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Let China sleep; when she wakes, she will shake the world.

Napoleon, 1817
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LETTER TO THE READER


Esteemed Reader,

Before you proceed with the narrative contained herein, I wish to clarify some significant points. While I have tried to present naval units, ranks, and weapons systems accurately, the characters, events, and settings depicted in this work are entirely products of my imagination. They exist solely within the creative confines of this fiction and are not intended to represent, resemble, or portray any real individuals or occurrences. Please also note that for the sake of brevity, I have simplified some high-level command structures.

While fiction often reflects facets of reality, the content of this story remains firmly rooted in artistic invention and speculation.

Respectfully,

M. P. Woodward






PREFACE



Freedom is never more than one generation away from extinction. We didn’t pass it to our children in the bloodstream. It must be fought for, protected, and handed on for them to do the same.

President Ronald Reagan



President Reagan’s quote is framed in glass on a large display on the quarterdeck of the USS Midway, an aircraft carrier built at the tail end of World War II that is now a museum in San Diego. Reading the Gipper’s quote as I recently crossed Midway’s quarterdeck—something I’d once done as an ensign in Subic Bay—I experienced a ghostly chill. The quote felt oddly prescient. I hope it has the same effect on other visitors.

May we always remember that the carrier’s namesake, the Battle of Midway, turned the tide of World War II in an unlikely ambush on a superior Japanese task force, a blow from which Japan’s mighty navy would never recover.

Midway was, quite literally, a battle for the ages. Had it gone the other way in those dark days of 1942, America’s Pacific Fleet—already diminished at Pearl Harbor—would have been finished. With the loss of three U.S. Navy carriers, Japan would have taken Midway Island and built a base from which to threaten Hawaii, perhaps even California. The repercussions would have reverberated to the European theater, possibly closing the supply spigot of Lend-Lease that kept Russia and Britain hanging by a thread. An American-led liberation of Europe might never have happened.

Intriguingly, Midway’s historic pivot rested on several hit-or-miss chances: The location of the Japanese task force was based on a triangulation using unproven code-breaking intelligence; one of the three Pacific Fleet carriers, Yorktown, had been through a hasty round-the-clock refit shaved from an estimated three months to a paltry three days; and the fleet’s commander, Chester Nimitz, selected Raymond Spruance as task force leader to replace Bull Halsey, who was sidelined with shingles. An untested leader without flying experience, no one knew how Spruance would perform—least of all the aviators under his command.

In the battle’s initial stages, confusion reigned. American squadrons struggled to find the Japanese carriers. When they did, the Navy’s core air tactic—dive bombers flying high to distract enemy fighters while low-flying torpedo planes delivered the knockout blows—reversed itself because of timing errors. Sixty-eight brave men from three torpedo squadrons sacrificed their lives in doomed wave-skimming attacks because they’d arrived too early.

But somehow—through sheer luck, divine Providence, or flat-out grit—the Americans prevailed. It would take three additional years of heart-rending struggle for the Japanese to succumb, but there is little argument among historians that Midway had turned the tide.

Addressing reconstruction at the war’s end, 720 delegates from 44 nations met at Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, in 1945. They agreed that henceforth the world’s oceans should be considered a “commons” available to all nations. Thus, the “Greatest Generation” assumed the mantle of maintaining a worldwide fleet, allies, and base architecture to protect the chokepoints and waterways known to naval professionals as the sea lines of communication.

The world has since flourished under the open-ocean policy decreed at Bretton Woods and enforced through American sea power. Wherever nations have participated in commerce enabled by free seas, economies have expanded, living standards have improved, and life expectancies have lengthened.

A chief beneficiary of the Bretton Woods system is the People’s Republic of China—though it took years for that to happen. The PRC was first forced to endure Mao Zedong’s “Great Leap Forward,” which caused the worst famine in the world’s history, and his “Great Proletariat Cultural Revolution,” which purged the country of competent workers and leaders. Its next leader, Deng Xiaoping, turned to capitalism, heralding the shift in a visit to the United States in 1979.

America switched its diplomatic recognition from the “Republic of China”—an exiled government in Taiwan—to Deng’s PRC. In so doing, the U.S. government finessed the sticky relationship between the two Chinese governments in a “One China” policy. While guaranteeing peace under the congressional Taiwan Relations Act, the PRC was welcomed into the free-seas global trading system with open arms.

Mainland China flourished. Its ruler, the Chinese Communist Party, enjoyed decades of commercial expansion in what the International Monetary Fund has termed “the fastest economic growth in history.” Guarded by the One China policy, Taiwan also prospered, developing the semiconductor fabrication plants on which our technology economy now depends.

So, here we Americans sit, inheritors of the free seas catalyzed by the Battle of Midway. We have made much of those seas, efficiently allocating capital to far-flung factories, developing cross-border supply chains, and building merchant ships capable of carrying 12,000 tractor-trailer-sized containers—always under the aegis of the U.S. Navy.

While we preside over this peace and prosperity, an increasingly assertive China seeks exclusive dominion over the South China Sea, through which one-fifth of world trade flows. China militarizes reefs stolen from other countries, oversees the fastest naval buildup in history, and demands Taiwan’s return, threatening the global economy.

As Western civilization’s first historian, Thucydides, chronicled in his History of the Peloponnesian War, when a ruling power is challenged by a rising power, only the creativity, wisdom, and leadership of great minds can avoid a tragic war. Will we, inheritors of the free seas, be up to President Reagan’s challenge as memorialized on USS Midway’s quarterdeck?

That is what Red Tide is about. May God grant it remains a work of fiction.

Michael Patrick Woodward Cle Elum, Washington February 2025
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PROLOGUEAUSTRALIAN MERCHANT SHIP HERMES, SOLOMON ISLANDS


Jamie Cole sat on the fantail of the Tokyo-to-Sydney container ship, his back propped against a steam valve, his elbows resting on his bent knees, his eyes fixed on the boiling wake barely visible in the starlight.

By order of the captain of HMAS Argus, an Australian destroyer escort steaming somewhere nearby in the dark, Hermes was maintaining a zigzag course to confuse a Chinese submarine that might or might not be lurking in the area. No one expected hostilities—but no one wanted to take a chance.

With all assisting satellite communications gone—including GPS—and without the aid of the navigation radar, Hermes’ crew maintained the ship’s track to Sydney through dead-reckoning, just as Columbus had crossed the Atlantic. The ship was top-heavy with five thousand containers of Japanese machine parts loaded in Tokyo Bay, and the captain steered her gingerly.

Jamie checked the time: forty-five minutes past the hour, fifteen before he was to assume the bridge watch. On cue, the ship heeled to port. The warm wind shifted astern, matching Hermes’ speed and leaving Jamie sitting in a slight breeze that barely stirred his long brown hair. With the ship’s lights darkened and a waning quarter moon glinting off the wavetops, he floated among stars above and below.

Unless one is hardened or inured to the rhythms of life at sea, it is impossible to recline alone in the tropics under a panoply of stars and not ponder one’s place in the universe. At twenty-six, Jamie Cole, Hermes’ third officer, was young enough to indulge in such mental exploration. The ocean was an unbroken highway to exotic ports of call, offering long stretches of introspective solace and, best of all, freedom. With the wake hissing in his ears, Jamie wondered if that was still the case.

Lying on his back, his hands laced behind his head, his eyes focused on the tight cluster of stars called the Jewel Box, he thought of his brother, Henry. Though he couldn’t be sure, he guessed that Henry, an active-duty naval aviator, was probably just a few time zones away. By now, Henry would be on board the USS Carl Vinson, crossing the Pacific to bolster America’s presence in the South China Sea. Tensions were heating up there. The Chinese had declared a substantial portion of the seas around Taiwan off-limits to foreign ships, though stopping short of calling it a blockade. The last Jamie had heard—before the data feeds from the satellites blinked off—the U.S. Navy was weighing a response. It stood to reason that Henry’s carrier, the very symbol of American prestige and power in the Pacific, would take station nearby.

Jamie suspected that little would come of the dispute. China’s claims to sovereignty were nothing new. When the U.S. fleet approached, the Chinese would raise hell, shadow it with aggressive fighter planes, and sound off with fiery speeches at the UN.

As a dose of extra caution, the Aussie navy had sent Argus north as an escort for Hermes. Argus’ skipper flexed an Australian parliamentary decree that gave him dominion over merchant shipping. Along with the zigzagging, he ordered Hermes’ radars and radios turned off to avoid detection.

With thoughts of his brother and the Chinese churning through his head, Jamie shoved himself to his feet and dusted his black uniform pants with his hands. He tucked in his white shirt with the single-stripe epaulets and headed forward.

By the time he was climbing a ladder to the catwalk that ran over the containers, he had shrugged off his concerns for Henry. His big brother always came out on top, regardless of the contest. And with the heightened level of activity, Jamie was sure Henry would perform brilliantly at some point, earning a medal and a plum assignment to the Pentagon.

Jamie removed the red-lensed Maglite from his belt to guide his way forward between the corrugated metal containers. Amidships, he descended five steps to the main deck and stumbled into a man in the dark.

“Watch it!” a voice barked, as though Jamie had been the one in the wrong place.

Jamie angrily whipped his red beam around. “Who is that?”

“Kilkenny. That you, Mr. Cole?” The sailor ground a glowing cigarette butt into the steel deck.

“You should be looking for surface contacts,” Jamie reprimanded. “Don’t you know we’re running without radar?”

“Aye, Mr. Cole. I was just resting my knees and servicing the habit. I’m still looking outward.”

The view between the containers to the sea was perhaps ten degrees wide. “This isn’t where you’re supposed to set up. What are you doing here?”

“Told you. Sneaking a ciggy.”

“We’re running dark-ship. You can’t smoke.”

“Easy, mate. I’m blocked on all sides in here, aren’t I?”

Like most American merchant marine officers, Jamie held a commission in the inactive Naval Reserve. Though he had no intention of ever following his father and brother into the service, he had suffered through mandatory NROTC training at California Maritime Academy in Vallejo on the way to getting his license.

He’d been a lazy student in matters military, but he recalled that a salty old chief at the NROTC unit had told a story about spotting a cigarette on a Russian frigate three miles away in the dark. Jamie had doubted that. Then again, he never thought he’d be on a zigzagging ship hiding from Chinese subs without the aid of GPS satellites or radio communications.

“You smoke inside only,” Jamie said harshly. “You can’t chance it—even between the containers. You hear me?”

“Aye, Mr. Cole. I hear you.”

Jamie exhaled raggedly and ignored Kilkenny’s insolence. Discipline was not something that came naturally to him. “Well, anyway. You see anything out there?”

“Yeah. A blinking signal light on that destroyer.”

“When?”

Kilkenny glanced at the luminous dial on his wrist. “About forty minutes ago.”

“Where?”

“Relative bearing two-seven-zero at the time—but I don’t know which of these crazy zigzag courses we were on. I haven’t seen her since. She probably raced ahead of us or something, sweeping for subs. Isn’t that what they’re doing?”

Jamie grasped a lifeline cable and studied the sky. Using the Southern Cross as a guide, he guessed they were midway through the Solomons, somewhere in the seventy-mile-wide channel between Bougainville and Muyua.

In his inexpert opinion, plying the wider sea east of the Solomons and taking advantage of the broad sea-lanes would have been a safer route to Sydney, but Argus’ skipper believed that the shallow island passages would offer better protection.

“Who’s relieving you tonight?” Jamie asked Kilkenny.

“No one. I’m on until first light.”

“I’ll get some coffee sent down for you.”

“Tea,” Kilkenny said. “Obliged, sir. And sorry about the ciggy.”

Jamie caught the forward superstructure ladder and pulled himself up the rungs to the wheelhouse. The watertight hatch was propped open by a metal bar. Humid air tinged with salt and ship exhaust swirled through the bridge now that the breeze was abeam. Jamie surveyed the dim red letters indicating Hermes’ course and speed and the depth beneath the keel. They were making twenty knots, traveling over sea-mounts that fluctuated the depth soundings between forty and sixty fathoms.

Stoney Stonebridge, the captain, leaned over a chart table and drew a line with a three-sided ruler. Even in the dim red light, Jamie could see the sun damage on the older man’s arms. The yellow buttons on the ship’s power panel turned his white hair blond.

With the GPS satellites out, Stoney had to navigate the old-fashioned way. He marked celestial fixes in pencil on a separate chart showing their track south. Jamie’s interpretation of the pencil marks was that Hermes was steaming through the Bougainville-Muyua passage, just as he’d guessed.

“How accurate do you think this plot is, Cap?” Jamie asked softly. He didn’t want the helmsman to think that any of Hermes’ officers doubted their captain’s navigational ability.

Stoney nodded at the sextant on the inert radar station and spoke in a normal tone of voice. Implicitly confident in his skills as a mariner, he saw no need to keep anything from the helmsman. “Shot two fixes. We’re bang on track, Mr. Cole, at least according to the stars.”

“Which ones?”

“Canopus, Hadar, and Achernar.”

“Any trouble finding them?”

“No. Come outside and I’ll show you.”

Stoney led Jamie through the open hatch to the bridge wing. The older man put his hand on Jamie’s shoulder to steady himself while he pointed. “There, Canopus. Back here, Hadar. Over that way, Achernar. Fortunately, we have a clear night to work with.”

“It’s a beauty.”

“All good with the sextant, then?”

Jamie dreaded that question. As the ship’s most junior officer, tonight was his first attempt at conning the ship by the stars. When he wasn’t on watch, he’d read Dutton’s Navigation and Piloting and practiced noontime fixes on the sun. He’d blundered through the thick volumes of reduction tables and attempted stellar triangulation, often screwing something up. He told himself he would get it right when it really mattered.

“I’ll be fine,” he stated.

“I want a celestial fix on the hour.”

Jamie grasped the sextant and examined its metal arc, constructed of bronze to ward off corrosion. “Okay, Cap. I got it.”

“Bet you wish your father could see you using that thing.”

“I wish just the opposite,” Jamie countered.

Stoney grinned and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Very well. Let me finish the pass-down. The Navy has us zigzagging fifteen degrees at ten-minute intervals. Keep an ear out for short-range radio calls on the UHF guard frequency, though I expect they’ll maintain silence until we get through the picket ships off the Coral Sea Islands. The desalinization plant is at 20 percent capacity. The engine room reports gauges in the green. I can’t fill you in on any surface contacts because we’re basically running blind. Argus will have to be our eyes and ears, aside from our own watch-standers. Any questions?”

“Did we get an update from Argus on the satellites?”

“Negative. We only know they’re down. I’d wager on a Chinese cyber-attack. The news was going on about their hacking when we still had coverage.”

“If it’s a hack, then they’ll probably be back online soon.”

“Probably. Either way, you have the conn, Mr. Cole.”

“I have the conn, Captain. Go get some sleep.”

The skipper turned to leave with a wave.

“Oh, Cap?”

“Yeah?”

“Could you take Kilkenny some tea? He’s amidships, port side, sitting on the deck. You’ll trip over him if you aren’t careful.”
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Jamie stood on the bridge wing an hour later and raised his binoculars. A thin violet line on the horizon heralded dawn’s approach. Sweeping the lenses side to side in the gray light, he saw no sign of the destroyer Argus.

The helmsman called out the time, and Jamie grudgingly swapped the binoculars for a sextant. Standing on the wing, he spotted his target star, Hadar, and measured the exact angle to the horizon. He wrote the specifics in a notebook, then prepared to sight his second star.

A distant rumble broke his concentration.

Thunder? While sudden storms were possible near the Tropic of Capricorn, the meteorological fax out of Port Moresby hadn’t mentioned an atmospheric disturbance. A squall might gather this close to Bougainville, he reasoned, as humid air was squeezed against damp mountain peaks. He turned in the island’s direction, expecting to spot lightning reflected on distant clouds.

The rumble shifted to the port side. Either the thunder was coming from Muyua or his ears had played tricks on him. He wondered if Argus might be exercising her guns somewhere over the horizon. Perhaps another Aussie ship had come up to join them.

He thought he had better check, but the orders were to avoid transmitting. He ducked through the hatch to the bridge and twisted the squelch knob on the short-range UHF radio.

“Did you hear those booms?” he asked the helmsman, a good-natured Filipino sailor in his mid-twenties.

The helmsman shrugged. “Hear what, Mr. Cole?”

“Never mind.”

Back on the starboard bridge wing, Jamie swiveled the binoculars west, where he guessed Argus might be.

A crackling thud ripped through the night sky, vibrating his bones and blurring the view through his binoculars. It felt like a storm cell was directly over the mast.

He rushed inside, seized the intercom handset, and stabbed the button for the captain’s cabin. “Cap, I’ve got an unknown—”

A blinding streak lit the bridge windows. A lick of flame slanted skyward, painting the sea with its reflection. “Missile!” he screamed into the handset. “Two o’clock low!”

“Ours or theirs?” Stoney shot back.

“It’s rising. Has to be ours. Nothing on UHF.”

“Coming!”

Jamie raced to the starboard bridge wing, the binoculars banging on his chest. The flame’s trajectory flattened when it reached altitude. A flash at the surface snapped his head forward. A second missile, then a third and a fourth silhouetted Argus’ hull against billowing yellow smoke.

“Left standard rudder!” Jamie ordered the helmsman, assuming he should steer Hermes away from the warship. Glancing aft, he saw another fireball cruising low near the sea surface. In the condition mariners call “constant bearing, decreasing range,” the glowing dot swelled before his eyes like an oncoming headlight.

“Arrest your turn, rudder amidships! Flank speed!” Better to present his stern to the missile than turn sideways and become a larger target. While Hermes was still in the turn, the bright dot streaked by, reflecting on the swells until it suddenly turned upward and then arched into a dive. Now perpendicular to the sea, it was a flaming dagger aimed at Argus’ heart.

A fireworks display of countermeasures erupted from the destroyer, strobing her hull in red, orange, and yellow. Pink tracers sailed aloft, fired so densely as to form a glow like a ray beam. The roar of the gunfire echoed on the superstructure behind Jamie. Argus’ guns fell silent. Jamie raised his binoculars to assess the damage.

He spotted something worse.

At the three o’clock position, another fiery dot loomed low on the horizon. As Hermes steamed at flank speed away from Argus, the missile’s path was unmistakable—it streaked directly toward Hermes, coming in perpendicular to the track Jamie had set, broadside.

“Right full rudder!” Jamie yelled, repeating his tactic to present a narrow profile to the incoming missile. This time he turned the bow into the flame, trying to close the distance and throw off the missile’s telemetry. The ship heeled so steeply that he had to hold onto the bridge wing rail.

Stoney stumbled forward in his undershirt, fighting against the ship’s lean, and seized the intercom microphone. “All hands, emergency stations!” he bellowed. “Ready damage control teams one through—”

A brilliant flash, brighter than the sun, strobed on the sea.

A pressure wave ripped the air from Jamie’s lungs, and shattered glass filled the bridge. The explosion blew the bridge wing door off with a metal hinge rod still attached. The heavy metal door slammed into Jamie’s upper chest with the brute force of a cannonball, knocking him over the side, unconscious.

Confused and fully submerged, burning seawater stung his sinuses. A surge of adrenaline vaulted Jamie to the edge of panic. Snapping his head back, he glanced up at reflections of red, yellow, and orange gleaming like hot lava on the surface, but dimming now. The water darkened around him. His ears popped with pressure. A weight yanked at his midsection, pulling him down into the murk.

Jamie swept his hands over his body with animal instinct. His finger snagged a tear below his belt and a jagged metal barb. A bolt from the dismembered bridge wing hatch had lodged in the fabric of his pants like a fishhook. With shaking hands, he wrenched open his belt buckle. The sinking door whipped his trousers and shoes off as easily as peeling a banana.

The rush of bubbles stalled. He beat his arms and kicked, desperate to reach the surface, killing the voice in his head that told him it was too far away. His lungs spasmed. He clenched his jaw, terrified he might reflexively inhale the cold green brine.

With his head canted back, he concentrated on the flickering light above, straining with kicking legs and forcing his arms through a vertical breaststroke. Deprived of oxygen, dots formed at the edge of his vision. He ignored every other impulse, condensing his world to the swim stroke. On the edge of unconsciousness, his teeth unclenched, and his lungs inflated three inches below the surface.

His momentum lofted his head free of the water for a precious half-second. He sucked in vapor and oil. The acrid, putrid oil smoke revived him like smelling salts. One cough led to another as he inhaled toxic fumes. An inferno twisted around him, roaring like a freight train in a tight spiral. He splashed his arms to clear a space in the floating fire, but his hair ignited, and his eyes felt as hot as red coals. He had no choice but to dive.

He resurfaced to take a few gulps of heated air between coughs. A wave crested and rammed a floating four-by-four wooden plank into his forehead. He recognized it as a stanchion used in damage control.

The broad wood cleared enough of the floating fire for him to glimpse the stars twinkling serenely above, oblivious to the mariners struggling beneath them. He gulped a breath of better air, grateful for it.

A groan of tearing, rending metal brought his attention back to the ship. He looped his arms over the floating plank and watched in horror as Hermes twisted in half, the containers on her deck falling into the sea like bricks from a wheelbarrow. Her two metal halves angled inward to form an arrowhead aimed straight at the sea bottom. Groans, bubbles, squeaks, and cracks tore through the snapping flames as the two hulks collided.

A spiraling current twirled Jamie on his floating stanchion, pulling him in after the sinking ship. He abandoned the plank, choosing to swim, something he’d excelled at all his life. He stroked powerfully away, holding his breath, face down, believing that the one medium he’d always trusted, the sea, would not betray him. Like a lifeguard in a riptide, he swam across the current, his arms alternating between flaming air and chilling water.

He picked his way through an obstacle course of smoking debris, burning oil, and stinging spray, his arms growing weaker as he cleared the wreckage. He was nearly free, but not quite. The waves, winds, currents, and tides that governed the sea and all who ventured upon it relentlessly pulled Jamie into an ever-expanding vortex, one that would soon ripple to every shore it touched.
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CHAPTER 1ONE MONTH EARLIER ON THE SOUTHEASTERN COAST OF TAIWAN


Lieutenant Commander Mung Ni Wa stood with his men in a narrow passageway on the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Navy nuclear attack submarine Changzhen 951.

All PLAN submarines bore the name Changzhen, or “Long March.” It was a highly significant name to Mung, a troop commander in the PLAN’s Sea Dragon Special Operations Force. During his childhood on a former collective farm near Yan’an, Mung’s father had regaled him with stories of the Long March, the cauldron that forged the iron leaders who would go on to found the People’s Republic of China.

Back in the 1920s, Mung’s great-grandfather Tiangyu had been a student at Peking University, where the Chinese Communist Party met for the first time. Though he was a researcher rather than a soldier, Tiangyu was overcome with revolutionary fervor and traded his books for bullets, vowing to join the Communists in their bid to overthrow the ruling Nationalist Party.

Theirs was a David and Goliath fight, long on spirit and short on military expertise. The professional Nationalist army won battle after battle, pushing the ill-equipped communist peasant forces into a deadly six-thousand-mile strategic retreat through mountain terrain that would one day be immortalized as the Long March.

Eighty thousand Chinese peasants began the march. Eight thousand survived. But those who lived—including Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping—were as pure, hard, and sharp as steel swords. After a respite to retrain and rearm, these lethal men would go on to defeat the Nationalists and drive them into China’s southern corner, then to the island of Taiwan.

How fitting it was, Mung thought as he stood in the PRC’s newest submarine, Long March 951, that he should be chosen to lead this mission.

Standing before 951’s lockout chamber hatch, the Sea Dragon leader admired the nuclear attack sub’s layout. She was the first commissioned submarine of the new Type 95 class—the most advanced undersea weapons platform the PLAN had ever built.

Like a new car owner, Mung ran his hands over the smooth surface of the long wake-homing torpedoes stacked along the bulkheads. The weapons deck was large enough for his twelve Sea Dragon commandos to stand upright, an unheard-of luxury in a submarine.

Though the sub had acoustic silencing properties rivaling the best American technology, Mung felt the slight vibration below his scuba boots go still.

Anticipating that the captain would soon order his men into the chamber, Mung adjusted the heavy rebreather apparatus that hung over his chest. The system recycled his exhaled carbon dioxide as oxygen, allowing him and his team to swim beneath the surface without telltale bubbles giving them away. He checked the rubber gaskets of the hoses, then fidgeted with the various gear attached to his arms and legs—chem light, kneeboard navigation panel, and drybags cinched to his calves containing his land uniform and spare ammunition.

Deng, the Sea Dragon troop’s senior enlisted chief, noticed his commanding officer going through the motions. “So—you think we’re a go?” Deng asked.

Mung stared straight ahead, delaying his reply. He’d been through all the mission planning briefings at the base on Hainan Island. He’d pored over the days-old intelligence from Ministry of State Security (MSS) spies operating in Taiwan. Before boarding 951, he’d tuned into a Taipei news broadcast and read an online newspaper. They had no idea his men were coming.

“Gear up,” he confirmed to his chief.

The senior Sea Dragon sailor turned to the eleven men standing single file in the sub’s brightly lit passageway. Because Mung’s Han Chinese ancestry had blessed him with 182 centimeters in height, 6 feet, he could see down the line. The men were checking their gear and hoisting tanks onto their backs.

A red light blinked on a bulkhead phone. Mung grabbed the handset.

“Shì de. Wǒmen zhǔnbèi hǎole,” he said to the captain.

“Yes. We are ready.”
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The Sea Dragons sat facing each other on benches in the lockout chamber, looking like astronauts preparing for a spacewalk. Each naval commando had donned fins and an integrated rebreather mask. Each had a QBS-06 assault rifle in a shoot-through waterproof bag on his lap. An unseen crewman on the other side of the hatch spun the wheel and sealed them in.

Mung listened to his breath reverberate in his mask and watched the water rise slowly from the deck baffles. Regardless of how often he’d done this, sitting still while sea water flooded the chamber remained an odd and uncomfortable sensation. The men were held to the bench by seatbelts so they wouldn’t float. A shielded red light was their only illumination.

After another seven minutes, the light turned green, indicating that the pressures between the Philippine Sea outside and the inside of the flooded lockout chamber had equalized. As was the protocol, Mung unlatched his seatbelt, charged his buoyancy compensator, and floated to the top of the chamber with a nylon line clipped to his ankle.

He clamped his gloved hands on the lockout compartment’s pull ring and twisted counterclockwise. Assisted by an ultraquiet electric motor, he pushed the manhole-cover-sized hatch outward. He swam through the opening with the line trailing behind him.

At night, forty meters beneath the surface, the water was ink black. Mung activated a blue chem light attached to his navigation kneeboard. The Swimmer Delivery Vehicle rested at neutral buoyancy just aft of the sub’s conning tower. Shaped like a pill, the SDV had been birthed from a specialized vertical launch tube like a whale calf.

With the line trailing from his ankle, Mung swam to the SDV’s rooftop cutout. Overall, the vehicle resembled a minisubmarine with a convertible top. Using his blue chem light as a guide, Mung clipped his ankle tether to a ring bolt and entered the SDV’s cockpit on his belly. He toggled a lever to power the sub’s electric propulsion system and notched it sideways to ensure it was in neutral.

The long, narrow SDV, only one and a half meters in diameter, could carry six rows of two men abreast behind the pilot, which was why Mung’s team was limited to twelve men for the insertion. He tugged three times on the line, signaling Deng to follow with the rest of the men.

