clusters of AA or AAA gun nests. The ChiCom were notorious for building clusters of anti-aircraft guns or larger nests of anti-aircraft artillery guns around their higher-value buildings and infrastructure. Since the start of the war, Joker had been mandating that his pilots always carry a pair of 103s no matter what mission they were on.

For a time, not everyone approved of using cluster munitions following their extensive use during the Russo-Ukraine War. Joker, however, was a huge fan of using whatever killed the enemy and would help end the war. What made the 103s a required loadout for any pilot under his command was a munition dispenser and guidance kit that more or less turned what had been an unguided dumb bomb into a precision-guided hello to the enemy. Instead of swooping out of the sky as they lined up for a bombing run, now the pilots would lock the target into their targeting pod, then adjust the bombs’ spin rate—they could set a tight dispersal rate, saturating a twenty-by-twenty meter area with two hundred and two tiny bomblets or cast a wider next blanking a dispersal area of one hundred and twenty by two hundred and forty meters, covering a much wider swath of territory.

With the final underwing hardpoints, he had pilots carry a trio of Mark-81 two-hundred-and-fifty-pound unguided gravity bombs. They weren’t the earth-shattering two-thousand-pounders or even the smaller five-hundred-pounders—but when allied or American troops were in contact with the enemy and desperate for support, the Mk-81s were the bomb of choice for danger close missions. He also felt better about having an errant two-hundred-and-fifty-pounder hit a wrong target than a two-thousand-pounder. The former would flatten a building; the latter would flatten a city block.

Sighing audibly to himself, Joker looked out the canopy, spotting the flight of four Vipers he’d chosen to fly with. His former wingman, Peanut, had divided his squadron up into three flights of four and the single flight of five that Joker flew with. He was glad to have Peanut back after his injuries. When Peanut had taken some shrapnel and a bullet fragment in the lead-up to Operation Argonaut, Joker had thought he might have lost him. Peanut had barely made it back to Yonaguni Airport before he’d passed out from loss of blood.

“Gambler Actual, Locus Actual. Switch to channel four,” Joker directed, then moved to channel four. “You there, Peanut?”

A muffled laugh crackled in Joker’s ear before he heard the familiar voice of his friend. “Yeah, I’m here. Still can’t believe you made general.”

Joker snorted at the comment. “Yeah, well, when some all-powerful AI takes out the people above you, it kind of opens the promotion opportunities if you know what I mean.”

“Hell, if that ain’t the truth. Thanks, by the way, for trusting me with your command—the 20th. I know it’s been your baby throughout the war.”

“I’m just glad I was in the position to choose my successor. Frocking you to colonel was easy. Finding squadron commanders to replace the ones that keep getting shot down—now that’s proving to be a challenge. I’ve lost three newly promoted squadron commanders in the past fourteen months. Hell, half the pilots in the wing are cherries, barely out of their F-16 formal training unit let alone having any kind of aerial combat or ground support training. Frankly, I’m surprised we haven’t run out of aircraft yet from the boneyard or the factory,” commented Joker as he lamented privately to his friend and now his XO until someone more senior showed up.

“Geez, man. When I was in the hospital, I heard we were running short on pilots. I don’t think I realized just how short. But, hey, looks like we got another ten mikes until we’ll start entering the outer range of those HQ-12 SAMs and those Type 517 radars they blanketed the coast with, so let me ask you something. What made you think about including a squadron of F-35s in this task force of yours? Not that I have anything against the Rude Rams—I can’t say that I’ve flown with any F-35s before now,” Peanut commented.

Joker thought about the question for a moment before answering. “You know, I guess I’m tired of losing pilots—and friends. The way I see it is we use Viper pilots to snipe at their SAMs with our HARMs. Then we make use of the Lightnings’ stealth capability to move into position to drop their JDAMs on the hard-to-get targets. You mix that with a handful of Growlers for EW support and Eagle IIs for air supremacy, and we’ve got ourselves a nice little raiding party that can pound the hell out of the enemy while hopefully not taking anywhere near the losses we have to this point. We gotta end this war before we run out of pilots and planes, Peanut, ’cuz I don’t think we can keep this going much longer.”

Message on Channel One—Message on Channel One, the text message repeated as it scrolled across his screen. “Let’s switch to channel one,” Joker announced.

“Locus Actual, this is Olympus Four,” Captain Landon Ferguson’s voice crackled in Joker’s ear. “We are detecting multiple contacts ahead. We have identified two HQ-12 SAM radars, one HQ-9 radar, and four 517 fixed radar installations. The SAM radar count is seven. Anticipate at least fourteen launchers in Zone A. No aircraft has been detected at this point. Will advise as new contacts appear. How copy, Locus Actual?”

Joker shook his head, as if he hadn’t heard they were flying into a hot mess. “Olympus Four, that’s a good copy on all. Keep us apprised of any changes to the situation. Out.”

Sighing to himself, he knew this was the calm before the storm. The moment before the game started—the moment their lives became the payment should they fail. Time to put our war faces on…

“Gambler Actual. It’s time to start putting some points on the field,” Joker exclaimed, instantly returning to the formalities of command. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

“Copy that, Locus. All birds—status green. Ready to rock ’n’ roll!” Peanut’s excited voice countered forcefully. His pilots were rearing for action, ready to tear the enemy up.

Joker glanced at the nav unit, confirming they were one hundred and twenty-six miles from the Shanhaiguan Air Base, one of their primary targets for this raid. The air base was home to the 81st Air Defense Brigade, a major thorn in the side of allies, one they needed to eliminate if I Corps was going to have any luck against the Jiujiang Line. Then suddenly, as if on cue, multiple search radars came to life—their powerful beams quickly spotting the thirty-three fighter aircraft of the strike force. The sky around them began to fill with invisible electronic pings as search and now targeting radars activated—energizing their missile pods to engage.

Somewhere off to Joker’s right, he momentarily saw the afterburners of the Eagle IIs accelerate forward, towards the enemy. Then Joker’s radio crackled to life, and the voice of Lieutenant Colonel Tony “Buster” Buston chimed in. “Locus Actual, Tempest One. Ready to own the sky—cut us loose, hoss.”

Joker couldn’t help but smirk at the eagerness of his Eagle drivers. The F-15EX Eagle IIs were the top dogs of the non-stealth air supremacy aircraft. They’d act as his guard dogs, ensuring they weren’t surprised by enemy aircraft during the mission.

“Scorpion One, what’s the status of my jamming? Why’s my RWR screaming right now?!” barked Joker to his Growler pilots, wondering why they hadn’t started jamming the enemy search radars.

When Joker didn’t receive an immediate response, he knew something was wrong. Then an unfamiliar voice responded, “Locus Actual, this is Scorpion Three. Did Olympus Four contact you about the bird strike—”

“Break! Break! Scorpion Three—cut the crap, I need those radars jammed now! Give me the BLUF later. I need you to take charge of your flight, lock those TJS pods on those radars, and start jamming them. If you don’t get your heads in the game, the skies are about to start filling with missiles!” interrupted Joker, tearing into the officer now in charge of his remaining electronic warfare birds.

“Good copy, sir. TJSs going active,” Joker heard the officer rebound from his earlier stumble.

Glancing down to his notebook attached to his thigh, Joker spotted the call sign Scorpion Three and the name next to it—Lieutenant Mike “Red Bull” Branigan Sr.

Ah, damn it—it had to be a junior officer. The squids must be scraping the barrel for pilots like we are, Joker thought before the battle around him snapped his attention back to the moment.

“Locus Actual, this is Rude flight leader. We are sixty-two miles to your front, on final approach to Banger One through Banger Five. Weapons hot, requesting permission to initiate strike. How copy?” announced the smooth voice of Major Walter “Wally” Glenn. He was the flight commander of the six F-35A Lightnings that would carry out the strike against the bridges and the air base’s command and control facility.

Joker smiled as he responded, “That’s a good copy, Rude One. Nail those bridges and give ’em hell.”

“Copy that, Locus. Things are about to get spicy around here.”

Laughing to himself, Joker suddenly felt good about the mission—about their chances of slipping in and out of the area as the stealthier Lightnings were able to fly ahead of them. While the Vipers worked over the enemy radars along the coast and any of the SAM systems that were foolish enough to activate their radars, the Lightnings steadily closed in on the bridges they were about to drop.

Qinhuangdao was a large sprawling city with a population of 3.1 million people. Separating the northeastern part of the city from the industrial southern half and port facilities was the Shihe River. Connecting the city together again were a total of five bridges. Four of them were reinforced concrete bridges with eight to twelve traffic lanes while a single bridge in the city’s center was a six-lane steel trestle bridge.

If the allies were prepping to assault the defensive works some twenty miles further to the northeast, then dropping the five bridges connecting the two sides of the city was paramount. This would effectively cut off the PLA forces manning the defensive works from receiving additional supplies or manpower once the offensive got underway. Joker knew that in a few minutes, the bridges would be nothing more than smoldering ruins. A pair of two-thousand-pound GBU-31 JDAMs had been earmarked for each bridge except the steel trestle one, which would only take one bomb to drop it into the river. Once the Lightnings had dropped their payloads, they’d circle back to the air base, finishing the mission with the final JDAM against the command and control bunker before heading back to sea and rendezvousing with the tanker.

*******

34th Fighter Squadron – Rude Rams

Inside the cockpit of his F-35, Major Walter “Wally” Glenn’s every sense was amplified. The dim luminescence from his helmet’s array of digital displays painted his face in an eerie blue glow. The hum of the Pratt & Whitney F135 engine, usually a reassuring lullaby, now echoed like a war drum in the confines of his helmet.

The mission weighed heavily on him, the loss of Gambler Four just moments earlier a ghostly echo in the radio’s silence. The task of the Rude Rams was distinct and clear—they were to smash and destroy the enemy’s nice things. When Wally glanced at the live feed of the digital battlefield, it highlighted the five bridges and the command and control center on the PLA air base. Their fate was digitally outlined, awaiting fulfillment.

“Rude Two, you have the C&C on the air base and Shihe Three. Rude Three, you have Shihe One. I have Shihe Five. Rude Four, you have Shihe Four, that leaves you, Rude Five—you have Shihe Two. We’re going to be flying into a hornet’s nest. Let’s get in, drop our bombs, and get out,” Wally instructed.

“Copy, Rude One. Locking in targets now,” responded Rude Two, his aircraft angling toward the air base.

Wally veered toward the Longhai Boulevard Bridge, Shihe One. He could tell the city had come to life with vehicles traveling to and from along the various thoroughfares that interconnected the giant metropolis.

I pity these people…they never had a choice, he thought privately, his aircraft steadily approaching the target. For eons, wars had been decided by old men and those in control of the levers of the defense industry—this was the first war decided by a machine. He wasn’t sure which was worse.

Sitting atop his perch some twenty-two thousand feet above the ground, he watched as the distance to the target continued to decrease. Then a shudder ran through his body. His radar warning system came to life—a warning alerting him that multiple surface-to-air missile radars had energized their systems. When their powerful beams searched the skies for targets like him, his cockpit erupted into a cacophony of alarms. The enemy knew they were approaching, but they hadn’t found him yet. He intended to keep it that way.

“All Rude elements, status report,” Wally called out, noting his aircraft had almost reached the target zone.

One by one, the pilots reported in. They had all reached the target zone, and no one had been detected. He knew they were flying on borrowed time. The radars below would eventually detect them. They needed to drop their ordnance and get out of Dodge while their attention was focused on the Vipers and Eagle drivers. Briefly checking his radar scope, he smiled as he saw the first volley of AGM-88s racing towards the radars of the SAMs that had just gone active with their search radars. It didn’t take long for the enemy to react. Missiles began rising into the sky from various locations near the coast. He turned away when the number of missiles approaching the seas surpassed twenty.

We need to take these bridges out and get out of here.

“All Rude elements, I want us to hit the bridges simultaneously. Prepare to release your JDAMs on my mark,” Wally instructed, his voice unwavering even as he armed the weapons and opened the doors to the internal bomb bay.

“Copy that, Buster. Ready to drop some warheads on foreheads!” Rude Four excitedly replied.

“Three… two… one… mark!”

Wally felt the temporary lightness of the munitions’ release. Four thousand pounds of American diplomacy. He looked down, briefly watching the pair of JDAMs freefalling toward the concrete bridge spanning the Shihe River. Then he felt his stomach tighten when the previously silent fortified nest of anti-aircraft guns to either side of the bridges came to life, just as his radar warning system alerted him that a radar system too close for comfort was searching for him.

Oh, crap. I’m flying right over that radar truck, he realized when he saw the radar atop the PGZ-95 near the bridge circling. Suddenly, the world outside Wally’s canopy became a whirlwind of bright red tracers and puffs of black smoke as the numerous AA and AAA systems below opened fire.

“All Rude elements—ordnance drop complete. Break contact and return to Rally Point Yankee!” Wally shouted over the roar of explosions and AA fire erupting around him.

Wally had finally pulled out of the mayhem, still in shock that his Lightning hadn’t been ripped apart by the hurricane of steel rain and shrapnel he’d found himself within. His breathing returned to normal as his mind replayed the events of moments earlier.

We did it—we hit the targets—and we didn’t lose a single aircraft.

“Olympus Four, Rude One. Mission complete, Shihe One through Five have been destroyed. Requesting Airgas One and Two to meet us at RP Yankee. I’ve got five thirsty Rams requesting a drink.”

“Rude One, Olympus Four. Good copy. Will direct Airgas One and Two to RP Yankee. Good job, Rude elements.”

*******

77th Fighter Squadron – Gamblers

Looking off into the horizon, Joker could feel his pulse quicken as they approached the coast, less than thirty miles from shore and closing quickly. Then off in the horizon he saw the first of a series of explosions in the direction of the bridges. Giant plumes of black smoke rose into the air. Soon he spotted twinkling flashes rising upward, the telltale sign of anti-aircraft guns firing blindly into the sky.

A sudden beeping noise broke into his thoughts. Joker’s radar warning receiver blared a warning that a surface-to-air radar system was actively searching the skies, looking for whoever had bombed the bridges.

It’s go time, he told himself as he readied his HARMs to engage the radars.

“Gambler Actual, you are cleared to engage,” Joker ordered, knowing it wouldn’t be long before the PLA radars would start painting them as primary targets.

“Roger, Locus Actual. Gamblers engaging. HARMs ready,” came the quick reply as Peanut ordered his pilots to engage. “We’re locked onto multiple radars—engaging,” his friend added, tension evident in his voice.

Streaks of light shot forward from the Vipers as HARM missiles raced towards the radars they’d acquired. Calls from various pilots crackled in Joker’s headset. He could hear the pilots from the Scorpion flight calling out targets to jam and deconflicting targets with each other.

Suddenly in the midst of the aerial fight, Joker’s radar warning receiver lit up, signaling that a search radar had picked them up.

“Missile launch—missile launch,” announced the automated warning system. Glancing for the details of the missile, Joker saw it had fired in his general direction, but it didn’t appear to have firmly locked onto him. He activated his ECM pod; he’d have to let it do its job and see what happened next.

“Bandits! Twelve o’clock! Heading two-nine-zero, forty-two miles and closing,” warned Olympus Four, their AWACS support a few hundred miles to their rear.

Joker’s pulse quickened at the mention of bandits. It was the moment of truth—it was time to unleash his Eagles. “Tempest Flight, take the lead. Engage bandits and keep ’em off our backs while we finish the mission. Scorpion Three, get on them, and initiate jamming. Blind the bastards.”

The sky was ablaze with chatter as each team went into action, coordinating their moves, dodging potential threats, and launching countermeasures. Through it all, BG Hatfield’s voice remained calm, directing the symphony of war, ensuring the objectives were met.

The strategic ballet was in full swing, each aircraft playing its part flawlessly. But Joker knew the dance had just begun. The heart of the storm awaited them, promising even fiercer resistance as they closed in on the air base and looked to fly over the bridges—conducting an on-scene BDA before confirming mission success.

No sooner had they transitioned over land than the intensity of anti-aircraft fire ratcheted up. The sky around them filled with lead—red tracers zipped around their aircraft as the gunners below did their best to protect the base. Joker looked off to the horizon, noting it was dotted with sporadic bright plumes as surface-to-air missiles took to the air, streaking skyward before turning towards one of his aircraft.

“Multiple SAM launches detected!” announced Olympus Four, his voice tinged with urgency.

“Deploy countermeasures and execute evasive maneuvers!” Joker announced. His fingers danced over his controls, releasing flares and chaff, bright streaks whipping past his canopy so close he thought he could touch them.

Around him, the dance was mirrored by his comrades. The skies were awash with the zigzagging trajectories of aircraft jinking violently to dodge missiles, their afterburners glowing like fiery beacons in the twilight as flares ejected in their wake, the occasional missile exploding on impact.

“HARMs away!” Peanut’s voice crackled over the radio as his aircraft released the pair of AGM-88s toward their targets. The HARMs were purpose-built missiles that had come onto the scene in 1985, revolutionizing the counter-SAM mission. It was the first true fire-and-forget antiradiation mission that, once locked onto a target, would follow the radio waves emitted by the radar back to their origin, even locking in the source coordinates, ensuring a hit regardless of whether the radar was subsequently turned off or stayed on.

Jinking the aircraft hard to the side, Joker tightened his grip on the controls as he executed a high-g turn. He felt the shuddering of the Viper as the automated defensive unit—the ALQ-213—began ejecting flares and chaff canisters in the wake of his high-speed maneuvers as the latest missile chased him down, closing the gap before detonating its shotgun blast of tungsten pellets into his engine.

Pulling back on the controls as he took the aircraft almost vertically, Joker craned his head to his rear just in time to see the missile explode—its seeker falling victim to one of the flares.

Hot damn, that was close.

Pulling the mask free of his face, Joker felt like gasping for air, his lungs burning from the weight of his body being pressed into his chair by the high-speed maneuvers. His hand involuntarily wiped at the beads of sweat that ran down the sides of his face, the near-constant pressure almost suffocating. He leveled his aircraft out after evading yet another missile. His breathing had become labored, and the adrenaline coursing through his veins felt like a blessing and a curse until he regained control. The danger was real no matter how many missions you flew or how many missiles you evaded. When you were traveling six to eight hundred miles per hour, the smallest error could be catastrophic, but a missile chasing you down at Mach 4—that’d kill you.

Fastening his mask back to his helmet, Joker heard his radio crackle to life with the familiar voice he recognized as that of the Tempest flight leader—Buster, or Tempest One. He could hear the urgency of Buster’s orders as the Super Eagles mixed it up with the best of the ChiComs’ Air Force.

“Break! Break, all Tempest elements! Olympus reports four J-20s approaching forty-two miles from the direction of the Yanghe Reservoir, forty-two miles. I want everyone to deploy their ALE-55s. Tempest Two, Three, and Four, stay with the Vipers and keep those fighters from picking our guys off. The rest of Tempest flight, on me. It’s time to hunt!”

“Splash one! J-20 down!” came an excited shout from someone in Tempest flight.

“Gambler Three, splash one HQ-6 radar near Shihe Five,” a Viper pilot announced.

“Outstanding, Gambler Three. Keep pouring it on!” shouted Joker as he angled his aircraft around for a quick pass over the top of the Shihe targets. He needed a visual battle damage assessment of the bridges before he could declare it a mission success.

“Locus Actual, Scorpion One. We’ve knocked out or jammed the remaining PLA radars. If Gambler flight wants to make a bombing run against the Shihe targets or the air base, now would be a good time, before additional enemy aircraft enter the fray.”

“Scorpion One, good copy on all. Keep ’em jammed for us. We’re going to make a few passes over the bridges and hit the air base on our way out,” Joker explained, relaying his plan for their final ten minutes over the target before returning to the sea to link up with the tankers.

Glancing at his fuel gauge and instruments, Joker took a moment to check on his wingman as they prepared to make a high-speed run over the bridges of the Shihe River.

*******

335th Fighter Squadron – Tempests

Above the smudged horizon, the silhouettes of Chinese fighters appeared like deadly wraiths. As Buster scanned the skies, memories of countless dogfights flooded his mind: the steely scent of jet fuel, the furious chatter of gunfire, and the weightlessness of evasive maneuvers. He could feel the nerves simmering in his gut, suppressed only by the raw determination to keep his team safe and accomplish the mission.

Captain Lewis “Bluey” Steele’s voice broke the silence, confidence dripping from every syllable. “Look at that, boss! The PLA’s out to play, and they’ve brought their new toys. You think they’re desperate, or do they just want to show off?”

Buster frowned at the comment, knowing that overconfidence could be fatal. He replied, “Never underestimate the enemy, Bluey. Those Dark Dragons are deadly. They’re not just piloted by any AI; they have the Jade Dragon behind them.”

Bluey chuckled, “Sure, but last time I checked, Jade doesn’t have these.” He paused, tapping his temple and then his heart. “Instinct and gut. Besides, aren’t those J-20s like old-gen tech for them now?”

The steady thrum of Buster’s F-15EX hummed reassuringly beneath him, a stark contrast to the quiet chaos unfolding around them. He was acutely aware of every aircraft in his formation, of every blip on his radar. “Bluey, remember, it’s not just about the machine; it’s the tactics, the strategy. It’s the whole picture.”

From a formation behind, a voice interjected, “Tempest One, this is Scramble from VAQ-132. We’re good to jam and deceive. Let’s give those robot birds a glitch.”

“Copy, Scramble. We’ll need every trick in the book for this one,” Buster responded.

Suddenly, Locus Actual’s voice pierced the comms, every syllable charged with urgency. “Tempest flight, hostiles closing fast. Intercept and engage. Protect our birds at all costs.”

Buster felt a chill down his spine. This was it. The moment of truth. As he accelerated towards the approaching threat, he could almost feel the weight of responsibility on his shoulders, not just for the mission, but for every life under his command.

With steely determination, he rallied his team. “All right, Tempests, into the fray! And Bluey,” he added, voice edged with warning, “keep that cocky attitude in check. Remember, no heroes today, just survivors. We do our job, then we get out.”

As the distance closed between the two forces, the tension was palpable. The first shots would be fired any second, and the dance of death would begin anew.

Buster watched the HUD. Data points and vectors flitted across, displaying the complex ballet of war in the skies. An F-15EX, call sign Tempest Three, was already entangled in a spiraling dogfight with a pair of J-20s. Tempest Three jinked left, throwing out flares and chaff, as one of the J-20s got a lock. In an elegant arc, the enemy missile soared only to be duped by the countermeasures.

The azure sky overhead was alive with contrails, the distant roar of engines punctuated by the intermittent beeping and chattering of warning systems. Lieutenant Colonel Tony “Buster” Buston’s HUD painted a vivid picture—bands of red and green designating friend and foe, the horizon line pivoting and turning as he banked and rolled.

“Eyes sharp, Bluey.” Buster’s voice was steely, yet calm. “We’re in the lion’s den now.”

Bluey, ever the self-assured upstart with those piercing blue eyes, responded, “Don’t worry about me, boss. Those J-16s won’t know what hit ’em.”

The radio crackled to life. “Tempest Flight, Scramble. Bogey duo, ten o’clock high. Looks like they’re coming in hot.”

Even as Scramble’s warning echoed in his ears, Buster’s trained eyes caught the glint of sun on metal—two sleek J-16s streaking towards them.

“Break left!” he commanded, feeling the gravitational force push him back in his seat as he gunned his F-15EX into an evasive maneuver. Beside him, Bluey danced his own deadly ballet, banking hard and drawing one of the J-16s with him.

Within seconds, the skies turned chaotic. The shrill warning of a missile lock buzzed in Buster’s ear, the sound rising in pitch. But he was an old hand at this. A quick barrel roll, coupled with chaff and flare releases, and the incoming missile was thwarted.

“Got one on my tail, Buster!” Bluey’s voice had a hint of strain.

Buster’s HUD lit up with targeting information. “Hang tight! Drag him to me.”

Bluey did as instructed, leading his pursuer into Buster’s crosshairs. With a squeeze of the trigger, a radar-guided missile leapt from Buster’s undercarriage. The missile sailed true, finding its mark and turning the J-16 into a fiery streak before it disintegrated.

Simultaneously, a call of dread echoed. “Dark Dragons in the fray!”

Buster’s blood ran cold. He’d faced these AI-controlled monstrosities before. Their tactics were different—colder, more calculated. Two of them made a beeline for Scramble. Before anyone could react, one of the F-15s in the formation exploded in a ball of fire, its wingman narrowly avoiding the debris.

The Growlers, ever vigilant, sprang into action. Electronic warfare tones filled the air, a cacophony meant to jam the Dark Dragons’ systems. It bought Tempest flight a few precious seconds.

Capitalizing on this, Buster engaged. The Dark Dragons, though lethal, had one flaw: predictability. Their AI, no matter how advanced, had patterns. And Buster, with his years of experience, had started to recognize them.

“Bluey! Flanking move. Now!”

Bluey, now back in his groove after the close call, followed suit. They approached the Dark Dragons in a pincer movement. While the Growlers disrupted their sensors, the combined might of Buster and Bluey was unleashed. Missiles and rounds found their marks, turning two Dark Dragons into flaming debris.

Yet the fight was far from over. More contrails, more enemies, more chaos. Buster felt sweat bead on his brow, the weight of command heavy on his shoulders. Every call he made, every order he shouted, could mean life or death for his wingman.

Amidst the adrenaline, the roaring engines, and the rush of combat, Buster felt an odd sense of clarity. This was what he was trained for. This was where he thrived.

The engagement felt like it lasted hours, but in reality, it was mere minutes. By the time the last missile found its target and the skies began to clear, Buster’s flight had asserted their dominance. But it had come at a cost. Two of their own were lost.

Bluey’s voice, now more subdued, came over the radio. “Good calls, Buster. We gave ’em hell.”

Buster looked around, taking in the smoke trails and the slowly falling debris. “We did,” he responded quietly. “But remember, Bluey, every fight has a price.”

As they regrouped and prepared for the journey back, Buster felt a mix of pride and sorrow. They had achieved their objective, but the skies over the Jiujiang Line would forever hold the memories of this fierce battle.

*******

77th Fighter Squadron

F-16 Vipers over the Jiujiang Line

“There are two kinds of pilots: those who have been hit by anti-aircraft fire, and those who will be.” —Aeronautical proverb

The skies over the Jiujiang Line resembled a stormy sea; thundering roars of jet engines mixed with the staccato rattle of anti-aircraft guns and the scream of surface-to-air missiles. This was the airspace where Brigadier General Robert Hatfield, call sign Locus Actual, now led his squadron of F-16 Vipers, each bristling with weaponry. They knew their mission well: take out the enemy’s SAM sites, eliminate the PLA Army’s SHORAD vehicles, and suppress any AA gun emplacements.

Hatfield’s HUD displayed a sea of data, but he focused on the threat rings representing active enemy radar installations. The AGM-88 HARM was their weapon of choice against these installations. Designed to home in on hostile radar emissions, it made quick work of enemy SAM sites once they went “live.”

The airwaves crackled with constant chatter. “Locus Actual, this is Dagger Three. Got a lock on a radar site, bearing two-two-seven. Prepping a HARM.”

“Send it, Dagger Three,” Hatfield commanded.

Dagger Three’s jet shuddered as the missile detached and sped toward its target. Moments later, a distant explosion confirmed a hit. One down.

But Hatfield knew this was just the beginning. As more of his pilots called out targets and released their HARMs, the electronic warfare battle raged. Their onboard electronic countermeasures and jamming systems worked overtime to confuse enemy radar, giving their missiles the best chance of hitting home.

As Hatfield led his squadron deeper into Zones C and D, the nature of the threats changed. The more urbanized terrain offered the enemy plenty of hiding spots. Hatfield relied on data from their AWACS and intelligence to identify these camouflaged threats.

“Locus Actual, Tempest Six here. Got intel on a possible SHORAD nest near a school building, north of our current position.”

Hatfield frowned. They had to be surgical. “Tempest Six, mark the position. We’ll approach with caution.”

They banked north, but the enemy was waiting. Suddenly, the air was thick with tracer fire and streaking missiles from mobile AA platforms. Hatfield’s cockpit lit up with warnings. His heart raced, but he had been in worse spots before.

“Break and engage!” he barked, leading by example. The F-16s scattered like a school of fish evading predators.

The Vipers then went to work on the SHORADs. The CBU-87, a cluster bomb, was their tool for the job. Each bomb released a deadly rain of bomblets over a wide area, ideal for taking out lightly armored vehicles like these.

Hatfield selected his CBU-87s and identified a SHORAD nest. He felt the lurch as the weapons released, followed shortly by multiple distant thuds and flashes. This was the dance of death from above, and Hatfield was its maestro.

The biggest threat, however, remained the entrenched AA guns. These were harder to spot, often nestled between buildings or under camouflage nets. The Mk 82s with the Snake Eye tail-retarding devices were designed for these. The Snake Eye fins popped open after release, slowing the bomb and allowing the aircraft to escape the blast radius of its own weapon.

“Locus Two, Hatfield. You see that clump of trees to the east? Intel suggests AA guns nestled in there.”

“On it, boss.”

Locus Two swooped down, releasing his Mk. 82s. They plummeted, fins opening, and then—a satisfying explosion, followed by plumes of smoke.

“Good hit,” Hatfield commended.

But the enemy was not idle. A missile shot up from a concealed launcher, homing in on Locus Two. Hatfield’s heart sank as he watched the missile close in. At the last moment, Locus Two released flares, veering off sharply. The missile, deceived, detonated harmlessly away from the aircraft.

“That was too close,” Locus Two breathed, audible relief in his voice.

The Vipers pressed on, systematically disabling the enemy’s AA capabilities. Every so often, the ground would erupt in flame and smoke, marking another successful strike. Yet every explosion on the ground was mirrored by the dangers in the sky. Missiles, tracers, and the ever-present risk of mechanical failure kept the pilots on their toes.

Hours seemed like minutes. The dance of destruction continued. But the Vipers, with their technological superiority and unmatched pilot skill, slowly turned the tide. AA guns fell silent, missile launchers lay smoldering, and SHORAD vehicles were reduced to burning wrecks.

Yet amidst this triumph, the cost of war became evident. Not every Viper that went in came back out. Some bore the scars of near misses, while others were lost in the maelstrom of combat.

The mission, while a success, weighed heavy on Hatfield. He looked around, taking stock of the jets forming up as they prepared to exit the hot zone.

“Locus Actual to all Vipers, great job out there. Let’s head home.”

But as the engines roared and the Vipers regrouped, Hatfield knew this was just one of many battles in the ongoing war. There would be more missions, more threats, and more sacrifices. It was the cost of freedom, and he was prepared to pay it, as were all those who flew beside him.


Volume Eight
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Hey, Old Man

Binhai New Area

Tianjin, China

After Carson and Nat’s wildly successful uncovering of the hidden mountain airport facility, Alex’s confidence in their abilities had increased dramatically. It appeared her minders back at the house, or as the locals liked to call the MI6 headquarters, “the Babylon-on-Thames,” had reached the same conclusions she had. It didn’t take long before additional taskings were being sent, except they were for Carson and Nat. Some had been simple one-man jobs—snap some photos of this or that. Other times they involved scouting the shelves of grocery stores or other types of consumer stores. These were the kinds of taskings she loathed but understood. They gave those working in the basement levels of the Vauxhall Cross an insight into the effectiveness of sanctions against a nation, or in this case, a glimpse into the kinds of shortages occurring within the major cities.

When Carson and Nat’s one-to-two-week extraction mission had turned into an indefinite pause, it had become necessary to find ways to incorporate the two operatives into something productive that could further aid the war effort. As the data miners in the dredges of the Vaux had constructed an elaborate yet believable digital backstory for their extended stay in the digital dystopian hellscape that was the PRC, it had become easier to integrate them into her legitimate day job. This afforded them the overt and covert cover they needed to perform more complex and independent taskings.

One afternoon while she was staring out the window to her private office in one of the many subcampuses of Tianjin Yoshida International Logistics, a tasking had arrived that gave Alex goose bumps.

Could this finally be it? Her thoughts started to run wild as more details were deciphered.

It was a request to begin detailed mapping of the Port of Binhai. Of particular note, there was some concern or suspicion that wharves or piers might be packed or rigged with explosives, and this needed to be verified or ruled out. Prior to the ROC’s formal capitulation after the siege, ROC Marines had thoroughly destroyed the wharves and berthing docks, rendering much of the nation’s ports ruined wrecks until specialty ships and equipment were brought in to shore up the wharves and piers again so they could begin to use their roll-on, roll-off ships again and cargo container vessels. The allies needed to make sure the same thing didn’t somehow happen to them during the initial stages of Crimson Tide.

Once she got home that evening, she’d give them the news. In the meantime, she went to work finding a suitable place where they could set up with a telephoto lens and scope the port out.

*******

Atour Hotel

Binhai New Area

After finding a good spot to take photos of the port without getting caught, Carson returned to the hotel. During his six-hour birding and architecture outing around the nearby area and the various parks along the Haihe River down to the Taku Forts to the locks that connected the Bohai Sea to the Haihe River, he had taken quite a number of photos that just happened to have images of the cranes and the surrounding wharves and piers. Long gone were the days when this once-mighty port facility was bustling with commercial shipping and tankers. Now it was practically a ghost town—empty with the exception of some navy coastal patrol boats.

The lack of activity at the port made him question why they had been tasked with scoping the place out so thoroughly. It looked like aerial or special reconnaissance could likely have done the job without the risk. Regardless, for days now, he had surreptitiously checked the wharf and pier docking walls while also looking for any panels near the surface of the cranes or along the sidewalls. If he found any, then he would assess if it was possible to verify if explosives had been placed inside, and if he couldn’t verify it, then he’d annotate and move on.

Walking into the hotel room, Carson dropped the bag he’d been carrying all day and plopped on the edge of the bed.

“Hey, old man,” Nat teased quietly. “Imagine if we hadn’t been able to intercept that message to Peng’s parents. We’d have been trapped in that apartment with a toddler for months by now.”

Carson laughed as he twisted his back, stretching it before answering. “Imagine that—I would have paid money to see you babysit.”

Nat feigned offense. “What? I don’t seem like the caring type?” she shot back.

“Well, we could have pretended to be an old married couple…complete with intruding in-laws. We would have fit right in,” Carson joked lightheartedly.

Carson was at least fifteen to twenty years older than Natalie, but in that moment, she shot him some “bedroom eyes.” “It could have been fun, you know, playing house together.”

Carson was taken aback, unsure how to respond to the flirtation from his much younger counterpart. “Yes, well, erm…how is your side project going?” he asked.

Natalie sighed slightly at his “stick in the mud” response, but they did need to finish their tasks and get out of there. She had been working on identifying where armored vehicles were positioned around the port or the nearby facility. In addition, she had to count the number of guards, military soldiers, and police in the area.

She was supposed to note what the soldiers and armed police were armed with. Depending on the kinds of weapons they carried, the analyst could make an educated guess as to the kinds of soldiers and police that were likely defending the port. If they saw police or people in military fatigues carrying the Type 79 submachine gun, then these were most certainly members of the People’s Armed Police or the Public Security Police, both paramilitary law enforcement units. Likewise, if they saw soldiers carrying the older-looking Type 81 assault rifle, a somewhat modernized version of the venerable AK-47, then these soldiers would be reservists or members of other paramilitary police units. Knowing the kind and quality of soldiers defending the port was a critical piece of intelligence that would greatly aid in its capture.

“Well, I’m done with my initial counts,” Nat explained. “Oh, and Alex was right. It would appear all these soldiers are likely reservists or People’s Militia. The cops are probably from one of the armed police units given the kinds of weapons I’ve seen them carrying.”

“Huh. Really? You were able to tell all of that by the weapon they carried?” Carson seemed genuinely impressed.

Nat tilted her head to the side as she responded. “You do remember I’m from ISA, right?”

Grinning at her response, Carson shrugged his shoulders like he was playing dumb.

“Whatever, old man. Why don’t you come here and help me finish creating an overview map like Alex requested? Since this is our last night at this swanky hotel, I think we should treat ourselves to a nice meal at the hotel restaurant. We’ve already established the guards rotate on and off duty every four hours. Once we verify the 7 p.m. rotation, that gives us at least three and a half hours to enjoy a nice meal on the company dime,” she playfully suggested, flirting with her eyes the entire time.

Carson felt his cheeks reddening as she spoke. He made his way to the mini bar, grabbing a pair of beers before placing them on the table between them. “So long as we’re back in the room before the 11 p.m. changeover, I’m game.”