When his team assembled, Mung pulled a compass off its Velcro and attached it to a position just above the controls. Using the dim chem light, he checked the SDV’s navigation system. His route had been preprogrammed, but he knew from experience that the mother submarine’s enormous metal bulk could disturb the earth’s magnetic field and foul the inertial navigation system, or INS. The compass was a backup, perhaps the difference between mission success and failure.

When Deng tapped his heel to let him know that the team was in place, Mung nudged the throttle forward. The electric submersible’s single propeller spun, and the craft whirred forward at five knots. Mung could feel the current pushing against his rebreather mask as he engaged the autopilot. The SDV turned five degrees but stayed level at forty meters. To avoid detection, it wasn’t equipped with a depth sounder. If the inertial navigation failed, Mung would rely on his weak blue chem light to spot the rising bottom as they approached the shore.

But the nav system worked. The water shifted from black to indigo as the moonlight penetrated the surface in the shallows. As he entered the wide river delta Mung stowed his chem light in a thigh pocket to avoid alerting any fishermen who might be casting lines in the predawn hours.

At the point where the waterway met the sea, three meters below the surface, Mung’s forward visibility fell to zero. Flowing from the interior of southern Taiwan, the Taitung River was much warmer than the deep Pacific—and it carried enough silt to blind him.

Mung increased power to push against the outgoing current. When the inertial nav system indicated he was two hundred meters upriver, he pressed a button that dropped three hooks below the SDV’s belly, much like the landing gear under an aircraft. He steered the SDV to the muddy bottom and pancaked it with a thud, then killed the power. The craft didn’t move. Its hooks were snuggly embedded into the Taitung riverbed.

Taitung City, his target, was an industrial center at the island’s southeastern corner. It was home to Taiwan’s most advanced manufacturing facilities, built there to take advantage of geologically stable ground in the lee of the Taiwan Strait’s lashing spring typhoons. It also sat astride the Taitung River delta, which provided a convenient—if ecologically unsound—method to dispose of factory waste. Mung fleetingly wondered how much of that poisonous waste was flowing past his mask.

He banished the thought. The trickiest part of the amphibious operation was about to begin—a job Mung had reserved for himself. If asked, he would acknowledge that Deng was the strongest swimmer in his troop. Nevertheless, it was essential to Mung that he be the first man in a PLA uniform to set foot on Taiwan’s shores.

Mung was convinced that he was here to complete his destiny. He would finish the fight against the corrupt Nationalists that his great-grandparents had started. He would end a century of humiliation at the hands of Western powers and restore Taiwan to its rightful place in the People’s Republic of China—the world’s new power. There was no chance he would cede that honor to Deng.

Swelling with pride, Mung detached from the SDV and swam hard for the shore. He slithered under an overhanging bank twenty meters downstream, following the plan he’d made with the officers from the MSS.

When the rest of Mung’s men arrived, they gathered under the overhang and replaced their diving kit with black, quick-drying amphibious assault uniforms. In place of the rebreathers, they donned double-lensed masks and snapped small oxygen tanks the size of tennis ball cans to their chest mounts. Each tank came with a six-centimeter hose and mouthpiece.

Carrying their fins and bagged rifles, masks tipped up on their foreheads, they crept silently along the riverbank. Mung surveyed the water and spotted his ingress point. With a final hand signal, he stepped into the current and swam below the surface into the mouth of a submerged drainpipe.

The pipe’s seventy-five-centimeter diameter had sounded generous during the briefing in Hainan. But Mung’s knees banged painfully against the sides, making him work twice as hard as he sucked on the mini oxygen tank.

He was relieved when the metal tube leveled out and his head broke free of the water. Spitting the mouthpiece out and breathing the fetid air, he inched along like a caterpillar to cover the hundred meters to the parking lot grate, the team’s next objective. His grunts and scrapes echoed noisily in the tight confines. But Mung thought the pipe was deep enough underground that it shouldn’t matter.

Deng arrived in the junction below the grate where Mung waited, and the others trickled in at intervals. At Mung’s orders they freed their rifles and stowed their aquatic gear in the emptied bags, then tied the bags together and attached them to an exposed hunk of rebar. Mung stood upright and raised the overhead grate a few inches to scan the surrounding area. He spotted two white cargo vans under dim yellow streetlamps but saw no movement.

He nodded at Deng. The chief cradled his hands to form a step and lifted Mung, who pushed aside the grate and rolled out onto the pavement.

Mung lay flat for thirty seconds, listening. Hearing nothing, he sprang to his feet and dashed to the edge of the administration building with his rifle slung over his back. A hinged steel shield secured by a padlock guarded the ladder to the roof.

Mung removed a flexible tube of nitric acid from his thigh pocket. He coiled the tube around the shackle and pulled out the blocking tab so the chemicals would run together. It took thirty seconds for the hasp to melt and the lock to fall quietly into his hands.

Facing away from his men, Mung allowed himself a smile. They were nearly in position. His great-grandparents would be so proud.

Motioning his Sea Dragons to remain where they were, Mung swung the steel hatch down and climbed three floors to the rooftop. He crawled to the edge of the flat, graveled surface and paused to listen. An exhaust pipe at the top of the building hissed steam, but he heard nothing else. A combination of satellite imagery and MSS human intelligence, (HUMINT) had confirmed that the rooftop was free of surveillance devices.

Mung whispered into his lip mic, transmitting to Deng. “Qīngchú.” Clear.

The rest of the team was at his side in less than a minute. Mung spotted the provisions the MSS assets had left for him near the exhaust pipe. It should be enough to last three weeks.

Next to him, Deng deployed the night-vision scope. Using the roof’s edge like a parapet, the chief examined the fenced plant perimeter a half-mile to either side. “Cloud Leopard to the north,” he said quietly, referring to an eight-wheeled Taiwanese armored personnel carrier.

“Weapons load?” Mung asked. He could see the vehicle with his naked eye. It was moving slowly down the perimeter road, guided by slitted headlights.

“Turret has a 7.62 machine gun and grenade launcher.”

“Men?”

“Can’t tell. Its markings show it as part of the 269th Mechanized Infantry Brigade.”

“Get the netting up. If they’ve got a Cloud Leopard out, they’ll do a flyby with a recon helo soon.”

Deng rolled away from the scope and whispered commands to bivouac near the exhaust pipe. The steam plume would complicate Taiwanese air surveillance. Mung shifted behind Deng’s scope and watched the Cloud Leopard through the shimmering exhaust vapor.

The armored personnel carrier slowed to a stop near a large green tent. Mung focused his scope on the soldiers who came out to meet it. One had a bulky M-249 assault rifle slung over his shoulder. Only the so-called Republic of China (ROC) special forces carried the 249. He swept the scope to a second tent and saw a heavy flatbed truck loaded with lumber parked nearby. Apparently, they planned to build an observation tower. He’d need to keep an eye on its progress.

Mung focused on nearer ground, settling the lens on the driveway of the plant’s headquarters building, two hundred meters to the north. The twelve-cylinder Mercedes S-600 that belonged to the semiconductor company’s Chief Executive Officer, Sam Chang, was parked next to the building.

The MSS report said that Sam Chang lived at his plant, having converted a top floor of the headquarters building into a luxurious apartment. Mung thought the old bastard probably wasn’t awake yet, but sooner or later he would exit that building.

And then Mung would fulfill his destiny.






CHAPTER 2TAITUNG, TAIWAN


A fiery red sky announced the dawn, but “Silent” Sam Chang wasn’t outdoors to witness it. As was his habit, he had risen in the dark, breakfasted on cold congee, and driven his customized golf cart to the first production building he would visit that day before sunrise.

He did not bother to exit the facility when the Americans arrived. He let them come to him.

Two hundred meters from Mung’s men, and completely unaware of their presence, Chang walked along the floor of Semiconductor Research Corp’s Fabrication Five facility with his visitors in tow. Despite the early hour, the plant was pumping away. It never stopped working—nor did Silent Sam.

The seventy-nine-year-old tycoon wore a hermetically sealed “bunny suit.” The baby blue Gore-Tex suit covered every inch of him from head to toe. The aide to the American Secretary of Commerce standing next to him was similarly clad. To his credit, the aide didn’t complain about the early hour, joking that he was already jet-lagged, and it made no difference. Sam didn’t care one way or the other.

The CEO of the world’s largest semiconductor fabrication company started work every day at five a.m., seven days a week. He wouldn’t let a U.S. government bureaucrat throw off his schedule—even an aide with the authority to hand over billions of dollars in American subsidies.

The U.S. Congress had passed a law that allowed the Commerce Secretary to fund the construction of a chip fabrication center in the continental United States, lessening America’s dependence on Taiwanese semiconductor imports. Theoretically, the subsidy award was a competitive bid process. But Sam Chang had too much contempt for his competitors to think of it that way. He would win the contract. The U.S. tech industry couldn’t survive without him.

Behind the aide was a second visitor indistinguishable from the others in her bunny suit: the private chip industry consultant on retainer to the Commerce Secretary’s aide. She had an engineering degree and a background in developing fabs. Protective of his company’s secrets, Sam didn’t want her there but endured her presence. Thirty-five billion was a lot of money, even for a company as successful as Sam’s.

That didn’t mean the visitors would get special treatment, though. Before entering the fab, they’d been subjected to jets of cold compressed gas that cleansed them of errant particles. An overhead circulatory system scrubbed the air to a purity unmatched anywhere else in the world.

Fab Five pumped out two million semiconductor chips per month, and a single .01-millimeter particle could dent the yield by as much as 10 percent. One of his accountants had told Sam that the maintenance delays caused by just one microscopic bit of dust could cost him upward of $200 million. It was why he rarely allowed visitors on the floor—especially an American bureaucrat with one of his competitors in tow looking to steal his secrets. Then again, that bureaucrat was prepared to build a plant in Arizona, improving SRC’s output by 25 percent, at no cost to Sam.

Every surface in Fab Five—floor, ceiling, machines, and ductwork—was white. Access was limited by biometric iris and fingerprint scanners. The machines that built the chips could be altered only by Sam personally. Under an exclusive contract to a Silicon Valley semiconductor design firm, Fab Five produced 90 percent of the chips used for artificial intelligence applications. AI had become the growth engine for the tech industry and, by proxy, the whole American economy. The U.S. government jealously guarded its technology lead.

The new American chip law forbade the Silicon Valley company—and Sam—from selling AI chips to Chinese companies. That was a hard pill for Sam to swallow. Tech firms in the People’s Republic constituted his second-largest export business. He produced chips for them in Fabs One and Four. But the chips in Fab Five were for the Americans only. That was all right for now since the Americans bought nearly all of his capacity anyway.

Sam led the aide and consultant single file down a narrow aisle bordered on each side by a waist-high plastic fence. They turned four times before stopping at a machine the size of a city bus. Sam had to raise his voice to be heard over the air scrubbers. He hated raising his voice.

“This is the PLT 9000,” he shouted, gesturing toward the enormous white box. “It has more than 300,000 parts. It’s the only machine in the world that produces the AI chips. It cost me billions to develop.”

The aide nodded exaggeratedly so the gesture could be seen through his suit. The woman didn’t.

It had been a long time since Sam felt like he had to sell. The world’s chip designers—American, Chinese, Korean, and Japanese—came to him to produce their chips because they didn’t want to spend the billions in capital necessary to build the semiconductors themselves. It was much more efficient to outsource that to SRC, which had become the world’s most prominent chip foundry.

No, Sam didn’t feel that he should have to sell. His son, FJ, was supposed to be in charge of revenue. But here he was, selling, because he didn’t trust FJ with a $35 billion deal.

Sam ruled his company with an iron fist. Only he was allowed to change the output of the machines, which required multiple security steps involving codes he had memorized. He hadn’t shared the process for changing the machines’ output with FJ. He wasn’t looking forward to having to do that, although the day would come.

“Each of these machines contains forty industrial diamonds,” Sam continued. “They produce the world’s smallest circuitry.”

“How are diamonds used in creating circuitry?” the aide asked.

“They allow us to etch transistors with lines smaller than nine nanometers,” he replied. “The diamonds act like a mask over the substrate.”

“What’s the substrate?”

“It’s the underlying polymer, in this case the silicon chip wafer. In photolithography, we beam light through the diamond mask onto the substrate, leaving a design, much like a photocopier.”

“But why diamonds?”

“Our lab-grown diamond wafers are the only material that can be etched to nanolevel precision. Any other surface would collapse.”

“That must be very expensive.”

“Of course it is. But the diamonds are necessary. We also use them for heat dissipation.”

“What do diamonds have to do with heat?”

Sam cleared his throat. He hadn’t expected to have to explain all this. “Silicon is a good conductor of electricity, which is why we use it as the substrate for microchips. But the more electricity you pump into silicon, the hotter it gets. We pioneered the use of microscopic diamond filaments in the silicon substrate as a heat sink to allow the chips to support more electricity. Between the dense circuitry and the cooled substrate, we’ve created the most efficient circuitry on the planet—and only Fab Five produces it.” He nodded at the big white box. “Without this machine and the others like it, you wouldn’t have your AI chips. Simple as that.”

The aide studied the machine through his face shield and lifted an eyebrow. “How do you know only you have this capacity?”

Sam shrugged. “I bought the Dutch optics company that pioneered diamond etching. A Japanese company has attempted to match us, but they’re not even close. By the time they’re below nine nanometers, I’ll be down to seven. And they haven’t figured out how to use the diamond filaments for cooling, either.”

“What’s the procurement cost for each machine?” the woman asked.

Sam suspected she already knew. “Ninety million dollars apiece,” he said. He gestured down the rows of similar machines and smiled slightly.

“Ninety million apiece,” the aide repeated. “Wow. How many are here in Taitung?” “There are twenty in each of the fab buildings here. But this is the only building where we use the diamond substrate for the AI chips. The other fabs, which feed my international customers, do not use them.”

“Those customers include the PRC.”

Sam nodded.

“And those machines also cost ninety million apiece?”

“About that, yes.”

Sam could almost see the lightbulb coming on as the aide did the math. Twenty machines in five fabrication buildings. One hundred machines. And they existed only here in Taitung.

Sam owned two additional fabs in Shenzhen, China, that accounted for 15 percent of his global output for less advanced chips that went into cell phones, laptops, and any other consumer electronics device that called itself “smart.” But it was the Taitung fab that was his diamond-studded crown jewel.

The machines in these fabs amounted to a capital outlay of $14 billion. And that didn’t include the buildings, the trained workforce, and the other specialized cutting and assembly lines. It certainly didn’t include the expertise Sam and his team had honed over the years—arguably the most valuable commodity of all. In some respects, the $35 billion the United States would be paying him to build a plant in Arizona was an outright bargain. He might hold out for more.

Sam pointed to the edge of the fab floor. “The technician you see over there in the glass booth manages the photolithography.”

“Photolithography,” the aide repeated. “That’s what you called the process of beaming the light through the diamond mask onto the substrate.”

At least he’s a good student, Sam thought. “Yes, that’s right. We use Extreme Ultraviolet light, something else we pioneered.”

The consultant elbowed the aide. “They have a big lead in EUV.”

Sam chafed at her lack of respect for his accomplishment. When physicists had told him that harnessing EUV would be impossible, Sam borrowed tens of billions to develop the EUV process. It had been a bet-the-company moment.

“How do you make the EUV?” the consultant asked.

Sam nodded at the machine. “We aim a high-powered laser at a microscopic droplet of molten tin, which gets vaporized into a plasma that emits the EUV radiation through the diamond mask. We then treat the silicon wafers with a variety of chemicals to cure the photolithography design.”

“Sounds like that would generate a lot of chemical waste,” the aide commented.

Ah, thought Sam. Here comes the land mine. Another advantage to building in Taitung was that he could let waste flow into the river delta. Sam knew there were questions in the U.S. administration about SRC’s environmental record. His voice was tired, and he didn’t feel like commenting. He gestured toward the woman. “You seem to know.”

“The wafers are treated with silicone dioxide,” she said correctly. “That creates about a million gallons of treated waste per year.”

Sam spotted a clock and felt a wave of irritation. He had better things to do. They’d seen enough. Without a word he walked toward the exit. They had no choice but to follow.

It took them forty-five minutes to reverse the process of the air jets and exit the plant. Back in the golf cart, they rode the narrow blacktop alley between the fab buildings and headed for the customer briefing center at SRC’s headquarters building, where Sam hoped to close the deal.

They had no idea they were being watched.
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A quarter mile away, on the top of the administration building, Mung twisted the knob on the observation scope. The netting over his head ruffled in the morning breeze. He watched Sam Chang’s golf cart maneuver the narrow path between the humming fabs.

Next to him, Deng was lying prone beside a sniper rifle on a bipod. “Is that Xiàngdǎo?” he asked, invoking the Mandarin word for Wizard, the code name the MSS used for Sam Chang.

“Affirmative,” Mung replied, studying the wrinkled face of the man driving the golf cart.

Deng adjusted the scope with a dial click. “And those with him. They’re the Americans?”

“Yes. I have positive IDs on both.” Mung retrieved the satellite communicator on his belt. “I’ve also got the son, Wombat,” he added. “And the woman, Viper. They’re near the Range Rover by the helipad. See them?”

“Got them,” Deng confirmed without raising his face from the scope. A man and woman in business suits were standing near an idling helicopter. The man they called Wombat was FJ Chang, Sam’s son. The woman, Viper, was SRC’s global head of sales—and an MSS officer. The helo had landed while Sam was conducting the tour in Fab Five.

Mung whistled softly. Through the observation scope he could see that Viper was a looker. Her legs were long and graceful, and she had the symmetrical face and upright bearing of a high-fashion model. Small wonder she had FJ Chang wrapped around her little finger.

“Viper looks even better in person than in her file photo,” he commented to Deng.

“MSS have their pick of the litter.”

“Wombat’s a lucky mark.”

“The aircrew are walking around the helicopter. See them?”

“I see them,” confirmed Mung.

The Sea Dragon leader thumbed the communicator. “I didn’t expect the meeting to be this exposed. Let’s see if Hainan wants us to do something about it.”

“I thought you said we’re recon-only during this phase.”

“Right. But we didn’t expect them to be standing out in the open so far from the ROC troops. Maybe we could snatch the old man now.” Mung sent off his report.

“Never mind, sir. We’re too late,” Deng reported. “They just went inside.”






CHAPTER 3TAITUNG, TAIWAN


Sam spent ten minutes guiding the visitors around the first-floor area he called the Museum, pointing out the glass-encased displays of older chips he had pioneered.

After taking them through SRC’s corporate origins—Sam’s original training in Texas and his decision to build in Taiwan to take advantage of ROC subsidies—he escorted them to the elevator. When they arrived at the third-floor customer briefing center, FJ was waiting, along with his head of sales, Li. Of course Li is there, Sam thought. She rarely left FJ’s side, and he made no decision without first consulting her.

“How was the tour?” FJ asked the Americans.

Fabulous. Amazing. Impressive. The words flowed from their mouths like syrup as they settled into the plush leather seats. FJ and Li took seats next to each other.

Sam’s stomach clenched whenever he saw them pawing each other like teenagers. He couldn’t question her right to be there. She was a Princeton grad who knew the American tech business as well as anyone at SRC. He’d approved her hiring because she had such a strong track record—whether that was because she looked like a model and wowed the nerds in Silicon Valley didn’t matter. Business was business. She made it rain.

But the thought of Li and FJ together disgusted him. Not only was FJ’s affair betraying his family—Sam’s daughter-in-law and grandchildren—he was also risking company morale. Sam had always worried that his other executives would look at FJ’s presence as nepotism. For his son to then fall into an affair with one of his employees was disgraceful, a threat to the Chang family’s authority.

Sam wished he could fire Li. But for all his brilliance in business, he wasn’t quite sure how to do it. Sam’s wife had died ten years ago, and FJ was the sole heir to SRC. Keeping the company in the family mattered to him more than anything.

If he fired Li, he guessed she would go public with the relationship. FJ’s subsequent divorce and Li’s insertion into an inheritance fight was Sam’s worst nightmare. She was a negotiating shark. It was why she was both good at her job and a threat to Sam’s legacy.

“Does each of these fabs specialize in different kinds of chips?” the aide asked from his seat at the center of the long conference room table. “Or do they make multiple variants?”

Sam was so busy brooding over how to get rid of Li that he missed the question. FJ covered for him.

“Fab Three makes logic chips,” the son said, absently twirling a cufflink. “Used for laptops.”

“Fab Two does DRAM,” Li added, tapping a pen on her leather notebook. “The Dynamic Random Access Memory chips give computing devices expanded power.”

The Commerce Department people asked more questions, clarifying the infrastructure required to build a plant in the barren Arizona desert. Then they asked about the relationship of companies farther down the tech supply chain that used SRC’s chips.

Therein lay the bug in the Americans’ strategy, Sam believed. While the American chip law might embargo the most advanced chips from the PRC, all the smart-phones and gadgets the Americans loved were assembled in China, and eventually those gadgets would need the new AI chips. To address that hurdle, the administration had imposed sanctions on any American electronics company that exported chips to China for assembly. That threatened the heart of the Chinese economy, which in many ways was the Communist Party’s claim to power.

In the four decades since Deng Xiaoping traded Mao’s Marxist economic disaster for free enterprise, the authoritarian-capitalist state had achieved the fastest economic growth in world history, lifting at least half of China’s population from poverty. Millions of village micro factories all across the mainland produced goods for export, chiefly to America. Of these, thousands of factories were devoted to electronics. They were the engines of the Chinese economic miracle.

The American chip law threatened that success. Though Chinese politics was famously opaque to outsiders, many people—and Sam himself—believed the Politburo Standing Committee, the seven men who ruled the PRC, understood that if the national economy backslid, they could face an unruly populace looking for change. They couldn’t allow that to happen.

“The building near the loading bay prepares the finished chips for export,” Li said from her chair next to FJ’s. “We ship to our customers via the Taitung airport. Our shipping costs are the lowest in the industry,” she added proudly.

“And those customers are mostly where?” the aide asked.

“From a corporate point of view, they’re mostly in California. But in fact, most of the chips are shipped to China for final product assembly on behalf of American firms.”

“For now,” the Commerce Department man said smugly. He was proud of the sanctions provisions in the new chip law. He had written most of them. The aide studied his notepad. Sam knew the negotiation was over, if indeed there had ever been one.

A loud thud shook the building and rippled the tea in Sam’s cup.

“Whoa!” the aide exclaimed, jumping to his feet.

Three more cracking booms rattled the building. “What is that?” the consultant asked. “A storm coming in?”

Sam looked out the big picture window and glimpsed four twin-tailed jets with red stars on their wings streaking into a climb in the skies to the south. They disappeared so quickly that for a moment he thought he might have imagined them. But the thundering roar that followed the booms told him otherwise. It wasn’t the first time they’d rattled the plant windows.

“Taiwanese Air Force?” the Commerce official guessed. He’d seen the ROC military vehicles on the perimeter road as his group came in.

“No,” Sam corrected. “Those are Chinese.”






CHAPTER 4AIRSPACE OVER TAITUNG, TAIWAN


Commander Guo Zhiyu, a squadron leader from the PLANAF’s newest aircraft carrier, Fujian, pushed his throttles to the stops—“balls to the wall” was the term he’d learned when he studied in the United States.

His camouflage gray-and-blue J-15 was long and sleek, deserving of its PLANAF nickname Flying Shark. It carried six air-to-air missiles slung under its wings and was powered by two massive turbo-fan engines, currently on afterburner.

Though the plane resembled the Flanker developed by the Russian air force, the J-15 was thoroughly modernized with Chinese technology. Guo Zhiyu had been flying it for six years and could barely keep up with the software upgrades that seemed to come in every week.

When he was strapped into his Shark, the responsive jet felt like an extension of his body—which in many ways it was. It was loaded with AI algorithms that were often a few steps ahead of his human impulses, though he would never admit as much.

He watched the Shark’s digital Mach meter tick to 0.9, then 1.0, just as he crossed over the Taitung River Delta. He knew he was in violation of Taiwan’s sovereign twelve-nautical-mile territorial limit, but he was where he’d been ordered to be.

He rocketed over the beach. A few kilometers along the SRC plant’s perimeter road, his targeting system with its high-powered optical sensors detected a few ROC Army Cloud Leopards clustered near a field tent.

“Perfect timing,” Zhiyu radioed when his plane passed Mach 1.

“Dragon Flight is supersonic,” his wingman replied coolly. “Passing through 1.3, still on burner.”

Zhiyu led a group of four Sharks flying in a tight diamond pattern. “Climb,” he radioed to his squadron. He yanked his stick back and shot toward the heavens. The other three Sharks stayed welded to his wings. At that blistering speed they were above three thousand meters in seconds. The formation looped into an Immelmann turn and soared to the edge of the twelve-mile limit off Taiwan’s southern shore.

The squadron commander didn’t know why he’d been ordered to put on this air show right over the SRC plant. But he was one of the sharpest officers in the PLANAF, a rising star. He certainly understood the significance of the SRC fabrication facility to the Americans, the Taiwanese, and the Chinese Communist Party, of which he was a proud member.

His father had been a middle-school student in the early 1960s during Mao Zedong’s Great Proletariat Cultural Revolution. Like thousands of other young zealots, Zhiyu’s father became a Red Guard, proudly carrying the little red book known as Mao Zedong Thought and eagerly denouncing Party members in his village deemed insufficiently Maoist. He had been rewarded for his ardor with a residence permit for Shanghai.

Though Zhiyu’s political attitudes had shifted with the times, his loyalties remained with the Party that had sent him to the United States for graduate school at UCLA, commissioned him in the PLANAF, and provided his young family with a high-floor apartment in Hainan with a breathtaking view.

But at that moment, streaking over the airspace at the edge of Taiwan, Zhiyu wasn’t thinking about the Party or his family. He was thinking about the clouds that clung to the Taiwanese mountain peaks to his right, hoping he might spot a ROC fighter coming out to intercept him.

“Coming off burner,” he radioed, concerned about his fuel state.

As soon as he notched the throttle back, his rising altitude bled away his airspeed. His orders were to fly an elliptical pattern around the north end of Taiwan and then dash back outside the ROC’s twelve-mile territorial airspace buffer—a demarcation line he considered ridiculous. To Zhiyu, Taiwan was as Chinese as Shanghai.

He flipped up the red “master-arm” switch on his stick activating the fuses on his missiles, just in case. “Weapons hot,” he announced. A series of radio clicks acknowledged the order.

He scanned the heads-up display, the HUD, to check on the Shark’s various systems. The heat-seekers were primed and ready. The longer-range active radar homers were on standby.

Now that they were farther north, there was a chance the ROC would send out better fighters, the American-built F-16s based around Taipei. They were more formidable than the obsolete F-5s the ROC flew in the south, but they were still a generation behind his Shark, especially with its latest software upgrade.

With the rest of Dragon Flight mirroring his every move, Zhiyu arched his J-15 into a wide turn out to sea, beginning the western half of the ellipse.

A tone wailed in his helmet. A box on the HUD blinked. His heart skipped a beat—a pair of F-16s were climbing from the island’s interior. Zhiyu grinned.

“Here kitty-kitty,” he taunted in Mandarin on the guard frequency that all militaries monitor. “Won’t you come out to play?”

“Meow,” Dragon Three echoed.

Forcing an adversary into an emotional reaction was an established part of warfare. Modern military aircraft had evolved to incorporate artificial intelligence, but human emotions were instinctive.

A controller on the “Big Eyes” radar aircraft launched from Fujian and circling somewhere over the Philippine Sea spoke into his helmet.

“Incoming aircraft. Two thousand meters, climbing fast. Closing at six hundred kilometers per hour, bearing zero-niner-four.”

“Rules of engagement?” Zhiyu inquired. He could predict the answer—but it never hurt to ask. The political situation changed by the day.

“Condition four.”

Disappointed, Zhiyu clicked the mic twice.

Condition four required him to stay out of Taiwanese airspace now that he’d completed his supersonic flyby of the SRC campus. He could fire if fired upon, but he didn’t think the ROC planes would initiate a combat engagement if he stayed out at sea.

But the tone in his helmet suddenly changed pitch. The F-16s bunched in his display spread out.

“Break formation,” he ordered the squad, his heart leaping. “Dragons Two and Three, assume combat air patrol position at five thousand meters. Dragon Four, stay on my wing. Inverted dive in three, two, one …”

Zhiyu snapped the stick sideways, and the aircraft rolled. Arching his neck, he pulled the Shark into a steep inverted dive, then snapped it upright. The G force pinned him against his seat. Scanning for the low F-16s, he looked between the big fluffy clouds below him, then down to the sea, then back to the clouds again.

“Take one-eight-zero for intercept, two thousand five hundred meters,” directed the controller in the radar plane.

Zhiyu was trembling with anticipation. Aided by his computers and robust sensors, he spotted the enemy aircraft as a marker on the HUD. If the ROC F-16s charged at him outside the territorial limit, he believed the controller would let him fire.

The elation faded. The ROC F-16s turned, retreating.

“Rebel F-16 Falcons,” Zhiyu said menacingly over the guard frequency. “You are in the air space of the People’s Republic of China. I order you to land immediately.”

“Qù nǐ de,” the retreating ROC pilot snapped.

Zhiyu chuckled into his mask. It was the Mandarin equivalent of F-you.






CHAPTER 5WAIKIKI BEACH, OAHU, HAWAII


Rear Admiral (lower half) Will Cole yanked up the sleeve of his dress white uniform to expose his wristwatch. “Jamie’s not going to make it,” he complained to Kelly. He propped his hands on the balcony rail and looked out at the gentle beach that had been beguiling visitors since the days of Captain Cook.

“Stop it, Will,” his wife said.

“I’m just saying. If the kid’s not here by now, he’s probably not going to make the party at all.”

“His ship just pulled into Tokyo yesterday, Admiral. You could cut him some slack.”

The couple stood on the wide balcony of a Royal Hawaiian Hotel second-floor suite, dressed in their best. They had splurged on the expensive suite to celebrate their twenty-three-year-old daughter’s graduation from the University of Hawaii earlier that day. The sun was low now, and only a few swimmers splashed in the surf. The hotel’s famous pink façade had dimmed to dark mauve.

“Damn that kid,” Cole muttered, still stuck on his younger son’s absence. He rubbed his hands together briskly to get rid of the dust from the railing so it wouldn’t mark his impeccable white uniform. It was a gesture that had become so automatic over the years that he was unaware he did it.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he said, taking in his wife’s irritated glance. “I’m pissed at Jamie for Lucy’s sake.”

“Uh-huh,” Kelly responded. “You’re annoyed with Jamie for Lucy’s sake. That’s a new one.”

“Cut it out, Kel. It’s inconsiderate of him, and you know it.”

Fighting his irritation, Cole smoothed his salt-and-pepper hair with one hand. It felt indecent to be outside in his majestic choker uniform without a hat—uncovered, as naval officers called it.

“We should get back inside,” his wife said, “and not give in to your antisocial tendencies.”

Cole harumphed. He very much wanted to give in to his antisocial tendencies. “I thought Jamie might walk up the beach to the hotel. Be faster to hail him from out here so he knows where we are.”

“You’re not standing watch, Admiral.”

“You think he’ll be wearing his Australian merchant navy uniform?” Cole asked.

“I expect so. Lucy wants all of the sea-faring Coles in uniform. Jamie takes orders from Lucy, just like the rest of us.”

The admiral ran a finger under his stiff collar. “Seems silly. That’s all.”

She tugged his hand free. “Stop that. You’ll smudge it.”

“I should have brought my white gloves and saber along,” he grumbled.

Kelly Cole could read her husband’s moods like an airline pilot reads storm clouds. She knew when to indulge his complaints, when to tell him to suck it up, and when—on occasions like this one—to pull him out of his funk.

“Do you still have that saber?” she asked, bumping her hip against his with a sultry smile.

He refused to be diverted. “Yeah. It’s stowed in the attic up at the house. Although I could think of a good use for it right now.”

After several duty tours at Pearl Harbor, the Coles had bought a four-bedroom rambler on Oahu’s North Shore. Back in the nineties, when the Japanese economy soured, it had cratered Hawaii’s real estate market, making an Oahu home affordable for a mid-grade officer.

Kelly touched the gold Surface Warfare Officer badge on her husband’s chest near his collarbone, atop six rows of ribbons. “Calm down. I haven’t seen that old saber since our wedding day.” She took a half step back and tilted her head. “My God, Will—are these the same chokers from our wedding? The New York–tailored ones?”

“Yeah,” he said, pleased that she’d noticed, and that the uniform still fit.

She smiled playfully, revealing even white teeth. “I can’t think of another officer who could retire with the same set of chokers he got married in.”

At fifty, Kelly retained the striking good looks and shoulder-length blond hair that Will had spotted in a Maryland supermarket thirty years ago. Good posture, daily runs, obsessive skincare, and strict dieting had made her the object of envy in Navy Wives’ Clubs at every posting.

“Still a forty-two short,” Cole said, “although I’ve lost a little meat on the shoulders. Anyway, I’m glad you noticed. I wore the old rag for you.”

She reached up and kissed his cheek. He smelled of the same Old Spice after-shave he’d used since his commissioning.

With his back to the rail, Cole looked through the sliding glass door to the graduation party in full swing inside. Most of the people there were Lucy’s school friends, but some long-standing acquaintances of the Cole family had been invited as well. He’d take his wife inside and join the party soon, but for the moment Cole focused on their reflections in the glass against the backdrop of the sea.

His crinkled eyes and the lines bracketing his nose were as noticeable as the creases in a palm. Years ago, on a Med cruise, he’d heard a French expression that had never left him: “When you are young, you have the face God gave you. When you pass forty, you have the face you earned.”

There was no denying that he’d earned every line and wrinkle.

He fought the scowl forming on his face and turned away from Kelly so she wouldn’t see it. He knew how she disliked his darker moods. A year ago, in one of their marriage-counseling sessions, she’d confessed that there were times when she found him dour and unaffectionate.

That had been a rough year. On the counselor’s sofa, with all the confessions exposed, the cord of their marriage had frayed and nearly snapped. They had since repaired their relationship, vowing to better support each other. Now, a scant week away from leaving the service, Will Cole was sincere in his desire to march into retirement on the right foot, to make a fresh start. And that meant losing his propensity to scowl.

For the past two weeks he’d been secretly reading a self-help book that offered daily mantras. He kept it in a locked folder on his iPad so Kelly wouldn’t see it and tease him. Though he’d admit it to no one, he felt woefully unprepared for life outside the Navy. He didn’t think he had the right mindset, the right attitude, or even the right wardrobe. His face, he believed, was an indicator of all that.

An irony had struck him a few days earlier: In coming ashore from his long career at sea, he’d never felt more adrift.

The book’s mantra from a few days ago was to practice gratitude. He gave it a shot, hoping his face would follow suit.

He thought of his beautiful wife and his successful first-born son, Henry, who so favored his mother in looks. He thought of his lively daughter, Lucy, who melded his dogged perseverance with Kelly’s perfectly proportioned features. He was grateful that his middle child, Jamie, was on his way to Hawaii to join them. So what if Jamie had refused the appointment to Annapolis and chosen the merchant marine instead? He’d turned out all right.

He felt the balmy breeze on his head and the scratch of his wife’s engagement ring in the crook of his index finger. The diamond in her ring had grown in size over the years as he climbed the ranks. It felt tough and reassuring against his skin.

Son of a bitch, he thought, watching as his face brightened in the glass. The dime-store advice in the five-dollar e-book was working. His eyebrows angled into a pleasant arch over his brown eyes. He was shocked to find that he was chuckling—at himself. Mildly embarrassed, he retrieved the gin and tonic he’d set aside and brought it to his lips. Kelly noticed.

Bonded by three decades, they could communicate better with gestures than words. She loosed her throaty, sexy laugh, which only made him chuckle harder. Each knew what the other was thinking—and it was suddenly very funny.

“What the hell are you two drinking?” Lucy asked, wondering at the silly grins on her parents’ faces. The new graduate took a wide step through the glass doors carrying her second gin and tonic and exposing a lot of suntanned thigh. She had a lot to celebrate. She had finished in the top third of her class with a computer science degree and already had a job lined up with Orion, a California-based satellite communications company.

Her first notion was that they were drunk. But she quickly dismissed the idea. The Admiral, as she always thought of her father, would never be drunk while in uniform. “What’s with you two? Are you laughing at me?” she asked, touching the hibiscus flower woven into her blonde curls. “Did I screw up the flower or something?”

“Of course not,” Kelly said in her husky voice. “You look fabulous, Lucy. We were just … I don’t know. Laughing. No reason.”

The Admiral laughing for no reason? She pushed the conundrum aside and got right to her point. “Listen. I’m worried Jamie’s not going to make it. I wanted us all together for photos. Dressed up. We haven’t done that since Henry’s wedding. It means a lot to me.”

“We know,” Will said. “We all got the memo on the uniforms.”

“Jamie had better be in his uniform.” She wanted a touch of grandeur at her celebration, which was also why she’d chosen the Royal Hawaiian. And though she’d never admit it to her parents, she wanted to show off her good-looking family to her friends.

Kelly checked her phone to see if Jamie had messaged. “Not to worry, Lucy. Our prodigal son’s plane touched down in Honolulu an hour ago. He must be getting close.”

“He’d better be. I’m starting to lose some people. There are other parties, you know.”

“Like who?” Kelly asked. “The party’s only an hour old.”

Both parents noticed the blush on their daughter’s tanned face.

“You mean Marshal Tate,” Will said. “That’s who you’re worried about losing.”

“Well, I can’t say I blame you, Lucy,” Kelly teased. “I’d worry about losing him too.”

“Stop it. Tate didn’t want to wear his blues,” Lucy responded, her face the color of a pomegranate now. “I forced him to, so he’d fit in the family photos.”

“Fit in the family photos? Must be getting serious,” Kelly needled.

Lucy looked away.

Will Cole liked twenty-five-year-old Captain Marshal Tate. Lucy could do a lot worse than a Marine Recon officer. Will ranked him at least ten notches above the pseudointellectuals and professional students she’d dated most of her college years. He didn’t want to jinx the relationship, so long as it didn’t interfere with Lucy’s forthcoming job with Orion.

“Why does Tate have to leave so soon?” he asked.

“Something about his ship getting underway sooner than planned. He has to get his company loaded—and he’s worried about freeway traffic. It’s rush hour.”

“I thought he was on shore duty at Kaneohe,” Kelly said.

“He is. Or was. But his ship was suddenly ordered to Okinawa today.”

Cole’s smile froze.

As the recently relieved operations officer for the Pacific Fleet, the N3, Cole understood how thinly stretched the Marines were. The White House wanted to keep up a big show of force while the Chinese conducted exercises from their brand-new aircraft carrier, Fujian, that were generally seen as a response to the new American trade sanctions law.

As Cole had been preparing his retirement packet, the force requests out of Washington had come pouring in. On his last day as ops officer, the Marine Corps general who ran the Pacific bitched a blue streak to him about his dwindling manpower.

He thought of another mantra from the self-help book to ward off the expression he felt darkening his face: Do not waste mental energy on things you can’t control. He couldn’t control things, but he didn’t like where they seemed to be headed. He clenched his teeth to keep a frown from forming.

Kelly’s spousal antennae caught Cole’s sudden change. With more than a few friends at the Navy bases in Japan and Guam, she too was worried about the rising bellicosity in the South China Sea. But such concerns came with the territory for the wife of Wilson Grant Cole. “We need to make sure Marshal gets to Pearl on time,” she said, “so let’s just get on with the party. Jamie will be here soon.”

Lucy looked up at her father’s stern face. “Admiral—Dad—I’ve never asked you for a Navy favor before. Any chance you could lean in a little, maybe put in a word to Tate’s CO? I’m only asking for an extra hour or so until Jamie gets here.”

“You know better than to ask that, Lucy.”

“I tell you what,” Kelly intervened. “Let’s do the photos now. We might not have Jamie, but we’ve got your father, your brother Henry … and, of course, your handsome Marine. It will be a fabulous shot with Diamond Head at sunset in the background. I’ll photoshop Jamie in later. We’ll properly represent the Fighting Coles, just as you wished.”

“Fine,” Lucy acquiesced. “But we need to free up Henry. Sarah’s talking business with Mr. Doyle in there. I’ll never extract him on my own.”

“Happy to help,” Cole said. He held his arm out to his wife. “Into the fire, my dear.”

Kelly took his arm, and the couple followed Lucy through the doors that had served as Cole’s looking glass.

Knots of guests were standing around a long central table spread with charcuterie boards, arancini balls, and a selection of street tacos that included fish, shrimp, and roasted pork. A bartender tucked discreetly in the corner was busy mixing Mai Tais and pouring wine. There was a steady thump of bass in the background, but the thirty voices in the suite were loud enough to squelch the treble, making the music little more than a low, beating pulse.

Lucy had no trouble spotting Tate, who was six inches taller than everyone else in the room. She caught his eye and motioned him over.

Captain Marshal John Tate, USMC, felt butterflies in his stomach when he saw his girlfriend’s good-looking mother and her terrifying father following behind her. But he was a Marine—a Recon Marine at that. He faced the incoming family and summoned his courage.

Lucy jabbed a finger between two brass buttons on Tate’s spotless wool tunic. “Stay here, Tate. I’ll be right back with my big brother. Then we’re all going outside for sunset pictures.”

Tate desperately wanted to impress Lucy’s parents and had been looking forward to this party as his best opportunity. The last four months of dating Lucy had immersed him in swirling emotions he hadn’t realized he possessed. It wasn’t just her good looks that had taken him into this tempest—it was something he mentally called her sass.

When he looked at Lucy, he saw a young woman who knew what she wanted, knew how to get it, and feared nothing. And he was wildly attracted to that sass.

When Tate had first spotted Lucy on a North Shore beach, her surfboard dug into the sand beside her, he’d jammed his board next to hers, squatted on his haunches, and delivered what he now understood to be an embarrassingly condescending line.

He’d been expecting the usual female response to his height and muscular good looks. And then a funny thing happened—without even standing up, Lucy Cole’s sass cut him down to size.

“Nice one,” she said to him, barely twitching her eyes from her book. “Not interested.”

Worried that his Marine lieutenants would see him destroyed in broad daylight, Tate attempted a new, smarter tack. He saw that she was reading War and Peace and said something about Tolstoy to show her he’d taken a few literature classes in college.

“I don’t date Marines,” she replied. “Don’t care for the haircut.”

That offended Tate. “Oh, yeah? You think we’re all the same? You think you know me?”

Lucy held up a hand and regarded him with a squint, then, “Sure I do,” she said. “You’re handsome. You think you’re cool because you surf. I don’t see any garish tattoos on your arms, and you talk about literature, which makes you an officer. Based on the big watch, tight cargo shorts, and thick quads, you think you’re a badass. Not as much of a badass as a Navy SEAL, which probably bugs the shit out of you. So that makes you Marine Recon, which you’d like to think is even better than the SEALs though nobody else does. And let’s see. Since there aren’t any amphibs docked in Pearl right now, that means you’re shore-based over in Kaneohe. You thought you’d come up to the North Shore where the girls are all stoned and stupid. How am I doing so far?”

When Tate didn’t answer—because she was exactly right—she delivered the kill shot.

“I see the rest of your battalion officers over there checking me out, waiting for me to faint in your presence. It’s going to be pretty embarrassing when you walk back to them with your tail between your legs. But please do. You’re casting a shadow.”

Marshal John Tate, a backup quarterback at Cal State Long Beach, first in his class at the Marine officer infantry school, had been flayed bare. It was only later that afternoon, when he and Lucy floated on their boards beyond the breakers, that he screwed up the courage to apologize and ask her to lunch. Now, here he was at her graduation party at the Royal Hawaiian in his dress blues, wondering how to impress her parents before she moved to California to start her new job. Lucy was no help. She had disappeared in the crowd.

Lucy was at the far end of the room stepping up to her older brother Henry, a Naval Academy graduate in the Cole family tradition. Henry wore the same white choker uniform as his father, though adorned with gold aviator wings, which he also had tattooed in miniature on his ankle. Sarah stood next to him in a bright Hawaiian print dress that looked out of place against her pale skin. As far as Lucy was concerned, Henry’s wife was too uptight to pull off a Hawaiian print dress.

When Lucy arrived at Henry’s elbow, Sarah was chatting up Roger Doyle, an old family friend from earlier Navy days whose daughter was at the party because she’d gone to middle school in Coronado with Lucy. Doyle was a civilian defense contractor now, which was why, Lucy guessed, Sarah found him interesting.

Sarah Braxton Cole appeared to be struggling in her efforts to take a step back from her job as a high-powered D.C. consultant. The daughter of a former U.S. senator, she seemed to think that whenever three government people were in a room, she needed to work it. Sarah had big plans for Henry’s career. All the Coles except for Henry knew it and secretly joked about it.

Henry was not unaware of his wife’s ambition, but he too was vexed that she was buttonholing poor Roger Doyle, who had come to the party to be polite and to wish his friend Will a happy retirement.

Instead, Doyle was stuck answering Sarah’s questions about the latest chip technology in the radars his company was testing up at Barking Sands Missile Range in Kauai. Henry wanted to tell Sarah to back off but wasn’t sure how to do that without embarrassing her, which would surely result in an argument later. He was relieved when Lucy arrived to change the dynamic.

“There’s our graduate,” Henry said in his party voice. “What’s the word, Lucy? Is Jamie here yet?”

“No,” Lucy said. “You haven’t heard from him, have you?”

Henry shook his head. “Negative. But that doesn’t mean much. You know our James.”

“It’s been great to meet you,” Doyle said to Sarah, sensing deliverance. “I’ll call you when you’re back in the office in D.C. and set up a time to introduce you to my boss. We can all have lunch.”

While Sarah made sure she had Doyle’s contact information, Lucy dragged Henry through the crowded suite, snagging Tate and her parents along the way. She maneuvered them outside on the veranda, where the sun silhouetting Diamond Head was setting up the perfect backdrop for the photo.

“Have you heard from Jamie?” Henry asked his father when their backs were turned away from the sea.

“I haven’t,” Will said. “He’ll get here when he gets here.”

Sarah joined them with a freshly charged wineglass.

His back pressed to the balcony rail, Henry was relieved to see that his high-strung wife was sipping a drink and relaxing. Just that morning Henry had flown in from the USS Carl Vinson, which was passing by Hawaii on her way to a long West-Pac deployment. Henry’s F-18 squadron had been ordered ashore for a few days of bombing practice. Since he hadn’t seen his wife for a month and would be lucky to see her again before Christmas, he wanted to ditch the party and take her to bed in their room two stories up from where they stood.

Sarah downed her Chardonnay, approached him, and picked a speck of glitter from Henry’s black shoulder board. She nudged his knee with hers. There was no mistaking her message.

“Looking good, Mr. Cole,” she purred.

Lucy clapped her hands to get everyone’s attention and raised her voice to be heard over the ukelele band on the beach below. “Places, people. It’s portrait time. The men only first. With me. I want the Admiral in the center. Tate, get in back. Everyone, wear your cover.”

Lucy stepped back to approve the scene. Perfect—except that Jamie wasn’t here. Tate stood as stiffly as a wedding cake groom. He was a Marine and wanted to look like it. Lucy took her place in front of her father and asked Sarah to snap the photos.

“Oh!” Lucy cried after the third flash. “Jamie! Get over here right now!”

Jamie Cole stepped out on the balcony wearing the black pants and white shirt of his Australian Merchant Marine uniform. His epaulet bore a single stripe. Characteristically, instead of the spit-shined oxfords the military men wore, his Birkenstock sandals showed sandy toes. It was the first thing Will noticed. He kept his face neutral and mentally recited another mantra.

“So, you made it,” Henry said to his brother through the clenched teeth of his smile while Sarah held up the phone’s camera.

“Traffic through Honolulu was awful,” he apologized. “Sorry, Dad.”

“How awful?” Tate asked. His colonel expected him at the pier at Pearl Harbor in an hour to supervise the loadout of his entire battalion. USS Wasp was headed out to sea tomorrow.

“Well, you’re here,” Will said to Jamie, forcing a smile. “That’s the important thing.”

Surprised at his father’s graciousness, Jamie remained silent.

“Hey, everyone,” Will said from the center of the group. “This is a big deal. Henry’s headed out on deployment, Jamie’s only here for a few days before he goes back to Tokyo, and Lucy’s going to be working in California soon. This could be the last time the Fighting Coles are all in one spot. Can we get some pictures with just family?” He turned slightly to address Tate. “Captain, would you do us the honor?”

“Of course, sir,” Tate said. He sprang away from the balcony rail as if ordered to storm a bunker. He took the phone and futzed with the controls, quietly terrified that he was going to screw this up.

He was about to take a photo when the phone buzzed and nearly slipped from his hand.

The caller ID said in block letters AVERY ADAMS.

Tate nearly came to attention. Admiral Avery Alan Adams—old Triple-A himself—commanded the entire Pacific Fleet, including the Marines.

He turned the phone so Will Cole could see who was calling.

Will grabbed it and jammed it to his ear. “Yes, sir,” he snapped.

Though Will had known Triple-A for twenty-five years, one did not say anything other than “yes, sir!” when answering a call from the commander of the Pacific Fleet, better known simply as PACFLT, pronounced “pac fleet.”

“Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Aye, aye, sir. On my way.” Cole pressed a button to disconnect the call. “Sorry, guys. I need to head over to Pearl.”

The Fighting Coles parted to let their father through.

Because they all understood.






CHAPTER 6JOINT BASE PEARL HARBOR-HICKAM, OAHU


Will arrived at the World War II–vintage building at 9 p.m. PACFLT could have chosen a newer space, but Triple-A preferred the ambiance of the old linoleum floors and wood-paneled walls. He wanted an office with history. Admiral Chester Nimitz had once worked here, and what was good enough for Nimitz was good enough for him.

A few officers in khakis were milling around the floor. When they saw Rear Admiral Cole enter in his whites, they weren’t sure what to do. They’d attended the ceremony where Cole surrendered the reins of the ops department over to the recently promoted Admiral Fischer. Why was he here now? Cole ignored them as he rushed to the admiral’s door.

Triple-A sat behind a metal desk studying a sheaf of papers through reading glasses balanced on the end of his long nose. He looked up and gave Cole his chin-jutting grin. It was the confident smile of an aviator. He’d come up through the ranks flying A-6 Intruders, F-14 Tomcats, and F-18 Hornets. Before his promotion to flag officer, he had been the first commanding officer of USS Ronald Reagan. To the right of his desk was an enormous glass case that protected a model of the three-masted USS Constitution that he had built himself.

He motioned Cole to sit. “How was the party?”

“You can imagine,” Cole replied, sitting with his cover on his lap. “Royal Hawaiian. A big spread. Lots of giggling new graduates. I’m sure it’s all over your Instagram feed by now.”

Adams chuckled. “Yeah. Like I spend a lot of time on Instagram. Nice touch with the chokers. Garnering a few last salutes before your official retirement, were you?”

“Ha. No. It was Lucy’s idea. She wanted all the men in the family in uniform.”

“The Fighting Coles ride again,” he laughed. “I’ve always liked Lucy. What’s she going to do now?”

“She starts with Orion Satellite Communications in Irvine in the fall. Kelly and I are taking her to Australia first for her graduation present. But I don’t think you called me here to talk about my daughter.”

PACFLT’s grin disappeared, and his blue eyes hardened. “No. But I am sorry to take you away from the party. With Henry on deployment and Jamie working for the Aussies, I expect it’s been a long time since you were all together.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Cole returned, shifting in his chair. “Your call has me spooked, Al. What’s going on?”

Adams put down the papers, then picked them up again. “Did Henry explain why a few planes from his squadron flew in from Vinson?”

Cole found the question odd. His eyes narrowed. “He said they were doing bombing practice up at Barking Sands over the next week.”

Triple-A nodded thoughtfully. He asked, “How’s the marriage to the senator’s daughter going?”

“Fine, I guess,” Cole answered, wondering why the admiral was lingering on small talk. “I’m not sure Henry quite realizes the rocket ship he’s attached to. I don’t think Sarah will be satisfied until she’s maneuvered him into your chair, the CNO’s, or the White House.”

Adams grunted, removed his glasses, and rubbed his eyes. “Well, I’ll be long gone by then. Thank God.”

“Okay. Knock it off, Al. You’re scaring me.”

Adams tilted back his chair and looked down his nose at Will. For the first time in the years Cole had known him, the swashbuckling Triple-A Adams looked tired.

“Sorry,” Adams apologized. “Something’s come up. I just want you to know, Will … I wouldn’t tap you if I thought there was another way.”

“Tap me? What are you talking about?”

Adams selected a page from the sheaf and waved it in the lamplight. Cole recognized the angular capital letters of Navy message traffic. “This is a sit-rep from Vinson. It details the orders for Henry’s air wing. It was routed through my command and then on to the Chief of Naval Operations.”

“What’s so important that the captain of an aircraft carrier needs to send a sit-rep about an air wing exercise to the CNO?”

“You’ll know soon enough. But let me start with this. Did Henry say anything else about why his Hornet squadron took off from Vinson? Anything at all? Be specific. It’s important.”

Puzzled, Cole thought through the conversation he’d had with his son. “It’s just what I told you. He said his squadron was flying up to Barking Sands for practice. They’re testing the latest AGM-179s, the Joint Air-to-Ground Missiles, and some of his guys are unfamiliar with them. After some proficiency training with the ordnance, they’re rejoining the ship for another round out at Midway before Vinson takes station in WestPac. That’s all he gave me.”

The admiral sighed with relief. “Good. That’s the right answer.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It means it’s what we want the pilots in his squadron to think. It’s also a load of crap.”

Cole leaned forward. “That’s not what they’re going to do?”

“No. Those orders were fabricated here, by my staff, as a cover story. Disinformation for the consumption of Chinese intelligence.”

“What?” Admiral Will Cole had never heard of official orders to a unit being put out as a cover story. He scooted his chair a little closer to Adams’ desk. “Al, please—what’s going on?”

Adams cracked his knuckles. “Henry’s ship, Vinson, is turning around and heading back to CONUS, the mainland. Her deployment’s been scrubbed. I’m still figuring out what to do with the rest of the strike group.”

Will nearly fell out of his chair. As the fleet’s former ops officer, he understood the significance of delaying a carrier deployment. It wasn’t just the carrier that crossed the Pacific—it was also the flotilla of destroyers and submarines that guarded her. Every carrier strike group was a complex armada of men and matériel.

“For God’s sake, why? We need Vinson on station in WestPac. Especially with all these Chinese naval maneuvers in the Taiwan Strait and that goddamned new carrier Fujian. Do I need to tell you this?”

“No, you don’t. The real information, thirty-some hours old, is that one of Vinson’s screws is failing. It’s wobbling and cavitating and might come right the hell off. The ship’s old, Will, commissioned in eighty-two.”