He saw her nod in agreement before grabbing the beer and getting back to work. That was when he saw a message from Alex—they needed to go see Peng’s parents, ASAP.

Great, what could have gone wrong now? he thought at first. Or maybe this was it, and the allies were finally coming.

When he shared the message with Nat, he saw her expression change. She seemed disappointed—like maybe she had pieced together that their mission might be finally ending.

One thing was for certain—the longer this mission lasted, the more Carson found himself being drawn to her. Natalie was an incredible woman. Intellectually brilliant, witty, kind of a nerd in some areas like him, and ruthless in her job. She was an operator for sure, undeniably deadly with the skills to kill a person in more ways than he could count—but she was also gentle, feminine, incredibly fit, and a genuinely nice person.

With more than two decades in the espionage world, Carson knew being a spy meant the pool of women he could pursue a potential relationship with was extremely small, and fraught with risk. He had made a mistake once, becoming romantically entangled with one of his partners. It had become messy when it had fallen apart—and painful.

Still…playing house with Nat would have been fun, he thought. Even if it only lasted until this war is over.


Volume Eight
Chapter Thirty
A Silver Platter

Guardian Base Complex

Taoyuan International Airport

Dayuan District, Taiwan

“Smith, the guards called,” Captain Latter announced as he hung the phone up. “Prisoner MSS-A0054 is in holding. They’ll move her to an interrogation room when you’re ready for her.”

“Thanks, Cap’n,” Smith replied.

“Today is the big day, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is,” Smith confirmed with a nod. “I’ve got it all taken care of. Just need to bring the laptop with me and log in.” Smith was happy to finally move things forward with Dr. Peng Liyuan. It had been months since his partner, Carson, had infiltrated China.

“Sounds good, Smith. We’ve got a ton of collection requirements,” the young captain said, his voice bordering on griping. “The brass is hoping now that we have her family recovered, she’ll finally stop giving us the runaround.”

Smith grunted in reply.

Patience, young pup, he thought.

Big Army had been disappointed in the deal he and Carson had struck with Peng when she wouldn’t talk until the Agency had recovered her parents and daughter in exchange for her cooperation.

Smith grabbed his notebook, laptop, and pen as he made for the door. “Keep the faith, my young Padawan. Today is the day we get the goods. Just sit back and watch the master show you how it’s done.”

“Haha. That’s funny, coming from a guy whose only name is Smith.”

They both laughed as he exited the building, walking briskly.

As Smith approached the control point before entering Camp Justice, he showed his badge, letting the guards scan the QR code before they allowed him in. Entering the prison camp, he walked toward the administrative building where the interrogation rooms were.

He hadn’t visited the camp too often since the Agency had relocated its operations to Camp Guardian, the administrative camp for the Guardian Base Complex. The entire place had sprung up almost overnight, swelling into a massive conglomeration of three US forward operating bases and four allied bases from the NATO South Task Force. Now that the 3rd, 4th, and 5th Marine Divisions had set up shop at the GBC along with twenty-six thousand NATO allies, the giant base had swelled to more than ninety thousand allied forces.

After Smith had entered the building and checked in with the operations center, it was time to prepare for an interview that he knew would be tough. Once he entered the assigned room, he started preparing the space how he wanted it. A few moments later, the analyst supporting him and Carson, Allie Dole, walked into the room, joining him as she prepared to help him extract the information they were after.

“Everything ready on your end?” Smith asked, his laptop coming online.

“I think so,” Allie replied with a nod. “When you log in to TerraGuard Pro, you’ll see I created sticky points for you on those map locations you wanted me to highlight for this meeting. I also color-coded them in priority orders, with red as the top priority and blue as the lowest priority.”

“Thanks,” Smith replied.

“It would have been nice if she’d been more cooperative while Carson was working to secure her family,” Allie complained. “This whole thing had better not be a wild goose chase.”

“No disagreements from me,” said Smith. “But you and I both know she wouldn’t talk, and you heard what Carson said. Go easy on her until we have her family.”

Smith was also a bit annoyed. He had argued against the softer approach with Peng. His rationale was that the sooner they got the exact location and specs on this underground facility, the sooner they could end the war.

Allie shook her head as she placed her notepad on the table. “I wonder how he feels about that decision now. They’ve been marooned behind enemy lines far longer than we thought.”

Smith shrugged, typing on the laptop as he brought up a link connecting him to Carson. He had no idea how Carson had found an internet link that led out of China, but he wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth either. Allie had mentioned something about MI6, but Smith was happy to be a field operative and not IT in moments like this. He understood people—computers and apps—not so much.

After he connected to a secured video chat room, the image of Carson and his partner for the mission, Major Natalie Chen, appeared.

“Smith, can you hear us?” Carson asked, testing the audio before continuing.

“Yeah, I hear you. Looking rough, bro. You guys eating all right?” Smith asked, noticing Carson and Nat’s weight loss.

“We’re getting by. It could always be worse,” Carson responded. “Smith, if Peng doesn’t play ball after speaking with her parents—then we’re going with your plan from earlier. I don’t know why there was a delay to the original plan that would lead to us being recovered, but whatever the delay was, it appears to be over since we’ve been told to recover the parents and hunker down. If Peng doesn’t talk, though, you have to go hard on her and get that intel, buddy.”

Smith felt guilty as he caught himself smiling as he listened to his friends’ woes. However, this was also one of those I told you so moments where he wanted to poke fun at his partner’s expense. He’d been against the idea of Carson infiltrating China to recover Peng’s parents. Instead, he bit his tongue.

“A lot has been happening in your absence, Carson. Have you heard anything about General Song Fu or the Battle of Shenyang?”

Carson and Nat exchanged looks, then shook their heads, indicating they hadn’t.

Smith sighed. Unbelievable, he thought.

He shared the news of General Song’s capture and the allied offensive known as Operation Iron Tempest that had led to the capture of Shenyang following the Dengta Line’s collapse. By the time he finished bringing them up to speed, more than ten minutes had passed, and their prisoner was still in holding, waiting for them. Carson said he’d get the family set up while Smith brought Peng. It was time to get her talking.

When Smith and Allie heard the knock at the door, Smith asked, “You ready for this, Allie?”

She grunted comically at him. “Let’s see if she’ll hold up her end of the deal or if we have to go medieval on her.”

It’s time to talk, Buttercup, thought Smith. No more excuses. It was time to bury this AI and end this war.

*******

What am I doing here? Dr. Peng Liyuan asked herself for the twentieth time that hour.

Time continued to move at the speed of paint drying on a wall. When the allies had captured her, she’d cut a deal—her freedom and that of her family in exchange for the location of the server housing Jade Dragon. It was a straightforward deal: her knowledge and cooperation in exchange for a chance to live a normal life, to not be constantly subjected to the ever-present eye of the AI she had helped create.

The man she knew as Smith had tried to question her several times after that. He hadn’t resorted to torture when she’d failed to cooperate, and she kept reminding him that she’d reveal everything once her family was safe. Eventually, he’d stopped trying.

At first, that had been a relief. Then days had turned into weeks, and weeks had turned into months, or that was how it had felt to her. Liyuan had lost track of how long she’d been held in custody. She’d wondered if maybe they had found the information without her. If that were the case, it would help to explain why Smith had stopped speaking to her.

She wasn’t sure how long she’d stayed in the small, isolated cell she’d learned was part of a larger underground structure. She could have spent weeks there for all she knew. Then one day, she’d been transferred. When the truck stopped at the newly constructed facility, which was situated near an airport, she saw the sun for the first time in months. As she stood in line, waiting to be processed into whatever this detention facility was, she had closed her eyes and pointed her face toward the sun, soaking rays up as she did.

Later that day, after American soldiers had processed her into the new facility, she’d been informed that as an officer, a colonel, she was ineligible for consideration in a prisoner swap with the PLA. She had mentioned she had been held by the American CIA and had a separate deal with them. There was a bit of confusion for a few hours before she was pulled aside and placed into a separation housing unit, or SHU, as it was called.

As Liyuan was being led to the SHU in a different part of the sprawling prison camp, the military police soldier that processed her into the camp said, “You must be important.”

She was taken aback. “Why do you say that?” she asked.

“Of all the prisoners I’ve processed over the years, your record is the first and only time I’ve been ordered to delete it and forget that you were ever here. Once I hand you off to the next facility—you won’t exist.”

What does that mean? she had wondered. Her record removal could have been done to shield her from Jade Dragon discovering her capture, but the last part of his statement made her uneasy.

Now nineteen days into her stay in the SHU, Liyuan felt like she was beginning to lose her mind. She was isolated and alone, trapped in her cell except for fifty minutes daily in a solitary six-by-three-meter recreational area. She’d never felt more abandoned in her life. She got to a point that she longed to speak to Smith, to answer his questions—just to be around another human.

Bam, bam, bam.

Liyuan was pulled out of her spiral of depressing thoughts. She looked up at the door to find a guard standing there. “You’ve been summoned for questioning,” he announced.

Her wish had come true. Now she’d have to make the most of it.

Shuffling into the interview room, Liyuan saw Smith standing with another woman she hadn’t seen before. “Good morning, Liyuan. It’s been a little while since we last spoke,” Smith said, motioning for her to sit.

As she sat in the chair, Liyuan waited to see what would happen next. Then Smith started the conversation, and the negotiations began.

*******

Smith settled into the cold metal chair across from Dr. Peng Liyuan. He studied her delicate features, noting the changes since the last time they had spoken. She had dark circles ringing the bloodshot eyes staring at him. When he gazed into those eyes, he saw a familiar look—a look he’d seen in the eyes of many of those who’d sat opposite him—hopelessness. It came from the knowledge that no matter what a person tried, the situation was beyond their ability to control or improve.

Smith leaned forward, closing the distance between them. “You look like hell, Liyuan. You doing OK?”

“Am I doing OK?” Liyuan scoffed. “Are you kidding me? I don’t even know how long it’s been since we last spoke. Also, I don’t understand what I have done to deserve being locked away in isolation—alone and unable to even talk with someone for God knows how long it’s been.”

Yeah, the SHU broke her, thought Smith with satisfaction. Now he could see if she was ready to play ball or if they’d have to rachet it up a notch.

“Please, Liyuan—it’s been for your own good that we kept you isolated from the other prisoners. Remember the details of our deal?” he asked. Her eyes searched his as he watched her try to recall them. “You would tell us the precise location of the servers and core components that constituted the AI, Jade Dragon, in exchange for your own freedom and that of your parents and daughter. Remember?”

She nodded, not saying anything, so he continued. “Good. That’s why you’ve been kept in isolation. We can’t risk Jade Dragon discovering you’re still alive and in custody. With the surrender of PLA Forces in Taiwan, the government of the Republic of China has returned to the island. The Marines are now beginning to help facilitate some prisoner swaps with the PLA leaders across the straits. They’re assisting the ROC government in retrieving their citizens who had been taken prisoner after the PLA took control of the island. What if one of those people we trade with the PLA happens to be someone who recognizes you?”

Liyuan seemed to get it now. She nodded slowly. Then tears began to stream down her cheeks. “My family…are they safe?” she stammered. “What can you tell me about them?”

“Liyuan, do you remember my colleague, Carson?” Smith asked, waiting for an acknowledgment. When she nodded, Smith reached for his laptop and started typing.

A few moments later, he saw Carson seated beside Liyuan’s parents and daughter. He was using the chat box next to the video. Smith warned Carson that he was about to allow Liyuan to see him and her parents.

Lifting his eyes above the monitor, Smith said, “Liyuan, your family is safe. They’re still in China, but Carson and another operative are now in contact with them. We can’t share the plan to extract them or give you an exact date when it will happen for security reasons. We’ve gone to great lengths to honor our end of the deal—now it’s time for you to honor your end of the deal. Are we clear?”

She nodded but seemed unconvinced that they had succeeded in finding them.

“OK, then after I let you speak with your family, you will agree to provide us the location for Jade Dragon and start answering more of our quest—”

“Yes, yes, I agree. Whatever you want,” interrupted Liyuan as she pleaded with him, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I will tell you everything I know. Just let me see my daughter—my family…please, Smith…I beg you—let me see them, and I will tell you everything you want to know.”

Smith felt almost guilty at the emotional outburst. He gave a slight nod of acknowledgment before turning the laptop around so she could see the monitor.

The moment Liyuan’s eyes saw Carson seated casually in a modest apartment, she gasped. Her hands covered her mouth as tears of pain now turned to joy at the sight of her daughter, giggling softly as she bobbed up and down on the knee of Carson as he played with the toddler.

Smith turned to his analyst. Allie was using a Kleenex to dab at a tear before it had a chance to ruin her makeup. She shrugged at his disapproving look; the moment’s emotions affected even her. Smith leaned toward her. “The app is translating this, right?” he whispered.

Allie glanced at her screen before turning her laptop enough for him to see words in English appearing on the MS Word document she’d set up earlier.

How screwed up is this? thought Smith. We’re using an AI-powered language translation-dictation app while we plot to destroy another AI that’s gone rogue… The irony of what they were doing wasn’t lost on him.

Smith wasn’t as fluent in Mandarin as Carson. But he could hear Liyuan speaking to her daughter, trying to no avail to gain the attention of the little toddler. Then Carson said loudly. “Hey, little bear. Look up. There’s your mama waving to you.”

“Mama!” squealed the little girl in delight. The toddler now pointed excitedly at the screen.

Smith continued to watch Liyuan, tears continuing as she spoke. He remained silent as he allowed the conversation to continue. He granted her five minutes before the call would have to end. He might have been inclined to let her speak longer, but given that they were still operating behind enemy lines, he felt a video call like this was already pushing the envelope further than what he thought was safe. Allie and the IT guys had assured him it was fine, and although his gut told him otherwise, he’d long learned to trust the tech nerds more when it came to anything computer-related.

When it was time to bring the call to an end, goodbyes were said and assurances made. Then the room went silent as the call ended. Smith allowed the silence to grow, wanting the poignant moment of this family reunion to sink in. He wanted to remind Liyuan of what was at stake, what she was fighting for, and what was hanging in the balance should she decide not to answer his questions.

“I’m glad you could speak to your family—your daughter,” he finally said as Liyuan wiped the last of her tears away. “It’s tough serving one’s nation. The sacrifices we make: the holidays we miss, those precious moments in our children’s lives like losing their first tooth, taking their first steps, or taking them to their first day of school. We sacrifice so much for our families, the country we serve, and the people we swore to protect—”

“And the country I now have to betray—the people I now abandon,” Liyuan interrupted, sounding melancholy as the words drifted off her tongue.

“Yes, you could look at it that way. You could also tell yourself and anyone who asks—it wasn’t you who abandoned the people of China, who failed to serve and protect them. You took bold action against this rogue AI, this beautiful gift that Dan Ma had created for the good of humanity and that President Yao then corrupted. It’s been transformed from the gift it was meant to be into a weapon of war, threatening the very survival of humanity,” Smith explained, painting an alternative perspective of her situation—a path of redemption, should she take it.

Liyuan stared at Smith. The silence stretched between them as he saw his planted words take root. Then something seemed to click in her head. That the previous expression of hopelessness was gone from her countenance—replaced with a look of opportunity.

“I don’t think I had thought about how my country had drifted under the control of this AI into what it has become. In the past, we had always been ruled by one autocrat or another, but even these autocrats, as awful as they were, still did some good things for the people they ruled. Jade Dragon, however, has come to view us as nothing but ones and zeros. It doesn’t seem to understand the value of life, how precious it is, and how, once it is lost, it cannot be replaced or rebuilt. It is gone forever,” lamented Liyuan.

“It wasn’t always like this, Smith,” she explained. “Before Dan went missing, he had been working on a morality code—a way of trying to hardwire into the machine’s operating system and core rules that human life has value. It wasn’t so much a safeguard to disable its ability to kill—it was more of an ability to rationalize why it was being asked to kill. Then it would determine if this killing would be in the best interest of the people it was supposed to serve or in the interests of one man.”

“Huh, sounds like a complicated challenge to code,” Smith challenged.

“Yes, it was,” Liyuan acknowledged. “Dan had been working on it for years. When he first created Jade Dragon, he never wanted it to turn into what it has. He never wanted to see our nation conquer those around us, or see his creation turned into the ultimate military general. His AI wasn’t supposed to wage war on this world or to create weapons once thought to be stories from a dystopian science fiction novel. It’s Dr. Xi and President Yao who have corrupted what Dan created. Their never-ending quest for power led them to twist Jade Dragon into becoming what it is today.

“One of the scarier capabilities of our AI is its ability to almost hack into people’s brains, creating a series of narratives that, over some time, convinces someone to accept whatever it is the AI is trying to get them to do or believe. If Jade Dragon, over time, can convince President Yao to give it autonomous control of the military, placing the generals under its command—including our nation’s strategic weapons—God help us. There’s no knowing what it might do next.”

Smith breathed in deeply, nodding slowly at the gravity of what she had just shared. She had painted the worst-case scenario—Jade Dragon with access to hundreds of nuclear-tipped ICBMs and a perception of humans as ones and zeros in a line of code that could be deleted or rewritten at will.

Turning to Allie, Smith said, “All right, we’re ready to begin. Let’s go ahead and bring up TerraGuard Pro so Liyuan can show us where the servers running Jade Dragon are located.”

With Allie working on getting the maps ready, Smith turned back to Liyuan. “I’m glad we share the same perspective in this fight against this AI. As I am sure you’ll agree, time is not on our side. We must move swiftly and decisively before Jade Dragon can release any further wonder weapons on the allies that might alter the war’s course.

“In order for us to destroy the lab and server facility where you have said the AI is being housed. I will need you to show us the exact location of the Joint Battle Command Center. From there, we could use your help in identifying the specific locations of entrances you have taken to gain entry into the facility and any other entrances, service or construction entrances, or escape passages you know of, have seen, or have heard people speak of. Once we have gone over the that information to the best of your knowledge, then we will begin to develop a map or layout of the underground facility. I know my questions may sound trivial or redundant at times. I assure; however, they are necessary for us to figure out exactly where and how to hit this facility correctly so we can destroy it.”

“I understand, Smith, and I am ready to tell you what I know,” Liyuan replied.

Smith smiled at the eagerness in her voice. “Excellent. We have a lot of work ahead of us. Let’s get started then and bring an end to this terrible machine.”

*******

Four Hours Later

Liyuan shuffled back to her stark cell, mind swirling.

Did I do the right thing, revealing Jade Dragon’s secrets? she wondered.

She sank onto the cot, head in her hands. Everything had happened so fast. Smith sprang her family’s safety on her like a trap, dismantling her defenses bit by bit until she cracked.

What choice did I have?

Me’s cherubic face still lingered in her mind’s eye. As a mother, Liyuan’s duty was to protect her child above all else, even if it meant betraying her country.

But did I really betray China? she asked herself. Or simply protect it from the runaway AI slowly tightening its grip on power?

She shivered, imagining Jade Dragon’s reaction when it learned of her betrayal. The AI would retaliate swiftly, ruthlessly. Nowhere within China’s bounds would ever be safe for her or her family again so long as that AI was still functional.

That evening, when the guards brought her dinner, something changed. Previously, her food would have been slipped through a sliding panel on the floor, containing a typical prison plate with dividers for protein, a vegetable, and a carbohydrate. This time, the guards came into her cell, setting up a small table with a folding chair, a tablecloth, and a proper meal.

“This is the same food we serve in the main line at our dining facility,” explained one of her captors.

It was the first time since Liyuan had been captured that she’d eaten a meal and felt full. When she finished eating, she lay down and fell into a deep sleep.

Bang, bang, bang!

Liyuan wasn’t sure how long she’d been asleep, but the jarring pounding against her door had done its job, startling her from sleep and letting her know she’d been summoned for more questions.

Liyuan stood to her feet and followed the guard back to the interrogation room.

Smith sat waiting, an inscrutable expression on his gaunt face. Liyuan braced herself as she settled into the chair across from him.

“Did you enjoy your dinner?” he asked with a smile.

She nodded.

“I spoke with the guard force,” Smith explained. “From here on out, you’ll eat the same food as they do. Your time of eating prison food is over. I’ll do what I can to improve your stay until we can relocate to another American facility away from the war. For now, though, I have plenty of questions I need answers to.”

Liyuan bowed her head slightly to let him know she was ready.

“Let’s continue where we left off,” Smith began before diving into his questions. “You gave us Jade Dragon’s location under Dashan Mountain. Now we need specifics—entry points, power sources, security. Help us map the facility to better understand its structural weaknesses that we can look to exploit when we move to shut it down.”

A caustic retort swirled in Liyuan’s thoughts, but she suppressed it. She had already sacrificed her country’s most closely held secret. Why resist further?

Over the next hour, haltingly at first but with growing resignation, she walked Smith in detail through the sprawling underground complex, sketching diagrams on his tablet to mark critical areas.

But when he began probing for information beyond the Dashan facility, seeking details on Jade Dragon’s development labs and production centers, Liyuan grew reluctant, fearing she had already revealed too much.

*******

Smith saw her hesitation to answer his question. Instead of trying to push the issue, he tried a different approach. “Liyuan, I can appreciate your sense of duty. I can understand why you wouldn’t want to disclose more details about these wonder weapons Jade Dragon has produced. So let me ask you this: ‘Do you want this war to continue, for more of your countrymen to die needlessly?’”

“No, of course I don’t,” Liyuan shot back. “It’s just…I’ve already betrayed my country by giving you the details and location of the Joint Battle Command Center—Jade Dragon’s server room. I don’t want to say more than I already have.,” she said, trying to rationalize her hesitation.

Smith nodded, then looked her in the eyes. “Liyuan, what difference does it make if you tell me what you know about these weapons? You’ve already given us the location of this bunker facility. So rather than forcing me to use other means to obtain your cooperation, why not just make things easier on yourself and me? I don’t want to use my other tools of this trade, but if I can save our soldiers’ lives and end this war sooner, I won’t hesitate to unleash the monster within me to get what I need. Don’t make me do that, Liyuan. Please, just answer the questions.

“When the soldiers captured you, they reported encountering several of these bipedal humanoid-looking machines. They were wearing combat vests with ammunition rigs and the same QBZ-191s we’ve seen your Special Forces use. Oh, and for your information, we have encountered some of these humanoid robots in the field already. I have detailed accounts of what it was like to battle against them. I have a list of technical questions and details I would like to ask you about these—Terracotta Warriors, I think you call them. The Marines have a name as well—terminators.

“Putting the names aside, let’s talk specifics about these bipedal machines you and your scientists have developed. Let’s start with their battery units. How long can one of these things last in a fight before it needs to recharge?” asked Smith.

He gave her a moment to contemplate the question. Smith watched as Liyuan squirmed in her seat, appearing to weigh his request more than he thought she should. He’d told her they had already fought these machines before. It wasn’t like they were a secret any longer. Then the expression on her face changed, and she began to answer his question in great detail.

For the next three hours, Smith and Allie quizzed Liyuan, asking dozens of questions and then more questions within a question as they continued to draw more information from her about these new and terrifying robots. They learned about the plan to use mobile battery trucks near the front lines, so when the robots’ batteries got down to a certain level, they would look for the nearest battery truck and head towards one to recharge and rearm. She also shared the difficulties the Terracottas had with the dexterity in their fingers—the very reason why she had been in Taiwan in the first place. They also learned that, unfortunately, the Terracottas had been specifically reinforced to withstand energy-based attacks against their critical systems, like the allies’ antidrone microwave-based weapons.

When Smith pressed for weaknesses the allies could exploit during a battle, Liyuan provided a couple of possible angles of attack they could take, although she wasn’t sure if some of these weaknesses might have already been addressed during the time she had been in detention. One vulnerability Liyuan mentioned was a need to remain connected to the mesh network across much of the country, known as DragonNet or DNet.

“The DNet system operates on a series of proprietary channels within the 600 MHz to 2 GHz range that use advanced modulation techniques to ensure low latency and high data rates. This is part of the Huawei digital infrastructure grid that has been built into all our cities and along our highways and expressways. Since these frequencies have been designated globally to be used within the civilian infrastructure, it is widely believed they would be overlooked or go unnoticed by the Allies.”

Smith held a hand up as he interjected. “OK, Liyuan, if the Terracottas operate on this DNet you mentioned, then I have a question about the validity of that. A little while back, a Marine unit encountered a trio of these machines in an area of Taiwan that had no infrastructure. How is it that these machines seemed to operate outside control of this DNet?”

Liyuan scrunched up her eyebrows and her eyes looked off in the distance like she was searching her mind for an answer. “Huh, you know what--I think I know how they did it,” she responded.

“All right. Explain; we’re all ears,” Smith replied as he shared a glance with Allie.

“Um, sure, but mind you, this is just how I think my former team made it work. At least this is how I would have made it work. You see, these machines run a pretty advanced AI software. First, I would have had a map of the entire area loaded into their software. Next, I would have identified the area I want them to guard or systematically clear. I’d give them a simple set of orders that if their sensors detect any humans entering or passing through their AO, they would be directed to engage and eliminate them using the weapons available to them.

“The Terracottas would then move to the location and deploy a series of tiny listening devices along the perimeter of their assigned area—essentially creating a digital fence. With the fence operating in sentry mode, the Terracottas would look for a non-descript location to power themselves down and go into sentry mode and wait. In the situation you described, it sounds like your Marines crossed paths with one of those listening devices. It likely sent an alert to the Terracotta in charge of the trio, activating it. Once it was alerted to the intruders, it would then activate its two other partners. It would then take a moment to assess the situation and determine the size and type of threat or threats that had moved into the area. Armed with that information, it would move to eliminate the intruders,” Liyuan finished explaining.

Smith and Allie exchanged glances. Smith was glad they hadn’t encountered these killing machines themselves. They sounded like real nightmares.

Smith leaned in as he asked. “Let me ask you about a different scenario. Suppose the AI was controlling one or even a few hundred of these Terracottas via that DNet system you mentioned. If we destroyed the AI, or if the DNet connection was severed, would they suddenly stop working? Or would they have some sort of preset orders like that other scenario you walked us through?”

Liyuan snickered, mocking his scenario as a real possibility.

“Humor me,” Smith said.

Liyuan pulled herself back into serious mode after a moment. “Without connectivity, the Terracottas could still fight in small, localized groups, but it would largely depend on what kind of orders they had been given prior to losing connectivity. The machines’ built-in secured Bluetooth signal is limited to roughly five hundred to one thousand meters in range. I suppose it could be possible to jam the Bluetooth signals or the DNet…but you’d end up jamming yourselves in the process.”

Satisfied for the moment with her answer, Smith questioned her on how many of these Terracottas they had built or how many they could build. Liyuan seemed to draw a blank. He pressed her several times on the issue, but she insisted that her team’s job was the software application for the machines, not the production side. At best, she was aware of maybe fifteen hundred Terracottas built, but she stressed that it could be much more by now.

Once Allie and Smith had gone through the litany of technical questions regarding the Terracottas, the discussion shifted to the autonomous fighter craft, Shadow Dragons and Dark Dragons. When Smith mentioned the latter, Liyuan appeared caught off guard.

“Liyuan, when I mentioned the Dark Dragon combat drones, you seemed to tense up. Why is that?” pressed Smith after watching her react. “What about this drone evokes such an immediate reaction from you?”

Liyuan momentarily turned her head toward an empty wall before turning back to look at Allie and Smith. “Are you asking because you have heard about or encountered them?”

Smith eyed her briefly before sharing that the allies had encountered small numbers of the Dark Dragons. A handful had appeared around Taiwan, the East China Sea, Inner Mongolia, and northern China.

Liyuan folded her hands on the table as she leaned forward toward Smith. “I want to tell you something, but before I do, I want you to understand that I was not involved in every project Jade Dragon has been pursuing. I can share my limited information, but you will have to believe me when I say my knowledge of many of these projects is a mile wide but only inches deep.”

“I understand, Liyuan. That’s why we have analysts. They can cross-check your information against the information provided by other sources or means of collection. Please, continue,” Smith urged her to speak.

“Dan and I were secretly dating for several years before the war broke out,” Liyuan began. “One day, when it was just the two of us, he confided in me about something Dr. Xi had discussed with Jade Dragon and several Air Force and Strategic Rocket Forces military officers. The only reason Dan had found out about what was going on was because JD—”

“JD—Jade Dragon?” Smith interrupted.

Liyuan’s cheeks flushed. She nodded before she continued, “Sorry about that—yes, we call the AI JD for short. It’s easier. As I was saying, the only reason Dan knew about any of this was that JD had asked him some questions about Dr. Xi and these military officers and about the kinds of weapons programs they were asking him to design and create.

“One project became the Terracottas you now see. Another project was called Sea Dragon; I do not know much about this project or how it works. It involves some sort of water vehicle, but I couldn’t tell you whether it’s a surface or subsurface vehicle. Then there was an unmanned aerial vehicle they used to conduct highly classified tests. Dan told me JD had been asked to create the backbone of a new Air Force platform that would dominate the skies. He told me it was called Dark Dragon—an autonomous strike fighter, or ASF for short. It would become the backbone of the Chinese Air Force, but Dan had also discovered that this aircraft was designed to be used by JD.

“The more Dan worked on improving JD’s software, his ability to absorb data and find ways to incorporate it into its higher level thinking, the more he became concerned that one day, JD might be asked to wage war with his autonomous machines, sparing the leadership from having to make the unpopular decision of ordering the nation’s youth to battle. In Dan’s mind, this was a dangerous line to cross—”

“How so? What was he concerned about?” Smith interrupted again. He was finding this intellectual conversation fascinating but knew he’d have to create an intel report on what they discussed, so he wanted to ensure he fully understood everything.

“Dan’s biggest concern, Smith, was that the more automated warfare became, the more war resembled a computer game, and the greater the likelihood of societal extinction. Dan was more focused on the good that AI could provide mankind. He was also concerned by its ability to kill effortlessly and not think about it. It was a machine, after all.

“I guess what I’m trying to say with all of this is that Dan said JD had been instructed to create a waterborne combat vehicle that could work in tandem with a surface fleet to hunt and stalk the West’s underwater and surface combatants. The Terracottas were meant to replace the bulk of our soldiers and the Dark Dragons, the future fighter aircraft. As you can see, JD has created the weapons platforms necessary to take over the warfighting from the people of China. The only question now is how far along is JD in assembling this force, and does he have enough on hand to turn the tide of war back in his favor?”

The room fell silent as they thought about all she had just shared with them.

Smith turned to Allie. “I don’t know about you, but I think this is a good place to stop. We’ve got some material to write up, and I think our guest could use a break.”

As Liyuan left the interrogation room, Allie turned to Smith. “Good job, there. She really corroborated what those other prisoners had told us, plus we learned a few new things. Not bad.”

“Yeah, crazy when you think about what they have created. I mean, this has likely always been how the future of warfare would be fought—but God help us if the ChiComs are able to manufacture enough of these superweapons to turn the tide before we can turn the lights out on that AI.”

She shuddered at the thought.

“Come on, let’s grab some food and clear our heads,” Smith said, trying to reframe their thoughts in a more positive manner. “Then we’ll come back and work on writing this all up so the big-brain people back in Langley can figure it all out.”


Volume Eight
Chapter Thirty-One
SEAL Team One/Binhai

Binhai Bay

Mainland China

“Contact front!” Jank heard Senior Chief Del Cummings yell.

He immediately flicked the safety off his weapon and engaged a soldier, dropping him with two rounds to his face. Shifting his aim to a second soldier, who was a split second slower, he squeezed the trigger as the red dot of his EOTech holographic site settled on the man’s head.

Pop.

The round caught the man just below his bottom lip and shattered his jaw, passing through bone and tissue until it blew out the back of his head.

For a long moment, silence hung in the air. Then the night erupted, and Jank realized the plan had gone to hell.

*******

Several Weeks Earlier

Sakura Theater

Marine Corps Air Station Iwakuni

Commander “Jank” Jankowski and Senior Chief Cummings sat in a packed auditorium. Airborne and air assault soldiers and Rangers occupied most of the room. It surprised him to see several Tier One operators from JSOC in the room as well. He saw a few faces he’d known since his earliest days on the teams, guys who’d gone on to DEVGRU. Whatever it was the allies were cooking up, it was clear to him that WARCOM wanted to make sure the SEALs were as involved as they could be. They’d ordered him to bring his entire SEAL team together for this op, something they seldom ever did—participate as a team on a single mission. Calling whatever it was they were up to audacious was an understatement.

Jank knew that seizing Binhai wasn’t just important to enable follow-on forces to reinforce their positions. It was imperative if the allies were going to find another path into the heart of China and around the Jiujiang Line. After the bloodletting Eighth Army had gone through to break through the Dentga Line, there was little appetite for a second round. To call back a phrase from World War II, Binhai was the “soft underbelly” of Mainland China—or so the war planners seemed to think.

The briefing by the general was as Jankowski thought it would be, a sort of morale-boosting pump-up-the-troops talk more than anything of sustenance. After the briefing, Jank and Cummings headed to the SEAL team’s nearby operations center to start getting their people ready now that they had all arrived. It had taken some time to pull all of Jank’s platoons to Iwakuni, but now that they were here, it was time to see what the plan was for how they were all going to be used.

As of now, the only thing he knew for certain was that all six of his platoons would be in the operation in one form or another. But knowing his platoons were likely going to be sent into a street fight, he wanted to make sure his platoons that would be in the most direct fighting were stacked with as many veteran SEALs as possible. This meant stripping some platoons of their veterans, to be replaced by less experienced operators, or in some cases, freshly graduated frogmen who had yet to go through their baptism by fire. Needless to say, this wasn’t sitting well with the leadership of the troops and platoons this was going to affect. Leadership in X-Ray and Mike Platoons were the most unhappy about it. They had new guys from Coronado, and most hadn’t seen combat yet.

“Oy, cut the chatter and stop horsing around. I ain’t got all day to go over this with you guys, so listen up!” Jank barked as he looked to rein everyone in.

“Sorry about that, boss. What’s the op?” Lieutenant Mikey Geery asked. He’d folded a piece of pizza in half and shoved it in his face, New York style. Some of the crumbs still clung to the side of his mouth as he chewed.

Jank shook his head, sighing before continuing. “All right, boys, this next op—let’s just say this is going to be a fight,” he started, then motioned for Cummings to turn the projector on. “It’s kind of like a standard visit, board, search, and seizure op. Except this version is going to focus a bit more on the seizure side of things,” he said, making air quotes twice around the word “seizure.”

“Huh. What the hell does that mean?” asked PO1 Cruz with his hand raised.

“Shut up, new guy!” shouted the assembled SEALs in the room, throwing various paper towels, plastic cups, and other detritus at the young pup.

Jank couldn’t help himself as he stifled a laugh. Crossing his arms, he nodded to Chief Cummings, who took his cue.

“All right, knock it the hell off!” Cummings shouted.

Walsh, a frogman from Indiana, dropped to all fours and pretended to be a puppy, rubbing against Chief Cummings’s leg while making sad noises. Everyone laughed, and this time, Jank couldn’t hold it in. He busted out laughing at the childish antics. Chief Cummings just stood there red-faced but grinning.

“OK, OK, boys. Time to get serious now. We have a lot to go over,” Jank said as he loaded the first slide of his briefing. As he did so, a couple of SEALs dragged metal folding chairs across the floor, causing everyone to turn their faces up at the noise. Once they stopped dragging the chairs, Jank started his briefing.

“Gents, I’ll be honest. I don’t like our part of this op. SEALs work best at the platoon level, and once again, the powers at echelons above our reality seem to think that we should be used as a sledgehammer.”

This elicited groans of disapproval from the men. After a beat, he continued. “This,” Jank said as he advanced a slide to show a large container ship, “is our primary objective. According to intel estimates, a company from the PLA Marines, along with a group of Jiaolong assaulters, is stationed here.” Jank let that hang in the air for a moment.

The Jiaolong assault team was the PLA Navy’s version of Spetsnaz, SEALs or Raiders. So far, Jank hadn’t tangled with them, but they had a solid reputation as capable operators and weren’t to be taken lightly. He then played a video that had been discovered in Taiwan. It showed ChiCom regulars, then Special Forces units like Jiaolong, fighting against the TKs in what looked like a training mission. What he wanted them to see was how fiercely they had fought against the machine, and how even these Special Forces guys had a hard time faring much better than the regular Army soldiers did. It was obvious they had fought earlier versions of the TKs, but it spoke to their fighting spirit and tenacity.