“All our ships are old. That’s why we send them into the yards for refit.”

“Uh-huh. And maybe you don’t recall this, but the prior CNO skipped Vinson’s last trip to the yards because he wanted to squeeze one more deployment out of her. We inherited her when she was already at the end of a tour. Now we need her back to replace Stennis.”

“Of course I remember. It may have been the last PACFLT who kept her out of the yards, but the CNO was on board with the decision.”

“The CNO made that call under pressure from the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs.” Triple-A shook his head briskly to dispel his anger. “Anyway, Vinson’s skipper, Paul Bernardo, called on the secure link to brief me. He didn’t want to broadcast the ship’s position for fear of alerting the Chinese. With all the saber-rattling over Taiwan, I thought sending a sit-rep to the CNO about expedited air exercises with the AGM-179s would maybe get the PLA’s attention.”

“I still can’t believe we’re talking about a Nimitz-class carrier with a loose screw.”

“Yeah. The damned thing started wobbling eight hundred miles off San Diego. That put stress on the remaining screws. Bernardo limped her the rest of the way across the Pacific, trying a dozen at-sea fixes. Nothing worked. He was smart to keep it quiet. I appreciate him thinking about the big picture.”

“And what about that big picture? Now what?”

Adams took a deep breath. “Well, Vinson can only make twenty knots on her remaining three propellers, which is too slow for flight ops, which need thirty. We only managed to get Henry’s squadron off because the winds were just right—and even that maneuver did some damage to the healthy screws. The rest of the air wing is stuck on board until a crane can lift them off.”

“Vinson’s limping all the way back to San Diego with her air wing? This is a delay of what, a few weeks?”

“Negative.”

Cole’s forehead furrowed.

“I have no choice but to send Vinson back up to Bremerton for overhaul. They say she needs a drydock. And at reduced speed it’ll take a few weeks just to get her there. Then she’ll be laid up for God only knows how long. The logistics people estimate it will take a year because all the drydocks are busy.”

“Jesus,” Cole said when the implications set in. “We’re not going to have carrier coverage in the Pacific.”

Adams sighed. “Correct. Only a few of Vinson’s officers know what’s going on. As soon as I send out my new cover story, the crew is going to think they’re headed back to Puget Sound to take on extra ordnance at Indian Island. But it’s going to be a one-way trip.”

“So, what does that mean for Stennis?” Cole asked. “She’s the only carrier on patrol in the western Pacific.”

“It means I’ve got to extend her … again.”

“That will put her over fourteen months at sea. Her reactor cores are already down to 20 percent.”

The aviator’s grin reappeared. “I thought you’d been relieved, Admiral.”

Cole sat at the edge of his seat. “Have you bounced this nightmare off the Secretary of the Navy? What’s he got to say about this mess?”

“He says I’ve got to do the best I can with the resources I have.”

“And the CNO?” The Chief of Naval Operations was the Navy’s ultimate boss.

“Will, I’ve been politicking all day long with any four-star who will listen. They all tell me the same thing. Suck it up. Hell, I even thought about calling you to get Sarah’s father to help. He may be retired, but he still has friends in Washington. I thought he might make a plea to the Secretary … maybe even the President.”

“Forget it. Sarah’s father is off writing his memoirs in Kennebunkport. He’s completely out of touch with that scene.”

Adams dropped his glasses to his desk, stood, and walked to a map that covered an entire wall. Far to the right was the U.S. West Coast. The Aleutian Islands were near the ceiling. Tierra del Fuego at the tip of South America touched the floor. On the left was the Asian coastline: Russia, China, Japan, the massive archipelagos of the Philippines, Malaysia, and Indonesia. Just above Antarctica was the great bight of Australia. The blue space in between those landmasses represented the ocean PACFLT was tasked to cover with his half of the U.S. Navy.

He put a finger on Japan’s main island, Honshu. “Reagan is in Yoko,” he said. “Her skipper says she needs another month of work to install the new QX-99 radars. I would order them to stop, but the damned system is already taken apart, a full gut. So she’s out for at least five months—even if I had the planes to make her battleworthy.”

“Where’s Stennis operating right now?”

“Down here at Station Zebra, just east of Luzon.” Avery swept his hand to the right of the Philippine archipelago. “I want her within spittin’ distance of Fujian just to keep the Chinese on their toes. They don’t seem afraid of her, though. Chinese J-15s are flying laps around Taiwan, daring the ROC Air Force to fight them.”

“How’s Stennis’ air wing?” Cole asked.

“Low on aviation gas and worn out. I sent an oiler to do an underway replenishment, but she’s still two weeks off. The bigger problem is that most of her planes are beyond acceptable limits for wing stress. I’ve ordered Stennis’ air wing to put a freeze on flight ops for now. That’s another goddamned secret, by the way.”

“Understood, sir.”

Adams leveled his steady blue eyes on Cole. “I wish we’d gotten more of Vinson’s planes off. At least we have Henry’s squadron, though. I signed the order an hour ago for them to fly to Guam, then on to Stennis as soon as the maintenance chiefs can ready the planes.”

A thousand old reports popped up in Cole’s brain. “Teddy Roosevelt isn’t out of the yards yet, sir?”

Triple-A was still looking at his map, studying the Chinese coast, hands in his pockets. “Hmm?”

“The TR,” repeated Cole. “You can’t have her relieve Stennis?”

“Oh … no, negative. TR’s cut open to replace her reactor cores. And before you ask—George Washington’s out for another year and Lincoln’s still up in Bremerton about sixty days from being operational.”

“That’s a lot of dead presidents.”

“Yup.” Adams’ hand swept down to the narrow passage at the tip of the Malayan Peninsula. “Seventy percent of China’s oil comes through here, the Malacca Strait. If China decides to act, they’re going to make sure they control it.”

“When you say ‘decides to act’ you’re suggesting a first strike?”

Adams turned away from the map, nodding his head. “That’s what I’d do if I were them. Hard to believe we’re even talking about this.”

“Is it? You and I gamed that exact thing in Newport three years ago.”

“We thought it was farfetched.”

“It was, then.”

“Do you remember our strategy to make sure it didn’t happen?” Adams asked.

“Sure. Overwhelming naval deterrence.”

Adams stuffed his hands back in his pockets and studied the floor. “The administration’s out there giving speeches on slapping sanctions on China. They’re talking tough over the new chip law because the President is up for reelection in a year. Right when our deterrence is a myth.”

“Why not ask the CNO to send a carrier over from the Atlantic Fleet?” Cole asked. “Ford is chopping into the Med. Get her into the Suez Canal and have her make a very visible port visit in Singapore.”

“That’s exactly what I did. The answer I got is that the President’s too worried about Iran’s proxies in the Red Sea and Russia’s threat to NATO to agree to that.”

“The President’s national security team doesn’t think the Chinese exercises are serious enough to warrant a review of current force structure?”

“Serious, maybe, but not urgent. The Office of Naval Intelligence says the Chinese amphibs are in port with nothing to indicate they’re moving anytime soon. The prevailing opinion at ONI is that China can’t do much to Taiwan without the big landing ships stuffed with naval infantry. And, of course, the National Security Advisor is confident in our submarines.”

“He may be confident in our sub force, but are you, Al?”

“Sure. Or at least I would be if I had more of them.”

“Are numbers down there, too?”

“I’ve got twenty attack subs in the Pacific. Of those, five are in the yards because they’re ancient, and five are just back from a deployment because we’ve run them too hard. I have two in the Sea of Okhotsk and one in the mid-Pac trailing Russian boomers.”

“So that leaves seven for the defense of Taiwan.”

“More or less. The Aussies can chip in a few ships. But we’re up against a horde of Chinese subs, destroyers, and sub-hunting aircraft. And if the Chinese hit our supply routes in WestPac, we’re in trouble. The Aussies and Kiwis will be screwed and completely out of the fight. I can’t have our boats crawling all the way back to Pearl to pick up torpedoes and Tomahawks.”

“Then all you can do is extend Stennis. That’s the only card you have left to play, Al.”

“I can do that for a little while; but her reactors are worn out too. Which is why, Admiral Cole, I’m sending you to Bremerton to get Lincoln on station faster.”

“I’m retired, Al, remember? How am I going to do that?”

Adams jabbed a finger at the dark window. “You know, Will, right in this office Chester Nimitz ordered the battle-damaged Yorktown to be repaired in three days. The yard supervisors had just told him it would take three months. Nimitz wouldn’t take that for an answer. I can’t either.”

The pieces fell into place. Cole nodded. “And you want to send me because I’m no longer a visible member of your staff. It won’t tip off the Chinese.”

“Exactly. You’ve sat in on FBI briefings. The MSS has spies all over Pearl. But it’s more than deceiving the Chinese. You’re the only surface line officer available who understands what it takes to get a ship back out to sea. You have the contacts, the know-how, and the work ethic. I need you. I’m sorry, Will, but I have no choice.”

“Admiral Adams,” Cole said formally, “with all due respect, please don’t ever apologize for giving me an order. I am at your service, sir. Always.”

Adams grinned. “Good old Cole.”

“I’ll leave tonight.”

“Travel in civvies and report only to me. I’ll see about getting you a deputy to help you stateside. Spring that carrier from the yards and you’ll retire a two-star.”

Cole barely heard the promise of a second star. His mind was already churning through the shipyards he’d visit, the favors he’d call in, the bureaucrats he’d grind.

“Aye, sir,” he said. “What can I tell Kelly?”

Adams sighed. “Nothing. These goddamned Chinese are like cockroaches in our kitchens. Literally. The FBI found a few bugs in officer housing. If Kelly says one stray word to somebody, the jig will be up. God only knows what dominoes will fall after that.”

“Okay. Kelly will understand.”

Adams took a few beats to respond. He lowered his voice. “You know, this could take you a while. You’re going to have to shake the trees back in D.C. and hopscotch around the country. Your family needs to carry on like nothing’s amiss. According to the FBI, the Chinese will notice if they don’t.”

“It’s fine, Al. I’ll take care of it.”

Again Adams hesitated for a beat. “Yeah. Well … that’s what makes this hard. I didn’t want to invite any problems on the home front. You know, the Kelly thing.”

Will flinched at that blow. In a nanosecond of cruel recollection he relived the discussions of divorce, the horrible details of Kelly’s affair, and the hard truths of their relationship back then. He swallowed hard, willing it away, flexing his jaw muscles.

“Don’t worry about my family, sir,” he said after a moment. “You’ve given me a job. I’ll do it. Kelly will do it.”

Adams eyed Cole carefully. “If it helps … I can make things a little easier … the Wallace thing.”

Cole’s mouth felt dry as sandpaper. The Wallace thing.

Kyle Wallace was a destroyer skipper on the Surface Pacific staff. Kelly had ended their brief affair more than a year ago. The Coles never spoke of it. Which was why Will’s first impulse was to tell Adams to shut his trap. But he was a friend, and he was only trying to help.

Adams rocked forward in his chair and filled the silence. “I’m just saying … since I’m beefing up our destroyers out in Sasebo, a new spot’s opened up. With the flick of a pen I can make Kyle Wallace the commodore out there.”

Will looked down at his white shoes. He suddenly longed to be on the bridge of a destroyer studying the stars, far from land.

“Sasebo wouldn’t be a bad move for Wallace,” Adams continued, misreading Cole’s gesture. “Commodore of a destroyer squadron is his next logical step. It’s not like we’re being vindictive.”

Cole swallowed and put his hands on his knees to steady himself. “Not for my sake, sir,” he mumbled. “And, if it’s all the same to you, sir, I’d rather not discuss my wife. I was only asking what she can know.”

“Okay. Sorry, Will. Tell Kelly I need you to lobby a few people about budgets in CONUS and that’s why you have to go. She’s a trouper. She’ll get it.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

“Good. But as your friend, I want you to know that Wallace won’t be around. The least I can do is send his ass to Sasebo. And for good measure, I’ll make Higgins his flagship. He’ll be stuck in the Philippine Sea.” He sighed. “I hate to do this to your family right now.”

Cole stood and squashed his cover under his arm. “Admiral, this is what my family does for a living. Good evening, sir.”






CHAPTER 7TAIPEI, TAIWAN


After a long morning of negotiations and a second fabrication facility tour, Silent Sam Chang had finally rid himself of the American delegation. All he wanted to do now was retreat to his expansive Taipei apartment and review the research findings on the new low numerical aperture method to further enhance SRC’s lithography process. There were rumors the Koreans were testing an advanced low NA tool, and he’d asked his R&D team for an analysis. He’d named his firm the Semiconductor Research Company for a reason.

But instead of reading about low NA and the potential to increase his wafer output by 10 percent, Sam was suffering through a late lunch with FJ and Li. He’d agreed to join them only because Li said she had a critical customer problem that required Sam’s attention. Now that he knew what it was, he regretted coming.

“It’s been a month since you’ve been to Shenzhen,” Li said to him, continuing the argument she’d been making since they sat down. “Hynix is in a panic over the new American sanctions law. They’re worried you’re going to cut them off.”

Sam glared at her, then went back to slurping his soup. It embarrassed him that this woman knew more about the business than his own son, who sat at her side like a well-fed pet.

“It’s true,” FJ added, sensing his father’s irritation. “Hynix is worried.”

“We can make it a quick trip. In and out in a day. Our jet is standing by right now, fueled and ready to go,” Li added.

They were lunching in the company dining room on the top floor of Taipei 101, a soaring skyscraper named for its one hundred and one floors. The city stretched below them like a patchy carpet, all the way to the jungles on the green hills.

Sam glanced through the floor-to-ceiling windows. At this altitude it was like looking out of an airliner. “I’m not going to cut Hynix off,” he said. “I don’t know why we’re discussing this.”

It was true that the Americans’ $35 billion came with a few strings—one of which was a sanctioning provision that limited Sam’s exports to China. But Sam already had his legal team thinking through loopholes to keep Hynix supplied.

“If you take the Americans’ subsidy, you’ll be required to cut Hynix off,” FJ insisted.

Sam shook his head at his son’s failure to understand. He could keep Hynix—China’s largest domestic smartphone manufacturer—supplied with chips from Shenzhen. He might have to squeeze the supply for a few other customers, but that was his call.

And even if his legal team didn’t find a loophole, he was reasonably sure they could lobby Washington to allow him to keep select Chinese customers happy. What was Washington going to do? Turn him down?

“Baba,” FJ said. “The Hynix CEO wants you to look him in the eye and say that.”

“In person,” Li emphasized.

Sam swallowed his soup and settled his eyes on Li. He spoke slowly and softly. “They know that I have never let them down,” he asserted. “They owe me their trust.”

“That was before the American sanctions law,” Li countered.

FJ held his hand out between them, playing the role of peacemaker. “Baba, please fly to Shenzhen with us. A dinner with the Hynix CEO would reinforce your personal bond to their business.”

Whenever FJ really wanted something, he called Sam “Baba,” Dad. Sam understood the maneuver and it grated on him, but he never said anything. He was frustrated that FJ and Li refused to let up. He had announced his decision. He had a global colossus to run. He had no time for fancy dinners in Shenzhen—nor did he think he had to explain himself.

“Fred is there,” Sam said. “Fred runs Shenzhen with my full authority. He will meet with Hynix.” Fred had been by Sam’s side for nearly forty years. He was the junior cofounder of SRC and the firm’s current Chief Operating Officer.

“Please,” FJ implored. “You saw how the Chinese fighters buzzed Taitung. Do you think that was unrelated?”

Sam picked up his chopsticks and pulled noodles into his mouth. He refused to be bullied by the Chinese navy. The plants in Shenzhen had yet to let a single Chinese customer down.

Indeed, Sam saw himself as a uniquely global figure, above nationalistic politics.

He had more Chinese blood than most Taiwanese because his father had come to Taiwan with the Nationalists. When Sam was twenty, after his compulsory ROC military service, he completed his electrical engineering degree at the University of Texas. From there, he worked for an American chip company in Taiwan before founding SRC, which catered to both China and America. He had developed the plant in Taiwan only because the ROC government had subsidized it, as China had done in Shenzhen.

As far as Sam was concerned, the Chinese Communist Party owed him a debt for improving their technological chops and for extending the economic miracle of which they were so proud. It was ridiculous that they should try to threaten him with supersonic fighter fly-bys. They owed him.

“Fred will visit,” he announced. He was done with this conversation. He lifted the bowl and slurped his soup.
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Li felt FJ squeezing her thigh under the table. He meant it as a signal to back off, because he took Sam’s word as final.

But Major Li Shiao-Ling of the Ministry of State Security’s covert Ninth Bureau wasn’t about to accede to a weakling like FJ. She’d cultivated him as an asset for nearly three years and was a bona fide expert at manipulating him.

Beijing was running out of patience. They’d given her forty-eight hours to get Sam to Shenzhen peacefully, and she’d tried a dozen corporate maneuvers to make that happen. Enough was enough.

She put her hand over FJ’s, reassuring him that she would let the Hynix matter lie. She knew how uncomfortable it made FJ to oppose his father, even when it was a legitimate business issue.

“All right,” she said to the top of the old man’s head. “I understand, Sam. I’ll position FJ and Fred as speaking for you.”

Sam nodded without meeting her eyes.

“Excuse me,” she murmured, getting up from her chair. FJ stood as well, like a gentleman on a date. Sam didn’t move.

When she reached the waiter’s station in the anteroom, she told the server that Sam was ready for the seltzer water with which he usually finished his lunch. She volunteered to bring the tray in herself because they were discussing a sensitive matter. The waiter nodded and went back into the kitchen.

The moment he disappeared, Li removed a small bottle disguised as eye drops from her suit pocket. She opened it and squirted the contents into Sam’s drink.

Three hours after that, Li and FJ were high over Hong Kong in the company jet, a Falcon 2000, entering the Shenzhen approach pattern. Sam was sound asleep on a couch. In the sparkling bay below them, ferries bustled between Hong Kong and Kowloon. In the distance they could see the funicular track on the side of Victoria Peak. FJ was elated. He loved coming to Shenzhen because he and Li could slip over the causeway and spend their weekends in decadent Hong Kong.

FJ could think only of getting Li alone in the Hong Kong penthouse. Li had been firing his passions for days with descriptions of a college girlfriend of hers named Mei who was eager to join them in their bedroom games. It was the strangest thing. FJ had confided in Li his fantasy of having another woman join them in bed. And voila, just like that, it was going to happen. She never let FJ down.

Li held up her phone. “What do you think?” she asked. “Mei sent me this picture a few hours ago. You think she’s pretty?”

FJ, who’d just finished his second glass of wine, was tempted to snatch the phone from Li’s hand to get a better look. Mei was gorgeous, but he didn’t want to make Li jealous. “It will probably be fun,” he said as coolly as he could manage.

Li moved her hand to his crotch.

“Descending now,” the SRC pilot announced over the intercom.

The jet touched down in Shenzhen immediately because it had been prioritized over other air traffic. When the engines wound down and the pilot opened the door, a customs officer entered. Li recognized him. He was a lieutenant in the Sixth Bureau stationed in Shenzhen.

“Is he all right?” the pilot asked, alarmed that Sam was still asleep on the sofa on the plane’s port bulkhead. The pilot, who had worked for Sam for twenty years, had checked on Sam’s condition several times during the flight.

The solution Li had put in Sam’s seltzer—a special MSS concoction that numbed the cortex—had made the seventy-nine-year-old man quite amenable to meeting the Hynix CEO for lunch the next day. Li had guided him effortlessly to the limo waiting outside Taipei 101, which he entered under his own power. Once on the plane, Sam had fallen fast asleep.

“He’s fine,” Li said, annoyed at the pilot’s interference.

The pilot turned to Sam’s son. “Should I call a doctor?”

FJ had seen his father work around the clock all his life. He wasn’t surprised that the old man needed rest. “He’s been under a lot of stress,” he told the pilot. “He took a sedative to make the flight easier.”

“I think I should alert his doctor when I get back to Taipei,” the pilot commented.

Li and FJ ignored him.

The fake customs agent ordered his helpers to carry Sam into the back of a waiting Mercedes 500 sedan. The Mercedes driver, wearing a jacket with an SRC logo on the breast, introduced himself as the head of corporate security in the Shenzhen facility.

FJ didn’t recognize him but accepted the introduction out of expediency. “You’re taking him to his hill house, right?”

“Yes, sir,” the driver assured him. An MSS technical specialist, he’d spent the prior three hours wiring the house with surveillance gear.

“Call the domestic staff,” FJ continued to the driver. “Tell them to get his room ready. He’ll be fine after a good night’s sleep. We’ll get him back to Taitung tomorrow afternoon.”

“Understood, sir,” the driver agreed. He shut the sedan’s door and pulled away. A silver Range Rover pulled forward to take its place. Mei, Li’s “college friend,” hopped out of the backseat wearing a miniskirt and stiletto heels.

“It’s so nice to meet you!” she cooed to FJ, embracing him warmly. She turned to Li, and the two women exchanged greetings, hugs, and logistical details for the rest of the day.

Mei grabbed both of their hands, which gave FJ a delicious thrill.

“Just one minute,” Li said, letting them go. “I’m going to use the plane’s lav before we head out.” She hurried back to the aircraft steps with her bag slung over her shoulder.

“Miss,” said the pilot when she climbed back up the steps and into the plane, “I have orders from the Chinese government to fly back to Taipei. We don’t have clearance to stay on the runway. Are you coming with us?”

She knew exactly what his orders were because she had initiated them with the lieutenant from Sixth Bureau.

“I’m not returning,” she retorted. “I just have to use the lavatory before you leave. I’ll be quick.”

The pilot returned to the cockpit and rattled off the pre-takeoff checklist to his copilot.

Twenty feet away, behind the plane’s closed lavatory door, Li dug through her shoulder bag. She hurriedly removed an eyebrow pencil, unscrewed its top end, and exposed a Phillips head screwdriver, which she used to remove the four screws that attached a panel over the small sink.

Once the panel was off, she retrieved a thick Hermes wallet from her bag. On the outside was a folding flap stuffed with credit cards. It was empty on the inside save for a hidden Velcro flap.

She peeled away the Velcro to reveal a brick of plastic explosive the size of a deck of cards. She cupped the plastique around a hydraulic line behind the removed panel and shaped it carefully.

The engines began to whine, making her worry about how long this was taking. With dogged focus she pulled a length of copper wire from her bag lining and stuck it into the plastique. She removed a cheap burner flip phone from her bag, set its timer, and shut it.

With a roll of first-aid tape she attached it to the strut above the explosive. She heard the knock on the door just as she was fumbling to replace the screws in the panel.

“We have to go, miss. If you’re not out in another second, you’ll be flying back with us.”

It will be a pleasure to kill this man, Li thought. “Coming!” she barked. She tightened the last screw and blew a sigh of relief.

“I’ll be back to pick him up in the morning,” the pilot informed her as she left the plane. “I’m going to talk to his doctor when I land, maybe fly him over. Mr. Chang doesn’t usually sleep like that.”

“Fine,” Li said. “Do that.”

She knew it would never happen.






CHAPTER 8HAWKES BAY, TAITUNG, TAIWAN


Mung swatted at a bug on his neck and looked at the smashed mess in his hand. The big-horned beetles that infested the beach were a nuisance. He shoved himself to his knees, careful not to disturb the camouflage netting over his head. Deng was slightly above him on the rise, sweeping the cliff with his rifle. The wide, flat beach before them was sheltered by the tree-studded cliff leaning over it. It was an ideal staging ground.

Mung and Deng had left a petty officer in charge of their rooftop bivouac before slipping back into the drainpipe and reversing their insertion into Taiwan. The flow downstream pushed them out into the river in less than a minute.

They found the Swimmer Delivery Vehicle where they’d left it and steered it to this remote staging area. Few maps even gave the cove a label, but some called it Hawkes Bay. Mung liked the name. It evoked thoughts of the Ying, a hawk prominent in Chinese literature.

“Can you see anything?” he asked his chief petty officer.

“Negative,” Deng said. He was farther up the cliff now and was aiming his rifle uphill at a clearing where they thought they’d heard a vehicle approaching. The small clearing in between the branches, no larger than a garage door, was the landing zone’s only vulnerability from above. He hadn’t expected to hear a vehicle engine up there.

“It was probably nothing,” Deng said. “Certainly not ROC military.”

“You don’t think we should find another beach?”

“I don’t see how we could. And even if we did, the hydrology offshore might be all wrong for a submarine approach. Hainan picked this beach for the missile site for a reason, I’m sure.”

Mung considered Deng’s point. Questioning orders was not encouraged in the hierarchical PLAN. But good leaders were prized for their ability to improvise when necessary. The Hainan PLA staff had picked this beach; but they had never walked it.

Mung tilted his head back and looked at the tangled mess of branches and leaves overhead. There was no evidence of human activity. It was certainly not a good spot for night surveillance, when the subs would offload the equipment for the missile base. “Agreed,” he concluded. “We’ll keep this beach.”

“Cover!” Deng shouted suddenly. “Vehicle approaching!”

Mung collapsed to the sand and combat-rolled into the brush.
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“Damn,” Afra Lau swore from behind the old Land Rover’s steering wheel. Navigating the decrepit cliff road had proved more difficult than she had anticipated. She usually braved it only in dry weather, but she knew her guests—four retired Australians—would marvel at the expansive sea view. It was often the first thing her guests mentioned in their reviews.

“Problem, Afra?” asked one of the women, Susan she thought.

Afra let out the clutch. The front wheels kicked up a spout of sand. Not only were they dug into a trough, they were now spinning helplessly.

“Rather stuck, I see,” observed Carl, who carried himself with a faintly military bearing.

“Stuck, yes,” Afra said in her cheerful host’s voice. “But nothing to worry about.”

She hopped out of the Rover, freed an orange traction board from its mount, and squatted beside the front tires. She dug a hollow in the sand and shoved the board in front of a wheel. Once it was in place, she hopped back into the driver’s seat and let out the clutch. The old four-by-four nearly pulled itself free—then tilted precariously, its left rear wheel suspended. Afra calmly worked the pedals and gears. Thank God she’d told the guests to buckle up.

“Oh my!” cried Ingrid. “Are we safe?”

“A bit of a mess,” her husband, Ron, commented.

The two Australian couples were frittering away their pensions on trips across Southeast Asia. Afra had warned them when they booked that Hawkes Bay Inn was rustic and that good physical mobility was necessary to hike its interior trails. Carl, Ingrid, Susan, and Ron, all in their mid-sixties, had declared themselves game.

A jet of sand shot from under the front tires. The Rover nudged a foot forward and then teetered back. “I think it would be better if everyone got out,” Afra suggested.

“Of course, of course,” Ron answered. The four exited the vehicle and stood off to the side with their hands on their hips, shaded from the hot sun by the sort of straw hats tourists usually wore. Afra squeezed herself beneath the vehicle and rearranged the traction board.

Susan grew bored of watching Afra work and wandered down the dusty road to get a better view of the bay. Just past the yellow beach she found a small clearing where she could look down and see the creamy white surf pounding the black rocks. The ocean stretched in blue bands to the misted peaks of Green Island thirty kilometers away.

The air on the cliff was fresh and clean, precisely what she’d been looking for when she’d booked this trip with Ron months ago. He was a history buff, and there were supposed to be Japanese bunkers dating back to World War II in the jungle. Just the place for war souvenirs. Susan looked up the mountain to her left and wondered exactly where those bunkers were. A bug landed on her neck, and she brushed it away.
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“Civilians,” Deng whispered into the microphone near his chin.

He’d crawled over a rocky ledge to a gnarled tree that grew out sideways over the beach. After inching his way out on the tree and looping his leg around it like a resting leopard, he raised the rifle scope to sight the top of the cliff. A middle-aged Caucasian woman appeared in the center of the scope’s reticle. He inched the rifle higher and sighted the vehicle.

“Threat?” Mung asked in reply.

“Negative,” Deng said. “Their truck is stuck. They look to be leaving. We’ll have no problem offloading here tonight.”






CHAPTER 9PEARL HARBOR, OAHU, HAWAII


Captain Marshal Tate stood on the pier in his combat utility uniform, sleeves rolled up to his biceps. Dark circles stained the shirt’s armpits.

He was dead tired and about to disappear into the ship’s crew berthing spaces to check on his men when a sergeant from the guard shack came to tell him a guest was waiting for him at the gate—a young lady, the sergeant muttered with a wink indicating that she was a looker.

Since leaving the party at the Royal Hawaiian, the Recon captain had been too busy to think of anything other than getting his Marines onto the USS Wasp. His colonel, the battalion commander, said the ship had orders to get underway in less than twenty-four hours—an unheard-of period to load a massive warship like Wasp.

The pier beside the hulking vessel had been a circus. Standing among grinding machines and mountains of gear, Tate spent the night arguing with various Navy supply chiefs, yeomen, and boatswain’s mates about where exactly his vehicles, ammo pallets, and forty men were supposed to go.

Wasp was a “big deck” amphib that most civilians would think was just a short aircraft carrier. They would be right. Though technically classified by the Navy as an amphibious assault ship, Wasp was an aircraft carrier. She housed an air complement of V-22 Osprey tilt-rotor cargo aircraft, attack helicopters, and the new advanced F-35 VTOL jet fighters that could take off and land vertically.

But Wasp was much more than an aircraft carrier. Below her flight deck she carried enough war materiel to conduct a full-scale invasion from the sea: 2,000 Marines, 39 tracked landing vehicles, 140 trucks, and 750 pallets of ammunition.

When it came time to get that arsenal ashore, her crew would flood a cavernous well deck at the stern from which two hovercraft, each the size of a basketball court, would be launched. These vehicles—Landing Cushion Assault Craft, or LCACs, pronounced el-kacks—had four gas turbine engines apiece that allowed the hovercraft to skim the waves at fifty knots for three hundred miles.

But for Marshal Tate, those LCACs would be bringing up the rear. His Recon Marines were always the first ashore to scout out beaches and enemy fortifications. They traveled light and kept themselves somewhat apart from the rest of the Marine Expeditionary Force Wasp was carrying to battle.

On this occasion, Tate was surprised at the size of his ammunition allowance. The colonel had said Wasp was headed to Okinawa, but the load looked like she was preparing for something much more significant. Tate wondered whether it had something to do with the emergency call Admiral Will Cole had taken from PACFLT.

Lucy was waiting for Tate on the other side of the gate in the perimeter fence. She was wearing shorts and an open linen shirt over a tank top, a breezy, casual look that had taken her an hour to put together.

His sunburned face creased into a smile when he got to the fence. “Did you know I would be the last one on the pier?”

She poked her fingers through the chain links so their hands could touch. “The Recon platoon always pulls pier security,” she said. “Of course I knew.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Not long. My mom is waiting for me in the car. She came down to volunteer as an ombudsman to help counsel the officers’ wives because the departure came early.”

A shrieking intercom on Wasp interrupted the conversation. Various tones followed it as the crew tested the ship’s alarm systems.

“How was the pack-up?” Lucy asked when the noise stopped.

Tate quarter-turned and surveyed the now empty concrete pier. Only hours ago it had been buried in a landslide of equipment and looked like a California freeway at rush hour.

“Good as it gets,” Tate answered.

“I can see the air wing is already on board. You guys are loaded for bear.”

“Tell me about it. It took us all night.”

Lucy hadn’t planned to come down to see Tate off at all. The kiss after the party last night was intended to be goodbye. But when her father left in the middle of the night with his duffel stuffed to the brim and her mother said she was coming down to Pearl early to organize the family support group, Lucy couldn’t help but tag along.

“Are you spending the rest of the day with your family?” Tate asked.

“No. Except for Mom and me, the Coles have scattered to the winds. The Admiral went to the mainland on a red-eye last night. Henry got new orders to meet Stennis off Guam this morning. Sarah changed her flight to leave for D.C. today, and Jamie’s already on his way to Tokyo to meet his ship.”

“What about your Australia graduation trip?”

“Mom and I are still going,” she replied. “We’ll meet Jamie in Sydney in a few weeks. The Admiral will join us when he can.”

“Well,” Tate breathed, leaning on the chain-link fence, his knees bent so their faces were level. “Guess you were right to get those pictures when you could.”

“I guess I was. I’ll send you some. They look good.”

The ship’s horn blasted with the force of a thousand tubas, making them both flinch.

“This is it, I’m afraid,” Tate said.

“Wait. I made you something,” she replied, rifling through her shoulder bag. “Here. I can squeeze it through. Good thing it’s not a cake.”

Tate looked down to see that she was busily stuffing bright red-and-yellow woolen fabric through the chain links. He knew she was teaching herself to knit from You-Tube videos. She said she found it relaxing because she could focus on something simple.

Tate freed the fabric on his side of the fence and held up a four-foot-long scarf striped in crimson and gold.

“The yarn’s merino wool,” Lucy said, blushing. “It was a bitch for a novice like me to work with.”

Tate rubbed the soft wool against his exposed forearms. “Well, it was worth it. If I wasn’t afraid to get it dirty, I’d try it on.”

Lucy had planned on giving Tate the scarf in a more intimate location. Stuffing it through the fence wasn’t the least bit romantic. But his obvious pleasure in the gift made her start babbling, trying to cover her feelings with words.

“I hear you’re going to Okinawa. I lived there when I was five. I don’t remember much except that it was very hot. But it gets cold on ships, you know, especially amphibs and carriers. I’m sure you’re going to spend all your time in transit on deck working out in the sun. If you go below deck into the freezing air conditioning you’re likely to get sick. So that’s why you’re getting a wool scarf in Hawaii when you’re probably headed out to somewhere hot. Anyway, I hope you like it.”

A sergeant over Tate’s shoulders hollered. The boatswains were at the bottom of the prow, grunting at the fittings.

“I love it,” Tate replied, crushing the soft wool in his hands.

“I chose the Marines’ colors.”

“I got that, Lucy.”

Their fingertips met for a final time through the chain links. “You have to go,” she said. “Do a good job, Tate.”
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Only a few hours later, Tate was standing at the edge of Wasp’s flight deck at parade rest, his hands folded into the small of his back, as the carrier glided across the still harbor waters.

His platoon had been ordered topside to man the rails, forming the honor guard, as the Marines always did when setting out on deployment from Pearl Harbor. Like the rest of his platoon, Tate was immaculately turned out in his service delta uniform—khaki shirt tucked into red-striped blue trousers.

“Ah-ten-hut!” Vasquez, the company gunny, hollered.

Tate and his forty Marines snapped to attention as though powered by a single coiled spring. He kept his eyes forward, hands at his sides, rigid as a steel bar. The Marines stayed quiet and stiff for ten minutes, listening only to the subtle swish of the water along the hull a hundred feet below them. As the sun set, the first gong rang out clearly through the ship’s speakers.

“USS West Virginia.” The voice echoed after the gong faded. Moving only his eyes, Tate looked down at the dark water off the ship’s port quarter. A full minute passed before he heard the second gong.

“USS Nevada,” the voice announced.

Over the next fifteen minutes, a series of gongs honored the ships sunk in the 1941 surprise attack that killed thousands of service members. The gentle breeze grew stronger, and the last of the sun’s glow faded. The harbor narrowed into the channel that would take Wasp to sea.

The final gong sounded over the resting place of the USS California.

“Dismissed,” the voice said thirty seconds later.

Tate watched his Marines fall back from the rails and file into the catwalk that would guide them below. He lingered on the flight deck, standing between two helicopters, enjoying the evening air while gazing at the palm trees on shore silhouetted against the dusky sky. In the channel, the land seemed so close that Tate thought he could reach it with a running leap.

“Hey, sir?” Staff Sergeant John Larman said, appearing next to him.

“Yeah?”

“Isn’t that your girl there?”

Tate looked at the copse of curving palm trees where Larman was pointing.

Lucy stood beside one of them watching the ship leave her safe harbor.






CHAPTER 10BREMERTON, WASHINGTON


Cole had no problem finding a red-eye flight out of Honolulu. Many Seattleites went to Hawaii to escape the Pacific Northwest’s dripping gray weather.

He traveled in civilian clothes, per PACFLT’s orders. Standing on the open-air deck of the Seattle-to-Bremerton ferry, Cole relished the late spring sun warming his shoulders.

With three coffees in his gut and his lungs refreshed by the cool, salty harbor air, Cole decided he was not going to step foot on a carrier’s quarterdeck in civilian clothes. Bremerton was a Navy town, and he would wear the uniform, whether Triple-A Adams thought it was a good idea or not.

He descended to the car deck, grabbed his bag from the rental, and changed into his short-sleeve khakis in the head. The one concession he made was to leave off his nametag and ribbons. He wore only his Surface Warfare Officer badge and a single star on each collar.

Thinking himself incognito, he was surprised when a pale, thin middle-aged man approached the booth next to the window where he was sitting and asked, “Are you Admiral Cole?”

Will looked up from the ship design journal he’d been reading. “Yes,” he said. “And you are?”

“I’m Gabe Sorkin. Commander Gabe Sorkin.”

Cole considered career naval officers easy to spot when out of uniform. They were usually a decade behind in style and gave subtle cues in the way they tucked in their shirt or kept the hair at the back of their neck shaved clean. In his fashionable sneakers and tailored dark denim jeans, Sorkin looked like a genuine civilian.

“I’m sorry, Commander. Did we serve together somewhere?”

“No, sir,” Sorkin replied. Without an invitation he slid into the bench opposite Cole. “Admiral Adams, PACFLT, sent me to meet you. I’m to act as your deputy.”

Cole narrowed his eyes. Adams had mentioned something about appointing a deputy, but Will had assumed it was one of those things people say to improve a miserable deal, like having to take a red-eye out of Honolulu on three hours’ notice.

“My deputy? That was fast.”

“For me, too. PACFLT’s office called me late last night, told me I was activated, and said to meet you in Bremerton for a visit to Lincoln.”

“Activated?”

“Yes, sir. I’m a Reservist.” Sorkin leaned sideways and retrieved a slim wallet from his jeans. He pulled his Reservist ID card free and presented it to Cole. “Apologies for not showing up in uniform. I have one in the car. They said we would be in civilian clothes.” He looked pointedly at Cole’s uniform.

The ferry entered a passage between Bainbridge Island and the northern edge of the Kitsap Peninsula. Houses dotting the shore displayed jaunty American flags, and small boats on mooring buoys bobbed merrily in the ferry’s wake.

“Do you have orders?” Cole asked. The official paperwork from the Bureau of Personnel would tell him exactly who Sorkin was, where he was coming from, and the length of his activation.

“I don’t have orders,” Sorkin confessed. “The admiral said I should—”

“You spoke directly to Admiral Adams?”

“Yes, sir.”

Cole hadn’t been this confused on board a floating vessel since his days as a mid-shipman. “I’m sorry, Mr. Sorkin. Let’s start at the beginning. You’re a Reservist?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And where did you just come from?”

“I flew in from San Francisco. I live in Los Gatos, if you know where that is.”

Cole didn’t, and didn’t care. “And what Reserve command are you with?”

“The DIO.”

“I’m not familiar with it,” Cole admitted, assuming it was some kind of intelligence analysis group. Sorkin had a bookish quality with his brass-rimmed spectacles and intense brown eyes. On meeting him, Cole instantly logged—disapprovingly—the overlong curly hair and two-day beard.

“It’s the Defense Innovation Office,” Sorkin explained. “The Secretary of Defense set it up to monitor Silicon Valley developments and maintain industry relationships. We take our findings back to the War College for analysis. We’ve only been operating for a few months.”

A lightbulb blinked on in Cole’s head. He’d heard something about changes to how the Defense Department sourced technology. PACFLT had mentioned it a few months back.

Cole was generally skeptical of such initiatives because he’d seen them dashed against the granite cliffs of Pentagon bureaucracy, entrenched defense contractors, and congressmen who wouldn’t shift a penny from their districts for fear of a primary challenge. Moreover, Cole’s job had always been to keep the fleet at sea with whatever he had to work with. He’d never been afforded the luxury of thinking about the abstractions of government contracting, and he doubted that a Reserve commander like Sorkin could change a damned thing.

“And what do you do as a civilian?” Cole asked.

“I’m a venture capitalist.”

“I have to think a venture capitalist in the Reserves is a rare bird.”

“Indeed,” Sorkin agreed with a wry smile.

“What was your commissioning source?”

“I went to school on an NROTC scholarship. Served five years as a Surface Warfare Officer, destroyers, mostly. I finished up as the ops-o on a Coastal Patrol ship.”

“What school?”

“You mean undergrad?”

“Yes. And while you’re at it, tell me about graduate school, too.”

“MIT for undergrad, applied mathematics. After I did my time in the Navy, I got an MBA at Harvard Business School.”

Cole was doubly worried now. For some reason he’d never fathomed, Triple-A Adams had a special fascination with the business world. So he’d sent a venture capitalist to be Cole’s deputy. Cole had enough on his plate trying to pry Lincoln out of drydock. Now he had to deal with a Reservist who would almost certainly get in the way and screw things up. As Cole saw it, an officer needed to know the technical workings of his ship, the operations of her weapons, and the tactics required to keep her fighting. That wasn’t taught in any business school. War College in Newport or Monterey, maybe—but not business school.

“What do you do for DIO?”

“I spot promising companies working on defense technologies and give them capital to see where it goes.”

“Any that I’d know about?”

He shrugged. “Maybe. Too soon to tell.”

Cole suppressed the urge to sigh. Out the forward ferry windows he could see Bremerton approaching. The dark outlines of ships in drydock created a spiky skyline in front of the town.

“So you’re a venture capitalist in Silicon Valley who is cultivating a portfolio for the DoD on the side,” Cole summarized. “Are you rich, Mr. Sorkin?”

That was not something the taciturn Cole would ordinarily say to another officer. But he thought of Sorkin as a civilian and, potentially worse, a strap-hanger who would only slow things down. He considered telling Sorkin to go home. A rich man wouldn’t begrudge the lack of Navy pay.

“Am I rich? You really asked me that?”

Cole wished he could take it back now because it was a rude thing to say, born of irritation. But it was out there. “Yes—sorry. That was rude. But, well, are you?”

“Rich is a loaded word, Admiral. It means different things to different people.”

“That sounds like something a rich person would say.”

Sorkin displayed his fleeting grin. “In terms of money, there are no poor venture capitalists. If you fail as a VC, then you aren’t one. Ergo, if you are one, you’re successful.”

“So why is a rich venture capitalist still in the Reserves?”

“I think my background offers a unique contribution to the Navy.”

“Your background as a venture capitalist? The Navy’s not a capitalist enterprise.”

“It’s still an enterprise. I offer strategic planning advice to enterprises. I back those bets up with my funds. In the Navy’s case, I back it up with my time.”

“I see. And what strategic advice are you developing for the Navy at the Defense Innovation Office?

“To fight the next war instead of the last one.”

“You think there’s going to be a next war?”

“Not if we can deter it.”

“On that, Mr. Sorkin, we wholly agree. But you don’t need to do this. Why invest your time in it?”

Sorkin shrugged his narrow shoulders. “Because I’m a patriot.”






CHAPTER 11BREMERTON, WASHINGTON


Before the two left the ferry, Cole asked Sorkin to change into uniform. Sorkin’s unshaven face was thoroughly unmilitary, but he at least wore the same gold SWO badge as Cole over his ribbons.

“How long has she been in the yards?” Sorkin asked as they stood on the messy pier beside Lincoln.

The quay was tangled with forklifts, cables, hoses, and workers sweating through their high-visibility shirts. An enormous yellow crane lifted pallets from a flatbed tractor-trailer and swung them onto the empty flight deck. The air smelled of diesel and rotting fish. The rattle of engines was pierced by the cries of scavenging seabirds.

“About six months,” Cole answered, raising his voice to be heard over a clacking generator.

“And PACFLT said Vinson’s coming here too, right?”

“Right. But no one else can know that yet.”

Sorkin looked up and down the length of the waterfront. Gray ships stretched in both directions. “Where are they going to put her?”

“That’s the problem, Mr. Sorkin, and our first objective. We need to get Lincoln back to fighting shape immediately because Vinson’s going to take her place here.”

When he reached the top of the three-story staircase that acted as the gangway, Cole stepped onto the quarterdeck. Though Lincoln was in drydock, she was still a commissioned naval ship. A chief petty officer in whites spotted the stars on Cole’s collars and nearly fainted with embarrassment.

“Admiral, I’m sorry. Your visit didn’t make it into the POD.” Every ship in the Navy published an agenda known as the Plan of the Day each morning for the crew’s consumption.

The ship’s skipper knew Cole was coming, but Cole wasn’t surprised that the visit hadn’t been published in the POD. Triple-A had asked Cole, Sorkin, and Lincoln’s CO to play down the visit. But when Cole and Sorkin showed up in uniform, the ruse was blown.

“Permission to come aboard,” Cole said perfunctorily. As was the custom, he was about to turn to the flag at Lincoln’s stern to salute it and then step aboard.

“No, sir,” the chief said. “Please wait a moment.”

“Come again, Chief?”

“I want to gong you aboard, Admiral. Please let me do you that honor. Just a second, sir.”

Will and Sorkin stood in the sun and listened to the diesel generators hammering away on the pier while the chief spoke to someone through a walkie-talkie. A few beats later, a voice over the 1MC thundered, “Admiral, United States Navy, arriving.” Six gongs followed.

“So much for arriving incognito,” Cole said to Sorkin.

Lincoln’s skipper, Captain Beau Duarte, stood waiting for them with his executive officer. The XO, also a captain, wore a nametag that read Kozak. Both men wore gold aviator wings.

After the introductions and obligatory coffees, Duarte, an Academy graduate from Baton Rouge, summoned his chief engineering officer to brief the visitors on Lincoln’s state of readiness. He took Cole through spreadsheets, Gantt charts, and digital dashboards giving the status of various systems.

The net conclusion was that five more months were needed to get Lincoln back to sea. “Plus we’ll need another three months to train her new crew,” Kozak added.

“Why the five-month delay?” a frustrated Cole asked. “What’s driving the maintenance schedule?”

“We’re waiting on the new radars and computer systems, sir,” the engineer explained. “They’re specially designed to withstand electromagnetic pulse weapons. And also a new aircraft elevator. The one we have now is past its service life and showing stress fractures like an old highway overpass.”

After hearing that explanation along with others, Cole concluded that the problem wasn’t with any of the three officers standing before him. It was with the industry that supported them. He intended to go to D.C. immediately to address that, but he thought he would have more credibility after walking the cold iron decks of Lincoln himself.

Although he was willing to cut them some slack, Cole thought it a good idea to push the skipper and XO out of their comfort zones. Reluctant to do that in front of the engineering officer, he waited until the man was dismissed. Left alone with the CO and XO, Cole was about to launch into a sermon about expedited fleet readiness when Sorkin surprised him by speaking first.

Slumped against a rack of computers, the Reserve commander asked Duarte, “Captain, have you considered which of these projects you could eliminate?”

Duarte, who hadn’t expected Sorkin to say anything at all, let alone speak before his superiors did, stood a little straighter. “I’m sorry, Mr. Sorkin,” he said with a liquid Cajun drawl, “but what do you mean by that?”

“I mean elimination, sir. As in getting rid of unnecessary new systems that might be bogging you down. Have you considered a clean sheet analysis where you do a baseline of your core requirements?”

The skipper narrowed his eyes at the unimposing officer with wispy hair, brass specs, and two-day beard. “I don’t have any superfluous systems, Commander,” he said. “I’m preparing this ship to fight at her max capability. As far as I know, there are no systems that can be eliminated.”

“Let me ask that another way, Beau,” Cole said, because despite Sorkin’s lack of decorum, he liked the nature of the question. “Without changing your requirements, what would it take to get to sea faster? What would it take to get the carrier out of drydock in, say, a month?”

The captain’s eyes widened. “A month?” He put his hands on his hips and stroked his gold belt buckle engraved with “Lincoln CVN-72.”

“Yes,” Cole replied. “Or even less.”

“Admiral Cole, that’s not realistic.”

“Why not?”

Duarte and his XO traded bewildered looks.

Cole stole a glimpse at Sorkin, who remained slumped against a blocky computer rack, staring at the floor.

“I don’t know where to begin,” Lincoln’s captain said.

“Do it anyway,” Cole responded. “No idea is too wild.”

Duarte and Kozak conferred in mumbled tones for a few minutes, rejecting idea after idea. Lincoln’s skipper finally raised his head.

“Admiral, we’d have to start patching her together right now. Even then, we’d need to triple the shifts from the civilian contractors. On top of all that, we don’t have the crew or the air wing. We’d have to rob another carrier to get them. Our force levels are way down from a year ago. But of course you’re probably aware of that, sir.”

“Don’t forget the supply chain problem,” Kozak added. “I don’t see those new elevators getting here in a month. That’s an uncrackable nut.”

“Agreed,” Duarte said. “An uncrackable nut.”

“What’s the supply chain problem?” Sorkin asked.

With exaggerated patience Duarte addressed the unkempt commander. “The shipfitters that make the elevators are at the plant in Pascagoula. They get the steel poured up in Pittsburgh, then work on it at their yard on the Gulf Coast. The individual parts are then shipped out here. Some of the assembly happens in Long Beach. The rest of it happens right here in Puget Sound.”

Sorkin kept his eyes on the floor and his hands in his pockets. “Why are the ship-fitters in Pascagoula?” he asked.

As if he were speaking to a child, Duarte said, “Because that’s where the shipyard is. The big steel pieces come from unique factories. Perhaps you noticed when you stepped aboard, Commander, that Lincoln is rather large.”

“I did notice that, Captain,” Sorkin said politely. “I’m just wondering how many shipyards there are that can make hull fittings for Nimitz-class carriers. Is Pascagoula the only place?”

“It’s the only place that’s tooled to build the modified elevator we need. It’s literally the only place, yes.”

“That’s tragic,” Sorkin remarked.

Kozak had heard enough from the scruffy Reservist. He was about to upbraid him for slumping against the computer racks with his hands in his pockets and criticizing the CO. But he hesitated because he wasn’t sure of Admiral Cole’s status or the degree to which Cole might defend Sorkin. Kozak wasn’t sure about Admiral Cole at all.

Scuttlebutt said Cole was out, passed over for a second star, on his way to retirement. On the one hand, Kozak hadn’t heard that Cole was a bad admiral, just one who had outlived his usefulness and needed to hurry up and get out of the way.

On the other hand, Cole was asking all sorts of uncomfortable technical questions. PACFLT had told the skipper that Cole was an emissary from Pearl Harbor. If there was one person the XO was not going to upbraid, it was old Triple-A, who, among other things, would decide when and how the XO would assume command of his own ship.

As Kozak debated whether it was better to show his CO that he had his back or to keep quiet to avoid getting a knife in it, a knock at the door saved him from a decision. “Come!” he barked a little too loudly.

“I’m here to continue the admiral’s briefing, Skipper, if the Chief Engineer has already been through?”

“Yes, Stan,” Duarte said. “We’re done with engineering. Let’s get intel out of the way.”

A beefy commander in khakis leaned a shoulder through the door. After the skipper waved him in, he introduced himself as Stan Wilcox, Lincoln’s intelligence officer. Duarte turned to Cole. “Per your request, Admiral, I asked Stan to put something together for you.”

Cole had asked for the briefing soon after coming aboard. With the assignment from PACFLT less than twenty-four hours old, he felt in the dark as to the Chinese threat. Moreover, while PACFLT’s orders were to spring Lincoln and Vinson from the yards early, Cole viewed his higher purpose as improving the fighting readiness of the Pacific Fleet. He didn’t see a way to do that without knowing more about what he was up against.

It took Wilcox a few minutes to set up the presentation on the special laptop belonging to the intelligence center. Duarte explained that it tapped into a secure feed to the Office of Naval Intelligence in D.C. that provided a real-time database of the world’s deployed naval forces. Once it was up, Cole told Wilcox to skip the rest of the world and give him the OOB—the Order of Battle—of the Chinese navy.

Wilcox stood next to the screen, which displayed various symbols representing Chinese warships. From the tip of India to the Kamchatka Peninsula, they dotted the map like freckles. “I suppose I’d start, Admiral, by noting the big news about the new PLAN carrier Fujian,” he pointed to the map, “here, in the Philippine Sea. Our intelligence suggests heavy flight operations. Her squadrons of J-15s have been buzzing Taiwan.”

“Buzzing them more than the Chinese air force usually does?”

“More like differently,” Wilcox answered. “They normally use air force planes based on militarized reefs in the South China Sea. Fujian is new to the equation. The ROC Air Force said the jets penetrated Taiwan’s twelve-mile territorial limit.”

“Those are the so-called exercises we keep hearing about.”

“Yes, sir. Increasingly aggressive ones.”

“And that’s Stennis down there?” Cole asked. He pointed to a blue symbol a few hundred miles north of Guam.

“Yes, sir. The Stennis strike group is shadowing Fujian. PACFLT’s orders.”

Cole instantly thought of Henry on his way to Stennis. His son’s Hornet squadron would refuel in Midway and Guam before touching down on the carrier.

“And those ships down there west of New Guinea?” Sorkin asked.

“That’s a flotilla of four of the new big Chinese Type 55 destroyers.”

“I take it they’re headed southwest?” Sorkin continued.

The intelligence officer took a moment to click on the symbol and read the latest coded message from the vast database. “Yes,” he said. “It does appear that they’re headed southwest.”

“Do we know where they’re going?” Sorkin asked.

“No,” Wilcox replied. “We only have the ELINT reports that show their heading.”

Sorkin went back to studying the floor.

“Where are our subs for Taiwan defense?” Cole asked.

Wilcox zoomed into the seas around Taiwan. “Chicago, Key West, and Missouri are deployed to the South China and Philippine Seas. But I don’t have their exact locations.”

“Why is there a boxed question mark southeast of Taiwan?” Cole asked. “It’s coded as coming from a sub.”

Wilcox clicked and read the message from the database. “That’s from the ONI. Missouri caught an unknown undersea contact in the area. Her skipper reported it as a probable Chinese Type 95 sub.”

“I didn’t think the Type 95 was active yet,” Duarte interrupted.

“Correct, sir. That’s why the ONI marked it this way. It’s unconfirmed. We have no record of the 95s leaving Hainan. But Missouri is saying that it is a 95 sailing southeast of Taiwan, near this city, Taitung.”

Cole looked at the rest of the map as Wilcox changed the filters. Amid the red dots were a sprinkling of blue ones representing the American ships. A cluster of them was just west of Hawaii. “I take it that’s Wasp on her way out of Pearl?”

“Yes, Admiral,” the intelligence officer replied. “On her way to Okinawa.”

“And those small boys northeast of Luzon?” Cole asked, pointing to the mitten-shaped island at the top of the Philippine archipelago. “What are those ships?”

“That’s a destroyer package coming out of Sasebo. Destroyer Squadron 15.”