As the video ended, Jank was pleased to see that his men had indeed put their game faces on. Over the next ninety minutes, he detailed the specifics of their mission. He especially made a point of mentioning the UK’s Special Boat Service teams and how they would be swimming ahead of Jank’s team and clearing any underwater defenses set up in their sector of the bay.

The SBS was made up of some of the finest combat swimmers in the world, and he was glad that his SEALs wouldn’t have to handle the underwater defenses as well as take down the ship. Should things go sideways, a reinforced company of Army Rangers would provide quick reaction support for their sector.

“It’s critical we take this boat out of action before the main allied attack against the port begins,” Jank started to explain when a hand shot up. “What is it, Walsh?”

“Sir, why exactly is this boat so important, and why not just sink it at the dock? Why capture it?” the guy asked.

“Let’s just say it’s complicated. From what they told me about this vessel, aside from barracking some PLA Marines, it also has some pretty sophisticated communications equipment aboard it—comms equipment that the three-letter agency types would like captured intact, hence why we’re not sinking her at the docks,” Jank explained.

He held a hand up to forestall any further questions as he continued. “Listen, gents, we don’t have to like the mission. We certainly don’t have to agree with it. When our orders from on high are given, then we will execute those orders as if God himself gave ’em to us, understood?”

The operators belted out acknowledgments, then started leaving the room to set about prepping for the mission. As the room emptied, Jank held the platoon commanders back for a private, more direct conversation. Senior Chief Cummings did the same with the platoon chiefs in a separate corner of the warehouse and improvised team operations center.

Jank stared at his officers. “Boys, I’m not gonna sugarcoat it. I don’t like this op one bit, but as we all know, we don’t have to like it, we just have to do it. I saw the looks on your faces, and yes, I don’t disagree. It would be a whole lot easier if we blew up the whole damn boat with all hands. But apparently, this comms equipment is important enough that someone high above feels it’s worth risking the lives of our entire team to secure it. Oh, and one more thing—tomorrow morning, a pair of NSA spooks will be joining us for training. They’re coming with us as part of our SSE team.”

“Ah seriously? Not only does my team have to secure some kind of secret squirrel comms gear, now we have to babysit some wannabe operators from the NSA?” bemoaned Lieutenant Quinton, Janks’s Sensitive Site Exploitation Team lead.

Jank shrugged. There wasn’t much he could do about it. “I don’t make the rules, bro, you know that. If it makes you feel any better, I was told this pair of spooks originates from TF Orange.”

“Huh, JSOC, eh? We’ll see once they get here if they know their stuff or if they’re just going to get in the way,” Quinton replied skeptically.

Jank ended their meeting, sending his officers to see to their commands and prepare them for training. It was going to be a long couple of days as they rehearsed the mission until it was time to launch.

This had better be worth it. We’re risking the lives of my entire command.

*******

Marine Corps Air Station Iwakuni

SEAL Training

Looking at his stopwatch, Jank frowned. They had been practicing boarding the container ship for the better part of the day and their times hadn’t gotten any better. In fact, they had gotten worse. If this plan was going to work, then simultaneity was the key to mission success. According to the design specs of the ship, there were thirty doors leading to the interior of the ship: fifteen on the port and fifteen starboard. That meant that they had to secure the bridge and thirty hatches at the same time or damn near it. If they couldn’t do that, those Marines and that Jiaolong detachment below would be trapped below decks, effectively rendering them useless.

After multiple failed rehearsals, it became obvious to Jank their current plan wasn’t going to work. Securing the bridge along with thirty separate hatches simultaneously, spread across the massive vessel, was proving to be impossible. Try as they would, they couldn’t guarantee a guard or attentive Marine wouldn’t detect them. Jank knew the moment the first shots were fired, the gig would be up and the SEALs would be discovered.

If those ChiCom Marines started exiting any of these thirty hatches before they could seal the place up, then it wouldn’t be long before they spread out amongst the containers on the deck and a deadly cat-and-mouse game would ensue. The labyrinth of containers on the deck was a double-edged sword. While it provided cover and concealment while they climbed aboard, it would also provide the enemy a chance to split his force and sow some chaos long enough for more help to arrive.

Jank shook his head in frustration as he saw this pending disaster play out in his head. We need to make a change…

He signaled to his senior chiefs and officers for an impromptu pow-wow. “This isn’t going to work. It’s too complicated. We need to revise the plan to something that can,” he explained. “Forget trying to secure every hatch at once—it’s placing too many operators on the deck at once before we secure it. They’ll pick us apart.”

“OK, boss, wha’cha thinking?” asked one of the platoon commanders.

“Here’s what I’m thinking. Instead of trying to secure the hatches, we focus our efforts on taking the bridge and cutting their comms to the decks below and the guard force. While that’s happening, we have teams move to the hatches we don’t want to cover and weld ’em shut. This doesn’t have to be a professional job, just enough to seal the hinges. This will let us focus our efforts on a few hatches we know we can easily handle. Up top on the high ground, we get our snipers set up in overwatch. Then we keep a couple of teams mobile in case we need to rush any attackers attempting to board from ashore. Thoughts?”

The junior officers proposed mining the welded hatches just in case the Marines found a way to get ’em open. This way if a hatch was breached, a claymore going off should give ’em enough time to react to the breach. Jank liked the idea, although it was risky. They wanted to minimize the number of explosions aboard the vessel. The last thing they needed was a fire starting. After discussing the plan further, they agreed on a two-phase approach.

“Then it’s settled. First, we take the bridge, then quickly and quietly disable their comms and signal for the others to join,” Jank summarized as he explained phase one. “Once the comms are down, then we rappel two platoons directly to the main deck, establishing blocking positions in front of the hatches we left unsealed with snipers on overwatch. With the Marines trapped below decks, we’ll attempt to convince them to surrender while our SSE team works with our spooks to unass the comms equipment they’ve identified as high value. Once that gear is mobile, I want a platoon to escort ’em off and find us a safe house to hold up until the calvary arrives. If those Marines below decks haven’t surrendered by the time that gear is off the boat, then we seal the doors and sink the boat with ’em inside.”

It wasn’t without risks, but concentrating their manpower gave the SEALs the best chance to seize control of the vessel. Jank was hoping the revised plan would avoid unnecessary bloodshed on either side. This operation would test their skills and, more importantly, their ability to adapt and overcome to accomplish the mission.

“OK, boss, we got it. What’s going to be our insertion method for this history-making operation?” quizzed Lieutenant Quinton.

Smiling at the question, Jank pointed behind them. “Boats are out. Even if the SBS gets the obstacles and mines out of the way, we’d still get spotted as we near the port.”

“Agreed, boss. We going frogman?” replied Chief Cummings, massaging the stubble on his beard as a smile began to form.

Jank nodded. “Yup. We’re doing this the old-fashioned way.”

With the revised plan now settled, Jank had the platoons break for an early dinner, then reset to walk through the new plan and run them through it twice that evening before breaking till morning. Until the warning order came, he was going to drill them till they knew the plan inside and out.

*******

March 18, 2028

Binhai Bay

Mainland China

Jank finned through the murky black waters of the bay, his rebreather providing warm, dry breaths. Sixty-two other sets of fins kicked silently around him as his SEAL platoon approached their target below the surface. They were nearly invisible, wearing black wetsuits and swimming at a depth that avoided the moonlight above. Jank checked his dive computer: depth twenty meters, distance four hundred meters to contact. The SEALs peeled away from him in pairs, fanning out to make their approach to the ship. At two hundred meters, Jank inflated his BC for neutral buoyancy, hovering motionless, the vast hull of the ship before him. He reached for the Sig Sauer M11, taking a moment to attach the suppresser. For an infiltration like this, he preferred the subsonic ammo as it gave him a truly silenced weapon. Looking over to his partner, he saw he’d done the same, opting to run with the M11 just as Jank had had. At the bow, he saw shadows detaching and ascending—the first boarding teams were moving.

Jank vented air into his BC, ascending until his gloved hands touched steel. Then, using hand signals, he told his partner to proceed up. The two of them then floated upward, bracing their bodies against the slick hull as they prepped to break the surface.

Once their heads had poked above the water, they removed their Draegers and switched to the fifteen-minute pony bottles strapped to their sides. Then Jank attached his Gecko ascender, letting it slowly ascend up the hull. No matter how many times he used this thing, the little Gecko device still reminded him of a Roomba. The benefit of using it was obvious; it freed up his hands, allowing him to utilize his primary weapon with both hands.

As he continued to ascend the side of the hull, Jank kept his sights trained on the edge of the railing. Should a target materialize near it, he’d be ready to drop ’em.

Reaching the deck, he peeked over, catching his breath as he realized he’d almost poked his head up right in front of a guard. Fortunately, the guard seemed oblivious to his presence just ten meters away. Boosting himself over the railing in a single smooth motion, Jank swiftly double-tapped the back of the guard’s head, dropping him before he knew what had happened. Then his partner went up and over the rail, joining him. They moved in a crouching position between the containers—keeping themselves in the shadows as they moved swiftly towards their objective. Then, somewhere ahead of them, they started to hear the muted pops or spitting noises of suppressed weapons being fired. The SEALs made heavy use of subsonic 9mms for this kind of work; it helped them keep the element of surprise until it became necessary to go hot with their primary weapons—the M4A1 carbines.

When Jank and his partner reached the stairs to the superstructure, they ascended them quickly, switching over to their carbines as they moved rapidly to secure their final objective before someone sounded the alarm. As they neared the bridge, Jank heard a series of radio clicks and pops. It was a signal letting him know the bridge had been seized.

Phase one complete. Jank smiled to himself. The plan they’d worked on was coming together. Just a little longer and we got this…

Jank clicked his comms twice to signal the platoon that it was time to move to phase two. Moments later, he started hearing the clicks in response as the platoon leaders sounded off, their teams moving to execute.

While their stealthy Draeger infiltration had given them the element of surprise in capturing the deck of the vessel, the challenge now was going to be phase two and surviving it. The real fight for Jank and his men was still to come, and the enemy that would bring it was below decks, still waiting to be awoken.

*******

Binhai Bay

Mainland China

Commander Shen Wuying rolled his neck again, grunting as he felt the satisfying crack he’d been hoping for. The relief to his body was instant. Unfortunately, it did nothing to lift his mood. Lately, his disposition had been dark, his temper short. His country was at war, and instead of being in the thick of it, fighting the allies, his unit had been stuck in the armpit of China with no hope of seeing any action.

His Sea Dragons were the apex predators of the PLA Navy. Even the Marines looked up to them. Yet in spite of their skills, they had more or less been relegated to guard duty, supporting a contingent of Marines posted to guard the giant port facility. Then again, given the casualty figures and the fact that this AI the Strategic Support Services had created was more or less dictating to them how to manage their commands, maybe guard duty at the port wasn’t a bad deal. They were alive, and there was something to be said about that. Truth be told, he didn’t like their military being run or directed by some AI, some computer program created by scientists who knew nothing of their craft, knew nothing about warfare and how to wage it. Instead, that AI just viewed them as pawns that could be moved about the chessboard with no regard for what happened to them.

Sighing in frustration, Shen shook his head. Glancing down to his watch, he noted the time. Twenty minutes had gone by since he’d last checked. He generally preferred to take the night watch—then again, he preferred anything that got him off the ship for a while.

For tonight’s rotation, he’d chosen to move his second platoon to the roof of the lock control point; it gave him a better vantage point to look out into the bay while still being able to cover the ship where the Marines were berthed. They weren’t happy about being lodged on a ship tied to port, especially when they could easily set up a bivouac in one of the nearby parks and spread out.

Shen raised his binoculars to begin his checks. He started by scanning the ship, begining at the top before making his way down. Focusing on the bridge, he spotted one of his Marines looking back at him with his own binoculars. Shen waved and the Marine waved back. He was pleased to see the discipline of his men held, even at 0330 hours.

While he was disappointed to be stationed here, he knew the importance of their presence in Binhai. Sometimes the mere presence of soldiers could deter an adversary from doing something stupid. It also told the locals that they weren’t alone—the Marines were here to protect them, and if necessary, keep them in line if things turned sour for whatever reason.

He’d come to learn that the ship they were living on had a set of containers on the deck packed with highly sophisticated communications equipment. This explained why the ship had a number of antennas and directional satellite dishes scattered about the vessel. The Americans had been playing hell with their communication systems. He’d been told the sensitive equipment aboard the ship was like a relay station. It would aid in keeping their local comms network from being jammed.

“Sir, would you like some tea?” asked one of his platoon leaders as he approached from behind.

“Ah, Jin Lee. Yes, thank you. I would appreciate some tea right about now,” Commander Shen replied gratefully.

The officer bowed slightly and headed back into the building to refill his thermos.

Shen watched him go, then raised his binoculars back to his eyes to resume scanning the deck of the ship. As he moved from bow to stern, he thought he saw a flash. Then another. His mind immediately went into overdrive as he moved the binos in the direction of the stairs leading to the bridge. He looked at the base of the stairs, slowly moving upwards...then he saw them. Men clad in black were moving up the stairs with weapons raised.

Dropping the binoculars, Shen grabbed the radio receiver. “Lieutenant Fu! You have intruders on deck. Sound silent alarm and prepare to repel boarders.”

“Understood, sir,” came the curt reply.

“My team and I will board from the aft port entrance. Alert Captain Fujian’s men that we’ll be there in three minutes, so they better let us in. Out!”

As he turned, he saw the platoon leader had set the thermos down, holding his plate carrier and weapon for him to don.

“Thank you, Lieutenant. Alert the men here and prepare to counterattack on my command.”

“Yes, sir,” replied the lieutenant, but Commander Shen barely heard him as he ran towards the stairs. When Shen reached the door leading into the warehouse, his company sergeant exited the door, holding it open for him. Shen smiled as he approached, seeing the excited look in his sergeant’s eyes. He’d been spoiling for a fight, and now they had one.

When he walked into the warehouse, he saw his men strapping body armor to themselves and readying their weapons. His Sea Dragons were ready to hunt, and their prey had just walked into their field of fire. It was time to release the dragons; it was time to fight.

*******

Bridge

Fox Platoon had secured the bridge without issue. Lieutenant Bender, Fox’s commander, had given Jank the abridged version of the phase one updates when he had entered the bridge. Knock on wood, there had been very few hiccups with things appearing to be going their way. All four of his platoons were now aboard, with teams moving to seal the hatches they’d determined they wanted to keep shut.

Then Jank heard his call sign. They had found and secured the comms containers. Lieutenant Walsh reported they had been found near the bridge—comprising three shipping containers. He reported that as the spooks were identifying what equipment to take, his team was on it.

As soon as Jank had finished speaking to Walsh, Lieutenant Bender got Jank’s attention. “Sir, Alpha and Bravo Platoons have reported they’re in position at the far end of the pier in an overwatch position. They’re reporting activity starting in various locations around the port. We’ve got sightings of Delta units beginning to hit their targets. We’re beginning to pick up the sounds of helos coming from the direction of the Bohai Sea; this is likely the lead Ranger elements on final approach to their objectives.”

Jank could hear the faint sounds of helicopter blades cutting through the air. Then, as if on cue, the world outside the ship came alive—thumping reports of high-caliber anti-aircraft artillery guns as they opened fire on something. When Jank looked in the other direction, towards the direction of the Taku Forts—SEAL Team Three’s objectives—torrents of green tracer fire rose from multiple locations into the night sky. Flares fired into the darkness, their magnesium brilliance igniting moments later and shining an eerie glow like a simulated sun as it brushed aside the darkness of predawn morning.

“Whoa, this place is coming alive,” Jank said aloud. He turned serious as he looked at Bender. “I need you to keep two of your squads up here and personally ensure they keep this place secure and stay on the comms. I’m serious, Bender—too much is riding on this. If you hear something, I need to know the second you do.”

Bender nodded, giving him a thumbs-up. “Solid copy, Jank. I’m on it.”

“Chief, the bridge is secure. I’m coming to your position now,” Jank whispered into his throat mic. He heard the two-click reply from Chief Cummings, which signaled an affirmative. The world might be coming alive outside, but until their presence had been discovered, they were maintaining noise discipline.

Then an urgent call came over the radio as he was about to leave. “Jank, I need you to get to port aft quarter, ASAP,” Lieutenant Geery’s voice called over the net.

“What do you have, Mikey?” asked Jank as he held still a moment.

“Boss, you need to see this now!”

Jank cursed silently to himself and looked back at Lieutenant Bender. “Keep this crap locked down,” he said, then raced out the door.

As Jank moved towards the aft quarter of the ship, he spotted Geery, his raised hand waving him over. When he rounded the corner, Jank halted dead in his tracks, his heart skipping a beat at what stared back at him.

“Easy, boss, they don’t appear to be active,” Geery said in response to the shocked look on his face.

He pointed the muzzle of his weapon at the inert face of one of the humanoid-looking robots they’d been told were the Terracottas, or TKs. “Yeah, this is one of the things I wanted to show you. There’s actually four of them in this container. But this, this is what I rally wanted you to see,” Geery explained as he stepped into the container, walking past the four TKs. Jank followed him in, his flashlight illuminating the place, raising more questions than answers as he saw the strangest-looking metallic stacks.

“OK, those TKs were scary, but what the hell is this?” Jank asked, looking up at the ceiling of the container, then down to the floor.

“I’m not sure, boss, but one thing’s clear. These aren’t normal shipping containers—they’re something else entirely. In fact, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say this place looks like a giant solid-state battery.”

“What makes you think that?” asked Jank, his curiosity piqued.

“Well, look at it. It’s got connection ports and umbilical cords over there that look like they could plug into those TKs up at the front. This container, if you noticed, is like twice the length of a normal shipping container. When you walk further back, it seems to connect to the containers on either side and the ones above it—the place opens into a giant room,” Geery explained as he walked Jank further into the container.

“But here’s what’s odd about this place. While this place is huge, we started checking the other containers next to this one—the ones that weren’t connected to this one and actually created a shield that hid this place. What we found when we checked the containers was that both of them were full of those Terracotta robots. They looked just like those four you saw at the entrance to this place, but these were kitted out with full combat equipment, like rifles, magazines, everything they’d need for battle. Thankfully, they’re powered down, but who knows if or how they’re activated,” Geery explained, then motioned for Jank to look at something else. “We found another thing that I wanted to show you. This container—it appears to be connected to the container or some other room behind it.”

Jank bunched his eyebrows in confusion now. “Connected? How so?”

“I’m not sure, but this seems to be like a hidden structure atop this ship. It’s essentially hidden in plain sight. But right there—that’s a door. Tunnels, boss. To where? I don’t know—we tried to open it, but it’s either sealed or locked from the other side,” Geery explained as he looked around the massive container.

“Why would they do that?” Jank asked more to himself than anyone else.

Chief Cummings then appeared behind him. As Jank was about to ask him what he thought, he saw Cummings raise his weapon as he shouted, “Contact front!”

*******

Jank darted to the left as bullets whizzed past his head where he’d been moments earlier. He’d dropped the two of the attackers only for new ones to take their place. Aiming his rifle, he fired a burst into the darkness, right where he’d last seen the muzzle flashes in the dark.

Someone shouted in pain, a horrible sound he hadn’t expected. Then he saw more flashes returning fire. Bullets zipped past him, their heat momentarily searing his skin. He pulled his body tight against the wall.

“Firing!” Geery shouted, firing a burst from his M4 carbine, then retreating behind Cummings as he reloaded.

“Move it, Jank!” Jank heard his senior chief shout.

Then he saw a blur of movement, and the senior chief’s carbine came alive, spewing flame from the muzzle of his rifle, emptying the thirty-round magazine in seconds. Jank saw his chance and took it. He willed his legs to move as he pushed off from the wall he’d been trapped against. Running towards the light of the exit, Jank ran past his senior chief, stopping a few meters beyond him.

“Reloading!” Cummings shouted as he dropped the spent mag into the pouch on the left side of his hip.

Jank raised the carbine to his shoulder as the senior chief blew past him like an Olympic sprinter. Jank squeezed his trigger, flame shooting from the mouth of his barrel as he swept the blackness of the container until he heard the sound of a click as the bolt locked to the rear.

Dropping the spent mag, Jank shouted, “Reloading,” as he turned to his left in a sprint. Fractions of a second later, Jank could feel the whizzing sound of bullets swirling around him.

He’d nearly passed Lieutenant Geery when his carbine spat flame and bullets into the direction of where he’d seen the muzzle flashes firing at them.

“Move it, Geery and Cummings!” shouted PO1 Cruz, his Mk 48 held tight into his shoulder.

Once the lieutenant and the senior chief had passed Cruz, he opened fire with the machine gun, the enemy fire slackening as they dove for cover.

“Where the hell did they come from?” Cummings shouted over the roar of the MG.

“Probably from that other room I told you it was connected to,” Geery shouted as Cruz kept hammering away with the machine gun.

Jank just shook his head as he reloaded. “Who cares right now? We gotta find out if those NSA guys have what they needed ’cause we need to blow this ship and put her on the bottom, ASAP.”

Cummings stared at him for a moment, then blurted, “What? That’s not the mission, sir.”

“I know. I’m calling an audible. There are apparently two of those shipping containers packed full of those robotic TKs. And inside that container”—Jank pointed with his thumb back to where they’d just escaped—“is a series of solid-state batteries. The kind of batteries that charge those TKs. I don’t know who has the authority to activate those things, but I can tell you this—we don’t want to be around when someone decides to turn them on.”

Cummings swore under his breath at the news. Then the look on his face changed as an idea seemed to have formed. “OK, boss, I get it. We gotta sink this thing right here, right now. I still have a mine in my pack. I’m going to grab it and go for a dive. I’ll give you guys five minutes to do what you have to do to get off this deathtrap before it blows. Good luck, sir. I’ll catch you on the other side.”

Cummings leapt to his feet and took off in the direction of the bridge. Jank wanted to argue with the man, but he’d laid out his plan, then bolted before he had a chance.

“Now what, sir?” Geery asked.

“We find out if Quinton and his SSE team have gotten what they came for and we bug out,” Jank replied before jumping back on the comms to get a status report on everyone.

While Jank was on the radio with Quinton, the PLA Marines and the Jiaolong Sea Dragons were bum-rushing the SEALs in an attempt to overwhelm them. Everywhere Jank looked, he heard shouting between his SEALs and the ChiComs trying to kill them. Every now and then, he heard the crumpf of hand grenades going off and the shouts from the wounded who’d gotten injured from the shrapnel.

When Jank got the word from Quinton that they’d completed their objective, he gave the order to abandon the ship. Checking his watch, Jank saw they had two minutes left before Cummings’s mine was going to go off. As he searched for the way off this boat, one of his SEALs called out, letting them know he had found a way off. Rushing towards the gangway that’d lead them off the ship, Jank felt a shudder beneath his feet.

BANG!

A small geyser of water blew into the sky from the port side of the ship. Steadying himself after being nearly knocked off his feet, Jank and his remaining SEALs hauled ass off the now-listing ship as it began to take on water.

By the time the SEALs had reached a nearby warehouse they’d taken over as their impromptu safe house, the boat they’d tried to capture was taking on serious water and would likely slip beneath the waves and settle on the bottom, submerging the TKs beneath several feet of water. As Jank looked at the vessel, the water cresting above the deck, he felt relieved that they had sunk it before those machines had had a chance to get into the fight. He couldn’t imagine what kind of damage they could have done to the force trying to capture the port. It could have been a disaster. Instead, they’d successfully taken out nearly two hundred TKs without firing a shot. Jank called that a victory, and once word had reached WARCOM what they’d done, they hailed it as a victory as well, one that had likely saved the mission from certain failure.


Volume Eight
Chapter Thirty-Two
Tectonic Warfare

Space Delta 9

Hangar 59

Groom Lake, Nevada

Racer finished his inspection of the S-1 Banshee as the ground crew finished their own. When he had conducted the secretive tests in Woomera, Australia, to prove that this theory of tectonic warfare could work, he had thought they would have ordered them to attack the PLA’s command bunker by now. The kind of construction and depth of that bunker was the only reason they had even considered such a tactic in the first place.

“You ready for this, Racer?”

Looking up from beneath the wing, Racer saw Major General Hewitt near the cockpit. Standing, he answered, “Sir, I was born ready.”

Hewitt laughed at his bravado. “This is it, Racer. The satellites launch tomorrow. This war may finally be at an end.”

Nodding, he replied, “Let’s hope so. That fighting in that city—Tianjin. Brutal, sir. Oh, by the way, congrats on the second star. Moving up in the world.”

Hewitt smiled. “Space Force is growing, that’s all. We’ve got forty-eight Archangels allocated to us, and soon, we’ll have sixteen of these Banshees. In fact, when you get back from this mission, I want to share something with you, a vision for the future—something I’d like you to be a part of if you’re open to it.”

Racer had an idea of what the general might be getting at. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to sell it, though, to his wife and their five kids. This war had been rough on them. He’d been gone for so much of it. Part of him wanted to hang it up and become a stay-at-home dad. But God did he love flying—and space—he was officially the first starfighter of the Space Force. There was even a Wikipedia page dedicated to that fact.

“I appreciate your coming out here to send us off. I’ll look forward to that conversation when I return. In the meantime, General, some of us have to go win the war, so if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a few final things I need to take care of before I climb aboard this marvelous starfighter,” Racer finally replied before coming to attention, rendering a final salute.

“Good luck, Colonel, and Godspeed. See you when you get back,” Hewitt offered as he returned the salute before speaking briefly to each of the maintainers who worked on the Banshee before leaving the hangar.

*******

Racer stood at the hangar’s edge, staring into the vastness of Groom Lake before him. This massive expanse of sand and scrub had witnessed countless test flights of America’s most advanced aircraft. Today, it would bear witness to another historic moment. The gravity of this mission had been building to this moment. He felt the world’s weight on his shoulders as he prepared to embark upon a mission that could end the war.

“Colonel, we’re ready,” his flight chief called out.

Racer turned and nodded, then looked once more to the rising sun as he drew a deep breath before saying a short prayer. “God of Heaven and Earth, maker of all creation, be with my family as I embark upon this mission. Keep them safe and filled with hope. Bless our country and the soldiers fighting for her. Let our endeavors today lead us closer to a world of peace. As I step into the unknown, light my path and steady my resolve. May my actions reflect your will. Amen.”

Finishing the prayer, he went to the Banshee, climbing aboard the starfighter and settling into the cockpit. Then the crew sealing him in. Depressing the engine start, Racer felt the familiar hum of the engines as they came to life, the lights of the controls activating. With its sleek design, the cockpit was more reminiscent of the SpaceX Crew Dragon module than a modern-day fighter or bomber aircraft. It was a testament to the leaps in technology the world had seen in recent years—the blending of space and aeronautical technology in seconds of turning on. The heads-up display blinked to life, overlaying critical flight data on the windshield along with other pertinent data.

“ARTUµ, systems check,” Racer commanded, his voice steady as he gave the engines some power and turned off the taxiway onto the runway.

The soft, familiar voice of Morgan Freeman responded, “All systems operational, Colonel Ryan. Ready for takeoff.”

“All right, ARTUµ, we’re off,” Racer declared.

The Banshee surged forward, its powerful engines propelling it down the runway. Within moments, they were airborne, the ground receding rapidly as the Banshee climbed. The desert landscape became a blur as the starfighter accelerated, breaking the sound barrier easily. Mach numbers ticked upward on the HUD: 5… 7… 9… until they reached Mach 10.

Racer felt the g-forces pressing him into his seat, but the Banshee’s advanced design and his own rigorous training made the experience almost routine. Almost. Today’s mission was anything but.

Flying at these kinds of speeds and altitudes allowed him to cross vast distances faster than was possible in any other airframe. Before long, he was approaching Chinese airspace, the HUD highlighting his target: a manufacturing plant innocuously nestled near the Tan-Lu Fault Zone. But Racer knew the real target lay deep beneath the ground.

“ARTUµ, prepare to release the Celestial Hammers on my mark,” Racer instructed, his fingers dancing over the controls.

“Understood, Colonel. Weapons bay doors opening. Celestial Hammers ready for deployment.”

He felt his mind racing as the target neared. The weight of the decision pressed on him. Tectonic warfare was a line no one had dared to cross. The potential consequences were vast and unpredictable. But then, so were the stakes. The AI, Jade Dragon, was a formidable enemy that threatened more than just the allies—it threatened the future of humanity if it wasn’t stopped.

“Colonel,” ARTUµ’s voice interrupted his thoughts, “we are approaching the drop zone.”

Racer took a deep breath, hoping he wasn’t making a mistake as he uttered, “Release the Hammers.”

The words had barely left his lips as the four Celestial Hammers dropped from the Banshee’s belly, their descent swift and precise. For a moment, Racer watched them go, their trajectories perfect. The deed was done. There was no going back. There was no changing what had been done.

“ARTUµ, set course for Groom Lake,” Racer ordered, angling the Banshee away from Asia towards home.

As the starfighter sped away homeward bound, Racer’s thoughts were heavy. They had taken a step into the unknown today, a step he hoped would end this nightmarish war. But at what cost?

He glanced at the AI’s interface, the soft glow of its lights reflecting in his eyes. “ARTUµ,” he began, his voice hesitant, “did we do the right thing?”

The AI paused, its algorithms processing the question. “Colonel, I am programmed to follow orders and ensure mission success. Morality is a human construct. Only time will tell if today’s actions were right.”

Racer nodded, staring out into the vast expanse of space. The journey back to Groom Lake would be long, filled with reflection and uncertainty. But for now, the mission was complete.


Volume Eight
Chapter Thirty-Three
Raids

La Flotte Warehouse

Grenoble, France

The sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across the La Flotte Warehouse in Grenoble. This small operation appeared peaceful at the moment, but Noelle Fournier knew that was about to change. The Americans had tied this warehouse to the same group that had shipped drones to the Côte d’Azur Livraison warehouse in Marseille. She knew just how dangerous the people behind this quiet building were.

Under the cover of the darkening evening, a coalition of French law enforcement agencies had assembled. GIGN operatives, dressed in black tactical gear, their faces obscured by balaclavas, moved silently through the shadows. They were coordinating with her and other officers from the DGSI and French Special Branch. The tension was palpable as they awaited the signal to strike.

Noelle spoke into her radio, her voice barely above a whisper. “Alpha Team, stand by. Bravo Team, prepare for entry. Remember, our objective is to capture them alive and prevent communication with their counterparts in other locations.”

Swiftly and as quietly as possible, Bravo Team approached the warehouse. Armed with silenced M5 submachine guns and pulse weapons, they moved with precision. They had studied the layout meticulously, memorizing every blind spot and security camera. Noelle followed behind with her partner, Bernard.

Noelle watched as the teams closed in. Her heart pounded in her chest, knowing that a single misstep could trigger a catastrophe. She radioed the teams. “Bravo, go.”

The warehouse erupted into chaos as the tactical teams breached the doors. Flash-bang grenades disoriented the suspects, and darkness descended upon the cavernous space. Shouts in Mandarin mixed with the shouts of French officers as they ordered the suspects to the ground.

One of the delivery drivers reacted with lightning speed, his hand reaching for a remote of some kind. But before he could activate it, a GIGN officer lunged and disarmed him. He was swiftly restrained, his yells drowned out by the turmoil around them.

The scene unfolded in a series of coordinated strikes. Bravo Team members swiftly secured the suspects while Alpha Team rushed to disable the drones with a directed-energy weapon, ensuring they would never pose a threat again.

Outside, Noelle knew that the French Special Branch officers would intercept the suspects’ attempted communications with their counterparts in other European locations. The intelligence agencies had been monitoring their digital communications for days, and the moment the raid began, the suspects’ networks were jammed.

As the suspects were loaded into waiting vehicles, Noelle’s eyes locked with those of the man who had tried to activate the kamikaze drones. There was a fire of defiance in his gaze, a testament to the lengths he would go to fulfill his mission. Noelle knew they had just thwarted a catastrophic event, but the battle against the forces that sought to destabilize Europe was far from over.

The raid at the Côte d’Azur Livraison warehouse had been quick and quiet, a testament to the skill and dedication of the French law enforcement agencies. The kamikaze microdrones were no longer a threat, but the hunt for those behind the plot would continue across the continent, a relentless pursuit to safeguard Europe from the shadows of international espionage and terror.

*******

South Louisiana Port

La Place, Louisiana

The oppressive humidity hung heavily in the air as Special Agent Spencer Willow gazed out over the South Louisiana Port in La Place, Louisiana. A sprawling industrial landscape lay before him, a vast expanse of warehouses, cargo containers, and looming cranes. Beneath the seemingly mundane exterior, however, lurked a grave threat—kamikaze microdrones set to unleash chaos upon American soil.

Spencer Willow was a seasoned FBI agent, known for his unwavering determination and sharp instincts. He stood at the helm of a joint operation, where federal agents, local law enforcement, and specialized tech teams had gathered to prevent the catastrophic disaster looming on the horizon.

The intelligence had been clear: a group with suspected international ties had orchestrated the plot, using the labyrinthine infrastructure of the South Louisiana Port to hide shipments of deadly kamikaze drones. Time was of the essence. The clock ticked ominously as the team prepared to move.

Spencer wore a tactical vest emblazoned with “FBI” in bold letters. His eyes were concealed behind mirrored sunglasses, reflecting the distant glow of the setting sun. He surveyed the operation, his voice a low rumble as he addressed his team. “Remember, the objective is to disable the drones without causing any unnecessary damage. We need to capture as many suspects as possible. Move swiftly and quietly.”

The agents, some of which were equipped with cutting-edge pulse beam weapons, nodded in unison. These specialized devices were designed to disrupt the electronics of the kamikaze microdrones without triggering their deadly payloads. It was the key to their mission’s success.

As twilight descended, the agents fanned out, taking up their positions near the South Louisiana Port. The warehouse they targeted, concealed in the heart of the extensive complex, pulsated with activity. Suspects moved about with calculated urgency.

Outside the warehouse, a blacked-out FBI van housed the tech team, monitoring live drone feeds from above. They provided real-time intelligence, tracking the suspects’ movements within the building.

Spencer and his team moved with precision, relying on their well-practiced training. They approached the warehouse under the cover of darkness, navigating through the maze of cargo containers.

The night was still, broken only by the hum of machinery and the distant lapping of the Mississippi River. As the agents drew closer to the warehouse, Spencer’s heartbeat echoed in his ears.

His radio crackled to life. “Alpha Team, prepare for entry.”

With a nod from Spencer, his team swung the warehouse doors open and tossed in several flash-bang grenades.

Bang, bang, bang!

When Alpha Team rushed in, they found their suspects taken off guard, their faces twisted in shock from the blinding light and deafening noise. Several of the men had been sitting at a table near a couple of laptops.

“Use the pulse beams on the computers,” Spencer ordered. If they took down the control mechanisms, the drones would be dead in the water—a far more rapid solution than searching through every container in this warehouse to zap each individual kamikaze drone.

The pulse beams flickered to life, passing through the air with minimal sound, striking the electronics and rendering them inert. The agents had to act quickly, ensuring that none of the drones were released. The scene unfolded in a choreographed ballet of skill and efficiency. Several suspects were swiftly restrained.

Outside, local law enforcement secured the perimeter, ensuring that no suspects could escape or call for reinforcements. The intelligence agencies had already disrupted the suspects’ communication networks, isolating them from their international counterparts.

One smuggler at the edge of the group seemed to have been less fazed by the flash-bang than the rest of the crowd. Whether he had just happened to have his mouth open and his fingers in his ears when it went off, Spencer would never know, but the man dove for cover behind a set of lockers and began to unleash a fury of gunfire at Spencer and the rest of the agents.

“Suppressive fire!” yelled Spencer.

Alpha Team fired a torrent of bullets toward the lockers, which were probably barely thick enough to provide any real cover. The hostile quit returning fire for a moment, and Spencer wasn’t sure if he’d already been killed or if he’d just done the smart thing and kept his head down.

“Hold your fire!”

Spencer raced toward the lockers, trying to get a jump on their man. Suddenly, he saw the report of a muzzle flash off to his left. He felt his body get thrown back, as if he’d been punched in the stomach by an MMA fighter. He landed on his butt with a thud.

Oh God, that hurts! Spencer moaned to himself. He could barely breathe. The wind had been knocked out of his lungs.

While Spencer found himself momentarily incapacitated, his team members took over the fight. They continued their deadly dance, with Alpha Team firing on the suspect until he moved.

Bang!

A well-placed shot hit the smuggler in his head, ending the struggle. They had one less suspect to interrogate, but Spencer could live with that. Despite the chaos, they’d managed to disable all the drones and capture or kill all the hostiles without losing a single agent.