Cole felt a wave of guilt when Wilcox zoomed in on the cluster of blue dots. The lead destroyer was USS Higgins, Kyle Wallace’s new command. That made him think of Kelly. He shook it off.

“Okay,” he said to Wilcox. “Anything else of interest for the Pacific Fleet? If I were Triple-A sitting here, is there something else you might tell me?”

“Just this,” Wilcox answered. “A civilian plane went down over the Taiwan Strait last night. It was a corporate jet owned by SRC, the big chip company. Came out of Shenzhen. Went down in Taiwanese waters, within the twelve-mile limit.”

“Shot down?”

“No, sir. We didn’t pick up any Chinese military activity. The pilots were the only casualties. The jet’s owner, Sam Chang, wasn’t on board. The incident may or may not be significant.”

Cole nodded, filing it away. His mind was already moving on to D.C., his next stop. He didn’t see the point in dwelling on a crashed corporate jet with no one of importance on board.

But behind him, Gabe Sorkin stopped slumping.






CHAPTER 12SOUTHEASTERN COAST OF TAIWAN


Afra coaxed the battered Land Rover up the rock-studded grade toward Hawkes Peak, stopping occasionally to free the tires from ruts. Her guests didn’t seem to mind the delays. They were a good-natured bunch.

At least this time her partner, Nick, an expat Brit, had come along. Nick excelled at digging traction boards under the tires to keep the Rover moving.

For all that, Afra worried they might not make it to the Peak—or worse, would struggle to get back down. The traction boards worked well when the road was dry, but the gathering purple clouds and the stiffening breeze portended rain. With its heavy clay content, the soil on this side of the mountain was as slippery as axle grease when it got wet.

She’d warned the Aussies that the weather could turn. The vacationing pensioners didn’t care. They wanted to get to the Peak.

“Well, now that’s a view,” Ron declared when the Rover crested a hill and left the jungle behind.

“All that bouncing was worth it,” Susan added, likewise impressed by the sudden vista.

“This is a good spot for a picture,” Afra remarked. “I’ll pull over.”

In truth, she suspected this spot would be the apex of their journey. The clouds over the sea were getting thicker. When the first drop of rain struck the Rover’s hood she would retreat downhill—whether the Aussies liked it or not.

Oblivious to the coming storm, the tourists stood in the back of the Rover snapping photos and gazing at the ocean. The Philippine Sea glowed beneath the clouds like a diaphanous veil.

Carl winked at Ingrid. “Goddamned splendid, eh, girl?”

Remembering that Carl and Ron were interested in the old Japanese bunkers, Afra decided to take the Rover inland and show them those instead of risking the drive to the top. Nick readily agreed when she quietly suggested the change of plan.

“Come on, then,” Nick said to the group. “Let’s go look for war relics. The view’s good from the bunkers.”

“The Japanese bunkers?” Carl asked excitedly.

“Indeed,” Nick answered. “Bit of a hike to the nearest one, mind you. Not long, but steep. Is everyone up for it?”

“Oh, yes!” Carl confirmed. The others nodded enthusiastically.

Afra killed the engine. Carrying her flashlight, she led the way while Nick grunted with the folding chairs slung over his shoulder. They climbed a few hundred meters along a path that wound through the shrubbery like a game trail.

“Careful. Gets a little narrow through here,” Afra warned, pulling back a branch for the person behind her.

“I put a few stones down to shore up the worst of it last time I was here,” Nick added.

“Bang-on!” Carl exclaimed. He grabbed his wife’s hand to help her over a boulder. “All fine there, girl?”

“Of course,” she said. “Never better.”

“Tell us a bit about the history of this place,” Ron called from the rear, dabbing at his sweaty red face with his sleeve. The thick jungle cut off the sea breeze, and the air was thick and humid.

“We’re headed to one of the abandoned Japanese artillery outposts,” Afra responded. “You’ll even get to see a gun.”

“One of the outposts?” Susan asked. “You mean there are more?”

“Oh yes. We have five on the property—that I know of.”

Ron paused to take a breath and survey the inland hills behind him. They were high enough that he could see the mountains and valleys to the west. “Good Christ, young lady. How much land do you have here?”

“Five hundred acres.”

“A lot to maintain.”

She laughed. “It would be, but we maintain only the lawns around the Inn.”

“And thank God for that,” Nick added. “I have only a machete and a little lawn mower to do it with. Most of the land is inaccessible.”

“How did you come to own it?” Ingrid asked. “Did you buy it?”

“This land has been in my family for three generations,” Afra replied. “My grandfather came over to Taiwan with the mainlanders before my father was born. They were relatively wealthy at the time. He owned an electric wire fabrication plant in Nanking.”

“Why did he leave?”

“Because the Communists were going to seize his plant. And his money.”

“Good reason,” Carl commented.

“Yes. After coming to Taiwan with Chiang Kai-Shek, he applied for a copper-mining license to go into business making wires again. He bought this land from the American government, which had just taken it from the Japanese. Later Grandad set up a wire production site in Taitung. We’ve still got spools of vinyl-coated copper wire in the garage.”

“No one owned this land before that?”

“These interior mountains were lightly populated. My mother lived on the coast north of Taitung in a little fishing village. She was a Formosan. They were just happy to see the Japanese leave. My parents moved up to Taipei and let me use the land. They passed away, and I inherited the property.”

“So, your father’s family are mainlanders and your mother’s a Formosan,” Ingrid ventured. “Do you consider yourself Chinese?”

Afra shrugged and shifted on her feet. “Sure. Half, anyway. Right, Nick?”

“Right. Half Chinese and half crazy,” he laughed. “We’re not sure which ethnicity supplies that.”

Ron waved at the valleys to the west. “You two don’t go exploring down there around the old copper mines?”

“Not anymore. When I first inherited the property, Nick and I explored a bit. There are a few mining roads that the Japanese army improved, but the jungle has overgrown them. They’re accessible on foot, sort of.”

Fifty meters on, they arrived at an enormous concrete block covered in thick liana vines. Iron stairs, tilted and rusting, led into the bunker. Afra shone her flashlight into the dank, dripping room and let the Aussies look inside one at a time, their oohs and ahs echoing from the walls. Cold, musty air wafted up in their faces.

Ron ran his hand along the old gun, orange and stubbled with rust. “The guns came along with the property?” he asked.

“Yes. A bit of a family secret, really. The government would probably declare this a historical site if word got out. We would rather preserve it ourselves.”

“Lovely,” Carl said, “just lovely.”

Afra grinned. The guests looked happy. “There’s still Japanese equipment in some of the higher bunkers,” she added. “We’ll show you later this week if you like. But I warn you, the hike is worse than this one.”

“Afra, dear, you really must stop treating us like we’re fragile,” Ingrid insisted. “We could have gone to Fiji and lain on the beach. We’re here for adventure!”

“Hear, hear,” Ron agreed.

The ride down the hill wasn’t as bad as Afra had feared. The winds had scattered the squalls and cleared the skies. The tracks the Rover had made on the way up were easy to follow in the swaying headlights.
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After the Aussies cleaned up and took a short siesta, Afra prepared a simple dinner on the deck. She served while Nick plied the guests with drinks and hinted at his guitar skills. The Aussies caught his hints and insisted he play.

Afra thought Nick’s songs were too maudlin and slow, but she would never tell him that. He was sensitive on the subject. She’d met him ten years ago in Bali when they were both twenty-five. With his puka shell necklace, tribal tattoos banded around his forearms, and copper-colored ponytail, he seemed to be trying a little too hard to put out the free-spirit, world-traveler vibe. But when he hopped onstage at the small resort and sang five soulful songs he’d written himself, he got her attention.

Two years back, when Afra’s mother passed and Afra inherited Hawkes Bay, she and Nick decided it was time to grow up and settle down. They converted the outpost to an inn, and Nick insisted that his musical talent would be part of the draw. Afra quietly kept any mention of Nick’s performances off the website and out of Google ads. Nonetheless, on nights like this, when the skies were clearing and the guests were happy, she enjoyed his slow, sad songs.

After the dishes were done, she collapsed into an Adirondack chair and listened. Nick concluded a particularly morbid ballad while the ocean waves crashed against the cliffs far below them.

“My God,” Ron said contentedly with Susan lying in his arms. “Would you look at these stars? Makes you feel rather insignificant, doesn’t it?”

Carl pointed out a few constellations. He started with the easy ones—Taurus, the Big Dipper, and so on. As he was moving his finger to the Pleiades, he interrupted himself.

“Now hold on. What’s this? Do you all see that?”

“What?” Ingrid asked. “Is it a constellation?”

“That chain of lights. That’s no constellation. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Afra followed Carl’s finger and immediately saw a string of about thirty white dots moving east like neatly arranged stars on the march. She and Nick had seen them before.

“What are they?” Susan asked. “They’re too perfectly lined up to be natural.”

“Those are satellites going into orbit,” Nick answered. “They’ve just been launched.”

“From where?”

“According to the internet, the Chinese launch satellites regularly from Hainan Island.”

“Ah,” Ron, a retired engineer, chimed in. “They must be competing with that American company, Orion. Low-earth-orbit satellites and all that. The future of communications, you know.”

The group watched in silence as the chain of lights shot over the horizon. “I wonder if that’s what they’re really for,” Carl said as the lights disappeared.

Nick moved his guitar off his lap and set it on the deck with a thump. “What do you mean, Carl? You think they’re something else, do you?”

“I never quite trust the news that comes out of China,” Carl answered. “I’ll leave it at that.”

“Oh, look down there!” Ingrid exclaimed, pointing excitedly from her chair. “On the water just outside the bay—did you see that?”

“What now?” Carl asked, mildly annoyed. It was just like his wife to get overexcited and shatter the mood.

“I think it was bioluminescence,” she said. “I used to teach about it in my biology class in Melbourne.”

“Where?” Afra asked, standing up for a better view. She often gazed down at the ocean from the deck and watched the rhythm of the swells. She had never seen bioluminescence.

Ingrid pointed insistently to the south, near the headland where the island turned west. “Right there, just past the waves. There it goes again!”

Afra saw it now. It wasn’t much—just a yellow-green blob in the water that faded after a few seconds. Nick and the other guests missed it and joked that the two women were imagining things after the long day. Afra might have agreed—except that Ingrid had also seen it and continued insisting it was bioluminescence.

Nick slid the guitar back across his knees and strummed one of his slow, sad melodies.
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Half a kilometer south of Hawkes Peak, hovering five meters under the swells off the headland, Mung killed the yellow-green guide light on his helmet. The SDV from the Type 95 sub had nearly missed him in the dark, forcing him to use the light.

While Deng anchored the SDV in the soft sand, Mung led the newest Sea Dragon squad ashore.






CHAPTER 13SHENZHEN, CHINA


The sun streaming through the crack in the thick drapes of his bedroom woke Sam. He looked at his wrist to check the time. His watch wasn’t there.

He blinked and looked at the walls and the pedestal with the bronze Nan Dynasty chalice under its protective glass box. The chalice proved that he was in his Shenzhen hill home.

He tried to fling the blanket away, but his arm was restrained by a clear tube that went to an IV bag hanging from the headboard.

“Why are you trying to get up, Sam?” Mei gently pushed his shoulders back to the mattress. “You must rest. You shouldn’t get out of bed yet.”

Drained by the effort and bewildered by his condition, Sam gave in. Mei leaned over his face and stroked his forehead. Her fingertips felt warm and reassuring. She had a lovely face. She reminded him of his late wife when she was young.

“Everything is okay, Sam, you can sleep. You did very, very well yesterday. You don’t need to worry about anything,” Mei purred.

“The fab,” he mumbled. He wanted to tell her that he needed to get there, to get to work like he did every morning. But he couldn’t get the words out.

“Soon, Sam, soon. For now, you need to rest.”

Three miles away, FJ pressed his cell phone to his ear as he looked out the second-floor interior window of the Shenzhen fab at the bustling photolithography operation below. Men and women walked between the large white photolithography machines in their bunny suits as though everything was normal and nothing had happened to Sam. FJ spotted Fred by his red supervisor’s lanyard. At least he still had Fred Tsai, the firm’s COO. Seeing him down there on the floor was a comfort—but it wasn’t enough.

“It would be good if I could see him,” he said to the woman on the other end of the line. She was a doctor, the finest in the city, Li and Mei had told him.

“You will, sir,” the doctor assured him. “I promise. For now, your father remains in critical condition. Visitors would be dangerous for him.”

FJ filled his lungs slowly and held his breath for a moment. In FJ’s life, his father was a force as constant as gravity. The vacuum his absence created made him uneasy, unbalanced. He kept his eyes on Fred. There were systems in place to ensure the continuity of the business. And he still had Li at his side managing customers. Thank God.

“Even if he’s unconscious,” the acting CEO said shakily, “wouldn’t it be good for him to know that I’m nearby?”

Sam was almost eighty, and FJ knew the day would eventually come when his father wasn’t around. But the absence felt different than he’d thought it would. His father had sent him to Harvard to learn business. FJ knew plenty about accounting, finance, and forecasting revenue. He was all right at fixing up reports and cataloging matters for his father and Fred. But that was only information management.

“I’m afraid I can’t allow you to see him, Mr. Chang,” the doctor insisted. “Any mental disturbance could complicate his healing. He is at a very delicate stage in his recovery.”

Li walked in and sat on the edge of the desk in her silky pants suit. Normally the gesture—one thigh on the desk, the other propped provocatively—would have turned him on. The animal attraction was lost for the moment. FJ reached for her hand. She held it and stroked his arm. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from Fred walking the fab floor.

“He’s lucky to be alive,” the doctor continued in his ear.

“How long before he’s … back to normal?” FJ asked.

“Probably a few weeks.”

“Very well,” FJ said. “We’ll manage.” He slumped in his father’s chair and massaged his temples, looking down at the blinking lights on the desk phone, confident the secretaries who lined the lobby like palace guards would intercept all incoming calls, as he’d instructed. Except for the doctor’s.

“He’ll be all right,” Li assured him, reading her asset like a billboard.

“You think? It sounds bad.”

“What did the doctor say?”

“That he’s in a delicate state.”

“That doesn’t mean he won’t heal,” she said comfortingly. She knew quite well that he would.

They’d been in Hong Kong with Mei when FJ learned his father had been admitted to the hospital with a stroke. FJ had rushed there to be with Sam, but the hospital staff wouldn’t let him see his father. The next day, SRC’s lawyers had come to him at the Four Seasons to tell him he was officially SRC’s acting CEO. Now they were back.

“I need to let the lawyers in,” Li reminded him. “They’re waiting outside.”

Reluctantly, eyes on Fred, FJ assented. Li returned leading two older men with dyed black hair dressed alike in dark suits with bright red ties. They were experts in the PRC’s legal code and international trade. FJ read their summary, his gut tightening.

Washington had presented the final deal on the subsidy package. The Commerce Secretary wished to announce the start of construction in Arizona. They needed FJ’s signature within the next forty-eight hours. SRC’s lawyers had analyzed the U.S. sanctions that would be part of the deal and declared them a clear violation of international law.

Did Baba know that? FJ wondered. Would he really sign something illegal? His father had accepted a subsidy from the Taiwanese government when he built the plant in Taitung decades ago. There had been nothing illegal about that. But that money didn’t come with sanctions strings attached that the world would declare illegal.

FJ put aside the pen and flipped the pages of the agreement back and forth while the two stern-faced attorneys stared down at him like a panel of judges.

“I’d like a few minutes with him,” Li finally said, mercifully. “Privately.”

FJ propped his face on his hands after they’d gone, leaning forward over the papers. “You heard the lawyers,” he said. “What do you think I should do?”

She moved behind him and massaged his shoulders. “If you let the United States pressure you into sole-sourcing SRC’s chip production, you risk antagonizing China and losing one of our largest markets.”

He relaxed against her hands, thinking she was probably right, as always. “That’s the last thing I want to do,” he admitted. “But Baba engineered the deal. I’m just trying to maintain business continuity.”

“Losing the fabs in Shenzhen is hardly business continuity,” she cautioned. “And that might well happen. Go down and ask Fred about that.”

FJ didn’t want to ask Fred. It would mean losing face. Fred had always skipped FJ’s reports and gone to speak with Sam directly.

“You sound like the lawyers.”

“I think they’re right.”

“How?”

“If you sign this American deal—with its extreme sanctions provisions—then you clip our existing customer revenue.”

“That wouldn’t be a problem. The American market is bigger. They’ll take all our capacity for the high-performance AI chips. They can’t get enough of them—they’re going into their cloud computing networks now, data centers as big as a city.”

“I know.”

“And,” FJ pointed out, “they own the intellectual property. We build for the American companies.”

“Yes,” she countered. “But the scarce resource here is not the IP. It’s the machines, FJ. We could just as easily build for Chinese IP. They’ve asked for it. Sam chose the bird in his hand—the Americans—but this agreement will back China into a corner.”

FJ swiveled in his chair to escape her hands. Her very presence clouded his thoughts. He turned his gaze to the factory floor, shaking his head. “It’s just business.”

“It’s more than that. You’re putting China’s whole tech industry at risk—and by extension, its entire economy. Do you think the CCP is going to let that happen? The CCP has engineered the fastest-growing economy in history. They’re not going to stand idly by and watch that screech to a halt.”

“They’ll build their own plant.”

“That would take five years, minimum, and you know it. We’re the only ones with the machines that can do it today.”

“That’s a matter of business.”

“It’s not. It’s geopolitics. What’s to stop the PRC from seizing the fab?”

“The Americans,” FJ tried. “Or Taiwan.”

“The United States does not diplomatically recognize Taiwan as a sovereign country,” she scoffed. “The official American policy is One China, Two Systems. And I’m not proposing we shut down production for the Americans. I’m simply saying that we modify our output and shift a fair percentage to the Chinese. This deal doesn’t let us do that.”

“Baba would have to approve the change to the machines.”

“In Taitung, yes. But you can start here in Shenzhen now, with Fred. He probably also has the key codes to change Fab Five in Taitung.”

“Maybe,” FJ admitted. “But if we divert American production, the U.S. President—”

“What’s he going to do?” she interrupted. “If the U.S. is still getting a flow of chips, why would they interfere? This is about fairness.”

“And Taipei?”

“Your deal isn’t with the Taiwanese government. The provisions of their subsidy expired long ago. This is your decision, FJ.”

“The Taiwanese already have troops outside the fabs on the perimeter road.”

“Window dressing for politics. The current party is just trying to show force for its constituency. But the government’s hardly united. There are pro-mainland parties, too. And besides, the ROC Army isn’t going to move without American permission.”

FJ’s personal cell phone rang, startling him. “It’s Taipei. The prime minister’s office. Everyone is calling me,” he whined. “They won’t leave me alone.”

“I know. This is a tough moment,” she allowed soothingly.

“I don’t want to talk to any of them, Li. Not the Taiwanese leadership, the aide from the Commerce Secretary’s office, the press. None of them.” He silenced the phone and shoved it in a desk drawer.

“FJ, you are a brave man,” she cooed, stroking his arm. “You can save the company by politely turning the Americans’ restrictions down but continuing to sell to them. Like you said, it’s a matter of business.”

Li knew her asset well. Now that she’d said her piece, it was best to leave him alone to stew. She turned to go, prepared to tell the lawyers to wait a little longer on the decision but confident it would come.

“Wait, Li,” FJ said. “You make a convincing argument. I’m going to turn down the subsidy deal on the grounds that the sanctions are too onerous. For now, at least.”

She put a finger to her lips, as if considering it. “I think you’re making a sound business decision. Sam was about to commit a huge mistake.”

“Fred won’t approve,” FJ warned, glancing toward the window. “We’ll need him to feed different IP into the machines and change the output settings to support Chinese firmware.”

“Fred’s just a cog in your father’s company—your company right now. You have the final say.”

“All right.” FJ leaned far back in his chair. “So how do I handle the Americans?”

“Politically.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you don’t say anything to anyone directly. That would make you look weak. Don’t forget I trained in Silicon Valley. I know how American politics works. You leak it to the press. The Americans will get the message without you having to commit to anything.”

FJ liked the sound of that. “How do you go about leaking something to the American press? Should I begin with the Taiwanese papers?”

“Your decision is final?” she asked.

“Yes, it is.”

“Then that’s all you need to say, FJ. You have too much on your plate already. Let me take care of this for you.”

“One last thing,” he said before he lost his nerve. “I think we should keep our options open. Let’s meet with Hynix tonight.”






CHAPTER 14WASHINGTON, D.C.


There were definite advantages to having a wealthy venture capitalist for a deputy. When Cole told Sorkin they had to go to D.C. after Bremerton, he’d started to call PACFLT’s office to arrange for two cheap civilian tickets or, better yet, a space-available hop out of McChord or Whidbey, the two military air hubs in Puget Sound.

Sorkin wouldn’t hear of it. He threw down his credit card and bought a pair of first-class tickets. He also sprang for two big rooms at the Hay-Adams Hotel.

Even the ride from the hotel to the Pentagon the following morning had been luxurious. Instead of renting a car and fighting it out with the uniformed masses for a parking space, Sorkin called his driving service. The two men arrived at the world’s largest building in a sleek black Suburban, looking sharp in their double-breasted service-dress uniforms with gold cuff braids and brass buttons.

Despite the first-class travel arrangements and spiffed up uniform, Cole thought his deputy looked tired this morning. Sorkin had the thin, bony frame of a runner, but even so, he seemed to live on coffee.

They returned dozens of salutes before they made it to the first heavy door. “The Undersecretary’s office is this way,” Cole said to Sorkin, having explained that the man they had to convince to crack the whip on the shipfitters’ union was Brian Flegle, the Undersecretary of Defense for Force Planning. Flegle reported to the Secretary of Defense rather than to the Secretary of the Navy and might be amenable to an overall policy shift. If Flegle agreed to help, they wouldn’t have to ask SECNAV to challenge DoD’s authority.

Sorkin doubted that. But he didn’t want to rain on Cole’s parade.

Other than enjoying the perks of traveling with a wealthy venture capitalist, Cole hadn’t yet made up his mind about Sorkin. During most of their travels Cole had been busy burning up the phone lines with shipyards, logistical offices, and fellow Pacific officers while Sorkin looked after his investments. He sat on several tech start-up boards, he explained, and advising young entrepreneurs was a lot like being a nursemaid.

Flegle’s assistant sat the two naval officers in stiff wooden chairs before the Undersecretary’s burled walnut desk and told them to wait. After what had seemed like a five-mile trek to the office in the E-Ring, they didn’t mind. The DoD official was late, probably a power move.

“Tell me something, Mr. Sorkin,” Cole ventured to pass the time. “When I asked why you continue serving in the Reserves, you answered that you’re a patriot. It’s a fine answer, but if you’ll forgive me, a little odd.”

Sorkin shifted to face the admiral. “Odd? How so?”

“Not in a bad way. It’s just something I didn’t expect to hear from a businessman.”

“Would you prefer a more businesslike answer, Admiral?”

“It’s just that you strike me as highly rational and unemotional,” Cole said, remembering the self-help book’s advice on intentionality. “I expected a more rational answer.”

“I can give you a very rational answer,” Sorkin replied. “The world’s commerce floats on the oceans. The tech business wouldn’t exist without the United States Navy.”

“Agreed,” Cole said. “But you get the benefits of that Navy as a taxpayer. Why serve in it?”

“Because I’m worried about it.”

Cole was still considering Sorkin’s response when the Undersecretary arrived.

Flegle blew through the doorway barking commands into a cellphone, telling whoever was on the receiving end that he didn’t have time to explain himself, just do it. Flegle’s assistant followed right behind him with a stack of papers and a long list of the appointments for the day. After picking and choosing which to accept, the Undersecretary, a thick-necked man in his late forties, hunkered down behind his desk and gave Cole his full attention. “Now, Admiral Cole, what can I do for you? I understand you’ve come about an issue of some urgency.”

“It is urgent, yes, Mr. Undersecretary.”

“Admiral Adams’ office told me I should speak with you without delay.”

“I appreciate you making the time, sir.”

“You also seem to be in good standing with the boss.”

“The boss” was the Secretary of Defense. Cole had met the SECDEF when he’d come out to Pearl for a readiness review of the fleet. Cole had been a captain then, new to the Pacific Fleet staff. Their exchange had been short, but they’d gotten on well. When Will came up for promotion to flag rank, the SECDEF endorsed him.

Flegle cracked open the Perrier bottle his assistant deposited on his desk. “My naval affairs man did some checking to make sure I’d be prepared. PACFLT’s office didn’t provide much in the way of details, so I’m afraid you have the advantage over me, Admiral.”

Cole took his cue. “Here it is in brief. In a few weeks, Stennis will come off station, and we don’t have a carrier to replace her.”

“You have six carriers in the Pacific,” Flegle pointed out. “More than half the fleet. So why not?”

“Because, sir, Vinson’s laid up with a bad screw and Lincoln’s only halfway through her project plan. The other three are in scheduled refits in drydock.”

The Undersecretary looked briefly at Sorkin, who sat in his trademark slump and stared at his bony knees. “Admiral, these are Pacific Fleet problems. May I ask what you’re doing to address them?”

“Yes, sir. I’m trying to hurry the carriers out of the yards. But all my orders are superseded by the Pentagon. My hope is that you’ll help me make some of those go away.”

Although the Undersecretary was a civilian, Cole’s brief research had shown he’d gone to West Point and had been an Army infantry officer in Europe during the Clinton era. He would understand the situation.

“I’m certainly aware of the challenges in the Pacific,” Flegle said. “Stennis is on station now. Why not extend her?”

“We’re doing that to the extent we can, sir. As soon as we can get the planes lifted off Vinson they’ll be flying out to augment Stennis’ air wing.”

“Then it sounds like we have a reasonable deterrent, even with Vinson’s unplanned mishap.”

“If we keep Stennis on station much longer, we risk permanent damage to her reactors,” Cole explained patiently. “If that happens, we’ll be dropping our carrier fleet down to ten—below the congressional mandate of eleven. None of us wants that.”

“Of course not. But it sounds like you’re doing all you can do.”

“I’m afraid it’s not enough, sir. I need your help to break another carrier out of the yards, immediately. Commander Sorkin and I walked the decks of Lincoln. She’s the best candidate, but we need to speed up her planned maintenance. That involves canceling some of her programs.”

The Undersecretary’s mouth flattened. “Admiral, you and PACFLT have the authority to manage your ships as you see fit. You’ll just have to get creative.”

Cole had expected that answer. Evidently, so did Sorkin, who hadn’t moved from his slump. “Mr. Flegle,” Cole said. “The long and the short of it is that without a carrier on station, the Pacific Fleet is almost hollow. I’m afraid we might be inviting Chinese aggression.”

“That’s a bit dramatic, Admiral. The Chinese won’t attack unless they’re sure they can win. It’s their doctrine going all the way back to Sun Tzu.”

Cole bit his cheek. West Pointers quoted von Clausewitz and Sun Tzu at every opportunity, just as Annapolis grads quoted Alfred Thayer Mahan.

“You’ve just made my point for me,” Cole retorted. “By weakening our deterrence we are telling the Chinese they can win. You may recall that before Mao sent his troops over the Yalu to attack us in Korea, he called the United States a paper tiger.”

Flegle looked at the admiral and his slumping deputy through narrowed eyes. According to the Pentagon’s abstruse hierarchy, Flegle was the civilian equivalent of a three-star admiral. And he didn’t need a warning or a lecture from a mere one-star and a lowly Reserve commander.

“Thank you for your concern, Admiral,” he said, reaching for a folder in the stack on his desk. “I’ll take it under advisement.” Clearly he expected the naval officers to stand up, spin on their heels, and get the hell out of his office.

But Cole didn’t stand. Instead, he slid a piece of paper covered with scribbles and numbers across the desk. Another mantra from the self-help book crossed his mind: Be explicit in asking for what you want. “I’ve identified the things I need you to do to get Lincoln out of hock,” he said. “Forgive the formatting. I’ve been on the road.”

Flegle’s nostrils flared when he looked at the sheet of torn notebook paper. He didn’t pick it up. “Why don’t you follow up with an email?” he said, swigging the Perrier. “I’ll filter it down to the team.”

Cole tapped the center of the sheet.

“There’s no need to wait for an email,” he said. “At the top of the list is doing away with the QX-99 radar arrays. They’re having trouble with the directional antennas and waiting on new ones. I want to get rid of the QX-99s altogether. We don’t need them.”

The Undersecretary sighed. He was going to have to deal with this, like it or not. “That would be a major shift. Those radars were part of the funding bill the Secretary squeaked through Congress. You have to have them.”

Cole thought he heard a snort from Sorkin’s direction but couldn’t be sure. He concentrated on Flegle.

“Mr. Undersecretary, with respect,” Cole went on, “if this is my fleet to manage, as you just said it is, then I’d like to dispense with the QX-99s. From a deterrence perspective, Admiral Adams and I would rather have the ships at sea.”

“Admiral Cole,” Flegle replied. “The QX-99 gives you longer-range air sensors. They’ll be paramount in any naval engagement with China. I shouldn’t have to tell you that.”

“As a prior Defense Secretary said, sir, you go to war with the army you have. I believe in the same doctrine for the Navy.”

“That’s short-term thinking.”

“We have a short-term problem. An urgent one.”

“I’m sorry, Admiral. The QX-99 is a must-have.”

In the ten minutes before Flegle insisted that he had to go on to his next appointment, Cole tried other sallies. Could they work round the clock in Bremerton? No. Welders’ union issues. Could they service Stennis in Japan and pay a contractor there for the nuclear work? Negative. Japanese government policy on limiting American nuclear presence. Could they move Lincoln’s timetable up by finding another supply source for the new aircraft elevator? Nonstarter. There were no other supply sources.

“I don’t know about you,” Cole sighed as he and Sorkin sank into the backseat of the Suburban after the meeting, “but I could eat something.”

“I’m fine,” Sorkin replied.

“Well, we’re going to lunch anyway to meet my daughter-in-law. She’s a lobbyist with a defense tech consultancy, and her dad’s a former senator. She might have some better ideas about how to do this.”

“What could be better than smacking a government bureaucrat across the head with a handwritten set of instructions?”

“You think I insulted him?”

“Let’s just say I think it’s a good thing you’re retiring, Admiral.”

“Well, in any event it made me hungry.”

“Where are we meeting your daughter-in-law?”

“I don’t know,” Cole said. “I thought your driver could drop us off on K Street. We’ll scout a diner or something and give her a call.”

“I know a place, Admiral.” After checking his phone, Sorkin leaned forward and gave the driver an address. Cole texted it to Sarah.

The Suburban stopped ten minutes later at a Neoclassical building a few blocks from the White House. The plaque next to the door said that it had once been Stephen Decatur’s home. A discreet engraving above it said the building was now the Explorers Club.

Will Cole soon found himself sitting across from his deputy in a leather Chesterfield at the edge of a wide room with Persian carpets, sparkling crystal chandeliers, and potted palms. He and Sorkin were the only men in uniform. Even the waiters wore charcoal suits.

“Green tea,” Sorkin said when one of them approached.

Frustrated by the fruitless Pentagon meeting and his own performance, Cole longed for something stronger. He ordered an Irish coffee to take the edge off.

“Hello, Admiral,” Sarah Cole said when she arrived. “I didn’t know you were a member of the Explorers Club.” She gave Will a light hug and settled into a third Chesterfield.

Cole introduced Sorkin to his daughter-in-law. “We can thank Mr. Sorkin for the plush surroundings.”

Since it was technically too early for lunch, the waiter brought snacks. Cole had to restrain himself from eating too quickly. Sorkin poked at a bruschetta crisp and went back to sipping his tea, staring at the cup’s rim and saying little.

“Have you heard from Henry?” Cole asked Sarah.

“Sort of,” she said. “He managed to get a message off from Guam, but I’m not expecting anything else. He told me Stennis is operating at strict radio silence, or whatever you call it.”

“Emissions control,” Cole explained. “EMCON. He’s right. You probably won’t hear from him until she pulls into port. You can still send him letters the old-fashioned way. They squeeze in mail planes when they can.”

She looked at him as if he’d just suggested the Pony Express. “What about Kelly and Lucy?” she asked. “Have they left for Australia yet?”

Cole checked his watch. “Probably at the airport now.”

“I’m sorry you didn’t get to go with them.”

“And I’m sorry you didn’t get to spend more time with Henry in Hawaii.”

She glanced at Sorkin then back at Cole. “We’re being rude, Admiral. Mr. Sorkin, what about you? I take it you’re stationed here. Pentagon?”

That was the politest way Sarah could think of to ask how this lowly commander had gained access to the Explorers Club. When she arrived at the address Cole had texted her, she thought it must be wrong.

“No. Just visiting,” Sorkin said. “I’m from the Bay Area.”

When Sarah looked puzzled, Cole clarified, “He’s a Reservist. We’re having a few important meetings back here at the Pentagon. He’s a venture capitalist in real life.”

“What venture capital firm?” Sarah asked.

“Cedar Grove Capital.”

She kept the crystal glass in her hand as still as possible to hide her excitement. She instantly assumed Will was in Washington to meet with Cedar Grove’s defense lobbying division for a job interview.

Sarah Braxton Cole had big plans for Henry’s post-Navy career. Her husband had the rugged good looks, the military service record, and the connections through her family. Picking up a big-money backer like Cedar Grove would go a long way toward launching his first campaign for a House seat.

“In what areas do you invest?” Sarah asked.

“Cloud computing infrastructure, AI, chips. I prefer the infrastructure side of things rather than the applications,” Sorkin explained soberly.

“Why’s that?”

“More meaningful, higher impact.”

“Interesting,” she returned, struggling to keep the glee off her face. “And what brings you two to Washington?” She was itching to sell Sorkin on the admiral’s many fine qualities, hoping to seal the deal for a job with Cedar Grove.

Sorkin sipped his tea and nodded at Will.

Without giving details about Vinson or Stennis, Cole explained that PACFLT had ordered him to get Lincoln out of Bremerton in a hurry. He relayed the substance of his conversation with Flegle—and his frustration with the lack of progress.

“I thought you were retiring,” Sarah remarked, disappointed.

“One last hurrah, I suppose.”

“Well, I haven’t met him, but Flegle sounds like a jerk.”

“He is,” Sorkin chimed in.

“Here’s the thing, Sarah,” Cole continued. “This is policy work. I’m unfamiliar with how to influence it. You grew up in this world. I was hoping you might give me some lobbying pointers.”

When Sarah had met Henry’s father for the first time in Norfolk years ago, he struck her as cold and aloof, a man with no time for anything other than the Navy. The man she saw sitting before her with the wan Reservist looked out of his element. She felt sorry for him. “I don’t work on national security policy,” she answered. “I wouldn’t know what advice to offer.”

“It’s not so much what to say,” Cole replied. “It’s how. Give me some tips on how to talk to people like Flegle.”

Sarah tapped her fingertips on her chin. “Well … to me, it’s a matter of couching what you want in the momentum of the current policy debate.”

“This has to do with bulking up our defenses to deter China from invading Taiwan.”

“Yes. I realize that—and it’s exactly what I mean. The administration, which means the Secretary of Defense in this case, feels it’s made the right policy moves to lower the temperature on Taiwan.”

“Like what?” Sorkin asked. He’d pulled his phone from his pocket and was scrolling through it.

“Like the subsidy package for SRC to build a chip plant in Arizona,” she replied, slightly offended that he was looking at his phone instead of at her. “My firm advised Commerce on that deal. That’s what I mean by momentum. Commerce has it right now. The Pentagon doesn’t.”

Sorkin glanced up from his phone. “When’s the last time you talked to your peer who handles the Commerce Department?”

“I haven’t spoken to her directly for a week. But it’s been the hot topic around the office.”

“Then you might want to check in,” Sorkin said. He turned the phone so she could see the headline from the South China Morning Post: CHANG REVERSES COURSE, SPURNS WASHINGTON CHIP DEAL IN FAVOR OF PRC.

“Oh, my God,” Sarah blurted, snatching Sorkin’s phone away to read the first few sentences. “I can’t believe it. Who does this?”

“The Chinese,” Sorkin answered. “When the President threatens sanctions that would cut off their chip supply.”

“The President’s going to be furious.”

“Read a little farther down,” Sorkin added. “Note where it says the Chinese government sees SRC as a Chinese company with operations in Shenzhen and their quote unquote renegade province producing chips for the Americans.”

“Think this is enough to shift the momentum back to DoD so we get something done with the carriers?” Cole asked Sarah.

She was too engrossed in the article to answer.

Sorkin spoke for her. “It has to,” he said.

“Why are you so sure?”

“Because the moment we lose SRC’s chip production, this country is fucked.”






CHAPTER 15USS STENNIS, PHILIPPINE SEA


It had been only five days since Henry Cole and the rest of his Hornet squadron hopscotched across the Pacific to meet Stennis north of Guam. Henry had expected a day or two of orientation to learn the operations of the new air wing and integrate his squadron. What he found was far different.

Right after they arrived, his squadron CO had briefed them on the growing tension with the Chinese. The CEO of a Taiwanese semiconductor company had abruptly pulled out of a deal to build American-designed chips in the United States and then retreated to China. Envoys from the U.S. President had met with Taiwanese government officials in Geneva and vowed to enforce the chip sanctions law on China with or without the SRC subsidy package.

The pilots and naval flight officers on board Stennis were at the far end of that diplomatic game of crack-the-whip. It was they who would be sortieing around the clock as the ship moved west, closer to Taiwan.

“Hammer’s ready to launch,” Henry said through the radio to the air boss inside the carrier’s superstructure. His oxygen mask was over his nose and his helmet visor was down. The Hornet bucked and strained against the locked catapult like a bull in a rodeo pen.

“Go for launch,” the shooter replied.

As a last-second check, Henry moved his eyes over the length of the deck in front of him and on to the white-tipped waves stretching to the hazy blue horizon. Wisps of steam rose from the catapult slot. The yellow-shirted plane captain was crouched below a metal blast deflector.

Lieutenant Henry Cole, call sign Hammer, a shortened version of his flight school nickname Hammering Hank, pushed the throttles to full military power and raised his hand in a quick salute. His ribs were sore from the nine arrested landings he’d done over the previous few days. Even before he was airborne he was dreading the next one. Each landing was graded by his peers, who never failed to nitpick something.

A second later, he was walloped in the back and flung forward like a bullet shot down a gun barrel. The counteracting force of four Gs shoved the skin of his face backward. He couldn’t move his head. His fingers whitened on the stick. He accelerated from zero to two hundred knots so quickly that the ship seemed to disappear, replaced by a milky sky.

“Ascend and maintain ten thousand, marshal point Alpha.”

“Roger,” Henry responded. Shifting his tender chest against the seat straps, he reached forward for the bulbous landing gear handle on the dash and flipped it up, then reduced his throttle. Already, his Hornet was up to nearly four hundred knots. He checked the jet’s altitude and speed in the clear glass HUD. A circle drifting to the upper right indicated his course to the marshal point. He was the flight lead for the patrol today, the first one up.

Henry followed the course while listening to the communications between the air boss and his squadronmates. Like Henry, they had catchy call signs: Smoke, Papa John, Ringo, and Flasher.

Today’s exercise was to practice intercepting an incoming enemy aircraft under conditions of radio silence. CAG, the air group commander, had allowed them to use their radios for takeoff because they weren’t hiding from the Chinese. Not yet, he’d added. The scuttlebutt among the crew was that the President wanted the Chinese to know Stennis was there.

Henry entered a lazy turn five thousand feet above the ship and watched the rest of his squadron catapult skyward. He noted the tangle of other aircraft scattered around the edges of the deck, most of them F-18s modified for specific missions. Some were the EA-18 Growler, designed for jamming. Others were two-seat F/A-18F Super Hornets, optimized for bombing. Henry’s aircraft was the single-seat F/A-18E, assigned to combat air patrols to counter enemy fighters.

A visual sweep around Stennis showed the white wakes from the other ships in the strike group—the Ticonderoga-class cruiser Chosin and three Arleigh Burke–class destroyers, Hopper, Fitzgerald, and McCain. Armed with a blistering array of layered air defenses to combat everything from incoming missiles and drones to submarines, the ships were like offensive linemen guarding their quarterback, Stennis.

Smoke, Papa John, Ringo, and Flasher closed on Henry and followed him north, using visual signals like wing waggles and rudder shifts to communicate movements.

Once they were on course and flying in a straight line, Henry loosened his helmet and slid his earbuds into place. He always flew with an ancient iPod Mini in his sleeve pocket. The regs had strict rules against it, but Henry didn’t care. At the top of the playlist was AC/DC’s “Thunderstruck.”

He was halfway through the intro when a voice crackled in his ear.

“Hammer, this is Hawkeye. Bandits, twenty degrees relative, two hundred miles. Close for intercept.”
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A hundred miles east of Taiwan, Commander Guo Zhiyu’s Dragon Flight shifted to a southern course. The Big Eyes spotter plane had detected the F-18s creeping up from Stennis’ patrol station near Palau. Zhiyu’s J-15 squadron was at the highest condition of readiness, and he and the rest of Dragon Flight were aloft in minutes.

Zhiyu let the software do the work to assemble his squadron into a tight, welded-wing formation. Big Eyes pushed the intercept coordinates into their onboard systems, and the AI algorithms did the rest. For now, Zhiyu was a passenger speeding south at Mach 0.9. His only job was to run through his weapons systems to ensure readiness.

Looking at the misty horizon some five thousand meters below him, he struggled to keep his hands off the controls. He’d toyed with the ROC Air Force fighters a dozen times on this deployment. He liked to cheat and fly inside their airspace just long enough for them to activate their missiles. Dragon Flight’s verbal taunts had advanced from “Here, kitty, kitty” to outright insults, daring the Taiwanese to fire. Fujian’s captain had encouraged them to ramp up the chatter and keep the ROC pilots on edge. They weren’t much of a threat.

But that was the ROC Air Force. The computer that projected information onto Zhiyu’s HUD was telling him that a flight of U.S. Navy F/A-18E Hornets was rocketing toward him, a far different matter.
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A set of squares spread across Henry’s HUD showed the fighters closing in. According to the E-2 Hawkeye, the incoming bandits were Chinese J-15s.

“Exercise terminated,” a woman’s voice said on the E-2. “Move to intercept.”

Henry double-clicked an acknowledgment and looked at his gauges. He was already down to five thousand pounds of fuel, a little less than half his max load without external wing tanks. That worried him. He spoke to his pilots on the UHF radio. “Smoke and Ringo, you’re on the bandits to the east. Flasher, you’re with me. Papa, go high and cover us in reserve.”

The abrupt switch from cruising along with AC/DC pounding on his eardrums to the heart-pounding tension of combat conditions felt almost dreamlike. He thumbed the toggles on the dash and the buttons on his stick to ensure his AIM-260 long-range air-to-air missiles were ready. His rules of engagement were simple: Fire if fired upon.

At two hundred miles, the Chinese planes were already in range of Henry’s AIM-260s. The missiles were new, never proven in war, and Stennis was the first carrier to have them. He’d never fired one, although he’d crammed through the thick manual to learn about its characteristics when he had spare time on the ship. He slaved the weapons sensors to the bandits and thought through the angles. The information in the HUD showed the incoming jets were just below supersonic, radars active.

He looked out the glass canopy. Flasher flew below him, and Papa was high above. Smoke and Ringo were five miles to his west. It wasn’t long before the onrushing Chinese were inside the range of the Hornets’ heat-seekers.

Henry shifted his selector switch to the shorter-range infrared AIM-9X Sidewinder missiles.
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Zhiyu spotted the Hornets with his forward-facing cameras. A split-screen view showed four of them spread wide and a fifth flying high above them.

Zhiyu knew from years of experience that one of the things that separated good fighter pilots from great ones was the ability to think quickly. No human could match the AI algorithm that commanded his flight. But Zhiyu didn’t trust it. The algorithm was designed for full-scale war, not the gray zone that preceded it.

He spoke the commands into his mask to deactivate the automated system and gripped the stick. The control panel buzzed, and he felt the pressure in his hands. He knew the rest of Dragon Flight would follow his lead.

Zhiyu met the Hornets’ altitude at five thousand meters. He strained his eyes against the bright blue sky. The HUD showed the center Hornet as just a dot at this distance, but it was closing fast. The tones warbled in his helmet.

“Come on. Fire at me,” Zhiyu whispered.
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Henry was also focused on a boxed dot in his HUD. The Chinese planes were spread out, but he didn’t bother to look for them all. He targeted the center bogey. He waggled his wings to let Flasher know they were engaged.

A few seconds later, a J-15 in gray-and-blue camouflage shot past him. Henry jammed his throttles forward and yanked the stick back, causing his G suit to squeeze his midsection. Grunting against the G forces and squinting against the sun, Henry spotted the bogey. They’d mirrored each other’s movements.

Back at Fallon, Nevada, he’d been through long training exercises where they practiced dogfighting against the J-15. He’d been taught that the F/A-18E was the more nimble of the two in the thicker air of low altitudes. Henry jammed the stick against his thigh and snap-rolled into an inverted dive and plunged toward the sea, swapping angles with the Chinese fighter. He glimpsed Smoke and Ringo diving for the deck as well. Another J-15 raced past him.

“Bingo, bingo! Bingo, bingo!” a sharp female voice chimed in his head. Tense as a coiled spring, he jumped, believing it was his squadronmate Ringo calling out a missile. But it wasn’t an incoming Chinese missile. The voice was the automated warning system telling him he was at bingo fuel, the edge of his range. The fast pursuit and maneuvering had come with a heavy cost.

But it had also been effective. The Chinese planes had climbed and were circling in a racetrack pattern, disengaged from a direct attack on the F-18s.

“This is Hammer. I’m at bingo,” Henry radioed to the E-2.

Far away on Stennis, connected by a comms link via the E2, CAG himself answered over the encrypted radio link. “Hammer, this is Tarzan. Bandits are staying where they are. We have a relief flight launching with a tanker. Return to marshal point Alpha.”

He leveled out at a thousand feet over the whitecaps and made a tight turn. Stretching his neck, he looked up to see Smoke and Flasher following. The J-15s were circling just above them. Henry hoped he would get a chance to set up a combat air patrol after hitting the tanker. As he estimated the time it would take him to refuel and return, an unfamiliar voice with a slight accent sang through Henry’s helmet on the UHF guard frequency.

“That’s right. Turn tail and run, Hammer.”

Henry was shocked. Aside from a slight Asian accent, the Chinese pilot sounded distinctly American. Worse, he’d picked up Henry’s call sign over the encrypted link.

The instructions on verbal communication with an adversary were scant and amounted to stay professional. Then again, it seemed to Henry that if this was a war of words and the rules of engagement were to fire if fired upon, then he could reply in kind.

“Why don’t you follow me?” he radioed back. “Or are you afraid of flying with the big boys?”

“You know,” the Chinese pilot said as casually as if they were just two guys chatting to kill time, “when the only tool you have is a hammer, every problem looks like a nail.”

The J-15s were already more than a hundred miles away by now. They would soon be out of range. “That’s true,” Henry answered. “And this hammer is looking forward to smashing you.”






CHAPTER 16HAWKES BAY, TAIWAN


Afra sat in the idling Rover in the driveway. The sun was halfway down the horizon, a semicircle mirrored on the flat Philippine Sea. She honked the horn in frustration.

Fifteen minutes later Nick finally emerged with the last of the Aussies’ luggage. The guests were behind him, dressed in heavier traveling clothes suitable for the cooler temperatures in Melbourne. She could see the worry on their faces and inwardly cursed Nick for dawdling.

The Aussies had been with them for a week. During that time Afra and Nick had taken them into the remote bat caves, visited some old buildings left behind by the Japanese, and explored Formosan culture at the Austronesian Indigenous Peoples exhibit at the Natural History Museum in Taitung. After all that work, it would be a shame if they gave the Inn a bad review because Nick made them miss their flight home.

She checked her watch and tapped her foot next to the gas pedal. Afra had fixed them breakfast, stashed water bottles in the Rover, and dusted the seats. All Nick had to do was collect their damn bags and carry them down the steps to the driveway.

“We have to hurry,” she grumbled after Nick had helped the guests into the Rover and climbed into the passenger seat.

“Don’t blame Nick,” Carl said from the second seat row. “It’s our fault. We were watching the telly to catch up on the news.”

“Why?” she asked.

“The Chinese have set up what amounts to a naval blockade around Taiwan, and the Taiwanese president is giving a speech about it.”

Afra wasn’t thinking about lofty geopolitical speeches, especially as determined by Carl, a former naval officer who, in her opinion, tended to overstate China’s imperial ambitions.

Her single-minded focus was on getting the guests to the airport on time. Nick put a consoling hand on her knee as she let out the clutch too fast and the Rover jerked into reverse.

“Perhaps we should check to see if our flight’s been canceled,” Ingrid said over the noise of the grinding engine.

“No time for that. Why would it be canceled?” Afra asked as they bounced over a rut.

“The Taiwanese are sending more troops into Taitung,” Carl explained, raising his voice in the wind. “A response to China’s new Three Seas policy, which is pretty much a blockade. Perhaps a quarantine if I’m being generous.”

She eyed him in the rearview mirror. “What’s the Three Seas policy?”

“The Communists have declared big portions of the Yellow, East, and South China Seas to be a new quote unquote Economic Exclusion Zone. That includes the Taiwan Strait.”

The Rover swerved around a curve, and Carl grabbed onto the rollbar to keep from falling out.

“Why did they do that?” Afra called as she spun the steering wheel.

“Because of the American sanctions law. They say it’s a direct threat to China’s economy.”

“What’s that got to do with the Taiwanese sending troops down to Taitung and your flight being canceled?” she asked.

“It’s all about SRC’s plant in Taitung,” Carl responded. “The one that makes chips for cellphones and such. We wanted to hear if the Taiwanese president was going to declare martial law down here.”

Afra struggled to keep from rolling her eyes. It was just like Carl to imagine something that drastic.

“Looks like you’ll be okay,” Nick announced after checking his phone. “Your flight is still showing as on time.”

“I’ll take the coast road. It’s faster,” Afra declared, veering left.

“Now there’s a benefit,” Ingrid said. “I love that view.”
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Ten miles from the Rover, in Taitung, Mung waited at the SRC roof bivouac, his team fanned around him. He was no longer just the leader of a single Sea Dragon squadron. Over the past ten days he’d led more than six teams and several supply pallets ashore in preparation for the operation now code-named Fènghuáng.

From the day he had slipped ashore, Mung had understood that his advance reconnaissance might transition to a full-blown kinetic operation. He had been ordered to prepare for that contingency, had even hoped for it. But a curious sensation struck him when he saw the fateful word, Fènghuáng, flicker on his satellite pager. It was almost as though he was reading it with someone else’s eyes.

The mythical Chinese bird Fènghuáng predicted a new emperor acceding to the throne, finding harmony. And Mung was escorting warriors ashore at Hawkes Bay, a beach he had already likened to the Ying, another bird of prey. How could he not feel that the spirit of his forefathers was propelling him to a long-awaited destiny?

He’d been following the careful orders of Fènghuáng for nearly two weeks, etching out fortifications below the Hawkes Bay cliffs and deploying his Sea Dragons all around Taitung in preparation to defend the plant from a ROC Army assault.

Some of Mung’s Dragons hid in the hills with drone-swarm mortars and sniper rifles. Their elevated positions were ideal for ambushing the hastily assembled ROC barracks at the city’s edge. Other fireteams waited to sabotage critical ROC communications and transportation nodes, including a large contingent camped in the marshy field by the airport. They all reported to Mung, who stayed with his original insertion team on the SRC roof, waiting for the order to execute.

His twelve men were positioned at the roof’s four corners. Three had HJ-12 antitank missile launchers pointed toward the perimeter road. Two crouched near the drone mortar, with the stubby-winged ammunition canisters piled like cordwood next to them. Farther back, near the spewing smokestack, another pair waited with shoulder-fired heat-seeking antiaircraft missiles.

His earpiece crackled. Hang Sing’s voice rang across the ether between Hawkes Bay and the SRC administration building roof with robotic precision.

“Inbound vehicle. Possible compromise.”

“Describe it,” Mung ordered into his lip mic.

“Land Rover truck. The woman from the Inn is behind the wheel.”

“Passengers?”

“Truck’s full of them. They’re coming down the road. I can see luggage.”

Mung breathed the polluted air from the smokestack and closed his eyes to think. Considering himself an instrument of both past and future, he sought to slow his thoughts, allowing the spirits to form a judgment.

“She’s on the coast road?” he asked, picturing the steep vertical cliff’s sight lines.

“Affirmative. They’re getting close to us. You want us to take them?”

He focused beyond the building’s edge and spotted Taiwanese army Cloud Leopards kicking up dust on the plant’s perimeter road. The distant beat of a ROC Army helicopter echoed on the far hills. Absorbing the warm sun, drinking in the spirit, Mung felt the decision pour forth from his soul. Killing her would only upset the delicate conditions of Fènghuáng. The woman was nothing.

“Negative,” he ordered confidently. “Let them go.”

“Aye, Commander. Out.”

“You better look at this,” Deng muttered to Mung with an elbow jab. The chief was lying prone behind the scope of a T-93 sniper rifle, his right eye at the lens. “The ROC troops are headed for the gate.”

Mung’s electronic monocular, which enhanced distant images and removed distracting heat vapors, showed a Cloud Leopard advancing down the perimeter road toward SRC’s main entrance. A tiny ROC flag whipped from its antenna.

SRC’s acting CEO, FJ Chang, had publicly ordered the security guards at the plant’s entrance to keep government authorities from entering, declaring any such interference illegal. Fènghuáng ordered Mung to prevent their entry, provided he received the execute order.

His satellite pager buzzed. Mung read the two words with a tingling chill. Zǔzhǐ tāmen. “Block them.”

He showed the order to Deng.

“I should check on the breaching teams,” Deng said. “This is about to go hot.” “I’ll do it,” Mung replied. “I need you to stay here and take them out if they cross.”

Mung crawled backward to the Dragons at the drone launcher to make sure they were ready to fire, then slithered to the other side of the stacks and found the breaching team. They were outfitted correctly in rappelling gear, gas masks, and body armor. Bandoliers of flashbang grenades and teargas canisters crisscrossed their chests. The team leader gave Mung a thumbs up.
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Carl Weatherby, bumping about in the backseat of the Rover on the rugged coast road, strained to listen to the Taiwanese president’s voice over the crackling AM radio. Nick adjusted the dial to make it clearer, then cranked up the volume. Afra concentrated on the swerving road, trying to avoid loose sand. The last thing she wanted was to have to break out the traction boards and delay progress to the airport.

“Can you translate for everyone, Nick?” Afra asked. “I need to focus on the road.”