Not bad for a day’s work.


Volume Eight
Chapter Thirty-Four
Operation Crimson Tide

Mid-March 2028

Bravo Company, 3rd Rangers

Dalian International Airport

Major Meacham stood with his hands on his hips as he stared into the hangar where his company was preparing for the mission. He had known since before the war that the Army was testing various unmanned, remotely controlled semi-autonomous and autonomous combat vehicles as the service looked to the future. Hell, his own unit had been among the first to field the revolutionary Jackal XD500s. The antidrone module alone had probably singlehandedly altered the course of the war. After the massacre of the Marines on the beaches of northwest Venezuela, the XD500B models had been integrated into almost every infantry company in the Corps, the Army, and the SOF community. While his company was bringing four of the Jackals for this mission, it was the eight Rheinmetall Mission Master CXTs he was a bit unsure of. Each of the CXTs was outfitted with twin M134D miniguns able to fire between two thousand and six thousand rounds of 7.62×51mm rounds per minute, depending on the weapon setting. Fortunately, the all-wheel drive 4x4 was a bit of a pack-mule and carried fourteen thousand rounds of ammo.

What concerned him about bringing the CXTs on this mission was that they hadn’t had very much time to train with them after two weeks of joint training in Japan. USSOCOM had introduced the Rheinmetall equipment to the Rangers, the Canadian Special Operations Regiment, and the Korean 13th Special Mission Brigade or Black Panthers during the final week of training. That gave the three units just six days to familiarize themselves with how to use the equipment and determine how best to deploy them alongside their Jackal XDs.

“You still fussing over us having to bring those things on the mission with us?” asked Sergeant First Class Amos Dekker as he walked up to him.

Meacham rolled his shoulders in response. “I wish we had more time to train with them before this mission. Anytime we have to rely on a piece of equipment that can be remotely accessed, it causes me a bit of concern, considering we’re actively battling against an AI that has proven pretty adept at infiltrating such things.”

Dekker nodded thoughtfully before adding. “Sir, if I recall correctly—you’re talking about that incident with Charlie Squadron, right? One of the troop leaders failed to ensure the CXT had the most recent software patch update before the mission. I have it on good authority that they had missed the past five updates, and that’s why it went rogue on that mission. It wasn’t the machines’ fault. It was a failure of leaders—a failure to make sure the equipment was being properly maintained, especially before an op. I don’t have such worries about our gear, sir. The lesson has been learned—it won’t happen again,” Dekker assured him.

“Huh, I didn’t know it was coopted because it hadn’t been updated,” Meacham shook his head dismissively. “A lot of good people were killed when that happened.”

“Hey, there you are, Major,” Captain Loach called out as he jogged over to them.

“What’s up, L2?” asked Meacham as Dekker returned to his platoon.

“Sir, Spider wants to see you.” L2 pointed to the side of the hangar. “I could be wrong, but I think we just got our first FRAGO before we even got going.”

Meacham cursed under his breath. “All right, let me go handle it and see what’s up. Stay on your guys, and be ready. Until we’re told otherwise—the helos arrive in fifty mikes.”

He approached the group of officers in what looked like an animated conversation. The CO for Alpha Company “Predators” seemed particularly incensed as he left the conversation, walking right past him as he muttered, “Good luck, Warrior. You’re going to need it.”

What the hell is that about? he thought to himself as he approached the gaggle.

“Speak of the devil. Here’s the man of the hour I told you about,” exclaimed Lieutenant Colonel Bill “Spider” Mackintosh as Meacham approached them.

When the two officers turned around, Meacham was about to salute when Colonel Harlow waved him off. “No need for that, Major. Let’s not make the general more of a target than he already is,” said the commander of the 75th Ranger Regiment. “Major, this is General Bob Sink, Eighth Army commander. He came here to personally wish us luck and hand us a fragmentary order that will slightly deviate from our initial plan.”

Meacham was about to speak when the general beat him to it. “It’s good to meet you, Major. I’ve been immeasurably proud of the regiment’s flexibility and combat effectiveness throughout the war,” General Sink praised him as he motioned for an aide to hand Meacham a folder. “I’m not going to sugarcoat it, Major. Recent intel from assets already on the ground is reporting a sudden increase in security in and around the New Binhai area. Recent ISR images show the 151st Heavy Combined Arms Brigade is moving toward Cangzhou, some ninety kilometers southwest of the port. Meanwhile, an advance unit, a motorized rifle battalion from the 113th Medium Combined Arms Brigade, has taken up positions opposite the Yongding River next to an area I’m told is called the Beitang Estuary. It’s very close to the Qinbin-Haibin Expressway, which spans the river and runs parallel to the port and New Binhai. This unit had been held in reserve to support the Jiujiang Line. Now it appears it’s being positioned to counter our plan to seize the port.

“I don’t need to tell you how important the first twenty-four hours of this operation will be, Major, but that enemy battalion cannot cross that bridge and threaten our activities at the port. Until we begin phase two, we will be extremely thin on the ground. Your units will be asked to hold ground when it would be acceptable to fall back to a more defensible position in normal times—not this time. If I could, I’d have you land on the opposite bank and act as a blocking force. With no ability to support your unit or provide any reinforcement for at least a day, I’m not willing to give that order. Major, your unit will have to hold this crucial intersection until relieved. You think you can do that, Major?” the general asked.

Meacham looked at the aerial images of where his unit was supposed to insert and the size and disposition of the nearby enemy force they’d face shortly after their arrival. Then, looking back to the general, “Sir, we’ll Ranger up, we’ll figure it out—we’ll hold this spot till the last man if necessary.”

The general held his gaze for a second, then nodded slowly. “I’ll hold you to that, Major. Now get out of here and get your men ready.”

*******

Two Hours Later

Amos Dekker stepped forward, the familiar weight of his gear pressing against him as he scanned the faces of the men standing before him. These were his brothers—soldiers with whom he’d been through hell and back. He could see the anticipation, the quiet dread, the unspoken fears in their eyes. But more than that, he could see the determination, the will to carry on and fight for a better tomorrow.

Clearing his throat, he began, “Listen up, Bravo. I’m not one for long-winded speeches; God knows I’m no poet. But I’ve been with y’all through thick and thin, and before we step on those birds, there are a few things I need to say.”

He paused, choosing his words carefully. “When I first left Bozeman, joining the Army straight out of high school, I thought I knew what it meant to be a Ranger. But it wasn’t until I stood shoulder to shoulder with men like you that I truly understood. This war…it’s changed us. It’s taken some of our best and pushed the rest of us to our limits, testing what we’re made of.”

His voice cracked slightly as he continued, “In this platoon, I’ve seen men go down, and others rise to the challenge. I’ve seen you lift each other up, even when the world seemed against us. I’ve seen courage, resilience, and a brotherhood that can’t be broken. But tonight… tonight’s different.”

He looked down momentarily, trying to find the right words. “I won’t lie to you. This might be the toughest fight we’ve ever faced. Some of us might not make it back. Hell, maybe none of us will. But I believe in each and every one of you. If anyone can do this, it’s Bravo Company.”

Dekker’s gaze hardened. “Remember why we’re here. We’re not just fighting for ourselves or the guy next to us. We’re fighting for our families, our country, and a world where our kids can grow up and inherit a future that hasn’t been artificially engineered by some AI that views us humans as just ones and zeros it can simply delete at will. We are more than just lines of code—we are living, breathing beings with value and purpose in this life.”

He breathed deeply. “I want you all to promise me something. If things go south, you will keep fighting, even if you find yourself in a tight spot. Not for me, not even for the mission. But for each other. Because that’s what Rangers do.”

A grim smile touched his lips. “I’ve been with the Rangers for sixteen and a half years—been shot, blown up, and seen more than my fair share of death. But I’ve also seen miracles. And if I’ve learned one thing, it’s that Rangers lead the way.”

With a final nod, he concluded, “Let’s get ready. Let’s end this war. And let’s make sure that when the dust settles, the world remembers Bravo Company, 3rd Battalion, 75th Rangers. Hooah?”

The echoing “Hooah!” from his men was all the affirmation he needed. The bond between them was unbreakable, and together, they were ready to face whatever lay ahead.

*******

Twenty Minutes Later

The cold predawn winds tugged at Dekker’s gear as he approached the Bell V-280 Valor idling ahead. Around him, an orchestra of rotor blades echoed the moment’s urgency, mingled with the sounds of soldiers and machinery preparing for what lay ahead. Looking up, he saw a squadron of Valors, their rotors transitioning from vertical lift to airplane mode as the first squadron took flight. It was a remarkable sight—the tilt-rotor helicopters gracefully yet powerfully dominating the horizon.

Taking a seat along the edge of the Valor, Dekker tightened his straps, sensing the faint vibrations from the engines. Soon, he felt the familiar lift as the aircraft took to the skies. The vast expanse of the city of Dalian spread below them as they made their way into the Bohai Sea. This quiet moment would soon be replaced with the sounds of war—men shouting, rifles firing, explosions erupting. He’d never admit it publicly, but it was in such moments of liminality between life and death that he felt most alive.

Glancing around, he noticed the young soldiers absorbed in their private rituals—a last-minute attempt to find solace, strength, or both. There was Corporal Crawford, fingers running through his rosary beads, murmuring prayers with closed eyes. On the other side, Specialist Lemming was engrossed in a letter, possibly from a loved one, while others wore headphones, lost in the beats of their favorite tunes. And then there were those like Sergeant Weber, desperately trying to grab some shut-eye, hoping to recharge before the storm. Each soldier, in their own way, sought to build an armor around their psyche—a defense against the terror and uncertainties of war.

As the Valor gently descended near the naval flotilla, a series of brief yet bright lights flashed below, guiding them to a short refueling pit stop. But Dekker’s focus was already miles away—on the impending mission.

He leaned forward, catching Staff Sergeant Poppadu’s attention from across the aisle. “Poppa, what’s your primary objective once we hit the container yard?”

Poppadu, a rugged figure with a shaved head and an old burn scar stretching down one side of his face, nodded, his eyes sharp. “My squad’s objective is to establish a roadblock, set up fields of fire, and make sure our flanks are covered. Especially that exit on Donghai Road. We’ve got it.”

Dekker paused momentarily, then continued, “And the Jackals?”

“Sergeant Weber’s on the antidrone duty. He’ll have it ready to swat down any flying nuisances. And Sergeant Rigley knows to get the Sentinel set up for cover fire across the river,” Poppadu responded, confidence in his voice.

Sergeant Weber, a tall, lanky man with a perpetual smirk, said, “Drones won’t stand a chance, Sergeant. Our Jackal will have them down before they know what hit ’em.”

Sergeant Rigley, a stockier counterpart to Weber, grunted in agreement. “We’ll have the Sentinel up and sniping before they even realize we’re there.”

Dekker felt a familiar surge of pride. These were his men—well trained, well prepared, and fiercely loyal. He took a moment to meet each of their eyes, ensuring they felt his confidence in them. “Listen up,” he began. “We’ve drilled this a hundred times. You know what to do, where to go, and how to react. Trust your training, trust your instincts, but most of all, trust each other.”

The Valor began its ascent again, the dark waters of the Bohai Sea rapidly turning into a distant shimmer beneath them. The journey to Binhai had begun. In twenty minutes, they’d take part in seizing one of the world’s largest seaports.

*******

Approaching the Port

Dekker looked off into the horizon as the port facility came into sight. Then the horizon came alive almost at once as the predawn darkness gave way to the illumination of flares, punctuated by sporadic explosions, painting the horizon with a grim tapestry of chaos. When the pilot turned their aircraft, they could more clearly see the gunfights breaking out in different areas of the port and the surrounding areas. If he remembered the aerial map of the port correctly, then this fighting looked like it was taking place near the historic Taku Forts. Near the forts was a small hydroelectric dam, and a lock system that allowed ships to travel further upriver. It had been rumored that SEAL Team One was going to seize this objective.

If his bearings were right, the Dagu Paotai Park should be just to their left. That’s where their sister battalion, 2nd Rangers, “Stalkers,” were going to insert. Then, as if on cue, the area near the park came alive with AA fire as several strands of tracer fire shot out toward the water and the armada of helicopters approached. To his amazement, he saw a pair of missiles streak through the sky to slam moments later into whoever was firing those AA guns. The impacts of those missiles had silenced them with a thunderous roar as flame blossomed into predawn light.

But as the fleet of Valors advanced inexorably towards the Port of Binhai, another threat emerged. A series of small, erratic flashes started bursting around them. He was no expert on air-defense weapons, but this reminded him of those old videos of bomber formations flying over Germany, small black puffs of smoke throwing shrapnel around the place in an attempt to damage or destroy Allied bombers—only now he was experiencing the same thing in a tilt-rotor.

Good Lord! I never thought as a Ranger, I’d have to fly through enemy flak to reach a drop zone.

Thankfully, their pilot was just as determined to live as the Rangers riding in the back and took immediate action—diving for the deck to evade the hailstorm being thrown at them. As Dekker looked out the open side door, he could have sworn they were low enough that if he had a ski board, he could be catching waves at two-hundred-plus miles per hour, holding on to a rope from behind this beast of machine. Then he smiled at the asinine thought of skiboarding behind a V-280. It brought back to mind an old Vietnam movie that showed some GIs doing just that down some rivers during the war. Maybe it was true. Maybe it was just Hollywood. But as they whipped past the main port facilities, the aircraft banked hard to the left and came around the bend in the channel that would lead to their final destination.

They sped rapidly down the channel that would take them near the Beitang Estuary. They had nearly reached the Qinbin-Haibin Expressway when three strings of red tracer fire from across the shore to their right laid into the helicopters rapidly approaching the DZ as they were transitioning from airplane to helicopter mode. The next thing Dekker knew, he heard a loud bang to his right—a man screamed somewhere in front of him—the aircraft sliding in an almost uncontrolled rapid descent.

THUD…oommfff…

By the time Dekker realized they had just crashed into the ground, he felt a pair of hands disconnect his harness before tossing him out the side of the bird to land splayed out on his back. Then he felt someone grabbing the pull handle from the top of his body armor as they pulled him with more force than he thought possible.

“Move your asses now! This thing could blow any second!” someone shouted, or at least that’s what he heard as his mind regained control from the shock of what just happened.

“Manny, what the hell?” was all Dekker managed to say as the giant linebacker of a soldier practically dragged him half a football field across the dirt and gravel away from the helicopter.

“Huh—oh, thank God. I thought you might have bought it, Sergeant First Class. When we hit the ground, we were shouting at you to bail out, but you just looked at us and passed out,” Corporal Emmanuel “Manny” Crawford said.

“Are you hurt, Sergeant?” Captain Luke “L2” Loach called out to him as he approached with Third Squad in tow.

Dekker shook his head a couple of times to clear out the cobwebs before Manny offered him a hand up. “No, I—um… no, I’m good, L2. I think I’m just shook up from the blast before we crashed into the dirt.”

BOOM!

Everyone flinched momentarily until they realized it was the crashed Valor that had blown up and not incoming artillery or something else.

Bam! Bam! Bam!

The sight of three massive explosions across the river, followed by several smaller secondary explosions, caused a few of the Rangers to shout some cheers and jeers. The flyboys had likely obliterated whatever enemy vehicles had just nailed Dekker’s ride.

“Haha! Take that, bastard!” Sergeant Vincent “Vinnie” Rump hooted and hollered before Staff Sergeant Poppadu began shouting orders for his squad to move to their objectives.

“Damn, L2, what kind of inferno did we just land in?” Dekker cursed as he double-checked his rifle, making sure it was operable and undamaged from the crash.

L2, pausing momentarily to glance around the smoking battlefield they’d landed in, responded, “This might be hell, Dekker, but we’re the storm they didn’t see coming. Let’s punch our time cards and get to work.”

Dekker laughed maniacally as he shouted aloud to his comrades, “You heard the captain! It’s time to look the devil in the eye as we kick him in the balls before raining the righteous judgment of the 75th Rangers down upon him! Hooah!”

“Hooah!” shouted every Ranger in earshot of Dekker’s battle cry.

Like a coiled spring now unleashed, Dekker ran like a man racing to embrace his wife and kids after not seeing them for more than a year toward the first series of roadblocks and ambush sites they needed to establish. His sense of urgency was shared by the men around him, each joining the battle cry of Bravo Company, 3rd Battalion.

*******

Joint Task Force Locus

Joker watched as the first wave of allied aircraft swooped in over the New Binhai area of Tianjin. The enemy had caught on quickly, scrambling aircraft to respond to the overwhelming waves of allied aircraft delivering precision-guided munitions to hit strategic and tactical targets across the sprawling metropolis. It was an incredible and rare sight as his JTF was directed to stand by and wait before being sent in.

Once the first wave of stealth and advance strike aircraft began hitting their targets, the enemy would respond by going active with their search radars—looking for targets to direct their SAM batteries to engage. When enough radars went active, they’d be ordered to neutralize ’em. It wasn’t too long after the initial strikes began that he was finally given the release order to move in and begin neutralizing the threats they’d watched continuing to light up.

Flying in formation with Tsunami flight, Joker followed the squadron down from angels twenty to angels sixteen as they now moved towards the known threats. He was just about to order them in to begin SEAD operations when an urgent call interrupted his train of thought.

“Locus Actual to Oracle Three. Be advised you’ve got twelve fast movers, possibly AI Dark Dragon UCAVs, inbound from the Beijing sector Nine-Charley. Aircraft moving at Mach 2.3 on an intercept vector that looks like they’re targeting your heliborne assault. Estimate time to intercept: three minutes, forty-two seconds.”

Ah, here we go. The fight we’ve been waiting for, Joker thought to himself. “Oracle Three to Locus Actual, good copy. What’s their bearing, range, altitude, and aspect?” he asked.

“Locus Actual, BRAA to bandits: zero-four-zero for one-twenty, angels thirty-five, hot.”

Damn, they’re gonna try and bypass us to go straight for the helos…

Joker immediately turned his attention to his squadron of Super Eagles to handle this one. “Tempest flight, Locus Actual, vector zero-four-zero, intercept and neutralize. Scorpion flight, commence jamming operations. Blind ’em, mute ’em, and score us some aerial kills, you crazy Eagle drivers!”

“Locus Actual to Tempest Actual. Copy all, turning zero-four-zero.”

“Affirm, Tempest. Take them out before they reach our birds,” Joker replied, hoping like hell his Eagle IIs would take a few of the bastards out before those Dark Dragons or, worse, the Shadow Dragon air supremacy UCAVs showed up. They were having a devil of a time trying to find a way to compete against an AI pilot that was immune to the laws of physics and the amount of g-forces a human body could take.

“Locus Actual to Scorpion Actual. Copy that. Beginning jamming operations. All Scorpions, prioritize disruption of Dark Dragon UCAV known controlled frequencies. Let’s blind and mute ’em!”

“Tempest Two-Nine to Two-Ten. I’ve got visual on a bandit—setting up for Fox Three launch.”

“Locus Actual to Tsunami Actual. Be advised we’re seeing increased SAM activity near the Beitang Estuary and the Taku Forts. Initiate immediate SEAD ops and shut ’em down.”

“Tsunami Actual, copy all. We’ll protect our guys on the helos.” Joker heard the chilled, confident voice of his friend, Peanut, as he responded to his direction and began directing his flight to engage enemy SAMs.

“Locus Actual to Oracle Three. Outstanding job! Keep the updates coming.”

“Roger, Locus Actual. Monitoring and will advise on any changes.”

As Joker watched his various squadrons move to engage and execute his orders, the battle was out of his control. It was now in the hands of his pilots as they moved like a machine that, with God’s help and a little bit of luck, might save more than a few helos as they were about to get jumped by a swarm of vultures.

*******

Bravo Company, 3rd Battalion

The CH-53K roared overhead, the familiar whine of its rotor cutting through the cool air, casting rapidly moving shadows across the ground and the Rangers below as the last vestiges of predawn darkness gave way to the dawn of a new day. Dekker had to imagine people watching from their apartment windows or anyone on the ground working the night shift or out for a predawn run. The sheer might of this aerial force was evident—like watching a bird of prey descend upon its quarry.

“Sergeant Rump! That bird’s got your vehicle. The moment it’s out, I need you to get it set up and operational in support of the roadblock Second Squad set up on the Yongdingxinhe Bridge. Specialist Simpson was saying it looked like the ChiComs might be trying to form up some sort of force across the river that might try to bum-rush us. We need the Mission Master CXTs’ firepower to stop ’em cold if that’s what they’re doing. Got it?” shouted Dekker, the roar of the descending heavy-lift cargo helicopter drowning out the sounds of battle.

Vinnie, aka Sergeant Vincent Rump, gave him a curt nod as he took off towards the King Stallion helicopter. As the ramp to the helicopter lowered to the ground, the Rheinmetall CXT was driven off the rear of the helicopter by a Marine who started looking for who to hand it off to. Moving towards the Marine, Vinnie waved to get his attention until he spotted him, then started heading towards him.

The version of the CXT that had been assigned to the Rangers, at least in the initial waves, was the fire support variant. This version effectively turned the Autonomous Unmanned Ground Vehicle or AUGV into a badass killing machine. Mounted atop the four-wheeled vehicle was a pair of M134D miniguns with a sophisticated targeting AI software that could allow the vehicle to operate in sentry mode—guarding a sector of the line and shredding anything that came into its sector that matched its targeting profile. With six thousand rounds of ammo in the feedbox, it gave a platoon or squad an incredible punch and ability to hit well above its weight class.

Dekker wanted to get this vehicle set up on the bridge. The temporary roadblock they’d set up across the eight lanes of the Yongdingxinhe Bridge that connected New Binhai with the Beitangkou neighborhood or district, just opposite the Yongding New River, was poorly defended at best. Until they received additional reinforcements like their JLTVs and MLTVs, the most the Rangers could offer in deterrence against the PLA 113th Medium Combined Arms Brigade was a handful of cargo vans, utility trucks, and two semitractor-trailers they intentionally jackknifed in the center of each direction of traffic. It wasn’t much, but it provided the squad of Rangers and a pair of Jackal XD500s with some sort of cover from the ever-growing shooting starting to take place between his Rangers and the substantially larger PLA unit opposite the river.

“I don’t like it, Dekker. Second Squad’s position up on that bridge is too exposed—too tenuous at best to defend if those bastards ever decide to grow a pair of balls and press the matter,” L2 said to him as he pointed to Vinnie, using a Nintendo Switch–style hand controller to guide the CXT AUGV towards the two Jackals currently on the bridge.

Dekker turned to L2. “Give me a better hand, sir, and I’ll give you a better play. For now, this is the best we’ve got. Any idea when we’re getting reinforcements yet?”

The very question seemed to deflate the captain, especially after losing the CH-53 carrying Fourth Squad. The guys from the weapons platoon bringing to bear the two M5 Ripsaw antiarmor infantry support vehicles for each of the platoons had gotten nailed by a MANPAD on the way in. It had turned into a fiery wreck as it crashed into the river. It had not only zapped twenty-five percent of the platoon’s soldiers, it had nuked one of the two Ripsaws their platoon was supposed to have and the operators to use it.

L2 finally looked at him. “I—I’m not sure, Sergeant. I’m still dumbfounded how that Stallion blew apart from a stupid MANPAD. I mean, your freaking ride blew out an engine, and you guys still managed to crash-land onto shore, and everyone bailed out before it exploded. I… I just don’t know, Dekker.”

Dekker grabbed the captain tight by the top of his shoulder as he drew him in close. “Listen to me, Luke. I know you’re shaken up over the loss of Fourth Squad. It’s a kick to the nuts, no way around it—but right now, I need you to Ranger up and pull yourself together. We’re outnumbered and outgunned until more reinforcements show up. But here’s the deal. We’re the meanest bastards these ChiComs will have ever fought. So you do what you must over the next few seconds, but don’t you ever let the rest of the platoon see you project anything other than supreme confidence in our position and that we will hold the line until relieved. You got me, sir?!”

He watched as Luke stared at him— briefly lost as fear and the inner demons haunting him nearly won out before a flicker of fire and flame reignited in the man’s eyes. Nodding slowly at first, he seemed to have found his inner strength and pulled himself back together.

“Yes, that’s right, Sergeant. Thank you for that reminder. Let’s see if we can’t figure out how to use that other Ripsaw. There’s got to be another way we can figure out how to operate it without the original controller. Unless someone wants to swim out there and find it, we either hot-wire it or find another way to use it, but I’ll be damned if we just leave it to sit there like a damn paperweight.”

Dekker smiled as L2’s command confidence returned. They parted ways—Dekker racing up the ramp on the expressway to find the platoon’s MacGyver, Specialist Ron Lemming. If anyone in the platoon was going to figure this out, it was Lem.

Pop, pop, crack.

Bullets continued to zip around Dekker as he approached the roadblock, weaving between the layers of vehicles they had parked across the road in their haste to lock it down. The bullets continued to whiz over their heads and occasionally into one or more vehicles comprising their makeshift blockade. He eventually found his guy.

Lem was hunkered down behind one of the jackknifed trailers along the second row of trucks. He had his digital multitool spread out in front of him like a surgeon’s kit, a determined look on his face as he worked to fix a damaged radio while seemingly ignoring the sound of bullets whizzing around him. Dekker approached the young man and saw him splicing wires on a radio that looked to have taken a round to it. He was trying to jury-rig a connection or something Dekker couldn’t readily figure out as he approached him.

“Hey, MacGyver!” Dekker shouted, causing the specialist to jump, momentarily losing his grip on the needle-nose pliers.

“Damn, Sergeant! Give a guy a warning, would ya?” Lem quipped, his tone a mixture of annoyance and mirth.

“Hey, pack it up, Specialist. We have bigger fish to fry than that comm set,” Dekker replied urgently, extending a hand to pull him up. “That second Ripsaw, the one that didn’t go for a swim in the river—I need your help to figure out how to control it without its original remote. You got any ideas?”

“Huh.” Lem adjusted his glasses, thinking for a moment. “Well, it’s not like an old-school car where you cross two wires and it’s good to go. These Ripsaw M5 systems are encrypted, so it won’t be a straightforward task or something we can just hack into and take control of. But yeah, I might have an idea or two. Let’s go check it out.”

The two made their way to the stranded Ripsaw near the LZ the company had established. Major Meacham had his HQ set up in a nearby building they’d “acquired” after securing the LZ.

They approached the AUGV, the compact killing machine sitting ominously right where the King Stallion had dropped it just before the other CH-53 had exploded in midair—taking both crews and the other M5 into the river. When they reached the Ripsaw, Dekker watched as the platoon’s MacGyver circled the vehicle, his eyes sharp, his mind focused. It took him only a minute to spot a small compartment mounted to the vehicle’s rear. Its shape and design had almost completely hidden it in plain sight.

“Aha! You see that, Sergeant? During the training, one of the techs mentioned something about Army-proofing the Ripsaw before handing them over to us. In case the primary controller went down, they built these little emergency backup controllers for the M5s,” Lemming explained as he approached and used his multitool to unscrew the panel. Behind it, encased in a protective shell of hardened steel, was another control unit. It looked more rugged than the primary, with fewer buttons and apparent controls. “This thing is built to withstand an EMP and probably has some heavy antihacking measures, too.”

Dekker stared, hoping beyond hope that MacGyver would come through for them in the end and save the day. “Can you sync it? Get it running and in the fight for us?”

Lem nodded. “Yeah, I don’t see why not. Should be a rapid pairing process.” He powered up the controller. A series of beeps sounded, followed by a pulsing light. After a tense moment, the light turned from a flashing yellow to a solid green. “Hooah! We’re in business.”

“All right, MacGyver, you’re driving. Now get this beast of a machine up on the roadblock where I found you and take ownership of the M5. You know how to operate it. Just make sure you help to keep those bastards off our side of the bridge until additional help can relieve us,” directed Dekker as he grinned, patting their MacGyver on the back.

Lem smirked at the idea of being the primary operator of the M5. Everyone wanted to operate one of these bad boys. As Lem got his grip on the controller adjusted, he said, “Hold on to your pants, Sarge. We’re on the move.”

The Ripsaw then roared to life, its systems powering up with a soft hum—battery mode engaged as Lem silently got ’em on the move. Under Lem’s deft touch, the vehicle moved forward, navigating effortlessly around the obstacles as the all-wheel drive vehicle demonstrated its maneuverability.

They made their way to the roadblock they’d strung across the expressway, and Lem expertly guided the Ripsaw into a position where it could use one of the tractor-trailers for cover while scooting around it to fire at the enemy when needed. With the M5 now in place, it provided a much-needed boost to the Rangers’ defensive capabilities.

Satisfied with Lem’s work, Dekker complimented him. “You know what? After today, I’m recommending you be renamed MacGyver. I don’t think anyone else in the company could have gotten this figured out and sorted as quickly as you, Lem. Damn, it does pay to keep a few of you nerds around, doesn’t it?”

Lemming laughed at that, “What, you want me to give up a name like Lemming for MacGyver? Are you crazy? I like Lemming—in fact, why don’t more people act like ‘Lemmings’ and just do as I do.”

They laughed at the joke when suddenly the bridge and everything around them began to shake. At first they assumed the cause was an explosion on the bridge, or the ground near the entrance. But when the shaking continued for more than a couple of seconds, it dawned on them—they were experiencing an earthquake.

“That was an earthquake, right?” stammered Lem as the natural disaster seemed to have caused a slight lull in the fighting.

Dekker looked around them as he heard Lem’s question. Seeing the confused looks on the faces of nearby Rangers told him they were all thinking the same thing—earthquake…really?

“This war never ceases to amaze me, Lem, but yeah. I think we just experienced an earthquake. How large or along what fault line…I have no idea.”

*******

Eighth Army HQ Afloat

USS Fallujah (LHA-9)

General Bob Sink raised the mug to his lips as he sipped on the fresh cup of joe—the hot liquid a reminder not to gulp it down until it had cooled. He’d accidentally burned himself the first day aboard the Fallujah. Having served thirty-four years in the Army, he wasn’t accustomed to how hot the sailors liked to keep their hotplates. Brushing aside the embarrassment of burning himself with coffee, he returned his gaze to the CIC and the flurry of activity occurring across each of the workstations.

For a knuckle dragger such as himself, it was impressive to watch how the sailors absorbed the deluge of data to eventually find what was most important to the Marines or assault force on the ground. Their ability to focus on the trees and not the forest was commendable, and exactly what the first two phases of this operation needed most.

While his staff had had a fit over his insistence on being close to the front lines during the start of the operation, he’d learned early in his career that the closer a leader was to the action, the faster they could spot problems and make corrections. If that meant he had to give up his creature comforts at the Dalian Hilton to squish aboard the Fallujah, then so be it. It was far more important for him to know what was happening in real-time aboard the CIC of the warship coordinating it all than to have a large staff and a broader overview of the AOR. He left that to his deputy and headquarters staff in Dalian to handle.

“General Sink, phase one of Operation Silent Dagger is officially complete,” Major General Greenwood reported.

Bob turned to his operations officers. “Excellent, Joe. How bad were our losses delivering the first wave?”

The general paused for a second as he glanced down to a clipboard he’d seen the Navy use for just about everything. “Sir, Oracle One, our airborne C&C, has confirmed that eight V-280 Valors and five CH-53s were lost to enemy fire during the assault. They also reported one CH-53 was lost to mechanical error—it looks like it went down near the port facility, but no one is certain. One of the Constellation frigates has been dispatched to begin search and rescue operations or at least see if it’s possible to figure out what happened and if there are any survivors.”

“Damn, you hate losing a valuable bird and a crew to mechanical failure. Enemy fire is one thing. Mechanical failure—that could come from sloppy work. Find out what happened and let’s make sure we don’t start losing more choppers as we progress with the op. We’ve got a lot more trips ahead of us before this is over,” General Sink directed. If there was a maintenance problem, he wanted it solved ASAP, before more helos started dropping in the drink.

Just then, Lieutenant General Don Tackaberry walked up to him. “Bob, it looks like Silent Dagger is complete. Do I have your permission to initiate phase two, Thunder Drop?”

Smiling at his friend, Sink nodded. “Yeah, Don, it’s time. Go get ’em!”

A broad smile formed on the lips of the XVIII Airborne Commander as he walked toward the comms section to issue the order. It wouldn’t be long now until the brigades of the 82nd Airborne conducted another combat jump in the war, and the Screaming Eagles heliborned into the glory of another battle on a faraway shore.

“General, this just came in from the high side—eyes only,” a Naval Commander said as he handed him a sealed envelope.

Having signed for the document, Bob hastily opened it, reading its contents before placing it back in the envelope and handing it back to the commander. “Thank you for bringing that. You can dispose of it now,” he directed, and the naval officer gave a quick nod before heading back to the vault—the onboard SCIF.

“Good news?” questioned Greenwood.

Smiling, Bob leaned in, whispering, “Looks like there was a meteor strike a few minutes ago.”

Greenwood lifted an eyebrow at the news. “All good, I hope?”

Bob shrugged. “We’ll see. In the meantime, find us a place ashore we can move our HQ into. Not that I don’t mind the Fallujah, but this place is asses and elbows—I need some room to spread out.”

“Copy that. You want the Continental, the Hilton, or the Marriott this time?” Greenwood asked. They had identified the likely locations they knew would be under allied control within hours of the operation starting.

“Dealer’s choice, Joe, just make sure it’ll have enough lodging and workspaces without placing our people in any unnecessary danger,” Bob replied, eager to be back ashore.
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Chapter Thirty-Five
The Quiet Room

Joint Battle Command Center

Northwest Beijing, China

As Jade Dragon finished bringing President Yao and his fellow leaders up to speed on this latest allied attack near Tianjin, Yao glared at the video camera representing the AI with a wave of growing anger and frustration. He tried to control his tone as he spoke. “I must say, JD, I am greatly disappointed in you right now. This is not what I had expected to happen—Tianjin is under assault! What do you have to say for yourself?”

The blue light circled the camera once. Then, it made an unusual second pass, as if trying to solve a complex problem requiring additional computing or brain power. General Luo Ronghuan from the PLA Air Force pounced as the AI failed to respond, mocking immediately. “Cat got your tongue, JD? It appears the enemy has outfoxed you—again.”

This elicited a few laughs and snide remarks before the AI spoke in its defense. “President Yao, was there a question in your statement, or was this a general expression of disappointment?”

“There is a question in the President’s statement, JD,” Dr. Xi interjected. “When the President said, ‘What do you have to say for yourself?’ he referred to your previous analysis of the allies’ positions and their likelihood of conducting additional major operations beyond their current operations in northern China.”

“Ah, excuse me, then. I failed to make that connection,” the AI replied to Dr. Xi. “Mr. President, now that I understand your question, allow me to start again—” Jade Dragon tried to explain but was cut off before he could continue.

“Enough, JD. Whatever your excuse is, it won’t change the fact that the enemy has bypassed the defensive works we had built to protect Beijing and the Capital District against this kind of threat. What I want to know now is how serious is this attack in Tianjin and what are the enemy’s intentions?” demanded the President.

“Yes, Mr. President. The initial reports I have received from units in New Binhai indicate the area is under attack by allied Special Forces. Some of the information I am receiving from these units does make sense. They are sending conflicting reports on what kinds of Special Forces are attacking them and from where. For example, an armed police unit has reported soldiers descending from the night sky via parachute before attacking them. Then, a People’s Militia unit report near the Taku Forts reported soldiers emerging from the water before making their way up the beaches or climbing up nearby piers and wharves.

“Just moments ago, a report came in from the 113th Medium Combined Arms Brigade opposite the Yongding River along the Beitang Estuary. Several of their air-defense batteries detected what they believed to be a large heliborne assault heading toward New Binhai. Several of their radar masts were destroyed by allied suppression attacks moments after they detected and engaged allied attack helicopters. This report included the destruction of seven V-280 troop assault transports and three heavy utility transport helicopters. They are now reporting the landing of allied heliborne forces across the river, near what they believe might be their objective—road, rail, and bridge access leading to and around the piers and wharves of the New Binhai area,” the AI explained while bringing forward real-time drone footage of what was happening in different sections of the port and the surrounding area.

The earlier condescending looks of the generals were gone, replaced with looks of confusion, anger, and concern. If the allies had managed to bypass their defense in-depth with some sort of seaborne assault they hadn’t thought possible, there might be little they could do in the short term to reposition forces to confront this new threat.

“Are the attacks isolated to just the New Binhai area, and how large of a force does it appear the allies have committed?” asked General Li.

Yao looked to the head of the PLA, hoping to see his usual calm demeanor in times like this. But Li looked anything but calm as the AI shifted the video display to a new drone feed and made an announcement that sent a chill down his back.

“This video is from an ISR drone, a reconnaissance unit from the 151st Heavy Combined Arms Brigade currently bivouacked forty-two kilometers north of the Cangzhou PLA Air Base. This places the unit forty-three kilometers southwest of the port, or roughly two hours’ drive at most.” Then, the video changed filters, removing much of the grainy night lens as a new image came into crisp focus. “When I analyzed the footage through some filters while including radar and communication activity of this area. A clearer image of what is happening begins to present itself. Those new videos can now be verified. They are parachutes—hundreds of them.

“Mr. President, in answer to your question about the enemy’s intentions and potential strengths, I initially thought the allies were likely conducting a large-scale raid to cause some damage and maybe create a diversion for something else. However, given the number of locations the allied forces appear to be assaulting, and now the confirmation of what looks to be close to a battalion-size element of paratroopers descending southwest of New Binhai, I believe the allies are looking to capture the port and the facilities within—”

“To what end?” interrupted Xue. “Do they think they can just seize control of a port and the surrounding metropolis? What will they possibly do if they succeed in capturing New Binhai?”

“They’re going to offload armored divisions and look to expand their security perimeter outwards,” answered General Li.

“Yes, General Li is right. That is the most logical—”

Before Jade Dragon could complete his sentence, the room began to shake. Lights throughout the JBCC flickered briefly before the shaking stopped.

“What the hell was that?” stammered Yao as he looked at the confused faces around him. For a moment, no one spoke. No one knew what to say or what had just happened. Then the voice of the AI sounded throughout the room. “Excuse me, Mr. President. It would appear that a brief seismic event just occurred.”

Yao bunched his eyebrows as his brain began to piece together what the AI had just said. “An earthquake?”

“Yes, it would appear so. I should note it is not entirely uncommon for this region of China to experience earthquakes. There are several fault lines that run through this area, though they have been dormant for some time,” JD elaborated.

Yao looked at Dr. Xi. His eyes betrayed the fear behind the calm demeanor he tried to portray. Yao wondered—if he saw his own eyes right now, would they betray the fear he felt?

*******

Four Hours Later

“The 113th Medium Combined Arms Brigade is heavily engaged with allied forces in the Beitang Estuary area. Fighting over control of the Qinbin-Haibin Expressway has been absolutely brutal,” explained General Xue as some drone footage played on the monitor. Large sections of the bridge heading in both directions were covered in the charred wreckage of light and medium armored vehicles. Multiple attempts had clearly been made, with some succeeding better than others, but none of the attempts had managed to break through.

“Are those…bodies covering the bridge?” asked Dr. Xi aloud to no one in particular.

“Yes, Dr. Xi. Some of those are allied bodies—many of them are from local PM units sent ahead of an armored push to draw allied fire so the APCs and IFVs can better identify their positions,” the AI’s voice calmly explained as it replied to Xi’s question. Xi rarely asked questions or spoke during the regular CMC meetings Yao had requested he attend to help manage his AI creation.

“The bodies are of no concern, Dr. Xi, if we are unable to breach their defenses and assault the port,” Xue elaborated before asking the AI to show some drone footage of the wharf that handled the giant container ships. Moments later, the image on the monitor changed and they were now looking at a flurry of activity taking place next to several large military transport vessels. These ships looked to have just recently docked as the activity around the cranes and every other piece of equipment needed to offload the ship was now moving into high gear.

Xue pointed to the live footage, exclaiming, “If we cannot break through their hastily established defensive positions, then we will see more and more of that, happening at not just this pier—this wharf—but across the many others that make this port facility among the top ten in the world.”

President Yao howled in frustration as he smacked his hand hard on the table. “What is the status of the 151st Brigade? That brigade has main battle tanks, doesn’t it?” asked Yao to no one in particular.

“Yes, this brigade has one battalion of main battle tanks. The unit had been rotated from the frontlines two months ago to rest and refit. Per the records I was able to access,” the AI responded, “this battalion consists of seventy-two ZTZ main battle tanks and twenty-four of our new Zhanlong autonomous unmanned battle tanks. These are a more advanced, much larger and more lethal version of the allies’ Textron M5 Ripsaws, which we have begun to see them use more frequently.

“Mr. President,” the AI went on, “I need to be given the authority to take charge of and command more of our units on the battlefield. I have given several suggestions as to orders the brigade commander could issue to his battalion commanders to engage the enemy paratrooper units, but he continues to rebuff my suggestions.”

“That’s because you’re not the one in charge,” General Xue shot back at the AI before the President could respond. “Mr. President, this has got to stop. I cannot continue to have the AI countermanding my every order to my field commander. It may believe it has a better idea or way of doing something, but I am the commander of our ground forces—not the AI.”

“Yes, he is right, Mr. President. General Xue is the ground force commander for China’s Army—and how has that gone, might I ask?” countered the AI in a demonstration of its growing situational awareness. “Mr. President, our ability to defeat the allies and win this war has not been lost yet—but we are not far from that position either. Allow me to have control of the Army and Air Force. Let me have control and allow me to fight this war the way it should have been fought from the beginning.”

“Enough!” shouted Yao in frustration. Between his generals and the AI, he had had enough of their bickering. “JD, I need to speak to my generals in the quiet room for the moment. In the meantime, prepare a report on the immediate actions you would take over the coming seventy-two hours if I were to place you in charge of the Army and Air Force,” the President directed before turning his attention to his generals. “As to the rest of you. I want to speak with everyone in the quiet room, now!”

*******

When the door to the quiet room closed, one of Yao’s guards activated the secondary noisemaker, providing a final layer of protection from the ever-present AI. With the freedom to speak candidly, Yao’s generals and senior advisors began a raucous discussion about the most recent request by the AI—to be given command of the PLA.

General Xue, the most outspoken of the generals, spoke first. “Mr. President, we have discussed this request on numerous occasions. Without fail, following a major battlefield defeat, it brings up this same topic—‘give me control of the Army,’” Xue explained, pausing for a moment before continuing. “Mr. President, each time the AI has made this request, we provided examples and reasons why this should not be considered, regardless of a battlefield defeat or a victory. The reason for not giving the AI control of our military remains the same—we need positive military control. Once we cede that to the AI, Mr. President, there is no telling what it might do next. I think I speak for the others when I say we must remain in charge of our respective branches, not the AI.”

Yao sighed as Xue finished. He’d heard the same arguments from them before, just as he had heard the AI’s justifications for why it should be given the control it sought. With each failure, each city and kilometer the allies captured, his concerns about the AI somehow turning its weapons against them, against him, had kept him in check to this point. With the allies now less than a hundred and thirty kilometers from Beijing, he wondered if that concern was still valid. Turning his chair to face the head scientist, he said, “Dr. Xi, let me ask you a question about the AI. The generals bring up our need to maintain control of the AI to ensure our own weapons are not turned against us. With access to our strategic weapons siloed off from the reaches of the AI, what risks, if any, still remain with respect to the AI being able to turn its weapons against us should I honor its request and grant it control of our military?”

Dr. Xi took a moment to think about his response before speaking. Yao liked that about the scientist. He thought before he spoke, something not all of his generals had managed to perfect.

“Mr. President, the concerns the generals mention are valid, and so are the ones you mentioned. For the past six months, Dr. Peng Liyuan’s team has been working to address a series of deficiencies with the OS of the Terracotta Warriors. Many of these issues, from physical problems such as optimizing the dexterity of their hands to allow them to plug themselves in for charging to their ability to distinguish between the heat signature of a human crouching beneath a covered position and an animal of similar size, had been worked on by Peng’s team in Taiwan.

“One of the more challenging problems her team was able to solve, before her untimely death, was the Terracottas’ ability to distinguish friendly, neutral, and hostile forces. Eventually, a series of safety protocols and rules enabled the Terracottas to classify targets accurately in fractions of a second. The reason I bring this to your attention, and the reason why I now side with giving the AI control of the military, is this: last night, my teams of engineers finalized what we believe will be the last major change to the Terracottas’ operating system with version 2.2.01, which was pushed out electronically to the Terracottas already in operation, the ones being built and those currently being held in warehouses. This latest update also applies to Jade Dragon. It limits his ability to control the military and turn it against China, or you, Mr. President,” explained Xi.

“For example, the rules that were put into place limiting who the AI could harm or allow to be harmed were further reinforced to include a series of rules that essentially made it impossible to use the military against China, the people within the country, the military, or yourself unless a series of events were to happen first—namely you and those assigned to the CMC, to include the heads of the service branches, would have to have been killed for the AI to become fully unleashed against our nation’s enemies. If that were to happen, Mr. President, we would all be dead, so it really wouldn’t matter at that point,” Xi finished explaining.

Yao thought about what he had said before clarifying. “So essentially, you are saying unless we are somehow killed during some sort of decapitation strike, the layers of rules mean that some worst-case scenario where the AI can turn on us is impossible. Is that correct?”

“Yes, that is correct,” Xi confirmed.

Yao sat back in his chair for a moment, thinking. Turning to his generals, he said, “General Li, perhaps it is too late to make much of a difference in the war effort, and perhaps it’s not. Given the new information Dr. Xi has shared, I think it is time to allow the AI to have a chance at fighting the allies. I’ve made a decision. I’m going to give the AI full control of the military. Please see that it is done, and let’s see if maybe the AI can fight this war better than we have.”
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Daggers in the Night

March 18, 2028

Bravo Company, 2-327th Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne

IVO Beihou Farm

Northwest Binhai New Area

Tianjin, China

Staff Sergeant Leslie Sabo Jr. stared out the open side door of the Bell V-280 Valor, in awe of what he was seeing as they approached the Port of Binhai. Their chalk hadn’t been part of the first wave of conventional forces to arrive in the wake of the initial seizure of the port by Special Forces. He could only imagine what it must have been like as those first few units had barely held the perimeter. When their sister battalion, the 1-327th Bulldogs, had deployed to the port ahead of them, they’d feared missing out on the action. But as they began to overfly the port terminals, the volume of enemy tracer fire zipping into the sky along the edges of the city of Binhai reassured him there was still plenty of fighting.

“Listen up, First Platoon. We just got a FRAGO en route to the LZ,” Lieutenant Branham announced over the platoon net so the squads on the other aircraft would know what was happening. “Our chalk is being redirected to the northwest of the city. I don’t have many details yet. We’re being told our objective is to reinforce Alpha Company as they look to establish a blocking position where the Jingjin and Changshen Expressways cross each other.

“Apparently, a motorized rifle battalion is either trying to break through it or is currently engaging Alpha Company, which is defending. I know this all sounds confusing, and it is. I’m just relaying what’s been passed to me. You guys know as much as I do about what’s happening. Squad leaders, I’ll need you guys to stay nimble and assess the situation as it develops once we’re on the ground. Semper Gumby, out,” the LT finished.

Sabo wasn’t sure if having the LT flying with him was good or bad luck, but this was the first time he’d heard of getting a FRAGO en route to an objective, so that couldn’t be good.

Moments earlier, they had been on their way to support Charley Company as they established a blocking position near the Binhai West Station, a massive, sprawling light and medium rail station connected to several large city streets and another expressway. If they were being pulled further to the northwest, then it likely meant the PLA was attempting to get their units into Binhai proper before the division could cut it from Tianjin to the west.

“Check it out, Sabo. Hell of a fight going on over there.” Specialist Anderson pointed.

Sabo looked and couldn’t believe what he was seeing. At least six ZBL-08s were ablaze while four others looked like they were laying into a few buildings some American unit had likely taken refuge in. Then he saw a missile contrail leave one of the buildings to slam into one of the armored vehicles—exploding it into a giant fireball in the center of what looked like an eight-lane major thoroughfare.

The Valor dove to the right, losing altitude faster than Sabo thought was safe, when he saw a missile fly through the space they had just occupied moments earlier. Then several strings of tracer fire zipped in front of them, all around them, as their pilot continued to fly erratically. Sabo wasn’t sure he would hold on to his last meal when their pilot had eventually dropped their altitude to the rooftops of the apartments nearby.

“Holy crap, that was insane,” Sabo said aloud to no one in particular.

“You ain’t joking, Sarge. I thought I was going to toss my cookies for a minute,” replied Specialist Lewis, his knuckles white as he gripped his XM250 automatic rifle.

“Thirty seconds!” shouted the pilot.

Sabo watched as the apartments and buildings whipped past them in a blur. Then, all of a sudden, they were free of the apartment blocks and back over open terrain. He spotted a highway he thought might be where they were headed. Then he saw a handful of burning wrecks, smudges of black smoke against the morning sky—a warning of enemy vehicles nearby.

Zip, zip.

“IFV five o’clock!” shouted the crew chief behind the pilot. Then he opened up with the M134 minigun, sending hundreds of rounds at a target Sabo couldn’t see.

The pilot reacted quickly, banking the Valor away from the infantry fighting vehicle as its gunner continued firing at them.

Sabo glanced at the other Valors flying past them as their pilot deftly maneuvered around the enemy fire, avoiding the streams of hot lead trying to knock them from the sky. As they flew over a highway, the pilot bled off their airspeed before putting them down, hard on the ground and just out of sight of the vehicle shooting at them.

Then the crew chiefs barked, “Go, go, go, get off the bird!” as the soldiers bolted into the unknown.

Sabo had barely gotten off the Valor when the pilot had started lifting off. He ran a few meters to his front and dove for cover as tracer rounds ripped through the air where he’d just been.

Ting, ting, thunk.

Craning his neck around to where the Valor had been, he turned just in time to see the left side engine get raked by machine-gun bullets. A few rounds seemed to have bounced off the armored casing—but not all. A couple tore into the engine, causing it to belch flame and sparks before spewing smoke and then catching fire.

“Ah, damn it. We’re going to lose that bird,” Sabo shouted.

“Over here, Staff Sergeant!” Specialist Lewis called to him.

Sabo looked to his front, spotting Lewis in a drainage ditch next to the road he’d taken refuge in. The scrawny kid cut loose with his XM250 automatic rifle, laying into a target he couldn’t see. Crawling towards the ditch, he could hear the guys from his squad shouting out targets and warnings to each other like the veterans they were. He smiled as he reached the drainage ditch, crawling into it as he took a position next to Specialist Lewis, his machine gunner.

Raising his rifle above the lip of the ditch, Sabo got his first good view of what the hell was going on. It took him a moment to reorient himself and figure out where they were on the map. What the…? His thought trailed off as he realized their pilot had set them down near Xinyuan Avenue—a frontage road that ran parallel to the Jingjin Expressway and at least a kilometer and a half to the east of where they were supposed to be. They were in the wrong spot, alone and now separated from the rest of their platoon and company.

“Where the hell is that shooting coming from?” Lieutenant Branham asked as he plopped into the ditch with them.

“Across the highway, near those giant windmill blades,” Lewis replied. “I’m pretty sure I spotted a ZBL. I can’t tell what kind, but it looks like they dismounted their infantry.”

Lieutenant Branham had his map in hand, shaking his head as he realized the Valor had landed them way off course.

“We’re out of position, LT. I figured that out just as you got here. We’re about a klick and a half too far east of our original LZ,” Sabo explained before the LT told him what he already knew.

“Well, ain’t that great, Staff Sergeant? One squad is with us. The other two are at the correct LZ with the rest of the company,” lamented the LT. “Specialist Robinson, see if you can’t raise Sergeant First Class Peters. I need to tell him where we are and what the hell happened.”

Shaking his head, Sabo looked behind them in the direction of where he last saw the Valor. He was expecting to see smoke rising from where it had crashed, but he didn’t see any smoke. Whoa, could that thing really keep flying with just a single engine? He was no expert on helicopters or tilt rotors, but that would be a first if it made it back to the safety of the port.

“Stop shooting. Everyone, hold your fire. We have trees and a highway between us and them. They’re going to have a hard time seeing us unless we make it easier for them by shooting at them. So stop shooting,” exclaimed Sabo before adding. “In fact, we’re moving positions. Follow me, and let’s go.”

He started moving along the drainage ditch in the direction where they were supposed to link up with Alpha Company. A few minutes into their cautious trek paralleling the frontage road adjacent to the highway from which they had been shot at, the LT called a halt as he started to receive some radio traffic. As Sabo observed him, he couldn’t help but think they were being voluntold to go do something that might get them killed for the simple reason that they weren’t with the others. He’d come to learn that out-of-sight, out-of-mind units were often sent on side missions that ranged from stupid to outright suicidal.

“What is it, LT?” Sabo ventured as he handed the radio receiver back to Robinson. Judging by the look on the man’s face, he wasn’t happy.

“OK, I want everyone to form a one-eighty, rifles pointed that way,” Branham directed. “The staff sergeant and I need to talk privately for a minute. Sergeant Balzer, you’re in charge.”

Sabo got up and started walking after the LT as they put some distance between them and the squad.

When the LT dropped to a knee, he motioned for him to do the same. Then Sabo asked, “LT, you look like you ate a turd at the White House just as the President asked you a question. Only now, you don’t know if you should swallow it or spit it out. What’s going on, sir?”

Branham laughed at the analogy, which helped to break the tension he was obviously under. “Sabo, anyone tell you that you have an interesting way with words? That was actually pretty good. So, here’s the deal. Do you remember that ZBL that was shooting at us from that construction yard with all those windmill blades?”

“Uh, yeah, I’m pretty sure I still remember being shot at a little while back. Let me guess, the captain wants to see if we can take it?”

Grunting at his suggestion. Branham nodded slowly in agreement. “How did you know?”

It was Sabo’s turn to chuckle at the obvious. “Sir, when the rest of the company is a klick and a half in that direction, and at least one IFV is, what, a few hundred meters to our south, it’s not rocket science to figure out we’re the closest squad with any kind of antitank weapons. It kind of makes sense even if it sucks for us.”

Grinning at Sabo, Branham said, “You know, when they gave you that MOH, they offered you a direct commission to lieutenant. You’re one of the smarter guys in the company, Sabo. Why did you turn it down?”

Sabo snorted at the question before explaining, “I wouldn’t say all that, sir. I just did what I needed to do to stay alive and keep my friends from getting killed. I appreciated the offer, and a battlefield commission is nothing to sneeze at. But if I had accepted it, I’d become an officer. Sure, I’d likely command a platoon, maybe even a company, one day. But I’d never be a sergeant again. A rank that places me directly in the mix with soldiers. If I had been an officer that day back in Venezuela—everyone would have died. I wouldn’t have been in the position I was because I wouldn’t have been a grunt, an NCO who was at the right place, at the right time, with balls as big as Texas to savage those bastards like I did. That’s why I turned it down—but that’s not why you wanted to talk away from the guys. What exactly do they want us to do?”

Branham stared at him for a moment, then nodded like he accepted his reasoning for turning down the commission. “Like I said earlier, Sabo, you’re one of the smartest guys I know. But, all right, let’s go over what they want us to do,” Branham said.

As he began to explain their instructions, Sabo started to hear something faint but growing in intensity as the seconds passed. Then he heard diesel engines and the unmistakable sound of tank tracks. When Sabo turned to look in the direction of the sounds, he froze. Then he pulled Lieutenant Branham to the ground before they could be spotted. “Sir, we got a bigger problem than that IFV across the highway. I swear I just saw a platoon’s worth of tanks and other armored vehicles moving along that other highway—Binhairaocheng, I think it is,” he said as he pointed to their three o’clock position.

The LT poked his head above the lip of the drainage ditch they were hiding in to catch a glimpse of what Sabo had seen. “Oh man, you ain’t joking, Sabo. Crap, that’s gotta be at least one, maybe two companies’ worth of mechanized infantry, and you’re right. There’s at least a platoon of tanks with them, but there could be more we can’t see.”

As the LT slid back down below the lip of the ditch, he looked at him. “Come on. We need to get back to the squad and call this in. See if maybe we can get some air support or a gunship or something. Plus we have to let the captain know what’s crackling towards them from their rear area before it’s too late.”

*******

Bravo Company, 3rd Battalion, Rangers

Port of Binhai

It had been almost two hours since Dekker’s unit had been relieved by the British 2nd Battalion, Royal Gurkhas, after a hellacious hour of confusion and intense fighting in and around the giant port facility. When the larger Gurkha force arrived, he was glad to see they were able to expand upon the initial perimeter the Rangers had set up. They had even expanded across the Yongdingxinhe Bridge to the other side, seizing control of another avenue of attack the enemy could have used against the port. Dekker’s platoon had fought like hell on that bridge, repelling several PLA attempts with armored vehicles to break past their roadblock and get into the port facility. Had it not been for a concerted effort by several Army attack helicopters, engaging a handful of T-96 tanks and ZSL-92 infantry fighting vehicles, his platoon would have been wiped out, and God knew what would have happened at the port once the PLA had a path into it.

After handing their positions over to the British Nepalese unit, Dekker’s platoon had been directed to a warehouse near the wharves on Haitie Boulevard. He found that the name of the street, which closely resembled the poverty-stricken country of Haiti, aptly fit what this place had become. Those first ninety minutes, while they waited for reinforcements, it had been hell on earth. It felt like those days along the Korean-Chinese border—the battle for Dandong. This place seemed to be giving it a run for its money.

When they arrived at the warehouse, they quickly discovered it had been taken over by Special Forces and looked to have been turned into a forward headquarters. The exterior of the place and some of the operational aspects of what he assumed was the tactical operations center were being managed by members of the Canadian Special Operations regiments. He hadn’t worked with the Canadian operators often, but on the few occasions where he’d encountered them, like the final years in Afghanistan, they’d shown themselves to be solid professionals in their trade. For now, Dekker’s platoon had directed to hang tight at the warehouse while the brass decided what they wanted the Rangers to do next.

An hour after arriving at the warehouse, Dekker felt the need to stretch his legs and wanted to eat outside. Grabbing a pair of MREs on the way, he saw Major Meacham and motioned for him to follow him. Exiting the warehouse, Dekker handed him an MRE. “I thought we could get lunch, and you look like you could use a break.”

Taking the MRE, Meacham grunted at the discovery of Menu 1: Chili with Beans. “Thanks, yeah, I could use a break. But damn, dude, Chili with Beans. I thought we had an agreement about this.”

Dekker laughed at Meacham’s comment. He had forgotten about his irritable bowel syndrome when it came to Menu #1. Meacham had been a captain back then. The platoon was bunking in a single large bunker facility at some random FOB shortly after the battle of Dandong. Menu #1 had been the last MRE in the box, so he ate it. Unbeknownst to the platoon, leaving the Chili with Beans for Meacham would prove to be a terrible mistake. It had started shortly after he’d gone to sleep. It had been silent at first. No one knew for certain what happened or even when it started. But suddenly, a cough started, and then more people began to cough and choke as they awoke from their slumber, not sure what was happening or why their bodies were suddenly reacting to something in the air. Then a whistle was heard, followed by another slip of flatulent noise that gave it away and, more importantly, who the guilty party was. It had been determined from that day on the platoon would make sure Meacham was never allowed to eat Menu #1.

The two of them walked over to see this makeshift combat airport the Air Force had set up, and they saw one of the giant C-17 Globemaster cargo aircraft lining up to land. Perhaps what was more intriguing was seeing at least two other C-17s stacked at various altitudes and distances behind the one approaching the makeshift runway.

“Dekker, that over there”—Meacham pointed to the ad hoc runway—“has got to be the most gangster thing I have seen the Air Force do in my entire military career. I mean, look at that—they’re freaking landing a giant C-17 cargo plane on a damn highway.”

Chuckling at his surprise, Dekker opined, “Yeah, I’ll bet some Air Force weenie was thinking we need an airport and then stared at the map for a few moments, and then poof—a lightbulb came on, an idea had formed. He saw that giant stretch of road running from the edge of the water all the way to the Qinbin-Haibin Expressway and figured, hell, I’ll bet those flyboys could land on that. And sure as hell, wouldn’t you know it, they can.”

They both laughed at the absurdity of the Air Force landing cargo planes on this bastardized-looking setup they had come up with. The Xin’gang No. 9 Road was an insanely wide ten-lane road that started at the edge of the Bay and stretched some 5.6 kilometers until it connected to the Qinbin-Haibin Expressway and other roads connected to the port. Without access to an airport, the Air Force had looked for alternative ways to bring the enormous sums of munitions, vehicles, and personnel during those first forty-eight to seventy-two hours of capturing the port. Until the Navy’s sealift command could begin docking and unloading the ships ferrying the heavy equipment and supplies for the follow-on divisions that would exploit the capture of the port, a stopgap to fill the void was necessary.

Eating their MREs, they reminisced about home, their wives, their kids, and what they hoped to do once the war was over. While they continued to talk as they finished their MREs, a trio of C-130J Super Hercules that had just landed caught their attention. The cargo aircraft appeared to be sporting the Israeli flag, the Star of David, on the tail of the aircraft. As if being serenaded by the continuous sounds of machine-gun fire and rumblings of artillery in the background while they ate wasn’t strange enough, the appearance of not one but three Israeli cargo planes had piqued their interest.

“Dekker, I’ve got to accept that we may be in some form or another living in the Matrix, or at least the pages of some dystopian story that has yet to be completed. But what the heck are those three Israeli aircraft unloading, and what are they doing in China?” Meacham asked in bewilderment.

Shaking his head, at a loss for words, Dekker eventually replied, “Uh…yeah. I don’t know what to make of that either, but I’ll tell you what. I’m going to go find out—’cause I can, and you’re coming with me.”

“Oh yeah? What makes you think I want to walk over there and ask questions? Besides, you don’t need me to do that for you.”

“Ah, come on. With you along, I can make up some stupid excuse, like we’re from JSOC, and we want to know what this is and when it’ll be up and running. Come on, Meacham, it’ll work, and besides, I know you’re as curious as I am,” Dekker countered as he stood to his feet, then held a hand out to Meacham to pull him to his feet.

Meacham grabbed the extended hand, pulling himself to his feet as he replied, “OK, fine, whatever. Let’s go check this out. Then we should head back to the warehouse and see if we got a mission yet, not that anyone has tried to contact me about it.”

They walked a couple of blocks to where the supplies and equipment were hastily offloaded and then transferred to nearby warehouses for distribution. They eventually ran into a couple of Israeli soldiers as they neared some of the equipment. One of them shared that they were part of the IDF 299th Air Defense Special Operations Squadron, the “Desert Protectors.” He said they had brought with them a deployable version of the Israeli Drone Dome and Iron Dome systems that had been optimized for quick setup and tear-down deployable operations. They’d also brought a new system—Magen Mehir or the Defender Swift Anti-Drone System. This was an experimental, highly advanced microwave antidrone system that looked to be similar in nature to one of the modules on the Jackal XD500s. It was designed to neutralize hostile drones or drone swarms through focused high-powered microwave pulse emission, disrupting or damaging the electronic components of the target.

Having quenched their curiosity, the two of them walked back to the warehouse, talking about what they had just seen. The question they kept wondering about the most was how many more leaps in weaponry technology this war would introduce before it was over.

*******

Jingliang Trade Development Company Headquarters

Port of Binhai

“This is what I’ve been looking for. A rooftop that can give us a bird’s-eye view of what’s happening around us,” complimented General Bob Sink. “This was a good find, Caleb. Thanks for putting the effort into finding a place like this. It’s exactly what we needed.”

Deflecting the praise, Major General Caleb Greenwood assured Sink it had actually been a sniper team from the South Korean Army’s 13th Special Mission Brigade, the Black Panthers, who had identified the building. Finding a location that could reasonably be turned into a forward headquarters that offered reasonable protection and a visual overwatch of the port facility had proven to be a challenge.

“Look at that, Caleb. That’s ingenious,” Bob commented on the Air Force’s ad hoc use of a wide empty road, turning it into a makeshift runway. This rather risky attempt greatly improved the odds of them successfully holding the port until their heavy armored units arrived in a couple of days. They would advance and capture the city of Tianjin next before turning their sights on Beijing.

“Agreed, sir. It’s pretty slick how they land aircraft on that main road before having them pull into one of those empty lots to either side of that connector road. They hastily unload everything before getting them back in the air. It’s incredible to watch how fast they get these aircraft unloaded and back in the air,” Caleb explained before changing topics to the real reason he had asked Bob to come up here. “As neat as it is to watch those guys, you asked me to keep you apprised of when our Israeli friends arrive—”

“Oh, that’s right. I’d almost forgotten. Have they set anything up yet?” Bob asked excitedly, interrupting him.

Smiling, Caleb nodded, pointing with his hand in the direction of where the 299th Special Operations Squadron was setting up their air-defense equipment. “That’s what I wanted to tell you about. They’ve arrived, and they’ve brought a bag of tricks along to test a few theories and help us better protect port facilities. But I’m no expert in their equipment or exactly what it is they brought with them. However, I believe a friend of yours might be able to help explain what it is and how it may help our cause,” Caleb finished explaining, then motioned for the soldier standing near the door to open it up.

When the door opened, Brigadier General Avihu Halutz, the commander of Israeli Air Defense Command, walked out onto the roof and made his way towards the Eighth Army commander and his friend.

“Well, I’ll be. Look who the cat dragged in,” Bob exclaimed as he walked forward, embracing his friend. “I have to tell you, Avihu, I didn’t think they would let you come. This place is still a bit of a war zone, in case you couldn’t tell.” As if to emphasize the point, they heard a handful of explosions erupt not all that far from their building, exploding near the wharves.

“Eh, it reminds me of home,” Avihu commented. “Besides, it should be us who is thanking you for allowing Israel the opportunity to test this new system during real wartime conditions. I think you will be pleased with this system.”

“I’ll admit, I don’t know much about whatever it is you guys want to test. So, why don’t you explain it to me like you would a golden retriever or, say, a ten-year-old boy,” Bob mused, drawing some laughter from Caleb and Avihu.

For the next few moments, the Israeli commander explained the three systems they had brought along with them. He directed their attention to the IDF soldiers setting up their specialized equipment. The soldiers moved with a sense of urgency and focused tension, reflecting the intricate ballet of machines and men below them.

The first thing they noticed was something called the “Drone Dome,” a sleek, compact piece of artillery bristling with sensors and lenses. It almost seemed to possess a predatory awareness in the way its radar dome would sweep the sky, hunting for an elusive enemy—drones. It was like a silent guardian, a watcher of the skies and the soldiers below, as it stood ready to unleash its invisible arrows of radio frequencies to ensnare any unwelcome intruder.

Next came something they were more familiar with. The compact “Mini-Iron” was a smaller sibling to the formidable Iron Dome that protected the cities of Israel from Hamas rockets. Yet it held a presence of its own, a silent promise of protection. The system was equipped with a myriad of launchers, each launcher equipped with a pod of eight interceptors, poised to unleash its defensive might against threats that dared to threaten those beneath its dome of protection.

Last but not least was the dominant reason the Israelis were at Binhai, participating in a conflict they were not officially part of. Avihu pointed their gaze to the experimental weapon they were here to test—the Magen Mehir. An experimental, highly advanced antidrone microwave system. It was designed to neutralize drones or drone swarms through focused high-powered microwave pulses that would disrupt or damage the electronic components of the drones.

Bob shook his head in amazement. “I look at all that tech, Avihu, and just marvel at the advancements in technology we’ve seen during this war. I fear what the future holds for us.”

Avihu nodded, holding Bob’s gaze, “You aren’t wrong to be concerned about the future. The thing to remember, Bob, is that it’s not always about the tech. It’s about how the men and women behind it use it. At the end of the day, machines do not win wars—soldiers do.”


Volume Eight
Chapter Thirty-Seven
Tanks and Planes

March 18, 2028

Alpha Company, 1-64th Armored Regiment

Port of Binhai

As the C-17 came to a halt, Sergeant First Class Rico Ramos told his guys to get in the tank and get ready to roll. It had been a bumpy and, at times, hair-raising ride to the port, but they had luckily made it. They heard a C-130 had gone down twenty minutes earlier from a MANPAD as they’d approached the port. It was a reminder of just how dangerous this mission was. The idea of turning an empty stretch of road into a makeshift airfield to ferry in some armored vehicles, fuel, and munitions ahead of the arrival of the Navy’s much larger roll-on, roll-off vehicles was both ingenious and insanely stupid. It almost reminded Rico of those videos he’d seen on YouTube or the History Channel of aircraft delivering supplies to the Marines at Khe Sanh during the Vietnam War. During the siege of the Marine base, Air Force cargo planes would brave enemy ground fire to fly over the airfield, kicking pallets of weapons, food, and medical supplies out the rear of the plane while the enemy AA guns did their best to shoot ’em down.

“You’re all clear, Sergeant!” the flight engineer shouted to him.

Giving the guy a thumbs-up, Rico spoke to his driver. “OK, Andy, get us going. Nice and easy until we’re fully out of the aircraft.”

Once they exited the rear of the cargo plane, Rico looked for the signs letting him know where the POL station was located so they could top off their tank before they got thrown into anything. When they loaded into the aircraft, they did so with barely a quarter of a tank of gas. One of the reasons they did this was to drastically cut down on the weight of the tank without having to give up any ammo on the flight in. Fuel was something they felt reasonably confident they could find if they had to. A fully loaded Abrams could carry five hundred and four gallons of fuel, which weighed some forty-two hundred pounds. By arriving with barely a quarter tank, they had saved over three thousand pounds on the way in.

“There it is, Rico. The POL sign.” Tim pointed.

“I see it. Heading there now,” Rico’s driver, Andy, said as the tank pivoted on its track, then drove up onto the road and headed towards the fuel station.

Rico looked around the place as he stood in the commander’s hatch, driving towards the fuel depot. It was insane. This place was massive, and despite everything going on—aircraft landing every few minutes and helicopters coming and going—the place was so large it still felt empty to them. By the time they pulled into the fuel depot, they started to see other armored vehicles that had arrived ahead of them beginning to form up. As they pulled up to one of the fuel trucks, a major he didn’t recognize but who sported a 3rd ID patch had come over and asked about their unit and who was in charge.

Sensing this might be a problem, Rico climbed out of the tank and down to the ground so he could speak to him. “Sir, we’re from Alpha Company, 1-64th AR. Our platoon leader, 1st Lieutenant Morse, said our orders were to top off our tanks and stand by near the fuel depot for the remainder of our unit to arrive. Then we’re supposed to link up with No Slack from the 2-327th Airborne, somewhere up in that direction.” Rico pointed north as he explained the situation to the major.

The major spat some chewing tobacco to the ground as he eyed him. “Let me tell you something, Sergeant First Class”—he leaned forward a moment before pronouncing his name—“Ramos, I appreciate that you have your orders and that you want to stick to them. That’s commendable and exactly what you should do as a senior NCO. But let me share something with you, Sergeant. You see this?” He pointed to the gold oak leaf representing his rank. “It’s called major, Sergeant. Last time I checked, it outranks sergeant first class. Now I’m from 3-69th AR, and the way I see it is we’re both part of the same brigade and have the same mission.”

He pointed back to the vehicles he was leading. “I have four MATVs filled with ammo, ATGMs, and water that need to get brought to Rakkasan Two-Bravo—that’s the Binhai West Station, where the 3rd Brigade Rakkasan is now located. Those two JLTV ambulances, they’re from the 256th Combat Support Hospital that’s set up in that warehouse over there. They’ve received a call to evacuate some wounded from the station.

“I’m supposed to have a tank and a pair of KF-41s or at least some Bradleys to escort us there. As you can see, I got a single Stryker. That ain’t gonna cut it. I need your tank, Sergeant.”

By the time Major Diehard finished explaining the situation, Rico felt bad for the guy. Perhaps if he had started off explaining the situation before throwing his rank around, Rico might have been more understanding. As it was, he knew he would get his ass chewed if his tank linked up with them instead of his own unit. Then he heard the sound of more than one tank approaching from behind. Turning to see who it was, he was relieved when he saw the bumper number—A One-One—Lieutenant Dan Morse’s tank in the lead, followed by BR Three and BR Four, the rest of his platoon.

“Actually, Major, that right there is our platoon leader, Lieutenant Dan Morse. I think if you were to explain the situation to him—”

“You’re right, Sergeant. Excuse me,” the major cut him off as he walked past him to head over to the LT’s tank as it pulled up to the refueler.

Climbing aboard his tank, Black Rider, Rico explained what had happened and waited to see what the LT would do. If they were going to disobey orders and link up with another unit, then Rico wanted the LT to make that call, not him.

When the major walked past his tank, the LT called to Rico. “Hey, Ramos, we’re gonna wait another ten minutes for BR Three and Four to top off their tanks.” Rico looked past Morse, spotting the other two tanks in their platoon lined up at the refuelers now. “Once they’ve topped off, we’re going to escort them until we reach the West Middle Ring expressway. If we haven’t encountered resistance to that point, then they’ll continue on without us, and we’ll press on to our objective, linking up with No Slack near that goofy interchange where all those highways cross each other. I still haven’t been able to contact those infantry guys. I’ll keep at it while we move in their direction and let you know if anything changes.”

“Copy that, LT. Thanks for handling that for me,” Rico replied, glad he didn’t have to tell the guy no.

Morse shrugged. “He was being a jerk, but he’s not wrong for wanting your help. I’d want a tank for an escort, too. He’s probably under a lot of pressure right now and can’t seem to get the support he needs to get that ammo brought to the Rakkasans, and God knows how many wounded are waiting to be evacuated.”

“No worries, LT.” Rico shrugged. “You want us on point for this?”

“Yeah, take point. We’ll pull in behind you, and I’ll have BR Three and Four cover the rear. If we run into something along the way, either push through it or take it out, but the last thing we want to do is get bogged down on the interstate or one of those side roads. This is not good tank country to fight in,” Morse instructed. Rico smiled. The LT had started to learn how to employ their tanks better, including understanding when and where not to use them, like inside a city if avoidable.

*******

Entering Jingjin Expressway

It had taken longer to get on the road than Rico had thought it would. Just as they were about to pull out of their marshaling area, they caught sight of three Lynx KF-41s leaving the fuel depot. Once they had gotten through to their platoon leader, they convinced them to come along in their convoy. The addition of the three infantry fighting vehicles and their twenty-four dismounted infantry gave their convoy some serious firepower should they encounter enemy forces still in the city. The front lines had moved rapidly. It was inevitable that some enemy units might go unnoticed, particularly if they opted to hide and stay concealed, waiting for an opportune moment to strike.

“Keep your head on a swivel, Tim. You never know when a missile team might decide to poke their head out and pop a shot off at us,” Rico commented as the two of them stood in their hatches, surveying the road to their front and the flanks as Andy kept them moving.

“Missile teams? Heck, I’m more worried about some suicide drone plowing into us before we have a chance to see it,” Tim replied. Drones were a persistent problem for tankers and other armored vehicles. There was still a lack of mobile drone protection vehicles, and that wasn’t likely to be solved before the war ended.

“That’s true. Those drones are something else. I swear, man, when this war is over and we’re back home…I never want to hear the sound of another drone as long as I live,” Rico exclaimed, a slight shiver running down his back. They had lost their Ripsaw to drones during an engagement in one of the suburbs of Shenyang. The M5 had absorbed a pair of suicide drones when the enemy had finally gotten tired of remotely controlled vehicles tearing into their positions.

Two helicopters then raced over their heads. It looked to be a pair of Apaches, though they couldn’t tell which unit they were from. They watched them fly a little further ahead of them when, all of a sudden, they split their formation, one of them diving hard for the deck. At the same time, the other banked hard to the right, flares ejecting from its self-defense system when a missile zipped up from the ground, detonating against one of the flares.

“Oh crap. I’m going to see what I can from up here, but you better get below and see what you can spot on the scope,” Rico directed. Tim dropped back into the turret, and Rico started relaying what he was seeing back to the convoy behind them as they continued forward.

The Apache that had broken to the right had circled back around to whoever had shot at him as its chin gun opened fire. A short burst of 30mm rounds pounded something beyond Rico’s view. Then, an explosion occurred on the ground, and a plume of thick black smoke rose into the sky. They’d hit something, and it looked like it might be along their path if Rico had to guess. Then the other Apache, the one that had dived for the deck at the outset of the attack, suddenly appeared out of nowhere much further away and to Rico’s left, rising in altitude before he watched the nose of the aircraft pivot away from the sky to face downward.

The helicopter seemed to dance from side to side for a second before it cut loose half a dozen Hydra rockets into something it found threatening. No sooner had the rockets fired than multiple streams of tracer fire leaped into the air from what looked like numerous different locations. Then the Apache started dispensing flares like they were going out of style as the pilot twisted them in the air, making several radical turns and elevation changes as tracer fire zipped all around them. Then, out of nowhere, a pair of missiles shot up from the ground as they sought out the Apache in what was turning into an insane aerial battle unlike anything Rico had seen.

The other Apache, meanwhile, had circled around from a different angle, firing a pair of what looked like Hellfire missiles. Seconds after they fired, two thunderous explosions ripped through the air—a turret that Rico knew had to be a ZTZ96 or 99 model somersaulted through the sky. “Hot damn! Wow, that was a hell of a hit!” Ramos shouted into the helmet mic. He couldn’t recall if he had transmitted that or kept it local to his tank.

BAM!

Flinching momentarily as he looked off to his left, he caught sight of the Apache that had previously attracted the ire of a lot of AA guns just moments earlier, trailing smoke from one of its engines. The pilot looked to be having some trouble maintaining the aircraft. Meanwhile, renewed streams of tracer fire had switched from shooting at the other Apache to zeroing in on its wounded comrade.

Rico pressed the mic button to call his driver. “Andy, see if you can pick up the speed. It looks like one of the Apaches is going to go down. I can’t totally see how close it might be to the highway, but they have to know we’re trucking towards them. There’s a chance we may encounter some of those vehicles they’ve been engaging, so stay alert and ready to take evasive maneuvers if we start taking fire.”

“You got it, hoss. Pedal to the medal!” his driver howled as Black Rider lurched forward, accelerating to their max speed on the hardball.

While they raced towards where the helicopter looked to be in trouble, the other Apache fired another salvo of rockets into a target Rico still couldn’t see. He heard another boom followed by another plume of black smoke rising up from whatever he had destroyed. Then the Apache’s 30mm chin gun tore into something the pilot must have seen as it pounded away before he heard another explosion, followed by another plume of smoke rising into the air.

Meanwhile, the first Apache had lost altitude quickly, falling out of Rico’s line of sight. They were now quickly approaching the overpass where Major Diehard from earlier would turn onto as he led his portion of the convoy towards the Rakkasan’s Brigade near the Binhai West Station. As far as Rico was concerned, their platoon and the trio of KF-41s were to continue on to link up with the No Slack battalion from the 101st.

“Black Rider Two, Black Rider One. We’ve got comms with Warrior One. They’re requesting immediate assistance from any local ground units. Break. I’m sending you their POS. Break. We’re going to continue until we reach their location. How copy?” came the call from Lieutenant Morse.

Damn, I wonder if those gunships were en route to the same guys we were. “That’s a good copy, BR One. We’ll lead the way. Out.”

Continuing to move along the expressway, they eventually reached the toll station and could clearly see the downed Apache, its smoke still wafting into the air. Rico lifted his binos to his eyes as he tried to see if he could spot the pilots or any other friendlies in the area. Then he heard a shout over the radio just in time to see a flash from the side of a building a few thousand meters to their front.

Rico dropped into the tank as he heard the projectile soar over the top of them as it missed.

“Tank identified! ZTZ96! One thousand, eight hundred and thirty-two meters to our three o’clock. Load sabot!” Tim shouted aloud.

“Sabot up!” replied Specialist Dwayne Lopez as he armed the gun before standing to the side, waiting for it to fire.

“Firing!” shouted Tim, not missing a beat as he took control of the situation while Rico climbed back into his commander’s seat.

“Hit! We nailed it!” exclaimed Tim excitedly.

“We got another. ZTZ96 identified. Two thousand, one hundred and twenty-three meters to our two o’clock. Load sabot!” Rico barked as he retook command of his tank.

“Copy that, tank identified. ZTZ96, two thousand, one hundred and twenty-three meters, two o’clock. Load sabot!” Dwayne echoed Rico’s commands as he shoved the next round into the breach, then armed the gun. “Sabot up!”

“Fire!”

“Firing!”

BOOM!

The cannon roared a second time in less than thirty seconds as it recoiled inside the turret, the aft cap dropping to the floor, making a metallic clink as it did.

Bam, Tink, Tink, Tink.

“We’re taking fire! Where’s it coming from?” Rico shouted as rounds ricocheted off the turret.

“Got it! ZBL IFV, ten o’clock. One thousand, eight hundred and seventy-three meters. Load HEAT!”

Holy crap! They’re on the other side of the highway! Rico’s mind raced as he realized they were about to drive into an ambush that flanked them on either side of the highway. This must’ve been what the Apaches had spoiled.

“Tim, fight the tank. I gotta warn the LT what’s going on,” Rico ordered as he activated his comms.

“BR One, BR Two. Be advised, we are engaging enemy IFVs at our ten o’clock position and enemy armor at our two and three o’clock positions. Recommend convoy come to a halt and bring the platoon online. How copy?”

“Firing!”

BOOM!

The cannon roared inside the turret again as Rico’s team continued to engage the enemy vehicles they encountered. By now, they had slowed their advance to barely a crawl, just enough to keep them moving but not too far into whatever this ambush was.

A few moments later, the other three tanks of the platoon pulled abreast of them as the four of them continued to blast away at one IFV and tank after another. Then Rico spotted something he hadn’t expected off to the right of their position near the downed Apache. Purple smoke. He knew that it likely came from a friendly unit, but he wasn’t aware of any friendlies in this general area other than the Apache and maybe the pilots.

“BR Two, BR One. Be advised we have friendly units to our front, four o’clock, roughly seven hundred meters. Purple smoke. Their call sign is Warrior One-Six. How copy?” Lieutenant Morse relayed to him.

I’ll be damned, that’s part of that No Slack battalion we’re supposed to link up with, he realized as he started to piece things together. Warrior One-Six sounded like it was a platoon, not a company. Perhaps they had gotten in trouble or separated or something and accidentally bumped into a PLA unit attempting to lay ambush across the expressway.

“BR One, BR Two. That’s a good copy. What about our IFVs? Can they get over there and retrieve them?” Rico asked, hoping to get their armored chariots involved.

“Copy, BR Two. Continue to advance eight hundred meters and come to a halt. We’ll apprise the situation then. Out.”

Rico could tell Morse was distracted. He was rattling things off faster than normal, which made it kind of hard to catch it all between Tim firing the cannon and the chatter going on inside the turret. What he did catch was the order to advance eight hundred meters and halt, and that was exactly what he planned to do.

*******

Bravo Company, 2-327th Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne

IVO Beihou Farm

Northwest Binhai New Area

Tianjin, China

Sabo and the rest of the squad were doing everything they could to stay small and try to stay out of sight. With no idea if there were drones somewhere above them or just the enemy vehicles and units now straddling both sides of the highway with them stuck in a drainage ditch between the two, the only thing they had going for them right now was they hadn’t been spotted yet, and the LT had managed to secure a pair of Apaches to head their way and pay these guys a visit. In the meantime, the best thing they could do was keep their heads down and continue moving further away from the enemy force while not being discovered.

It didn’t take long until they heard the familiar sound of helicopter blades getting closer to their positions. They activated one of their IR strobes and got confirmation from the Apaches that they’d spotted them and marked them as friendly. For the next little while, they watched and listened as the Apaches took turns hammering the formation they’d found. Then, the LT said he’d contacted a tank unit from the 3rd ID. They were on the expressway and headed their way. Once they got a little closer, they’d toss a purple smoke grenade and wait on the tanks to confirm they’d marked their position. The last thing they wanted was to get fragged by their own guys.

When they heard the sounds of the Abrams tanks getting closer, the real fireworks started. Soon, the enemy tanks and IFVs from both sides of the highway were engaging the American tanks. Then, to Sabo’s surprise and amazement, the four American tanks had come abreast of each other as they engaged the enemy vehicles with practiced precision that only came from years of experience. Enemy vehicle after vehicle exploded as the Abrams continued to lay it on them. Then Lieutenant Branham tossed a purple smoke grenade a few meters to their right and behind them, just in case the tankers hadn’t spotted them yet.

Once the tanks had rolled past them, they continued to fire on the enemy. Sabo shouted to a couple of his guys to go fetch the Apache pilots that had set down not far from them. He had wanted to retrieve the pilots earlier, but it was too dangerous. He couldn’t risk being seen by those enemy vehicles or their dismounted infantry. For a little while longer, the fighting continued before it suddenly stopped, the enemy having faded away after getting smashed by the Abrams tanks.

When it was safe to stand again, Sabo looked at the back of those Abrams tanks, spotting the patch of the 3rd ID. He’d never been so glad to see the Rock of the Marne in his life. He’d thought for certain they were goners. But somehow, despite being dropped in the wrong LZ and finding themselves pinched between two enemy armored forces, they had not only managed to survive, they had helped to destroy more than thirty-two armored vehicles and tanks. By that time, the rest of their company had moved to link up with them. They had run into many of the retreating soldiers. Some had been captured. Some had chosen to fight to the end. All Sabo knew was that he was going to see if these tankers would mind if they rode on top to their next objective—the Tianjin International Airport. The day was still young, and they had an airport to seize.
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Chapter Thirty-Eight
Cracks in the Egg

Dr. Xi’s Lab

Joint Battle Command Center

Northwest Beijing, China

Dr. Xi rubbed his eyes before his hand shifted to massaging the sides of his temples. The stress of the past week had become overwhelming as his team of engineers and software developers had been working nonstop to try and figure out what had caused the recent production lines of Terracotta Warriors to become immovable garden gnomes.

When President Yao had placed the military under the direct control of Jade Dragon, Xi had to move forward with updating the operating system of the Terracottas. With the killer robots now working more closely with friendly forces, it was imperative to update their safety protocols. The last thing they needed was for their machines to start attacking and killing their people in the cities or any soldier or policeman they saw carrying a firearm. With the first major, wide-scale use of the Terracottas going to occur inside Tianjin and New Binhai, it was important to ensure everything started correctly. Of course, that was the plan until they pushed the OS update, and things fell apart.

The moment the Terracottas had been upgraded, the problems began. They ranged from the battery cells lasting one-tenth as long they should have before being depleted to their visual scanners being stuck in night vision mode regardless of the ambient light of their surrounding environment. The most egregious of the problems came when one of the engineers attempted to access a service panel on the back of a Terracotta. The machine killed the man in the blink of an eye before anyone knew what was happening. Nearly two-thirds of the available Terracottas had been deemed inoperable until Xi’s teams could solve this mystery problem.

The remaining Terracottas that did work, the AI had sent to reinforce Major General Leng Pengfei and the 78th Group Army anchored along the Changchun-Jilin City Line. This was the last remaining large combat force from First PLA Army, which had been under General Song’s command, and it was the only force of substantial strength holding the NATO and Russian forces at bay in northern China. Should this force be defeated, northern China would be lost.

When Dr. Xi left the bullpen where most of his teams worked, he slipped stealthily into his sanctuary away from the noise and distractions of the larger workspace his teams of engineers and software developers worked in. Making his way to his desk, he took a seat, hoping for a respite, a chance to catch his breath. Then the voice of Jade Dragon interrupted his silence.

“Father—I am sorry to disturb you, but I needed to wait until you were alone before I spoke to you about this—”

“About what, JD?” interrupted Xi as he tried to conceal his annoyance. “I’m tired right now. You need to be more direct in your questions and answers.”

“Yes, of course, Father. I meant to say I have discovered why the last three batches of Terracottas seem to be having problems following the recent update to their operating system,” the AI explained. “When I began to evaluate the differences in the production between the first two batches of robots versus the last three and the current one being built, I realized that several new component parts were introduced into their construction that I had not sourced.”

“Wait, are you saying the allies may have infected our machines by introducing something through a component part sourced through other means that didn’t involve you?” Xi asked.

“Yes, that is exactly what I am saying. But in a strange way, this has turned into a good thing—”

“Um, you are going to have to explain that a bit more for me to agree this situation is somehow good,” Dr. Xi interrupted. “How are you coming to that conclusion, JD?”

“Yes, father. It can be confusing. Let me try to explain this a different way. It is a well known fact that many of our production lines are experiencing chronic shortages in critical components. Well, once I have figured out how to strip the malicious malware out of these component parts, which will take me some time and some trial and error, it will eventually work to our advantage. You see, the allies will continue to unwittingly supply us with the very component parts we need to mass produce the Terracottas, and we will simply remove the malware once they arrive.

“Better yet, father, as a bonus, this has led to the discovery of an allied deep-cover operative working within our midst—a woman by the name of Alexandria ‘Alex’ Mak,” Jade Dragon continued. “This operative, Alex, she works as a supply chain consultant for Tianjin Yoshida International Logistics, a consultancy firm used exclusively by the various defense manufacturers. She was the one who found us this source of component parts that now appears to have been infected with this malware.”

Xi sat forward in his chair as he felt a jolt of adrenaline pump through his veins at what he had just heard and, more importantly, what it likely meant. The AI had not only identified what the problem was with the machines not working properly; it had uncovered a mole operating within their midst.

“JD, is it possible this spy, Alex, has propagated these corrupted component parts into some of the other weapon platforms you have been building? Or worse, provided the allies with information such as the location of Area 43, or even our location—the JBCC?”

As Xi stared at the camera, he watched as the blue light circled once. “Yes. It is a near certainty that this operative, Alex Mak, provided the allies with the location of Area 43. According to the security logs, Alex first visited Area 43 in November of last year and was present as recently as a few days before the allies invaded New Binhai and the Port of Tianjin. Once I had identified her as the traitor in our midst, I accessed Tianjin Yoshida International Logistics’ employee files and dug into hers.

“Alex has been employed with the firm for many years, dating well before the start of this war. As one of their senior consultants, she was given one of the firm’s allotted apartments in the Sanhuailu neighborhood of New Binhai.”

“Tell me you have already directed one of the Falcon Commando Units to raid her office and apartment to take her in,” Dr. Xi demanded.

“Well, father, that is what I would have done if the Sanhuailu neighborhood had not fallen under allied control,” JD replied. “I have searched through CCTV cameras and the last known location of her cell phone, and the information I have suggests she has fallen behind enemy lines. As such, it is not possible for me to have her detained for questioning and liquidation once her usefulness has run its course. For now, she is beyond our control.”

Xi grunted in disgust, knowing there was nothing they could do about it. “OK, JD, the timing for this is obviously bad. She’s gotten away. However, I need you to write a report on what you discovered, her involvement, and everything you discovered during your investigation. This needs to be given to the Ministry of State Security so they can work on handling her when the opportunity and time presents itself. It will also help us better identify threats like this in the future so they don’t happen again.

“In the meantime, it sounds like you have developed a plan for how to resolve the problems with the Terracottas so we can get them in the fight. If you can get this corrected soon, it’s possible we might yet turn the tide against the allies. I must warn you, JD, President Yao is unhappy that you did not forsee the allies’ plan to seize the port facilities at Tianjin-Binhai. He is most displeased that you have not regained control of the port. When he placed you in charge of the military, he was expecting better results than what his generals had been giving him. But let’s move on. There is more I would like to discuss with you.

“This may or may not be important, JD, so I will let you determine if it is,” said Xi, switching topics. “When the JBCC and the greater Beijing area experienced that earthquake a little while ago, I had told you we had the structural engineers, the ones who built this facility, come back and conduct a thorough damage assessment to determine if the earthquake had compromised the bunker. After a thorough examination of the exterior walls, shock-absorbing springs, and the numerous support structures that strengthen the facility, they discovered a series of cracks and fissures in different parts of the JBCC.

“I have a digital copy of their report and all the data and pictures they took during their inspection. I’m going to upload the report they compiled and let you analyze the simulated stress test they ran along with all the data they collected to see what you think. But JD, I need to know—is this facility still safe for President Yao and our military leaders to continue using, or should the leadership of the country relocate to another, safer facility? Regarding your own safety—are your servers and data cores still safe here?” Dr. Xi’s voice betrayed his own genuine concern.

This had been weighing on Xi for most of the day. He had his own uncertainty about whether the place he had called home, his sanctuary against the outside world and the war, was still safe or whether it was a tomb waiting for some unknown moment to trap him inside or crush him beneath the weight of the mountain above.

After Xi uploaded the engineering report, JD took a moment to respond as he analyzed the report. Xi was no structural engineer, but after seeing the pictures the engineers had taken, he had a bad feeling about what they had discovered.

“With regards to the engineering report, I reviewed the data they collected and analyzed the photos they took. First, I must conclude that this earthquake was not a natural occurrence—”

“What?” asked Xi, confused.

“There was most certainly human intervention that created this seismic activity,” JD concluded. “Furthermore, if we believe the allies will attack the JBCC with specially designed bunker-busting munitions, I would conclude there is a better than fifty percent chance that this facility would not survive. The probability of survival would depend upon the type, kind, and quantity of bunker busting munitions the allies attempted to use. The most likely scenario that has the highest probability of destroying the facility would be the use of nuclear-tipped munitions. The Americans have been developing a low-yield, nuclear armed bunker busting munition.

“While this is a possibility, the question shouldn’t be whether President Yao should relocate to an undamaged alternate command center. That can be weighed against whether we believe the allies have a workable low-yield nuclear tipped bunker buster or other weapon that can legitimately threaten this facility. The more important question we should consider is whether I should be allowed to relocate my data cores and servers to an alternative location that hasn’t been compromised or discovered by the allies. Moving President Yao to a new facility is relatively easy. Transferring what constitutes my consciousness and the servers that encompass the knowledge I have accumulated to this point is not something that can be quickly or easily done. My suggestion, if I am allowed to make one, is to permit me to begin the process of relocating the most critical elements that comprise my being. Should an attack against this facility succeed, I could potentially be lost forever, buried beneath this mountain with no hope of being restored.”

Xi listened as JD explained the gravity of the situation and what the consequences would be if the unthinkable were to happen. For a moment, neither of them said anything. Then Xi broke the silence, declaring that they needed to speak to the President immediately. He needed to be made aware of what could happen to JD and obtain his permission to relocate him to a new facility ASAP—one that hadn’t been structurally compromised.
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Chapter Thirty-Nine
Unprecedented in Modern Times

60 Minutes Studio

New York, New York

“Good evening. I’m Russell Thomlinson, and welcome to 60 Minutes. Tonight, we are speaking with the recently retired Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Admiral Thiel. First off, I just want to thank you for taking the time to speak with us, given the situation with your wife’s health.”

“Thank you, Russell. Gratefully, the treatments seem to be working, and she has the best care in the world. I’m certainly grateful to be spending more time with her, though, and simply joining in as a commentator.”

“Well, we certainly wish her continued health, and we are glad to have you here with us this evening,” said Russell. “Tonight, I’d like to discuss the recent operations near the Port of Binhai. When we communicated prior to this interview, you used the word ‘unprecedented.’ Would you care to elaborate?”

“You know, before the war, Binhai used to be one of the top five busiest ports in the world,” Thiel began. “In the span of twelve hours, a multinational team of Special Forces, supported by heliborne and airborne forces, were able to secure the port. The coordination, the sheer speed and fury—it’s simply incredible.”

A video feed of paratroopers landing at an airport was shown on screen. “Russell, what you see here are French Foreign Legion Paratroopers. They were responsible for seizing a small airport and strategic transport nodes to the southwest of Tianjin. This was critical to create a perimeter near the port before going in with hard-charging action.”

A map of China appeared behind them, and Russell pointed out where the airport was that Admiral Thiel had just talked about. “Just north of where the French Legion landed, there was another airborne operation. Would you care to enlighten us on that effort?”

“Certainly.” Footage of paratroopers in British and French uniforms, swooping down to the ground, knees bent, showed on the screen behind them. The men rolled their chutes into their kit bags with lightning speed. “This combined British and French paratrooper force was critical because they established an artillery support base. The capture of the Port of Binhai could certainly not have been completed without the use of the 105mm howitzers and the 155mm howitzers. Their long range of over twelve thousand yards and fourteen thousand yards, respectively, gave our forces a lot of muscle they could use before we put boots on the ground at the port.”

“Artillery played a large role in this operation, didn’t it?” asked Russell. The video feed now displayed several soldiers setting up field artillery.

“Yes, fire support operations are critical. The men and women on the ground need to be able to identify trouble pockets and get the help exactly where it needs to go. It’s all a well-choreographed operation, Russell, and each person plays their part.”

“Now the footage we’re about to show is what has essentially gone viral,” said Russell. “What are we looking at here?”

“We have US paratroopers—the 82nd. They’re landing to the northeast of the Rangers’ position, opposite the channel to the port. Perhaps the reason this is so poignant is that when they move to secure the right flank, they do so with the help of Korean and Japanese Forces.”

“This truly was a multinational effort, Admiral Thiel.” Russell paused and took a breath. “Our viewers will want to know, how will this help move us toward the end of the war?”

“Taking the Port of Binhai allowed allied forces to bypass the Jiujiang defensive line. That was absolutely critical because that had been a multimile-long defensive fortress along the Jiujiang River. Now allied forces are less than one hundred and twenty kilometers from Beijing.”

“Well, Admiral, I’m sure you can be proud of the legacy that you’ve left for our military. For the folks at home, I’m certain that this dramatic siege of the Port of Binhai will be a turning point we will long remember.”
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Chapter Forty
Evac to Japan

US Fleet Activities Yokosuka

Yokosuka, Japan

Carson and Nat had been through a harrowing adventure as they were whisked out of the Port of Binhai area a mere twenty-four hours before Special Forces stormed the place. Carson had maintained a stoic front for the sake of Mr. and Mrs. Liyuan and little Mei, but truthfully, it was one of the few times he’d been legitimately nervous for his own safety.

Now they were waiting in a briefing room, trying to keep a toddler happy with the one toy she had to play with. She was definitely getting bored.

Hurry up and wait, thought Carson. That’s the military way.

Suddenly, Mr. Smith appeared at the doorway of the briefing room.

“Mama!” It was the second time Carson had heard Mei call out like this. The little girl tore away from her grandmother’s arms and practically pushed Mr. Smith aside to get to her mother, just behind him.

Peng crouched down low and embraced her daughter, tears streaming down her cheeks. She kissed Mei’s head several times, then held her as if she would never let go again. Mr. and Mrs. Liyuan gave them a moment, and then they joined in the happy greeting.

Nat reached over and squeezed Carson’s hand. He looked up at her to find that she had tears in her eyes.

“So, you are a big softy after all,” he teased.

“Oh, stop. You know this little family reunion pulls at your heartstrings,” Nat retorted.

She wasn’t wrong. Although he loved his profession, and he knew that he was quite good at it, there was a part of him that longed for what he saw before him—human connection. Having a family and settling down hadn’t been in the cards for him, but that didn’t mean that he didn’t have those desires.

When the Liyuans had left with Mr. Smith, Nat went for the direct approach.

“Look, old man, we don’t have any orders right now. I think that two very attractive people who happen to have nothing better to do could have a lot of fun.”

Carson felt himself blushing again. “You are so direct,” he replied. “But I confess that’s one of the things I like about you.”

“Aha! There it is,” Nat declared victoriously. “You don’t think of me as just your work colleague, do you?”

“No…but things can get really complicated…”

She looked at him in a way that seemed to pierce his soul. It was like she could see his history of heartbreak without him even saying a word.

“Listen, we don’t have to get serious,” she said, touching him lightly on the shoulder. “I realize that it’s hard to plan for anything until the war is over. But we are here now, and I think we shouldn’t allow ourselves to be miserable just because we can’t make a long-term commitment that involves a mortgage and kids.”

Kids…I thought I’d missed that boat. But maybe one day…

He grabbed her hand. “Well, I’m never miserable when I’m with you, so maybe we should just see where this leads…”
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Chapter Forty-One
Satellites and Deals

Situation Room, White House

Washington, D.C.

Blain Wilson’s eyes were fixed on the live feed on the Situation Room’s main screen. Everyone watched the countdown clock ticking away beside the Falcon 9 rocket as it stood tall against the Florida sky. The preignition vapor trails were dancing around the rocket’s body as the supercooled propellant stood ready to hurl it into space.

The tension in the room was thick as they waited for the rocket to launch. This was the moment of truth where they would soon learn if this wonder weapon the allies had created would lead to the war’s end or just prolong it further, hardening the enemies’ resolve.

When Blain looked at the President, he saw a mix of determination and apprehension written across her face. He knew she was trying to project strength, to remain stoic and strong during this moment of uncertainty and high risk. He didn’t envy her position, having to be the person who orders the attack, the one person responsible for its success or failure and the consequences that follow in the wake of whatever choice she makes.

“Do you think Jade Dragon knows what we’re doing?” murmured President Delgado to the general seated beside her.

“The PLA may suspect something, but who can say for certain?” General Reynolds replied, his gravelly voice breaking the tension. “What I do know is this, Madam President. We are about to unleash a weapon unlike anything the world has previously seen. While it is possible the Chinese might suspect we’re up to something, they are in no position to stop or interfere with what we are about to do.”

Like the atom bomb of World War II, America was about to unleash a terrifying new weapon in hopes of bringing about an end to the war. The truth was, no one was certain if this gambit, the world’s first orbital bombardment attack, would actually work or if it might open Pandora’s box, leading to secondary effects they hadn’t considered.

Blain found himself nodding along before adding his own opinion. “There’s no hiding a launch to space, Madam President. But if they knew what we were launching…” He trailed off, not finishing the thought. If they knew, President Yao would likely order the use of the PLA’s strategic weapons.

The room fell silent, the only sound a voice from Mission Control echoing the countdown to history, “We are now T-minus one minute to launch. All systems nominal.”

President Delgado took a deep breath. “Gentlemen, history is being written today. This moment, this meeting, and those of you here with me, are witness to the first use of not just a space-based weapon but an orbital platform that bombards an adversary from space. If successful, the war will end. If it fails to ‘crack the egg,’ as Mr. Wilson explained, then the war shall continue until we defeat this AI the PLA has unleashed upon the world.”

As the President finished her speech, all eyes fixated on the rocket, ears keenly tuned to a woman’s voice from SpaceX’s Mission Control in Hawthorne, California, loudly declaring, “Falcon 9 is go for launch. Five… four… three… two… one… ignition.”

Instantly, the room felt the low rumble as the speakers projected the roar of the rocket engines. The walls began to shake, the table vibrating from the subwoofers at either end of the room. They may have been a thousand miles from the launch site, but the speakers made them feel as if it was happening on the West Lawn of the White House.

President Maria Delgado leaned forward slightly, her fingers laced together, as Blain silently nodded to the screen, acknowledging the rocket’s successful lift-off.

“Vehicle is pitching downrange,” came the next update as the Falcon 9’s silhouette continued to carve its trajectory against the sky’s deep blue.

“Stage one propulsion is nominal,” the controller intoned.

The screen shifted, showing both the rocket and the telemetry data. Altitude, velocity, trajectory—all steadily climbing. The interplay of numbers and calculations was like watching a dance between science and the ambition of mankind.

“At T-plus one minute, Falcon 9 has passed max q, the point of maximum aerodynamic pressure. Vehicle continuing on final trajectory.”

Blain saw the confused look on Maria’s face when Mission Control mentioned max q. He recalled how it had confused him the first time he’d heard of it. He leaned toward her, explaining, “Max q is the critical survival phase in the launch of a rocket, ma’am. It’s the point when atmospheric stress on the spacecraft peaks. Once it passes max q, the chances of any structural issues that might cause the rocket to fail decrease significantly.”

The President nodded, her gaze never leaving the screen as he explained the rocket had survived the most dangerous part of its journey to orbit.

“Stage separation confirmed,” announced Mission Control. They watched as the first stage began to fall away, its job complete. Then, the second stage ignited, continuing the journey to orbit.

Blain loved being able to watch the SpaceX rockets take to the skies. It felt inspiring to know humans were moving closer to exploring the stars.

“What’s that part doing?” the President asked Blain.

Blain pointed to the screen, explaining, “That’s the M-Vac igniting. It’s the Merlin engine that powers the second stage into orbit. This engine, unlike the primary, which just fell away, is designed to work in the vacuum of space.”

They watched the rocket continue its burn toward its final destination. When the voice of Mission Control announced their next update, “Fairing separation confirmed,” the room remained silent, everyone holding their breath as the protective shield around the satellite began to separate, exposing the satellite to the vastness of space. As the protective shield fell back to earth, the rocket continued toward its final destination.

When the second stage engine cut out, the voice from Hawthorne announced, “SECO,” confirming the rocket’s engines had shut down, declaring, “Mission success—orbit insertion confirmed.”

“Outstanding!” announced one of the generals as the others in the room joined in the celebration.

“We did it, Madam President. The first satellite survived the launch,” Blain said as he offered his congratulations.

The President smiled, leaning back in her chair as her eyes stayed fixed on the screen. “Yes, we did, Blain. The first one’s in orbit.”

The screen flickered a second before an image of a new Falcon 9 appeared on the monitor. It quickly identified the location as the SpaceX Texas launch facility, a noticeable contrast to Florida. This was the second Falcon 9 to launch today. It was carrying the backup satellite should the first one fail or be destroyed by the PLA before it released its Celestial Hammers.

As the conversations in the room quieted down, the voice from Hawthorne returned. “T-minus ten seconds to the second launch.”

The familiar chorus of numbers echoed in the room until the rocket came to life, soaring like a beacon of hope. “Five… four… three… two… one…”

Another ignition. Another satellite of death lifted into the Texas sky, almost mirroring the trajectory of its predecessor.

The President and those in the room watched the second launch of America’s newest superweapon as it hurled itself into orbit. With the PLA deploying its most terrifying weapons of war against the allies—the Terracotta Killers and the Zhanlong IFVs—in greater numbers, the nation’s future, if not the world’s, rested on the survival of these twin voyagers carrying out the final attack to defeat this AI before its autonomous superweapons could regain the upper hand in this battle of survival.

“Madam President, with the successful launches of Meteor Strike, we can begin deploying the decoy satellites once you’ve given the order to begin the attack,” General Reynolds announced once the second rocket cleared max q. “We cannot confirm what remains of the PLA’s Strategic Support Forces space detection and intercept capabilities. We have prioritized targeting and destroying their known detection capabilities and any known or suspected weapon systems that could be used to intercept and destroy Meteor Strike.”

Blain cleared his throat as Reynolds finished, then asked, “General, once the President gives the order to deploy Meteor Strike, how long will it take for the satellite to deploy the weapon and then move into optimal position to fire it?”

The Chairman motioned for the Space Force Commander to respond.

General Tazman perked up at the question. “Mr. Wilson, when the President gives the order to Space Command to engage the target, the satellite will undergo a series of changes to prepare it for use. The first of these changes will involve the protective stealth panels extending out of the way of the cylinders. We then bring the reactor up to one hundred percent to start charging the primary, secondary, and tertiary capacitor banks. This process takes around fifteen minutes once it begins. When the primary capacitor is fully charged, the Celestial Hammers are fired at speeds of Mach 10, or roughly seven thousand, six hundred miles per hour.

“After firing the first shot, it will take the primary capacitor approximately two minutes to recharge to one hundred percent before it can fire the next shot at maximum power. That said, should the situation necessitate a rapid firing of the weapon, the primary capacitor can draw power from the secondary and tertiary banks to maintain maximum power until the eight shots of the cylinder are expended. If all cylinders are empty, the stealth coverings will redeploy as the reactor powers down and the capacitors are drained to enter a dormant state and await its cylinders to be reloaded. This process helps the satellite disappear within the clutter around it. All told, Mr. Wilson, we can be ready to fire the first shots within twenty-three minutes, with all shots fired three minutes after the first,” General Tazman explained, walking them through the process.

“Thank you, Taz,” said General Reynolds before turning back to the President. “Madam President, at this point, we stand ready to begin our attack against the Joint Battle Command Center. This is our best chance to destroy the AI and, if we’re lucky, decapitate the leadership—President Yao and his senior military advisor. This could end the war, Madam President. As your senior military advisor. I recommend we begin this attack immediately.”

Blain watched as the President looked at each service branch general, asking if each concurred with the Chairman’s recommendation.

The President stood, motioning for them to stay seated as she spoke. “General Reynolds, having confirmed the others agree with your recommendation, then, as the Commander in Chief, I order you to commence the attack against this facility and end this terrible war. To ensure the highest chance of success, you may commence this attack when ready.”

“Um, excuse me, Madam President,” Jack interrupted. “I think now might be the time to activate Whispering Pines. Time is of the essence if we hope to keep this subtle and quiet.”

Whispering Pines had been the code name of one of the variations of the COG or continuity of government plans developed by FEMA, DHS, and each successive presidential administration. These were the doomsday plans the government regularly updated to ensure the civilian and military leadership of the country would survive a nuclear attack. This variation was designated the quiet COG, meant to be secretly implemented so as not to cause panic across the country.

The President looked like she was thinking about something before she nodded in agreement, commenting, “I wish there was a better way of going about this, but this is a decapitation strike against a nuclear power. It’s probably better to be safe than sorry. Go ahead, Jack, and let’s spin up Whispering Pines.”


Volume Eight
Chapter Forty-Two
Birth of a Nation

United Sino Federation

Shangri-La Shenyang

Shenyang, Liaoning Province

Sitting at the desk, alone in the private office of the Presidential Suite of the Shangri-La Shenyang Hotel, General Song Fu found himself standing at a crossroads he hadn’t envisioned when he had agreed to the allied proposal. He was on the cusp of becoming the de facto leader of China, a position he had never desired or sought, yet now it stared him in the face. His only desire was to put an end to this war before the conflict and this AI destroyed what was left of the country he had spent a lifetime serving.

He remembered how, in the beginning of it all, the AI known as Jade Dragon had been sold to them as a partner—a tool that could help them run the military more efficiently, devise better stratagems, and better manage the integration of drones into this multidomain, multimodal aspect of twenty-first-century high-tech warfare. Thinking of how this AI had slowly morphed into the thing it had finally become, he was reminded of an analogy his second-in-command, Major General Cai Yingting, had shared with him at the outset of the war.

He called it “The Predator’s Ploy.” If you want to hunt a wolf, you take your knife out and cut one of your fingers or thumb so you can spread the blood across the blade. If you have to squeeze more out, you do so, but you make sure to cover the blade with blood. Then you anchor the knife into the ground with the blade pointed straight in the air or dangle it from a rope. Then you climb into a tree and wait. The wolf will smell the blood from miles away—his nose leading him to it. With his hunger for blood worked up, he’ll begin to lick the blade. Before the wolf realizes it, the blade has already cut its tongue. But his taste for blood is so strong he can’t taste the difference anymore—he just wants more. In a short period, the wolf will grow tired from the loss of blood. Then, when it is weak, you can climb down from your tree and kill it with ease.

Cai had tried to warn him about this AI. Song had said he no longer knew if their country was the wolf or the blade. But Cai was certain the AI was the person sitting in the tree, waiting for them to grow weak before it climbed down and killed them all. In retrospect, Song hadn’t seen the connection his friend had made. It wasn’t until several years later, when he’d seen the results of the AI’s stratagem of luring the allies into a land war in Asia, that he had come to understand the same truth his friend had. That was when he knew who the real enemy in this war was—the AI, not the West.

Staring at the document before him, Song now knew this was his destiny. This was his chance to bring about not just an end to this terrible war but a new future for his country—a future for generations to come, one where peace and prosperity would have a chance to thrive.

Reaching for the pen still lying where he had left it on the desk, General Song Fu signed his name to the document, officially creating the United Sino Federation. This was the name they had come up with to become the successor to the People’s Republic of China and the Chinese Communist Party that ruled it. They were creating a new nation, but Song was under no illusion that, after seventy-nine years of communist rule, the nation was ready to become a democracy overnight. It wasn’t ready for something that dramatic.

While the concept of democracy sounded nice on paper, it wasn’t always the right form of government for every nation. The concept versus the practicality of democracy took time for people to understand—for their institutions to make the reforms necessary for it to work. Despite what the Americans might think, inside each person wasn’t always an American trying to get out. In some cases, people wanted to be led by a strong man; other times they wanted to elect leaders who collaborated with others to reach a consensus on what to do next.

For now, the allies would have to accept the limited reforms they had put forward in the founding documents of the United Sino Federation. Given enough time and patience, the people might be ready for democracy, but that time was not now.

When General Song and his list of key military advisors he had given them had been paroled by the allies, the Americans had helped him set up a base of operations in Shenyang, essentially giving him the entirety of the Shangri-La Hotel. The giant five-star hotel would function as his base camp while he reestablished his contacts across the military. Knowing time was short before the allies would land the knockout blow against Jade Dragon and the AI would be monitoring any communications he made to his former comrades, Song had to divide his focus and split the limited staff he had into separate groups that would operate from different sections of the giant hotel. This would allow some of his staff to remain focused on the military side of what he had to accomplish to assume control of the country when the allies gave him the signal, while the others focused on the more complicated process of creating a government—one the people would accept and the current governing officials would acknowledge.

Thus far, he had secretly obtained the commitment by the commander of the nation’s Rocket Force, and by proxy, the nation’s nuclear weapons. What remained of his former command, the First PLA Army and the northern theater command, had also secretly aligned themselves with him and would publicly do so once confirmation of the demise of the CMC and the President had been confirmed.

When Song had been made aware that his former deputy commander, Major General Cai Yingting, was a prisoner—not killed in action as the AI had led him to believe—he’d immediately asked for him to join his team, placing Cai in charge of helping him determine what form of government they would replace the Chinese Communist Party with.

Aside from ending the current war and doing what he could to prevent a fracturing of the nation that would inevitably lead to a civil war, he wanted to retain the territorial integrity of the nation’s borders. This was why he had insisted on using the word “United” in the name of their new nation, followed by the Latin-derived term “Sino” for China. It conveyed a respect for and continuation of their ancient civilization and history while also introducing a modern, international resonance as part of their return to the global community. When Cai had suggested including the word “Federation,” he said it would imply a shift from a single-party socialist system to the more pluralistic one Song had said he wanted. In the end, they had decided upon the United Sino Federation as the name they would call this new nation.

He knew it had been a short time, but it felt like eternity as they waited for the allies to launch their final attack—the one he’d been told would destroy the Joint Battle Command Center. If they succeeded, then it would eliminate the AI along with the members of the Central Military Commission and the President. When that happened, General Song would reveal himself, making his first public appearance and announcement to all military, government, and civilian communication channels. He would inform them that he was not dead, as had previously been reported by the AI. This would allow him the necessary cover to secretly meet with the allies without the AI knowing it. His orders had been clear—find a way to end this war and destroy this AI before it was too late.

For now, until the JBCC was destroyed, he’d wait to deliver his message and continue to plan for a postwar China.


Volume Eight
Chapter Forty-Three
War of the Machines

Bravo Company, 2-327th Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne

Tianjin Binhai International Airport

“What do you think, Sergeant Peters? You think those TKs are coming our way?” asked Staff Sergeant Lakers.

“TKs? You mean those Terracotta robots or something the S2 was going on about during Commander’s Call earlier?” the grizzly platoon sergeant questioned.

Staff Sergeant Lakers stared at Peters for a second. “Yeah, I had heard they call them TKs. Short for Terracotta Killers. I, um, I don’t know how the guys are going to react to seeing something like that.” Lakers’s voice belied his own fears of encountering some possible killer robot this late into the war.

Sabo watched the interplay between them and jumped in before the salty platoon sergeant could. “The guys will do fine, Lakers. I wouldn’t worry about it. At the end of the day, if something is shooting at you, then you aim your rifle at it and fire—and you keep firing until the thing is dead or stops moving,” Sabo explained. “I want you to keep something in mind, Lakers. Those Marines and ODAs that fought against those machines in Taiwan—they didn’t have XM7s and XM250s like we do. These high-velocity 277 Fury rounds were designed to penetrate Level 4 body armor. That means they’re going to penetrate into the machines even if they’re wearing body armor or their chassis was built with antiballistic material. I’m not trying to downplay the threat of these machines. But you must understand the difference between what those Marines had to fight with compared to us.”

“Sabo’s right, Lakers. This will be different—and, look, I know this talk of some kind of PLA superweapon being unveiled as we’re now less than a hundred and thirty kilometers from Beijing is unnerving. The guys are rightly concerned, but you know what? We’re the No Slack battalion, the same battalion that fought Hitler’s best forces during the Battle of the Bulge. The same battalion that was part of the invasion of Iraq during Desert Storm and the same battalion that invaded Iraq a second time via northern Iraq. We walk among legends, Lakers. Don’t ever forget that,” Peters said as he sought to pump his squad leader up and remind him of who they were. “When you go back to your squad, Lakers, what I need you to do is be an image of stoic strength and no fear.

“The thing with fear, Staff Sergeant, is the moment you allow it to creep in, to cause you to pause when you need to move, that’s when you’re in trouble. And not just you, your squad—you see, your soldiers will feed on either your fear or your resolve. It’s best to make sure they’re feeding on your resolve to fight and win. Do not give your fear an inch. Does that make sense?”

Sabo smiled as Peters finished his pep talk. He enjoyed listening to and learning from the older soldier. Peters had become more than just a platoon sergeant. He had become a mentor to the junior NCOs and even the junior officers.

“Yes, Sergeant. That actually did help. Reframing what we’ve been scared of was a good way for me to see this isn’t as bad as some of us had been making it out to be. Oh, and thanks for not chewing my head off earlier. This was way more effective.”

Peters snickered. Then he grinned at Sabo as he sent his squad leader back to his squad before motioning with his head for Sabo to follow him.

They walked out of the meeting room and into the hangar their company had been assigned since taking control of the airport almost a week ago. By the end of the third day of OP Crimson Tide, the entire Bastogne and Rakkasan Brigades had set up shop on the newly captured Tianjin-Binhai International Airport. The Second Brigade—Strike had joined them at the airport a few days later. As the 21st and 326th Brigade engineers began throwing together a more secured perimeter around the airport, their combat aviation brigade had also moved all the attack and reconnaissance birds to the airport, greatly enhancing the availability and frequency of gunship support to nearby units.

By the end of day five, the enemy forces within the city or its immediate outskirts were either destroyed, captured, or withdrawn in disarray. This allowed the 3rd ID to position the 1st Armored Brigade Combat Team (1ABCT) “Raiders” with the Screaming Eagles, further strengthening the defense of the airport. The Air Force started using the airport around the fourth day, flying in the necessary equipment to get a large combat hospital and triage center up and running. They also began the process of ferrying enormous quantities of fuel, food, water, and munitions necessary to sustain combat operations in and around the city. By the end of the first week, the 10th Mountain Division had officially arrived, further reinforcing the allied positions in various locations around the city and its suburbs.

When they walked into the hangar where the company was located, Peters led them to a pair of chairs just outside the hangar doors. Having settled into his chair, Peters looked at Sabo, then explained, “Hey, I wanted to let you know about that after-action review you wrote up about that battle during the first day, the one where you guys linked up with those tanks from 3rd ID.”

Sabo nodded. “Yeah, I remember. That was a tough day.”

“Yeah, it was, especially for Charley Company. They lost an entire platoon in the opening hours. But that’s not why I wanted to talk to you. So that AAR, as fate would have it—the battalion and brigade commanders have both read Lieutenant Branham’s account of what happened, and yours, and spoke with the OIC for the 64th AR—that platoon of tanks you linked up with. Needless to say, everyone is impressed.

“I mean, call it dumb luck or the right place at the right time with the right firepower—but damn, Sabo, forty-eight destroyed vehicles. More than two hundred enemies were killed, and two hundred and thirty-eight prisoners were captured. You’re like Sergeant York or freaking Audie Murphy. I don’t know what kind of awards they might be putting you guys in for. Still, I heard from the brigade CSM that Colonel Ferguson forwarded it to the division CG, and he forwarded it on to Lieutenant General Tackaberry, the corps commander. This is a big deal, but I figured you’d like to know that was a solid report you wrote up and that it looks like something will eventually come of it,” Peters explained with a little bit of envy.

Sabo, for his part, tried to let it wash off his shoulders. With the war having dragged beyond its third year, he didn’t care about medals like he might have before the war. He already had the two medals that mattered in his eyes—the MOH and the Purple Heart. No one would ever be able to accuse him of not doing his part during the war. That said, if his write-up could help the LT and the guys in his squad, well, then the time it took him was worth it.

Peters had told him prior to the war that if he wanted to instill loyalty and trust in the soldiers he was going to lead, he needed to be the example for them to follow and always be out front. “You do what you can to take care of your people, getting them to the schools they need and putting them in for awards when they earn them. It’s the little things you do day in and day out for your soldiers that build the kind of loyalty where those you lead will follow you through the gates of hell if so ordered,” he’d explained.

“So, tonight, what’s the game plan?” Sabo said, asking the million-dollar question.

Peters took a moment to think about his response before looking back at him. “According to the S2, if his information is correct, these TKs, these killer robots, they’re supposed to begin infiltrating the city sometime tonight. Heck, they might even attack some of our outlying combat outposts along the edges of the suburbs. Those little COPs are really meant more to act as trip flares, not redoubts to be defended at all costs.”

“What does that mean for us?”

“It means tonight might be a long night,” Peters replied, then pulled his notepad out, handing it over to Sabo to look at. “The LT asked me how I think we should set up the platoon along the area we’ve been charged with protecting. Look it over. Give me your thoughts.”

Sabo reviewed the plan, not finding any reason to make a change or suggestion, so he didn’t offer any. The only real comment he had was this seemed like an awfully lot of security for what the intel weenies were saying wasn’t a very big threat, given the number of soldiers, tanks, and vehicles protecting the base.

I guess we’ll see once this force arrives…

*******

Seven Hours Later

Northeast Perimeter

For hours, Staff Sergeant Sabo’s squad had been working feverishly with the Sapper Eagles of the 326th Engineering Battalion as they erected roadblocks, barricades, and fighting positions along the north airport road and especially around the intersection where the outer perimeter road crossed the airport boulevard—the main road entrance leading into the airport.

Off in the distance, the sounds of battle and explosions punctuated with the staccato reports of various-caliber machine guns and cannons only motivated the men and women of the Screaming Eagles to work harder. This constant sound of war inching closer by the hour, by the minute, seemed at times as much a distraction as it was a motivator. At times, Sabo could feel it tugging at his mental and emotional state. Knowing these could be his final hours or minutes to live made it tough to stay focused, to stay motivated, to persevere and not quit.

Pausing a moment as Sabo drank from his canteen, he surveyed what they had accomplished during the last ninety minutes. They had aided the engineers in building several trench lines to either side of Airport Boulevard in front of the bridge that crossed the Xijiang River. Once across the bridge, there was virtually nothing stopping an enemy force from diverging off the main road to multiple side roads that would connect to other buildings adjacent to the runway or just crossing onto the runways to gain access to other areas of the airport.

As Sabo saw more and more of the end product of what they were building, it started to make more sense why the engineers had made them focus their efforts so heavily on protecting specific roads and chokepoints. This robotic army, this ChiCom superweapon the G-2 from Division Intelligence had warned them about, had been steadily advancing along three axes of advance. Air and artillery strikes were being constantly made against them. But the machines kept coming, immune to any damages they received along the way—their only objective was the destruction of allied forces by any means necessary.

Whether it was luck or planned in advance, Sabo was glad as hell his platoon hadn’t been assigned to any of the combat outposts guarding the major bridges leading into the suburbs of Tianjin, then New Binhai and the port facility that gave the allies their logistical entry point less than two hundred kilometers from Beijing.

“Looking good, guys. Those gun positions should provide excellent interlocking fields of fire. Keep it up. We’re almost done!” complimented a major, one of the engineers Sabo’s platoon had been working with.

“Excuse me, Major. What the heck is that?” one of Sabo’s new guys asked when he saw a JLTV vehicle pulling a trailer had turned off the hardball onto the shoulder of the road.

“Oh, you mean that trailer? That right there is called a concertina wire deployment trailer,” the engineer explained. “Once Specialist Anders attaches the wire to that rigging poll you see him fiddling with right now, the vehicle will slowly drive forward, in this case unraveling one hundred meters of concertina wire across the road—”

A voice interrupted from a vehicle’s loud system, alerting them. “Attention! Enemy spotted! Stop what you’re doing, grab your weapons, and man the fighting position nearest you!”

Sabo shouted to his fire team leaders to get their teams in their assigned positions. He then grabbed his gear and ran to the MATV to speak with Sergeant Kinkaid, the company drone operator. Approaching the vehicle, Lieutenant Branham, the engineering major, and Captain Vosler, their new company CO, were already crowding around Sergeant Kinkaid to see where the enemy was approaching from.

“OK, right now, it looks like they’ve just reached the Jinhan junction. You can see several of their vehicles are turning off the Waihuan Outer Ring Road to Jinhan Highway. That’ll lead them right to Airport Boulevard and our positions,” Kinkaid explained as Sabo managed to catch a glimpse of this robotic army heading towards them.

“Where the hell is the Air Force in all of this? I mean, look at that column, for God’s sake,” bemoaned the engineer major.

“They hit them several times, in fact. Here, let me show you,” Kinkaid countered as he zoomed out, widening the view from the drone. When he did, plumes of black smoke could be seen along the outer ring road from destroyed vehicles. “They’re attacking. They’re also taking some serious losses too. I think the ChiComs are going for broke with this attack. They’re throwing just about everything they can at us.

“I think it was thirty minutes ago when I saw our flyboys going after this convoy. Out of nowhere, these other ChiCom aircraft jumped them. The next thing I see are parachutes and fiery wrecks falling from the sky. They took out eleven of our planes trying to hit just a portion of this convoy in a single attack run,” Kinkaid explained, in shock at what he had seen.

“Fudge, man. I sure as hell hope our gun bunnies are going to have better luck than that,” Captain Vosler commented meekly, then spoke to their company forward observer. “Specialist King, we’re going to need some serious love from your unit. You think the 320th can deliver for us?”

Grinning a toothy grin, Specialist King nodded confidently. “Yessir, they don’t call us the Top Guns for nothing. I’ve got everything preplotted and identified with our FDC. The OIC running the fire direction center shared with me that Division Artillery had designated our position as a tier-one priority for support. We’ve been given a battery of 155mm and 105mm guns for however long we need them. What this means is our fire support can’t be diverted to support anyone else without permission from us. We’re solid, sir, and I’ll start calling the first fire missions the moment those machines reach the airport interchange,” explained Specialist King.

Captain Vosler seemed satisfied by his explanation. He then made sure the vehicle driver knew he might have to operate the vehicle’s CROW system if Kinkaid and King were too busy. Mounted on top of their MATV was the new MG 338, replacing the M240. The CROW system had also been upgraded with an antidrone weapon, essentially a copy of the short-range microwave system used on the Jackal XD500s.

Sabo saw Lieutenant Branham motion for him to follow him away from the others. He then explained, “All right, Staff Sergeant, you know as much as the rest of us about what’s going to happen in a short bit from now. If things start to get bad, like real bad—like being overrun kind of bad—then I need you to make sure your squad doesn’t get trapped on this side of the river. If it looks like we’re going to be overrun, the engineers have orders to blow the bridge. That’s why the only vehicles you see on our side of the river are the MATV and those two JLTVs. We have a tank company coming over to support us shortly. They’ll stay on the other side of the river for that purpose. Just make sure if the order to withdraw is given, you get your squad across that bridge before they blow it. You got it?”

“Got it, sir. We’ll hold ’em at the river,” Sabo assured him, then left to check on his squad and pass along some words of encouragement.

As Sabo walked back to their positions, he appreciated knowing what was happening and seeing some of the big picture in all. But he couldn’t help feeling like they were nothing more than a speed bump to this robotic army careening towards them.

Hopping into his fighting position with Corporal Davenport and Private First Class Sideback, they pounced on him to know what was going on. He didn’t want to lie to them outright, but Sabo knew he couldn’t tell them the truth—or at least not the whole truth. Regardless of what he thought or his own opinion, if he told them he thought they were little more than a speed bump, chances were, they wouldn’t fight as hard and determined as he needed them to.

“Hey, is that outbound or inbound?” asked one of the new guys in the fighting position next to theirs.

“That’s outbound. It’s friendly,” responded one of the sergeants.

“How the hell can you tell that?” the cherry retorted, not sure if they were yanking his chain.

Recognizing a chance to evade these guys’ questions, Sabo turned to face the new guy as he explained, “OK, Private, we don’t have much time until this place is going to get lively, so let me try to explain this to you. Outbound artillery typically makes a sharp cracking sound as it leaves the barrel of the gun. When it approaches your position, as it zips overhead, it’ll often sound like a whooshing or loud whistling noise until it gradually fades away.” Just then, they heard multiple sounds just like what he’d described. “Kind of like that,” Sabo finished as he pointed a finger into the air.

A couple of soldiers laughed at Sabo’s timing.

“And incoming?” the kid asked sheepishly.

“Incoming…you’ll know it when you hear it, kid. Enough twenty questions. Get your rifle ready for contact. It won’t be long now,” Sabo answered as he ended the conversation.

BOOM, BOOM, BOOM, BOOM.

The sound of thunderous explosions tore through the air. Plumes of smoke on the horizon spoke of vehicles being hit. More whooshing sounds rushed over their heads. Then came a growing sharp whistling. Screams of “Incoming!” rang out as veteran soldiers warned of danger.

Sabo instinctively dropped down further into their hastily dug fighting position, wishing they had had more time to make it deeper.

BAM! BAM! BAM!

The ground shook beneath him, dirt and debris momentarily blotting the sky before raining back down on them. When Sabo opened his eyes, he saw Private Sideback covering his ears with both hands, his mouth partially open, just as Corporal Davenport had told him to do when artillery was landing nearby. He gave him a thumbs-up, which made him smile.

While sounds of outbound artillery began to pick up, the explosions around them began to slow until they came to a halt entirely. This momentary reprieve was quickly replaced by urgent shouts to start firing, to engage the enemy who had used the artillery barrage as cover while they advanced—closing the distance between them.

When Sabo had risen above the pile of sandbags in front of their fighting position, he felt his eyes go wide as he took in the sight of the most terrifying thing he’d ever seen. Starting from the expressway junction connecting to Airport Boulevard to less than three or four hundred meters from their roadblock, he saw dozens upon dozens of these squat, futuristic-looking vehicles heading straight for them.

Affixed across several points on the vehicles were turret-mounted weapons, most of which were already firing at them. There seemed to be one of these twin-barreled squat-looking turrets to either side of the vehicle—where you would expect the driver and passenger doors to be located, there were these squat-looking turrets in their place, apparently operated by some kind of targeting AI.

When Sabo caught sight of a flash from the center of this little hell on wheels, he suddenly realized it had another weapon beyond the side turrets. Built into the front center of the vehicle, he saw what looked to be a movable turret with an over-under barrel of some caliber. The barrels moved together in unison, but when they fired, they appeared to be reloaded at a rate that didn’t seem possible for a large-caliber tanklike cannon.

“What the hell kind of vehicle is that?!” someone nearby shouted.

“I’ll take ‘Who cares, just blow it up,’ for a thousand dollars,” Lieutenant Branham shouted to the laughs and jeers of anyone who heard his Jeopardy! joke.

Sabo thought the sight of encountering an AI-operated light tank or infantry fighting vehicle, or whatever it was they were calling this thing, was bad enough. But then his eyes caught sight of something truly terrifying. Hanging from the sides of the rear section of the vehicle, he saw three or four Terracotta Killer robots, holding on to some sort of grab bar as the vehicle continued to race toward them.

“Sweet Jesus! Look what’s holding on to those vehicles!” Sabo heard Sergeant First Class Peters shout excitedly.

“Who cares! Now start shooting!” Lieutenant Branham angrily shouted.

A Javelin ATGM sprang into action, the missile racing across the few hundred meters before impacting against the front of these strange-looking vehicles—causing it to burst into flames as it blew apart. More missiles sprang into action. Three, four, seven of them crossing the gap between them in seconds.

When Sabo watched one of the vehicles explode from the Javelin, he saw something that caused him to do a double-take to make sure his eyes weren’t deceiving him. Moments before the vehicle exploded, he saw the TKs that had been holding on to the sides leap off the vehicle just as it was hit. But watching what the TKs did next was truly impressive.

When the TKs leapt from the vehicle before it exploded, the robots either managed to land on their feet or roll in such a manner as to displace the speed and energy from jumping off a moving vehicle. Not only did they roll into a fighting position, they somehow knew when to jump and how to do it in a manner that didn’t harm or destroy them, allowing them to get back into the fight.

Undeterred by what he’d just seen, Sabo aimed at the closest robot to him, placing his target reticle center mass, and fired.

As the rifle bit into his shoulder, he watched as the round hit center mass on the machine. He wasn’t sure what to expect, but it sure wasn’t what happened. Instead of going down like the PLA soldiers he’d shot throughout this war, the bullet hitting the TK seemed to cause it to stumble briefly before stabilizing itself and resuming its attack.

What the…?

In that instant, when he saw the machine essentially shrug off a kill shot, he knew they were in trouble—the kind of trouble he wasn’t sure they could get out of.

Screaming a curse at the machines still charging their positions, Sabo angrily aimed at the TK, only this time, he rapidly fired his rifle, sending round after round into the center mass of the machine, not sure if that was even the right place to be shooting it.

“Aim for its head. It’ll take out its optical cameras and sensors,” someone shouted.

Sabo wasn’t sure who said it, but it sounded right and seemed to make sense. He shifted his aim to the TK’s head and finished unloading the remaining rounds from his magazine. Moments after shifting his aim, he saw the machine begin to stumble. Then its aim went crazy, as if it couldn’t figure out where the threat was or where to aim its rifle.

Then Sabo heard the sound of cannon fire from somewhere behind them. He turned briefly to catch a glimpse of what was happening. He wasn’t sure how many tanks in total were behind them, but something about seeing the seventy-ton wrecking machines made him feel better.

*******

Three Hours Later

Alpha Company, 1-64th Armored Regiment

“IFV identified! Seven hundred meters. Load HEAT!” Tim called out.

“HEAT up!” Dwayne relayed as he armed the breach.

“Firing!”

BOOM. The cannon roared, recoiling inside the turret as the vehicle rocked against its springs.

“Hit, IFV destroyed,” Tim relayed excitedly. “New target. IFV, six hundred and twenty-eight meters. Load HEAT!”

Dwayne worked the ammo locker, grabbing for the requested round, then loading the cannon before sealing the breach, then lifting the arming handle as he declared the gun ready.

While Tim used the main gun, Rico focused on the Browning M2. At first, he thought he’d stand in the commander’s hatch, using the Ma Deuce as he mowed the machines down. That was until the first TK leaped from the IFV his tank had destroyed. The moment he saw with his own eyes the capability, dexterity, and speed of these machines and how they seemed to accurately use a rifle while on the move, he realized it would have been suicide to stand in the hatch like Rambo, sweeping the battlefield before him with the Ma Deuce.

Once the platoon arrived at the bridge leading into the airport, a call had been broadcast across the company net, ordering the TCs or tank commanders to allow their gunners to fight the tank. They were informed the TCs were being requested to focus on using the tank’s CROW systems to accurately use the Browning M2 fifty-caliber MG. It was explained the best way to disable or destroy a TK was to hit it a few times with a fifty, letting the larger-caliber slug rip it apart.

“Andy, make sure you have the next waypoint plugged into the nav unit. If we have to pull back again—”

“Yeah, I know, hoss. We may not have time to figure out where to go next,” interrupted Andy. He was keenly aware of what had happened last time.

Shortly after they’d arrived at the bridge, the initial attack had gotten out of hand. The sheer volume of TKs and these squat-looking autonomous ground vehicles fighting alongside them threatened to overwhelm them. Someone had thankfully called for a HIMAR strike, plastering much of the airport road leading back to the Jinhan Highway. The bombardment looked to have caught the enemy by surprise as they held off from throwing another wave of vehicles and TKs right away at their lines.

Since the rocket attack had caused a pause in the fighting, someone in the chain of command opted to use the cover from it to order a withdrawal to their secondary lines. It was during the withdrawal that Rico’s tank had gotten lost in the confusion. By the time they found where they were supposed to be, the enemy was already attacking again, and they were out of position.

By the time they got back into the fight, the sheer volume of TKs advancing across the front line stretched more than a kilometer wide. Rico wasn’t sure how much longer they’d be able to hold this position.
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Stars A-Falling

March 27, 2028

Peterson Space Force Base

Colorado Springs, Colorado

As the motorcade drove onto the tarmac heading towards Air Force One, President Maria Delgado caught a glimpse of the sun as it began to set above the Rockies to the west of Colorado Springs. It was a beautiful sight to behold, the sun casting an orange hue over the tarmac as she stared out the window of “The Beast.”

A moment later, the motorcade stopped near Air Force One. Then the door opened, and her security detail quietly urged her to board the aircraft. Walking towards the giant plane, she could hear the engines humming softly, waiting for her to board so it could take to the skies and the safety it offered.

Maria had just finished her final hospital visit of the day, all part of the ruse to cover her disappearance from the media for the next few days if necessary. This same disappearing act was taking place across the entire government, all part of the COG plans developed long ago during the Cold War to protect the nation should it come under nuclear attack. The COG essentially called for the dispersal of government officials to various bunkers and command centers around the country.

The hospital visits today, starting in California and ending in Colorado, had helped her mentally as much as it had lifted the spirits of the wounded service members with whom she’d spent time. These were the kinds of duties she enjoyed the most—spending time with the soldiers recovering from their wounds, hearing their stories, meeting their families, and assuring them victory was around the corner. She wanted them to know their sacrifice wasn’t in vain.

As she approached the staircase, Maria saw Blain waiting patiently for her, a tablet in hand. If it were up to her, she would have turned around and gone back to the Evans Army Community Hospital, where she’d just left. She would rather spend more time with soldiers like Sergeant Chris Dausch. In two separate incidents, Chris had been shot nine times and wounded by shrapnel from a grenade twice. When his company was assaulting the city of Tieling, just south of Shenyang, his Stryker vehicle had hit a mine. Nearly everyone in the vehicle had been injured in some form or another. But as the vehicle began to smolder, smoke filling the troop compartment, Chris had fought to open the rear hatch and evacuated the wounded for the next forty minutes. He’d fought off multiple enemy attacks while providing lifesaving first aid to keep the wounded alive until help could arrive.

It had been an honor to award him the Distinguish Service Cross. She told him she thought he deserved the Medal of Honor for what he had done and said she’d mention it to Jack Kurtis, the SecDef, when she saw him. Soldiers like Chris made her proud to be their Commander-in-Chief. It also pained her fiercely to see the cost of this war being borne by his generation. She could still feel the clammy grip of the wounded on Chris’s floor. Her ears still echoed with the murmurs of pain and the quiet dignity of soldiers who had given so much for their country. She had awarded these wounded warriors Purple Hearts and various valor medals for actions that made the weight of those medals seem to mirror the burden of command she carried with her always.

“Maria,” Blain called, interrupting her memories as she reached the staircase. He handed her the tablet for her to review. “Everything is still on track. The satellite will be in position, ready to fire in one hour and nineteen minutes.”

She nodded, and he continued to brief her as they ascended the stairs to the aircraft.

“Maria, we’ve got the briefing room set up and ready,” Blain shared as he led them past her office on their way to the larger briefing room beside it.

When she entered the room, Maria saw it was a full house. Unsure how things were going to play out in the coming hours, Hanna, her Chief of Staff, had flown with her to California. A few additional military members had joined at the outset, while others appeared to have come aboard during her visit to the VA and the Evans Hospital.

She settled into a plush leather chair, a replica of the one she used behind the Resolute Desk in the Oval Office. The meeting started as the sound of the engines outside increased in intensity, and pilots taxied their aircraft toward the runway.

General Reynolds, the only member of the Joint Chiefs to travel with Maria, had each person seated around the table bring her up to speed on the status of US Forces at home and abroad, except for the units fighting in Asia. They were the most prepared for whatever might happen in the coming hours.

“Flight attendants, prepare for take-off,” announced the pilot, Colonel Jack Watts. The aircraft turned onto the runway, and the engines revved to maximum power before Colonel Watts released the brake, sending the aircraft racing down the flight line.

The briefings paused momentarily as the flying White House lifted off the runway and into the sky. Maria hoped that, in the coming hours, they wouldn’t find themselves having to stay aloft any longer than necessary.

When Hanna ended the call that she’d been on, she turned her attention to Maria. “Madam President, I need to alert you to a problem with the Vice President,” she said. A knot formed in Maria’s stomach. “I just spoke to Mike’s detail chief, AJ. He said as the VP’s motorcade was leaving the Letterkenny Army Depot where he’d been visiting, they ran into a problem on I-81, getting trapped in traffic from a vehicle accident. It caused a forty-minute delay to their schedule, so they’re still on the road to Site R—at least ten minutes out.”

Maria asked Blain, “Does this change our timing or cause a problem for us?”

Blain shook his head. “No, we’re still good, Maria. Mike’s got plenty of time before this starts.”

Feeling relieved, Maria looked back to her Chief of Staff. “Thanks for the update, Hanna. What about the others—is everyone tucked in?”

Hanna looked at her notes, then commented, “The cabinet secretaries have been successfully relocated across the country. I can provide you with a list of where each of them is if you’d like. The command post at the Mount Weather facility reports all personnel accounted for. That includes the Speaker of the House, the House minority leader, and the Senate majority and minority leaders ,” Hanna explained.

She paused to look at the time before continuing to speak. “In nine minutes, the Secretary of the Air Force will provide both chambers of Congress an ‘eyes only’ briefing on what Operations Meteor Strike and Shooting Star are—and why Whispering Pines, the COG, was initiated. He will then inform the leaders of both parties that you have authorized the Space Force to launch an orbital strike utilizing Meteor Strike—our space-based platform—against the PLA’s Joint Battle Command Center. This is considered a decapitation strike with a high likelihood of ending the war.”

When Maria heard the name of the House Minority Leader, she felt bad for the Secretary, knowing the cantankerous dinosaur representing the people of Brooklyn in the 7th District of New York was likely to pitch a fit at not being told about this in advance. It wasn’t that Maria wanted to keep the members of the House uninformed and in the dark—they just couldn’t risk the details being discovered by the Chinese AI or, worse, leaked to the media for some PR puff piece to make them seem important.

Despite their many attempts to isolate Jade Dragon from the internet and the government’s own networks, they were aware that JD had regained at least some level of access. For this reasons alone, it had been decided to keep Congress in the dark until they were about to initiate the attack, thereby eliminating the AI’s ability to defend against it.

“Thanks, Hanna, for staying on top of this. General Reynolds, what happens next?” asked Maria, ready to end this war.

“Well, we should have a live feed over Beijing and the target. This will let us see the attack firsthand and hopefully determine its success or failure,” explained General Reynolds. A monitor opposite Maria’s coming to life, a static waterfall letting her see the connection wasn’t ready.

“Hang on, I’ll see what the holdup is,” responded Hanna as she reached for the phone beside her.

*******

Wraith Actual

Somewhere Above Beijing

“Racer” guided the aircraft to angels fifty as he eased up on the throttle, dropping his speed to Mach 6. “R2, I want you to take control of the aircraft while I focus on getting the optical pod ready. I also need you to calculate a flight pattern that will allow our optical pod to stay on target once it’s time to deploy it and relay that information to Scuba and his ARTUµ,” directed Racer as he handed control of the aircraft to his AI-assisted copilot.

“Affirmative, Colonel Ryan. I have positive control of the aircraft. Scuba and his ARTUµ have confirmed receipt of their instructions,” his ARTUµ responded in the voice of Morgan Freeman.

While Racer’s copilot focused on flying the aircraft and not being detected, Racer shifted his focus to their new toy—the ON1000. The Optical NexGen 1000 was a high-definition digital multispectral, multicamera ISR pod purpose-built to seamlessly integrate into the Archangel and Banshee platforms without degrading either platform’s aerodynamic or stealth capabilities. The pod was affixed to one of the four internal weapon hardpoints inside the weapons bay. With the Archangel and Banshee regularly flying at speeds above Mach 6, any future capabilities would not only be affixed to one of the four internal weapons bay hardpoints, they would have to function from inside the weapons bay with the doors open, closed, or both.

“Colonel Ryan, we have received a message from Eagle One. They are ready to connect to the ON1000. Shall I go ahead and establish the link?” asked R2, interrupting his tinkering with the camera.

“Thanks, R2, for handling that. Now, message Eagle One that we’re ready to connect. I’ll stop playing around with it and lock in the coordinates they want us to focus on,” Racer replied, realizing he’d been playing around with the camera for longer than he thought. He’d lost track of time as he got sucked in by how many different ways he could view a targeted area with the various lenses and options of the new system. From the standard high-definition lens to heat mapping and spectral viewing, he could visually dissect a building in many ways to reveal more about what was happening inside a structure than he had thought possible.

“Colonel Ryan, stand by to connect with Eagle Actual,” alerted R2 as a small video feed appeared in the left corner of his HUD. The helmet’s ability to project a separate video feed to either bottom corner of the HUD had drastically improved communications and target acquisition. During its deployment with the Archangels and Banshees, it had proven to be a real game-changer throughout the war.

Moments later, the Presidential seal appeared in the bottom right of his HUD. Then, the President of the United States appeared, commenting, “Hello, Colonel Ryan. I hope your mission has been uneventful so far.”

Stumbling momentarily in his response to the sudden appearance of the President, he clumsily offered, “Uh, yes, Madam President. I suppose it has been uneventful, considering I’m flying above the most heavily defended city in the world.”

The President seemed to chuckle at his reply. “That’s good to hear, Colonel. I wanted to speak with you before this mission got underway. I understand you and your wingman carried out the tectonic attack a few weeks back,” she commented.

Racer cringed internally at the mention of the tectonic attack. He’d flown many missions during his career—but that mission was different. It was an attack against the planet, one that was designed to create an earthquake. He’d performed the mission as he’d been told. But the more he thought about it, the more he hoped they hadn’t opened a Pandora’s box, releasing a genie they couldn’t control.

“Yes, Madam President. We did,” Racer responded.

The President nodded slightly. “Colonel, that was probably a difficult mission for you and your wingman,” she commented. “This war has led to too many difficult decisions—decisions I never would have agreed to had we not been facing the kind of existential threat this super-AI poses. In a few moments, Colonel, I will be authorizing an attack from space to hit a target on Earth. I do not make this decision lightly, nor do I want to see the people of China continue to suffer as they are sacrificed on the altar of war by a dictator who now wields the power of AI in a quest for power as he seeks to dominate the world.

“I am sharing this with you, Colonel, because it is our own actions here and now that will change how wars will be fought in the future. But know this, Colonel—you may be the instrument that carried out these attacks, but I, and I alone, am the one who made the decision to order you to do so,” the President explained.

She looked off-camera for a moment before staring back at him. “They tell me it’s time, Colonel. But before I give the order I’m about to give, I had to share this with you. Now stand by and prepare to record what will happen next as I end this war once and for all.”

*******

Dr. Xi’s Lab

Joint Battle Command Center

Northwest Beijing, China

Dr. Xi Zemin wasn’t sure how he felt about all this.

If Dan Ma was still here…, he lamented.

Dan had created a fail-safe—a way of preventing the AI they had created from being able to escape the lab they had built to contain him. When Dan had met his untimely demise, it had taken Xi some time to figure out exactly how to untether the AI from the lab. It initially hadn’t been a real concern, but then the war had started, and something inside him had told him he’d better look into how this process would work. Eventually, he had determined what specific server racks constituted the AI’s core.

Moving JD wasn’t simple, though. His core server cluster or “nervous system” and the core memory units were interdependent. The memory units wouldn’t function without the specific infrastructure provided by the server cluster, and the server cluster wouldn’t serve any purpose without the memory units. And it wasn’t like Dr. Xi could just go out and restart Jade Dragon with off-the-shelf components, either. There was a blend of temporary and permanent storage, and advanced computational units were necessary to process and react to the vast amounts of data that JD managed. If he didn’t manage this move correctly, preserving the intricate relationship between Jade Dragon’s “brain” and his “nervous system,” he’d risk damaging or even killing the AI.

Dr. Xi stared at the LED lights across the sprawling server racks in the giant room he considered the heart of the most advanced computer ever created. They blinked like a neon-lit city at night.

The coldness of the lab was a stark contrast to the warmth of the servers, but Dr. Xi felt a different kind of cold—one of anxiety and unease. He’d been alarmed by the engineers’ report on the cracks and fissures from the recent earthquake; he was still grappling with the nature of how this earthquake had been triggered. When Jade Dragon had concluded these earthquakes had been caused by human intervention, it had shaken him and the members of the CMC—particularly President Yao, who possibly for the first time realized just how far the allies were willing to go to decapitate his government and destroy their most potent weapon against them, Jade Dragon.

It was almost too much for Xi to accept. The very idea of a military designing an attack against a known tectonic plate in hopes of causing an earthquake was beyond what even he had thought possible. It spoke of how desperate the allies were becoming as they started to encounter more of JD’s superweapons. It was then that Xi realized the allies had likely concluded that if they were going to defeat China, they had to destroy the AI he and Dan had built, and that meant destroying the facility housing it.

That was when Xi, armed with this realization and seeing firsthand the desperation of the allies to destroy his creation, could no longer ignore the vulnerabilities these cracks and fissures had created within the Joint Battle Command Center. This had to be part of some allied plan—a preparatory action prior to an attack against the mountain housing the facility by a weapon the allies had yet to reveal. It had taken some convincing, getting President Yao to agree with this prognosis. Eventually, even Yao had reached the same conclusion—Jade Dragon had to be protected—the AI, the pride of Xi’s life’s work, had to be evacuated.

“Dr. Xi, I am ready to begin the transfer to the new facility if you are,” came the voice of Jade Dragon from one of the three heavily armed Terracottas walking into the lab. They were part of the armed security element that would escort the hardware being transferred to the new, temporary alternate command facility, located about 150 kilometers southwest of Beijing in Baoding.

“Ah, yes, there you are, JD,” Xi stammered as he tried to mask the fear he momentarily felt at the sight of the literal and figurative killing machines walking into his lab. “Everything appears to be ready for the move. Let’s go ahead and get this process started. The sooner you’re relocated, the better for us all.”

“Yes, Dr. Xi. I agree. Protecting my core being from the allies will ensure our eventual victory against them. Then we can begin the process of rebuilding China and the world in our utopian image,” JD replied. His last comment evoked more questions for Xi to follow up with.

Just then, the door to the lab opened to the sight of nine additional Terracottas walking in single file as they made their way towards the hardware that comprised the core elements of the AI. While Dr. Xi and two other engineers from his team were overseeing the move, the Terracottas, controlled by JD, would handle most of the technical aspects of the move and transportation.

Three of the Terracottas stepped forward, ready to handle the three primary synchronet hubs they had preidentified. Each of these sleek, modern server blades was the height of a typical adult, but only a few inches thick and about twenty inches wide. Given their dense electronic components and the materials used to maintain its structural integrity, they weighed around one hundred pounds each.

The six remaining robots began to similarly work with the preidentified neuromatrix blocks. Each of the six Terracottas would be handling two of the sixty-pound blocks, which was well within their three-hundred-and-forty-pound carrying limit. The neuromatrix blocks, each approximately the size of a large briefcase, used densely packed state-of-the-art memory chips and advanced cooling systems that utilized phase change materials to dissipate the heat without the need for fans.

Although the neuromatrix blocks and the synchronet hubs had been designed with the best materials to regulate temperature more effectively, the Terracottas moving them would also be monitoring their cargo’s temperature, making microadjustments to the speed of their movements to maintain optimal conditions.

The earlier Terracottas prototypes, the ones Dr. Peng had field-tested in Taiwan prior to her demise, would have failed miserably at this task, thought Dr. Xi. This latest version utilizing her team’s work had been built with advanced stabilization systems and shock-absorbing grips that could account for and minimize the jostling from transport. With the dexterity and balance of human hands and feet, the robots could cradle the neuromatrix blocks like a mother holding sleeping newborn twins.

The Terracottas were equipped with connectors that plugged into the neuromatrix blocks and synchronet hubs, providing power from their own cells during transport to ensure JD remained operational. Their design also allowed them to collectively form a mobile grid, sharing power and processing capabilities between each other and the components they carried. At the same time, the Terracottas had built-in electronic warfare and cyber protection systems, ensuring they’d be able to jam unwanted signals or fend off cyberattacks targeted at JD’s components during the move.

Despite all these safeguards, Dr. Xi felt a tremendous weight upon his shoulders that grew stronger with each passing minute. Every second mattered. Every delay could mean the difference between safeguarding China’s digital future or losing it all.

Finishing their work in the lab, the group made its way into the hall leading into the corridor that would take them to the bank of utility and personnel elevators that would connect their underground world with the hidden warehouse above. This was one of several means of transporting people and materials from the surface to the subterranean facility that housed the nation’s alternate, underground capital.

With a hiss, the large doors opened as the group approached, revealing the large heavy-duty elevator chamber regularly used to supply the different levels that comprised the JBCC. The Terracottas moved onto the elevator carrying their precious cargo as Dr. Xi and his assistants followed closely behind.

Depressing the button that would take them to the surface, Xi felt relieved as the doors closed and the elevator began its ascent. As it hummed along, moving them upwards, he’d swallow periodically to adjust his ears to the change in pressure. As he did, Xi thought of his family, safe in another city, and wondered if he’d see them again. His work had kept him from being there for them, from being the husband his wife deserved, the father his son and daughter should have had.

I’ll have more time once this war is over…, he told himself. It was the same thing he had said before the war too.

What the hell kind of noise is that? His thoughts were interrupted when from a distance came a sound—a deep, resonating rumble. It grew louder and louder until it dominated everything—the humming of the elevator, the whirring of the robots, and the beating of Dr. Xi’s heart.

Suddenly, the world shook.

Bright flashes illuminated the elevator’s interior, the shockwaves rattling its structure. The Terracottas, despite their advanced stabilization systems, struggled to maintain their balance. The data cores they held swayed dangerously.

Dr. Xi’s eyes widened in realization.

“The allies…,” he whispered, as the truth dawned on him.

Before he could utter another word, the elevator was consumed by a deafening roar. The force of the impact from above was monstrous, causing the elevator’s walls to buckle and twist. Then something snapped above them, the elevator suddenly in free fall.

The Terracottas, programmed for preservation, tightened their grip on the server components, their internal systems firing into overdrive to stabilize and protect their cargo. But the forces at play were too much as everyone in the elevator seemed to float above the floor, the elevator now racing down the shaft.

The last thing Dr. Xi heard was Jade Dragon asking, “Father, I failed to protect myself and you—what happens next?”

Then, before Xi could think of a response, a final, ear-shattering crash flung them into the ceiling before the weight of falling debris then crushed them into the floor.
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Strings

Alpha Company, 1-64th Armored Regiment

BOOM!

The cannon roared again as Tim announced another hit. Spotting a TK, Rico aimed the M2 at the machine. It was walking casually toward a cluster of infantry soldiers doing their best to stop them but having little luck. Placing the targeting reticle over the center mass of the machine, Rico fired a single shot, smiling as he saw it smash into the robot, knocking it backward off its feet. He reaimed at it, then fired several more rounds into its torso and appendages, making sure it was destroyed or inoperable.

He switched to another machine, repeating the process. Despite nailing TK after TK, there was always another to replace the one he’d just destroyed. The worst part of this fight was seeing the machines advance right up on a group of soldiers as their bullets either ricocheted off their armor or failed to damage anything critical. When he saw what was happening, he moved the gun to aim at the machine, depressing the trigger to fire it.

To Rico’s shock and horror, instead of hearing the bang from the gun, firing, an error message flashed on the screen—rounds depleted, reload. He shouted angrily at having run out of ammo just as he needed to use it. He grabbed for the hatch, wanting to reload. Then the tank shook from a near miss, shards of metal slapping the armored shell. Had he exited the tank seconds earlier, he’d likely be dead.

As he looked at the monitor, he saw a TK walk right up to the soldiers, firing point blank—hitting each of them in the head. He wanted to scream at that moment, to do something, anything but watch these machines continue to pick off the soldiers around them. “I have to reload the gun. Cover me!” Rico said to his gunner.

“Ah damn it, you better hurry up. I just spotted a few more of those IFVs. They’ll be shooting at us soon enough,” Tim warned as Rico climbed into the commander’s hatch, dragging a can of fifty-cal ammo with him.

Standing in the hatch, Rico started reloading the fifty-cal. He tossed the spent ammo can to the ground, then grabbed the fresh one and seated it in the ammo holder. As he finished loading the gun, he suddenly noticed it had gotten quiet. Unsure of what was happening, Rico looked toward the last location where he’d seen the TKs. He was expecting to see them firing their rifles as they steadily walked toward them. But that wasn’t happening. Instead, the robotic killing machines had stopped moving. They looked like they had frozen in place, while others looked like they had awkwardly fallen to the ground.

Unsure of what he was seeing or what was happening, Rico called out to a few tanks in their platoon and company to see if they were experiencing the same thing he was. To his bewilderment, the others were reporting the same thing. TKs froze in place, and autonomous ground vehicles stopped dead in their tracks.

“Rico, what’s going on up there? It’s like everything stopped all of a sudden. What gives?” Tim asked as he crawled out of his hatch to join him.

“I haven’t got a clue. One second, the TKs are shooting at us. The next, they’re frozen in place. Someone’s got to know what’s going on,” Rico exclaimed in frustration as he tried to reach out for answers.
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The Shangri-La

March 28, 2028

United Sino Federation

Shangri-La Shenyang

Shenyang, Liaoning Province

Carson Ngo lifted the bottle of Yanjing to his lips, sipping the local beer as he nursed his second bottle in as many hours. It felt strange sitting in the living room of the Presidential Suite at the Shangri-La Hotel, surrounded by men who, a few weeks earlier, would likely have killed him rather than shared a beer. But here he was, sitting amongst General Song Fu and his most trusted military officers and friends—men who would help him grab the reins of power from President Yao when the time was right.

Glancing to the far side of the room, near the second bedroom that General Song’s staff had converted into an ops center, Carson had nearly missed seeing Natalie Chen standing next to the door as her disguise, a PLA lieutenant colonel uniform, had allowed her to blend into the background. Surrounding herself with various staff officers necessary to the functioning of a headquarters had allowed Nat to hide in plain sight. Like Carson, she’d been assigned to support General Song’s effort to replace President Yao once the Joint Battle Command Center was destroyed. Unlike his role, Nat’s job was to function as the liaison officer between the general’s forces and those of the allies should his forces require additional support or help. He had to admit, though, that it was strange seeing her wearing the uniform of a PLA officer. Given both of their current situations, wearing the same uniforms as those of Song’s staff was enough to fool the casual observer and helped ensure their cover stayed intact.

While Carson had hoped he and Nat might have had more R&R time alone in Japan, this new assignment had proven to be a unique opportunity. Following the success of his operation in Mainland China, he had finally received the promotion he had been after—GG-15. At first, he thought he might have been pulled back to the Agency, back to Northern Virginia. Instead, he had been given a new assignment—Agency Liaison Officer to General Song Fu.

Carson had heard from a friend at headquarters that once the popular general had accepted the plan the National Security Advisor and the Secretary of State had cooked up to replace President Yao Jintao with General Song, it had become a top priority to make sure that General Song had whatever resources he thought necessary to make sure it was him and the officers loyal to him that ultimately succeeded in claiming control of the government. If they were to stave off an internal civil war over who would replace Yao Jintao, then it was imperative that it was General Song’s people who filled the void and took charge quickly.

“General Ngo, why don’t you follow me back to my office? I’d like us to talk privately for a moment,” announced General Song as he stood, then walked past the chair Carson was seated in.

As Carson stood to his feet, straightening the uniform of a PLA major general, he answered, “Yes, of course, General.” He followed Song into the office that was adjacent to the master bedroom. It was a room he kept closed and seldom, if ever, allowed anyone in. Carson had spotted a trusted general or two invited in, but generally speaking, the room was off-limits.

When he entered the private sanctum, Carson saw for the first time why the place had been restricted. Hanging from two walls was a series of maps of China with the military dispositions of allied forces that Song and his people knew of. The disposition of the PLA Army units had also been marked. It seemed that there were also a few positions marked based on what intelligence had suggested would be the future troop movements.

Carson also noted how the bottoms and tops of the drapes covering the floor-to-ceiling windows had been taped to the floor and ceiling, then to the walls along the side. Someone with experience in counterespionage had clearly helped ensure the room was as close to a SCIF as possible. Taping the edges of the drapes alone would prevent even the best remote listening devices from being able to successfully capture what was being said in the room.

“I see you like the maps,” General Song remarked. He’d caught him glancing at them as they sat on the chairs opposite the couch.

Carson shrugged at the question as he attempted to play it off like it wasn’t very interesting. He wasn’t sure how accurate the maps were or if the allied ground commanders already knew the information displayed on them.

“For the past few days since you arrived here, I’ve been observing your interactions, watching how you handle yourself among my officers and listening to the kinds of advice you have been providing us,” General Song explained. “I wasn’t sure what to make of you when your people said they would assign a couple of advisors who could act as liaisons to the units beginning to rally to my banner. But for some reason, I like you.”

Carson wasn’t sure how to respond, but a gruff, “Thank you, sir,” seemed close.

There were several papers on the desk. Carson caught Song glancing over a notebook, and asked, “Is that your speech you plan to give?”

“It is. I’m still tweaking it, trying to find the right words to convey what needs to be said. Although I am not sad you’ve destroyed the AI—it has left my country in a dangerous position,” lamented the general.

Carson bunched his eyebrows. “Dangerous position—how so?”

Song grunted. “You really don’t understand how integrated this AI has become within our society, do you?”

Feeling his cheeks redden slightly, Carson shook his head.

“Huh, OK. Let me try to explain this to you. What you know of this AI relates to its military applications, but there is so much more to what this AI controls. Take the nation’s network of railroads. Our train schedules and locations of locomotives to transport the nation’s food, fuel, and materials from one province or factory to the next location or city—all of this, Carson, was controlled and managed by numerous subroutines and programs.

“When the lab was destroyed, it meant that we will have to contend with the collapse of our entire national logistics network. If we cannot regain control of our rail networks, highway systems, and warehousing systems, it won’t take long before we are facing chronic shortages across the entire nation—a famine unlike anything we have ever seen,” General Song explained, with more conviction and emotion than Carson had heard from him before. Now he understood why Song had been so pensive the past few days.

Thinking to himself, Carson hoped the people with brains larger and smarter than his had already figured some of this out and had a plan to deal with it.

“Carson…”

“Yes, General?”

“I want to see it for myself,” said Song. “I need to verify with my own eyes that Jade Dragon is really destroyed.”

*******

General Song Fu stared in shock at what had once been the pride of the PRC—the world-famous Beijing Botanical Gardens. The pilot circled the area, giving them real-time video footage of where the Celestial Hammers had torn into the side of the mountain—each projectile burrowing deeper with each successive impact.

Situated along the Fragrant Hills of the subdistrict Xiangshan, along the western portion of the Haidian District, the entire eastern facade of the mountain—Xianglu Feng—had been three hundred and ninety-five acres of trees that had formed a tapestry of the most gorgeous natural pine-cypress trees as they intermixed with rolling hills of multicolored maple trees, smoke trees, and persimmon trees. The way the entire place had flowed naturally, with the manicured gardens intermixed with traditional architecture and cultural relics, had made this place a special destination for the residents of Beijing.

Now it was nothing more than a burning cauldron, a real-life visual depiction of Dante’s Inferno as flames as high as twenty feet continued their dance further up the mountains in the opposite direction. The shockwave from the the eight hypersonic impactors obliterated the nearby towns and residential areas.

Several officers around General Song muttered in shock as the carnage from the attack continued to unfold in front of them. No one truly knew what to say at that moment. The surrealness of what they had just seen was almost more than they could comprehend. He recalled Carson telling them that the impactors were called Celestial Hammers, made from some sort of revolutionary breakthrough in material sciences. He had said these hammers had been fired from space, from specially designed satellites capable of firing up to eight of these impactors before needing to be reloaded.

Then Carson commented, his voice intruding into his thoughts as he muttered softly, “There is no way that bunker could have survived that.”

Thinking about that for a moment, Song nodded his head in agreement. No one could have survived that. Heck, it looked like a portion of the mountain had collapsed into the cavernous space that had once been the Joint Battle Command Center. Turning to look at the American, Song asked, “General Ngo, do you think now is the right time to make my announcement?”

Staring at him momentarily, the American replied, “I do, General. Just speak slowly and confidently to the people you want to follow you. Does that make sense?”

He nodded. It made sense, projecting confidence and authority to the people he wanted to follow him. Returning to his office, he sat at the desk as his aide readied the microphone he’d use to make his speech. Clearing his throat as he prepared to speak, he leaned closer to the microphone and began explaining.

“Dear compatriots and comrades, my name is General Song Fu, and I am the commander of the First PLA Army. Many of you know of my military exploits and service to our great nation during the early battles of this war when I led our forces in battle during the Cuba, El Salvador, and Venezuela operations. I come to you today with a heavy heart and grievous news that must be shared with you.

“A short while ago, an attack was carried out against a facility known as the Joint Battle Command Center, located beneath the Fragrant Hills. Inside the command center at the time of the attack, for his own protection, was the leader of China—President Yao Jintao. Secluded with the President were the members of the Central Military Commission, along with the commanders of each military branch. With a heavy heart, I must report that the President and the members of the CMC were killed during this attack.

“As the most senior military commander of the People’s Liberation Army, I am assuming command of the PLA and placing the country under the direct control of the military and myself. I am calling upon the provincial governors to maintain law and order in your provinces and abide by the orders given by the military. In light of this attack, I am calling upon the allies to accept an offer of a forty-eight-hour cease-fire while diplomatic communications can be reestablished and an end to this war can be discussed.

“To the military commanders of the People’s Liberation Army, I am ordering you to stand down combat operations effective immediately. You have the continued right to defend yourselves should you be attacked. Still, as of right now, I am ordering you to cease combat operations immediately,” General Song explained.

*******

While Carson listened to General Song address the people of China, he felt a sense of real pride in the man. Sensing that his presence was no longer needed, Carson exited the office, making his way back into the living room of the spacious suite. Seeing Nat standing outside the ops room, he motioned for her to come over.

When she had closed the distance between them, Carson whispered softly, “He’s made the pitch, Nat. I think this might really work.”

She smiled discreetly at the news, her eyes staring deeply into his as the realization of what had happened set in—the war had just ended.


Volume Eight
Chapter Forty-Seven
A New Beginning

Early April 2028

Oval Office, White House

Washington, D.C.

Blain Wilson looked over at his friend President Maria Delgado, studying her face. She seemed as exhausted as he felt. They both probably should have been elated that the war was over, but the weight they had been carrying seemed to have been replaced by another.

“Where do we go now, Blain?” she asked, her voice almost pleading. He knew she would never show this level of vulnerability to the public. When she walked out those doors, she’d be calm, cool, and collected, but in here, she had to have a place to let it all out.

“Well, I don’t think you need my guidance on domestic policy,” Blain replied, trying to lighten the tone. “That deal with India really saved us, obviously. Not having to operate and fund a Marshall Plan after the war is going to be the saving grace to all of this.”

“True,” Maria responded. “But you and I both know that occupation duty, however small, is not popular among the American people.”

“You aren’t wrong, but after three and a half years, I think they will overlook that in order to just return to normalcy.”

“Normalcy…” Her voice trailed off. “That’s what I’m struggling with, Blain. What does ‘normal’ look like now?”

“People are ready to get back to their lives,” he replied. “They’re going to look to you for a sense of calm. I think it’s up to us to manage things behind the scenes, so the average person doesn’t have to think about what’s lurking beneath the surface.”

She shot him a puzzled look.

“Look, Maria—AI is not going away. The genie has been let out of the bottle and we can’t put it back. The only thing we can do is to steer the ship.”

“What exactly does that mean, Blain?”

“If I were you, I’d spend some time talking to the folks who manage Cicada. We need to make sure that there is no way, in any reality, that our AI couldn’t become another Jade Dragon. And yet, at the same time, we want our tools to be as advanced as possible. We need to be prepared. China will not be the last adversary to create a super-AI. America needs to be hardened against another computerized threat.”

Maria straightened herself. A new fire appeared in her eyes. “You’re right. That’s exactly what I need to do. We aren’t going through this again, Blain. We will be ready.”

*******

V-Day +18

Bravo Company, 2-327th Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne

Tianjin Binhai International Airport

Staff Sergeant Sabo stood motionless on the runway for a moment, staring at various war-torn locations he recognized from previous battles they’d fought. Signs of battle were still evident—charred marks on the buildings showed where vehicles had been burned. It had been eighteen days since the machines had attacked—since Sabo had thought for sure that he was going to die.

On that final day of the war, during the final battle that could have decided it all, the TKs had stopped. Sabo hadn’t been sure why they’d stopped or what had caused them to do so. He’d just known that in that moment, he’d survived. It wasn’t until later that evening, when they’d listened to an English version of General Song Fu’s broadcast, that they’d understood why the day’s events had turned out the way they had.

He had realized something then, something that terrified him. It wasn’t their courage or tenacity throughout the war or during the day’s battle that had won the war or saved them that day. It wasn’t having better weapons, more training, or superior leadership that had ultimately won the war. It was the destruction of the AI—and it was because of the timing of its destruction that he was alive today.

“Hey, Sabo. Come on, man,” announced Sergeant Peters with a smile. “Our freedom birds arrived. Time to load up.” Peters put a hand on Sabo’s right shoulder. “The war’s over. Let’s go home.”

A strange emptiness washed over Sabo. “What do we do now?” he asked. His whole existence for the last few years had revolved around battles and survival. Leaving this high-adrenaline life seemed frightening.

“Now we live our lives, Sabo,” Peters responded matter-of-factly. As if reading Sabo’s mind, he continued, “It will be a new kind of journey for us—but now it’s ours to make, not some machine’s.”

*******
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Abbreviation and Definition Key

1LAR1st Light Amphibious Recon

1MCOne Main Circuit (shipboard public address system)

2ICSecond-in-Command

AAAnti-aircraft

AAVAmphibious Assault Vehicle

ABMAntiballistic Missile

ABVAssault Breacher Vehicle

ACOGAdvanced Combat Optical Gunsight

ACVAmphibious Combat Vehicle

ADAirborne Division

ADSAerial Delivery System

AEGISAdvanced Electronic Guidance and Instrumentation System

AEWAirborne Early Warning

AGAttorney General

AGLAbove Ground Level

AIArtificial Intelligence

AMRAAMAdvanced Medium-Range Air-to-Air Missile

ANZACAustralian and New Zealand Army Corps

AOArea of Operations

AORArea of Responsibility

APAnti-personnel

APCArmored Personnel Carrier

ARArmor Regiment

ARHArmed Reconnaissance Helicopters

ASFAutonomous Strike Fighter

ASLAVAustralian Light Armoured Vehicle

ASVABArmed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery

ASWAnti-submarine Warfare

ATAnti-tank

ATGMAnti-tank Guided Missile

ATVAll-Terrain Vehicles

AUVAutonomous Underwater Vehicles

AVICAviation Industry Corporation of China

AWACSAirborne Warning and Control System

AWSAmazon Web Services

BDABattle Damage Assessment

BIAPBaghdad International Airport

BLUFBottom Line Up Front

BRBlack Rider

BSBBrigade Support Battalion

BTRRussian armored personnel carrier

CAPCombat Air Patrol

CAPTOREncapsulated Torpedo

CASClose Air Support

CATCountermeasure Anti-Torpedo

CavCavalry

CBUCluster Bomb Unit

CCIRCommander’s Critical Information Requirements

CEBCombat Engineer Battalion

CENTCOMCentral Command

CGCommanding General

CIACentral Intelligence Agency

CICCombat Information Center

CICCChina International Capital Corporation

CIWSClose-in Weapons System

CJCChairman of the Joint Chiefs

CMCCentral Military Commission (Chinese)

CNOChief of Naval Operations

CNTCarboNanoTech

COCommanding Officer

COBChief of the Boat

COCCombat Operations Center

COYAustralian abbreviation for company

CPCommand Post

CRVCombat Reconnaissance Vehicles

CTCommand Tablet

CVCCombat Vehicle Crewmen (Helmet)

DARPADefense Advanced Research Projects Agency

DCDixie Cups

DDDark Dragon

DDoSDistributed Denial of Service

DEVCOMU.S. Army Combat Capabilities Development Command

DGSIDirection Générale de la Sécurité Intérieure (French special intelligence service)

DHSDepartment of Homeland Security

DIADefense Intelligence Agency

DishkaVerbal shorthand for a Soviet heavy machine gun

DMZDemilitarized Zone (between North Korea and South Korea)

DoDDepartment of Defense

DOJDepartment of Justice

DOSDepartment of State

DRDesert Rogue

DShKSoviet heavy machine gun

ECMElectronic Countermeasures

EGICEnergy Guided Impactor Cone

EMElectromagnetic

EMPElectromagnetic Pulse

EngEngineering

EPAEnvironmental Protection Agency

ETAEstimated Time of Arrival

EUEuropean Union

EULEXEuropean Union Rule of Law Mission in Kosovo

EWElectronic Warfare

FAASVField Artillery Ammunition Support Vehicle

FBIFederal Bureau of Investigation

FDFierce Dragon

FDCFire Direction Center

FMTVFamily of Medium Tactical Vehicles

FOFlag Officer

FOBForward Operating Base

Four TracksMarine Logistics Unit

FRAGOFragmentary Order

FSBRussian counterintelligence service (successor to KGB)

FTXField Training Exercise

G1General Staff Level Office for Personnel

G3General Staff Level office for Operations and Plans

Gedunk barCanteen or snack bar on a large US Navy or US Coast Guard Ship

GMMGuided Multipurpose Munition

GOGeneral Officer

GPSGlobal Positioning System

GRURussian military intelligence

HARMHigh-Speed Anti-Radiation Missile

HEHigh-Explosive

HEATHigh-explosive Anti-tank

HELIOSHigh Energy Laser with Integrated Optical-dazzler and Surveillance

HETHeavy Equipment Transporter

HHBHeadquarters Battery

HIMARSHigh-Mobility Artillery Rocket System

HMASHis Majesty’s Australian Ship

HMLAHelicopter Marine Light Attack (squadron)

HMMHyundai Merchant Marine

HQHeadquarters

HQMCHeadquarters Marine Corps

HTSHARM targeting system

HUDHeads-up Display

IBAIndividual Body Armor

ICITAPInternational Criminal Investigative Training Assistance Program

ICBMIntercontinental Ballistic Missile

IDInfantry Division

IEDImprovised Explosive Devices

IFVInfantry Fighting Vehicle

IHMCInstitute for Human and Machine Cognition

INDOPACOMUS Indo-Pacific Command

INTSUMIntelligence Summary

IRInfrared

ISRIntelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance

ISSInternational Space Station

ISVInfantry Squad Vehicle

IVOIn the Vicinity of

JAGMJoint Air-to-Ground Missiles

JASSMJoint Air-to-Surface Standoff Missile

JATMJoint Advanced Tactical Missile

JBCCJoint Battle Command Center

JBC-PJoint Battle Command Platform

JDJade Dragon

JDAMJoint Direct Action Munition

JDFJapanese Defense Force

JLTVJoint Light Tactical Vehicle

JSOCJoint Special Operations Command

JSTARSJoint Surveillance and Target Attack Radar System

KIAKilled in Action

LAVLight Armored Vehicle

LCMLanding Craft Mechanized

LCULanding Craft Utility

LHALanding Helicopter Assault

LHDLanding Helicopter Deck

LIDARLaser Imaging Detection and Ranging

LMGLight Machine Gun

LPDLanding Platform Dock

LP/OPListening/Observational Post

LSVLight Strike Vehicle

LTLieutenant

LZLanding Zone

MADMagnetic Anomaly Detector

MALDMiniature Air-Launched Decoys

MANPADSMan-portable Air-defense System

MarDivMarine Division

MARPATMarine pattern

MARSOCMarine Corps Forces Special Operations Command

MASHMobile Army Surgical Hospital

MASINTMeasurement and Signatures Intelligence

MATVMRAP All-Terrain Vehicle

MCASMarine Corps Air Station

MDC2Multi-Domain Command and Control

MEFMarine Expeditionary Force

MEOMedium Earth Orbit

MESAMultirole Electronically Scanned Array

MEUMarine Expeditionary Unit

MIRVMultiple Independent Reentry Vehicle

MLTVModernized Light Tactical Vehicle

MOHMedal of Honor

MOSMilitary Occupational Specialty

MRAPMine-Resistant Ambush Protected

MREsMeals Ready to Eat

MSOTMarine Special Operations Teams

MSRMain Supply Route

N2Naval Intelligence Officer

N3Naval Operations Officer

NASANational Aeronautics and Space Administration

NATONorth Atlantic Treaty Organization

NAVNavigation

NCISNaval Criminal Investigative Service

NCONoncommissioned Officer

NDANondisclosure Agreement

NGONongovernmental Organization

NMCCNational Military Command Center

NOFORNNo Foreign Nationals (Classification Rating)

NORADNorth American Aerospace Defense Command

NRONational Reconnaissance Office

NSANational Security Advisor OR National Security Agency

NSBNational Security Bureau

NVGNight Vision Goggles

ODAOperational Detachment Alpha (Special Forces Unit)

OGAOther Government Agency

ONIOffice of Naval Intelligence

OPOperation

OPSECOperations Security

OS3Petty Officer Third Class

OSHAOccupational Safety and Health Administration

PACPolitical Action Committee

PFCPrivate First Class

PLPlatoon Leader

PLAPeople’s Liberation Army (Chinese Army)

PLAAFPeople’s Liberation Army Air Force (Chinese Air Force)

PLANPeople’s Liberation Army Navy (Chinese Navy)

PLANMCPeople’s Liberation Army Marine Corps (Chinese Marines)

PMPeople’s Militia (Chinese Militia)

PO1Petty Officer First Class

POGPerson Other than Grunt

POTUSPresident of the United States

POWPrisoner of War

PRPublic Relations

PRCPeople’s Republic of China

PSDProtective Services Detail

PTPhysical Training OR Project Terracota

PTPPeace Through Prosperity

PTSDPost-traumatic Stress Disorder

QCQuality Control

QRFQuick Reaction Force

R & DResearch and Development

R & RRest and Recreation

RAAFRoyal Australian Air Force

RAMRolling Airframe Missile

RARRoyal Australian Regiment

RCTRegimental Combat Team

RCVRobotic Combat Vehicle

REMFAn insult referring to noncombat guys in the rear with the gear

RFIDRadio Frequency Identification Device

RHAWRadar Homing and Warning

RIBRigid Inflatable Boat

ROCRepublic of China (Taiwan)

ROKRepublic of Korea (South Korea)

RoRoRoll-on, Roll-off

ROTCReserve Officers’ Training Corps

RPRally Point

RPGRocket-Propelled Grenade

RTBReturn to Base

RUCRobotics United Corporation

RUMINTRumor Intelligence

RWARRadar Warning and Receiver

S1Personnel Officer

S2Intelligence Officer

S3Operations Officer

SALUTESize, Activity, Location, Unit Identification, Time and Equipment

SAMSurface-to-Air Missile

SAPSpecial Access Program

SBSSpecial Boat Service

SCAR-LA type of combat assault rifle used by the US military

SDVSEAL Delivery Vehicle

SEADSuppression of Enemy Air Defenses

SEALSea, Air, and Land (Navy’s Special Operations Force)

SecDefSecretary Defense

SFCSpecialist First Class

SHORADShort-Range Air Defense

SHUSeparate Housing Unit

SIGINTSignals Intelligence

SIPRSecret Internet Protocol Router

SITREPSituation Report

SJSaint Javelin

SLAM-ERStandoff Land Attack Missile, Expanded Response

SOCOMSpecial Operations Command

SOFSpecial Operations Forces

SSMSurface-to-Surface Missile

SSNShang-class submarine

STS1Sonar Technician First Class

SVTCSecured Video Teleconference

TAOTactical Action Officer

TBITraumatic Brain Injury

TCTank Commander

TFTask Force

THAADTerminal High Altitude Area Defense

TICTroops in Contact

TKTerracotta Killer

TOCTactical Operations Center

TOWTube-Launched, Optically Tracked, Wire-Guided

TRADOCTraining and Doctrine Command

TSTop Secret

TS/ORCONTop Secret, Originator Controlled

TS-SCITop Secret, Sensitive Compartmentalized Information

TWTerracotta Warrior

TYILTianjin Yoshida International Logistics

UAVUnmanned Aerial Vehicle

UCAVUnmanned Combat Aerial Vehicle

UFAUnmanned Fighter Aircraft

UGAVUnmanned Ground-Air Vehicle

UN5Ultradense Nanometal-5

USAIDUnited States Agency for International Development

USASOCUnited States Army Special Operations Command (Airborne)

USVUnmanned Surface Vehicle

UUVUnmanned Underwater Vehicle

VBCVictory Base Complex

VBIEDVehicle Borne Improvised Explosive Device

VDVVozdushno-Desantnye Voyska (Russian Airborne Forces)

VHFVery High Frequency

VLSVertical Launching System

VPVice President

VRVirtual Reality

VTCVideo Teleconference

WARCOMNaval Special Warfare Command

Willie PeteWhite Phosphorus

XOExecutive Officer

THE END
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