“I’ll try,” the British expat replied from the front passenger seat. “I’m not as good with Mandarin as you are, but I should be able to handle a political speech.”

Awaiting the Taiwanese president’s remarks, the newsreader recapped the situation, with Nick dutifully translating his words to English. The same week that SRC declared its intention to dismiss the Americans’ subsidy offer, the newscaster said, the chip company upped its shipments to mainland China. The Taiwanese customs office reported that many of the chips were destined for Hynix, China’s leading smartphone manufacturer—and also a key supplier to the PLA.

Sam Chang was reported to be on his deathbed, unable to speak, leaving his son in charge. But that didn’t mean Sam’s wishes weren’t known. He’d penned an open letter that shocked the world.

On the surface, the letter appealed to the goodwill among nations. It acknowledged the global reliance on his fabrication facilities, a responsibility he took seriously. For that reason SRC was rejecting the Americans’ subsidy and was going to guarantee chip supplies for China, contravening the American sanctions law. In closing, Sam referenced his Chinese ancestry, his long partnership with the PRC, and his duty to his countrymen.

Perhaps more than any others, the newsreader said, those final two words had sparked the crisis. Almost as soon as the letter went out, the Americans began to build up their naval presence in the Philippine Sea. China responded with its new Three Seas policy.

A voice broke into the broadcast to say that the president of Taiwan was talking before the National Assembly to waves of applause. His first few sentences were a glowing thanks to his citizens and allies. Carl, Ingrid, Ron, and Susan listened to Nick as the Rover trundled south toward the airport. Eventually, the president arrived at the heart of the matter.

“The Semiconductor Research Company functions under the laws of the Republic of China,” he said, invoking the formal name for the country that the United States still hadn’t recognized in diplomatic circles for fear of offending the PRC.

“Last night, I signed an emergency decree that will limit SRC’s production for Hynix, a known weapons manufacturer, both here in Taiwan and overseas in Shenzhen. To enforce it, I have instructed the armed forces of the Republic of China to defend our right to self-determination by fortifying our critical infrastructure.”

He went on for another ten minutes, stating his intention to stand tall against the PRC’s bullying. Nick lowered the volume and checked his phone. “Still nothing about flight delays,” he said.

Afra turned east onto the main road that would take them to Taitung proper. They were still high on the mountain bluff, with the city visible in the distance. The houses and shops scattered pell-mell on the mountainside contrasted with the SRC campus, which sprawled in neat, modern blocks to the river delta. The last of those blocks was a building spewing white smoke.
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On the roof of that building, Lieutenant Commander Mung Ni Wa of the most elite unit in PLAN’s East Sea Fleet, studied the guards’ reaction at the SRC gate through his monocular. He hadn’t heard the Taiwanese president’s speech but could see that something had changed among the ROC troops. The Cloud Leopards that had been idling a moment ago were driving to the gate.

The two words from the direct order echoed in his mind: Zǒzhǐ tāmen, block them.

Mung was too far away to read the SRC guards’ faces, but their body language told the story. Standing before the armored personnel carrier convoy, a ROC Army officer pointed at the fabs, tapping a holstered pistol on his hip. Three soldiers with machine guns stood behind him. The guards didn’t open the gate but instead held up a clipboard. The ROC officer slapped it to the ground. The gate guards raised their arms in surrender.

“Here they come,” Deng said, his finger resting on the trigger guard.

The barrier arm rose over the road, and the first of the Cloud Leopards thundered through the gate.

While Mung watched through his monocular, the satellite communications device buzzed on his hip.

Fènghuáng zǒu.

The order to execute had arrived.

“Do you have the drop on that lead officer at the gate?” he asked Deng, who remained behind his sniper scope. “The one waving the Cloud Leopards through?”

“I have the shot,” Deng confirmed. “Wind is light and humidity’s high. I’ve adjusted for the drop. Ballistics computer confirms. He’s unobstructed. No chance I’ll miss.”

“Good,” Mung said, tears welling in his eyes that he refused to let fall. “Take him.”
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CHAPTER 17USS MISSOURI, PHILIPPINE SEA


Commander Byron DeBeers, known throughout the Pacific submarine fleet as Briny Deep, had finally fallen asleep. With his Virginia-class attack submarine at condition one, he hadn’t visited his tiny stateroom in more than forty hours, preferring to shuttle between the control room and sonar.

His last message from SubPac in Pearl Harbor had ordered him to his assigned battle box on the edge of the Taiwan Strait. That was disappointing—not only because it might mean war but also because it forced him to stop tracking a suspected Chinese Type 95 submarine he had followed out of the Strait and into the waters off Taitung.

With all that excitement, Briny had a hell of a time disengaging his brain to get some needed rest. He had a few sleeping pills disguised as ibuprofen and considered taking one during the creeping transit from the waters off the island’s southeast coast to the shallow Strait. Yet for all the automation and electronic brilliance that made his submarine an efficient ship-killing machine, Briny Deep knew that he, her captain, was the vessel’s trigger finger. The Navy had thus entrusted him, and he would return the favor by keeping himself at his best.

Briny’s XO, Tom Solensky, known to the crew as Tommy Souls, reinforced that argument, practically committing mutiny in his insistence that Briny get to his stateroom to catch some Zs.

Briny knew it was a fool’s errand—he was an established insomniac—but he didn’t want to make Tommy look bad in front of the crew. So he reclined in his rack and tried to read a book. He was so convinced that he wouldn’t fall asleep that he was utterly shocked when the sonarman’s hand shook him awake.

“What’s up?” he said groggily.

“XO wants you in the control room, sir.”

Briny had no need to dress. He hadn’t turned off the light or removed the rubber-soled sneakers he made his entire crew wear to avoid making noise. His smartwatch told him it was 0339 Taiwan Central Time. The red LED above his miniature desk relayed Mo’s particulars—depth 100 feet, speed 6 knots. But the heading display showed only a series of dashes. He followed the sonarman into the passageway.

“Captain on deck,” a helmsman said softly as DeBeers descended the ladder.

Unlike the Los Angeles–class subs on which Briny had spent most of his career, Missouri’s main control room was at the boat’s center, away from the hull’s curvature. The designers claimed it made the skipper feel more in control of his boat. Briny disagreed for the simple reason that he couldn’t get used to it.

The officer of the deck, the OOD, nodded at him. His junior officer of the deck stood with his feet wide behind the man at the bow plane controls, his face illuminated in red. The XO looked up from the big monitor that had replaced the old-school chart table. “Sorry to wake you, Cap.” He pinched and zoomed the high-res image that mapped the ocean floor.

“No big deal. I managed to get a few winks. What’s the deal with the heading display in my cabin? It’s showing a null signal.”

The chart lights rotated in the XO’s glasses as he shook his head. “There’s a problem,” he said. “The gyros on the inertial nav system need a GPS fix to update. Thought I’d check with you before I raise the radio mast.”

“You have an update on the contact?” Briny asked.

“We lost her near the shelf approaching Green Island,” Souls said. “She must have surfaced. We’d have to go back up and light up the radar to find her unless we got lucky with the optics.”

Briny planted his hands on the warm chart display and stared at it.

“Show me the track data.”

“She came from over here.” Souls pointed to an area to the southwest near a small island group off Taiwan. “She was on a southeasterly heading. We gave up the chase when we lost nav in these shallows.”

“Good call. And we’re sure it wasn’t that 95 we picked up a week ago?”

“Negative. Computer couldn’t classify it.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing. I assume that means the sound velocity profile is too screwy in these waters to come up with a clean hit. Could be the warm water, the increased salinity near the rocks, or God knows what else.”

Briny nodded.

“Your call, Cap, but I think we should raise the scope again, maybe even surface. We can try to update the INS with a fix and check in with SubPac. We’re within Taiwanese territorial waters without permission, but I can’t think they’ll mind that we’re here.”

“You said the contact may have surfaced. If she has radar up, we’ll give away our position, even if we’re in theoretically allied waters.”

“Another reason we woke you, sir.”

Briny peered around the control room. There was no such thing as privacy on board a submarine. The crew pretended not to listen to conversations—but he knew they did.

He jerked his head at the XO, inviting him into the dim passageway nearby.

“You need to know about that last ELF,” he said softly to Souls, using the acronym for the extremely low frequency antenna that caught long-wave radio signals from Japan via a towed cable. They deployed it sparingly because it put Missouri at risk of detection.

“Okay,” Souls whispered back.

“The shit’s hitting the fan up there, geopolitically. The eyes-only portion of the message said the Chinese have declared the waters off Taiwan to be within their territorial seas. We’re in the middle of that soup.”

“Are they blockading?”

“SubPac isn’t using the B-word yet. Whatever it is, Pearl bumped the likelihood of PLAN active combat operations up to 60 percent if we’re detected. I’ll keep us at full EMCON, battle condition one, until we hear differently.”

Souls frowned, deepening the lines on his broad, freckled face. Years at sea had aged his skin prematurely. “Surfacing is out of the question, then.”

“Yup.”

“And we can’t extend the ELF for an update.”

“Correct. Not with that contact you picked up.”

“And the GPS? What do you think?”

Briny had been asking himself that question from the moment he’d stared at the chart table. Without a GPS update to the INS, their only method for navigation was dead-reckoning. In the shoal waters between Green Island and the Taiwanese coast, running aground and damaging the hull was a distinct possibility.

“We can’t fight without nav,” he said. “Come to periscope depth and let’s try again for a GPS fix. But we stay at EMCON. No message to SubPac.”

“Aye, sir.”

Back in the control room the XO relayed the orders to the OOD, and Missouri rose to periscope depth.

“Up scope,” the OOD said.

Briny stood quietly and watched. With the troubling report on the ELF and the possible contact, every second they remained exposed at this shallow depth was excruciating.

“Radio,” he said, addressing the lieutenant charged with the antenna arrays at the top of the periscope. “How long?”

The lieutenant looked at a display. The antenna was up, but it needed some time to get a proper fix. On a good day, that would be less than a minute. But when the atmosphere played havoc with the signals, it could take longer. “Not getting a fix yet, Skipper.”

“Nothing?”

“Negative, sir. Need another minute.”

Briny had a bad feeling about this. “Okay. What if it’s atmospherics? Would it speed things up if we—”

“Conn, Sonar. Contact! Torpedo in the water! Bears one-seven-three, two thousand yards!”

“Down scope! Right full rudder, all ahead full! Maintain depth!” Briny barked. He toggled the microphone for Sonar. “Call ranges and bearings every ten seconds!”

Steadying himself against the hard turn, Briny gripped the glowing chart plotter with both hands and studied the seafloor.

The digital database used thousands of inputs from various defense hydrographic mapping agencies. Accuracy was improved with temperature and salinity sensors, Doppler velocity logs, and a hundred other inputs into a machine-learning algorithm to show the sub’s position. But for all that, Briny didn’t trust it. He kept thinking of the dashes over his desk that showed the INS was out.

“Second torpedo! Third! Range eighteen hundred.”

“Bearing?”

“All three clustered two-zero-zero relative.”

“What kind?”

“Computer says unknown.”

A trillion dollars’ worth of defense spending and the computer reports unknown, DeBeers swore to himself under his breath, wondering if the torpedoes were something new to the sensors. The PLA Navy had been churning out naval weapons with deadly intent.

“They’re turning with us, range fifteen hundred, bearing one-eight-zero.”

“All three?”

“Yes, Captain.”

DeBeers registered Sonar’s comment but didn’t respond. He continued studying the underwater topography on the chart plotter, noting the tight lines that indicated seamounts.

According to the plot’s last INS input, they were headed toward the top of one of them. If he didn’t alter course, he’d ram Missouri into it like a jet flying into a foggy mountainside. And that was only if the plotter was right.

“One-eight-zero, one thousand, Cap!”

Without looking up from the chart, Briny reached for the microphone toggle to Sonar. “Are the fish pinging?”

“Negative, Cap!”

“Surface contacts?”

“Negative, Cap!”

“Helm, rudder amidships,” Briny ordered. “All ahead full. Dive, make your depth one hundred feet.” Thinking of a possible surface- or shore-mounted weapons platform, he added, “Shallow angle, half-bubble. Do not broach!”

“Aye, Cap!”

DeBeers returned to the chart plotter and pictured the geometry. The first of the three torpedoes was directly behind Mo, coming at her at a relative closing speed that would be in range to blast her to bits in another ten seconds. It had been launched from two thousand yards and gone undetected, even though his passive sonar systems were good enough to detect an enemy submarine a hundred miles away. He couldn’t have anticipated that—or the blind shot with no warning within Taiwan’s twelve-nautical-mile territorial limit.

How? Even if the Type 95 was as lethal as the intel folks at SubPac said, it couldn’t have gotten this close to him without being detected. Mo’s passive sonars were as good as they came.

“Terrain, Captain!” Tommy Souls growled, gripping Briny’s arm. DeBeers noted the urgency in the XO’s voice and the strength of his fingers. Souls could see the mountain coming at them in the chart plotter. The torpedoes were the rock, the mountain was the hard place, and Missouri had seconds to live.

“Accelerating through thirty knots!” the chief updated.

“All three torpedoes bearing nine hundred, one-eight-zero,” Sonar reported.

The sub’s breakneck pace had bought them some time, but not enough. That would be better for the complex maneuver he had in mind—but it also meant they had lost the ability to get a new fix or even send a signal back to SubPac unless they surfaced.

“Seven hundred, one-eight-zero!”

“Dive, make your depth sixty feet,” DeBeers commanded the petty officer at the dive controls. “Shallow angle. No broach, half-bubble up.” He glanced up from the chart at his XO. Souls’ face showed puzzled concern. Briny ignored it, speaking as calmly as if giving driving directions. “Just do it, Tommy.”

“Aye, Cap.” Souls pushed his glasses up his nose and nodded.

“On my mark, three things need to happen at once.”

Briny’s reflection in Souls’ glasses bounced as the XO nodded.

“One,” Briny said, “launch a noisemaker salvo—one only. Two, set bow planes for a twenty-five-degree dive. Three, right standard rudder. On my mark, not a second before.”

Souls shouted the command across the bridge. There was no point in speaking softly now. “One-eight-zero, five hundred!”

Briny dismissed the fear in the sonarman’s voice when he acknowledged the command. He was just a kid, staring at his own death. Of course there was fear in his voice. He could allow that, but he couldn’t let it infect his bridge officers. “Steady,” he said coolly, staring at the chart and holding up his hand like a starter’s pistol before a race. “XO, OOD, you will execute all three maneuvers on my mark in … five, four, three …”

The peak of the seamount was less than a hundred yards in front of them. Beyond it, the sea flattened out before another mountain rose, the equivalent of foothills leading up to the taller terrain at the edge of Green Island.

“Mark!” DeBeers shouted, slapping his hand on the chart plotter.

A cacophony of voices erupted behind him. The noisemakers launched, the dive angle sloped to twenty-five degrees, and the rudder snapped to right standard.

Briny watched a pencil and coffee cup tumble off a console. The pressure hull popped and shuddered as Missouri angled sickeningly downward. Ignoring the slope, Briny stayed focused on his mental geometry, picturing Big Mo from all sides as she careened into the valley between the mountains. The chart plotter described the bottom as silt over mud.

The sub lifted, bucked, and yawed like an aircraft in wind shear. The low rumble of the torpedo exploding washed over them like a breaking wave.

“One torpedo detonated!” the sonarman shouted, followed rapidly by, “Secondaries! No fish. No fish.”

The XO scanned the dashboard of lights and gauges that recorded Missouri’s vital systems. “No damage,” Souls reported, taking off his glasses and rubbing his forehead.

DeBeers mentally thanked the hydrographers who had so accurately mapped the seafloor. The torpedoes had struck the seamount instead of Mo. But now he had a new problem.

“Diving planes, ten degrees down angle,” he ordered before anyone on the bridge could comment. “Engines all stop. Back one-third.”

The chief was flung forward, banging off the periscope tower then falling and sliding. A junior sonarman on watch tumbled out of his chair. Briny hugged the chart plotter. Mighty Mo shook and shuddered like a truck in a skid. If the hydrographers had gotten the seamount right, DeBeers reasoned, then they would have gotten the valley terrain correct too. He was about to find out.

A jolt knocked him forward into the periscope shaft and sent pain shooting through his shoulder. The OOD thudded to the deck. Souls’ glasses flew off his head when he crashed into an instrument panel. The boat rolled sideways with a jerk. A fire extinguisher snapped free of its aluminum mount. The pressure hull screeched and rumbled as if rolling on gravel. An overhead pipe fractured, shooting scalding steam on Briny’s neck.

Mighty Mo thudded into the soft seafloor—and there she remained, stuck in the mud.






CHAPTER 18TAITUNG, TAIWAN


Deng swiveled the sniper scope toward the turret of the eight-wheeled Cloud Leopard, aiming for the soldier behind the armored personnel vehicle’s big machine gun, and squeezed the trigger.

The ROC soldier in the APC’s turret fell backward, but the heavy vehicle continued on, bashing flaming debris out of its way.

A few meters to Deng’s left an HJ-12 Red Arrow antitank missile swooshed out of a shoulder tube. He watched it streak over the SRC campus, burrow into the Cloud Leopard’s side, and blow the vehicle to smoking bits. The remaining APCs in the column roared around the wreckage, steering for cover behind a building obscured by billowing black smoke. The missileer to Deng’s right fired into the cloud. This time the Red Arrow missed.

Mung crouched calmly next to Deng, thinking the missile streaks resembled the Fènghuáng omen announcing his destiny. Deng worked the bolt without lifting his eyes from the scope, picking off ROC Army survivors one by one.

“How many APCs made it through?” Mung asked.

“Three,” Deng said between trigger pulls.

Three active APCs within their defensive perimeter risked a battle inside a fab building or, worse, damage to one of its precious machines. The Sea Dragon leader couldn’t accept that. Keeping his head below the roof’s edge, Mung raised the radio to his lips and checked in with the breaching teams. Four had made their way into fab buildings. One, the last to come ashore at Hawkes Bay, had been cut off by a ROC patrol. That team had arrived a day later than expected and had to bivouac in an unplanned staging area. The lieutenant in charge of the team told Mung an American sub had tracked them on their way south along the coast, forcing them to take defensive measures.

As Mung warned the breachers that a few ROC soldiers had made it inside the perimeter, he caught sight of the APCs’ exhaust rising from behind a building. He couldn’t take them out with a Red Arrow, and he doubted the suicide drones’ warheads were strong enough to pierce their armor. Fortunately, the building where the vehicles took cover wasn’t a fab. It was the campus cafeteria.

“Aim a laser at the far corner of that building,” Mung ordered Deng, pointing.

The chief pulled away from his scope and lifted a cylindrical tube resembling a thick-barreled telescope. He thumbed a set of switches and wheels, then put the viewfinder to his eyes.

“The laser is painting the corner of the building,” he said.

Mung looked skyward. Chinese fighter jets had knocked down four ROC attack helicopters that tried to dislodge the Sea Dragons from the roof. He’d seen the jets drilling ordnance into the hills, systematically rolling back the ROC SAM batteries with antiradiation missiles. The fighters were flying higher, now, taking on the ROC planes flying close air support.

Mung adjusted his frequency to contact the PLANAF squadron leader from the aircraft carrier Fujian. “Dragon One, target’s lit. You see it?”
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Commander Guo Zhiyu was too busy at the moment to notice the building in his display. His eyes lingered outside the J-15’s clear canopy, watching a Taiwanese F-16 in a flaming death spiral. The stricken ROC fighter burrowed into a green mountain.

Zhiyu’s seat buzzed, jarring him. The computer directed him to a ground target produced by a terrain-based laser. He acknowledged the command and rocketed away from the rest of Dragon Flight.

“I see it,” Zhiyu replied to the Sea Dragon ground element directing the laser. “Three Cloud Leopards by a building. You want the vehicles or the building?”

“All of it,” Mung replied. “You’re cleared hot.”

Zhiyu double-clicked an acknowledgment.

The commanders on Fujian had emphasized that Zhiyu’s squadron was not to damage any of the precious fab buildings on the SRC campus. It seemed likely to Zhiyu that the ROC Air Force was under the same orders. The opposing militaries’ weapons had soared over the plant as though it were protected by an invisible forcefield. Zhiyu had studied the SRC campus layout well and recognized the target building as the cafeteria.

He sent his J-15 into a shallow dive and stabbed the red thumb button on his stick. Two laser-guided bombs broke loose of their mounts and soared away. The aircraft bucked at the sudden loss of weight. The bombs would glide into the laser-designated target. He pulled back on the stick, watching the video display. Three seconds passed. The building and the three APCs disappeared in a black cloud.

For all his discipline, Zhiyu found it difficult to take his eyes off the fountain of debris that shot out of the cloud. Hunks of vehicles, jagged masonry chunks, and the intact turret of an APC flew through the air. He pried his eyes away from the scene and back to his HUD. Though badly mauled, the ROC Air Force would probably send more fighters south.

He switched back to air-to-air mode and allowed the computer to ascend the J-15 to rejoin his squadronmates overhead.

Along the way, he scanned the horizon far out over the hazy blue sea, anticipating only empty air. There were fewer voices on the radio. None of the defense sectors that honeycombed the southeastern tip of Taiwan reported an incoming threat.

Zhiyu recalled his verbal joust with the American Hornet pilot from Stennis a few days before. He wondered if the Americans would come. Though it violated protocol, he decided to ask the early warning radar plane that looked seaward to the south.

“Big Eyes Three, this is Dragon One. Any targets inbound from the sea south of your position?”

“Negative, Dragon One,” Big Eyes Three responded. “Sector clear.”






CHAPTER 19WASHINGTON, D.C.


To the uninitiated, the Pentagon’s E-Ring was the very picture of calm.

The polished hallway tiles shone, foot traffic was light, and most of the office doors were closed. But to those who could read the signs, the E-Ring—the frontal lobe and central nervous system of the American military—was having a seizure.

One sign of distress was the parking lot, which remained so full into the wee hours that special shuttles had to be procured from Fort Belvoir. Another was the unending stream of DoorDash and Uber Eats drivers lugging thermal food cases through the lobby. Perhaps most telling were the local cleaners who took big blue sacks of laundry down the steps and returned with plastic-wrapped uniforms on hangers.

Somewhere beneath it all in a windowless office with a green linoleum floor and scuffed yellow walls, Will Cole and Gabe Sorkin sat shoulder to shoulder behind a heavy metal desk. Before them, a Navy yeoman fiddled with an A/V cart he’d wheeled from a supply closet nearly a quarter mile away.

“You’re live with Pearl, sir,” the yeoman said, looking up from the laptop. He angled the cart so the camera faced Cole and Sorkin. Together they stared at a blue background with the seal of the U.S. Navy Pacific Fleet over an empty chair.

Cole glanced at his watch. “Triple-A is running late, apparently.”

“Hardly unexpected,” Sorkin answered. “China’s invaded Taiwan.”

“Didn’t you hear what they said?” Cole said sarcastically. “They’re merely providing enhanced security for the semiconductor plant they already own, in accordance with its CEO’s wishes.”

“Right,” Sorkin answered in the same tone, “I forgot.”

“Can I get you anything else, sirs?” the yeoman asked.

“Just one thing,” Cole looked closely at the man’s nametag, “Petty Officer Shilreff. Guard the door with your life. I mean it.”

The yeoman, who hadn’t yet made up his mind about the one-star admiral who only rated a crappy basement office, closed the door behind him.

Cognizant of the camera pointed at him, Cole arranged his notes in neat stacks. Sorkin sipped his green tea.

“Good afternoon, Admiral,” Cole said to Triple-A when PACFLT appeared below his seal, reading glasses already perched on the end of his nose.

“Hi, Will, Gabe. Good to see you two.”

Cole’s first impression was that Admiral of the Fleet Avery Alan Adams looked tired. His usual confident grin was replaced with a closed-mouth fake. The admiral was in his conference room alone, dressed in a khaki working uniform. That said volumes. Triple-A was a stickler for making his staff wear summer whites.

“I know you’re busy, sir,” Cole began. “I’ll get right to the readiness report for Lincoln.”

Triple-A fiddled with the gold pen in his hands. “Go ahead.”

Given Triple-A’s mood, Cole led with a big, bold headline. “The good news is that we can have her sprung from the yards in five days,” Cole began.

Adams stared directly into the camera. “Don’t screw with me, Will.”

“I’m not, Al. Five days. I swear it.”

“How’s that possible? I thought you were getting the run-around from the DoD.”

“I was. And then the Chinese declared their Three Seas policy,” Cole said.

“And provided extra protection for their semiconductor plant,” Sorkin added. “You know, to keep it safe for the world.”

PACFLT momentarily flashed his old aviator’s grin. “Come on, gentlemen. Please just tell me you’re serious about the five days. I could use some good news.”

Cole debated how much to share. During a crisis like this, the last thing Triple-A needed was to know how the sausage was made—especially when some of the progress Cole was promising involved flouting Pentagon rules. Besides, the four-star who ran the U.S. Navy in the Pacific would want to know first and foremost the health of his fleet there.

“The five days is real, sir,” Cole said. “And I’m doing what I can to shave some time off her combat readiness.”

“How? That alone will take weeks.”

“Admittedly, it’s not going to be instant by any means. Indian Island is ready to lift ordnance on. We’ve got aviation gas ready to pump in at the Port of Tacoma. I want to send her down to Coronado to rendezvous with her air wing.”

PACFLT jotted down a note and then removed his reading glasses. “Her air wing is stuck on Vinson crawling back across the Pacific.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll get to the plan for the air wing in a second. For now, Vinson’s still four days out. The good news is that she can take Lincoln’s spot in drydock. We’re in the process of freeing up resources for a crew to come in and do something about that dangling prop shaft.”

Adams swallowed and leaned back in his chair. “Why did I ever let you retire, Will? If all this is true, you’ve performed a goddamned miracle.”

Technically, Will considered, the admiral hadn’t let him retire. And “goddamned miracle” was an oxymoron to boot. “Commander Sorkin has been a tremendous help, sir,” he said, nodding in the Reservist’s direction. “Thank you for assigning him to me. He actually did perform a miracle.”

Sorkin shifted sideways, apparently embarrassed by the praise.

In fact, Will thought Sorkin had demonstrated two nearly divine gifts. The first was his ability to smell bullshit from a mile away. The second was his peculiar skill at looking at problems from unexpected angles, pointing out issues and solutions others missed.

“I thought Gabe might help,” Triple-A said. “Just don’t let him take credit for everything. He’ll try.”

Sorkin stared into his cup and flashed his wry smile.

“Tell me about Lincoln,” Adams continued. “How the hell did you guys turn five months into a few weeks?”

Cole was more than happy to let Sorkin describe it, since it wouldn’t have been possible without him. But when he gestured to the Reservist to speak, Sorkin demurely shook his head.

“Undersecretary Flegle loosened up the purse strings,” Cole said. “Damn near killed him, too. He’s not a fan. But Gabe used the extra money to hire nonunion ship-fitters out of South Carolina, and they’re well into the work.”

“Already?”

“We put them on a C-5 out of Charleston and got them to Seattle three days ago. Once the guys out in Bremerton realized they were getting replaced by scabs, they magically became more productive. Now we’ve got double the crew working twenty-four-seven.”

Cole left out the gory details of Sorkin’s challenge to the Bremerton shipfitters’ work processes. As he explained it to Will, their main interest was maximizing contract value, so they tended to drag their feet.

As Sorkin retooled the workforce, he proposed bringing in a software startup with a whiz-bang cloud-based project algorithm that Cole didn’t pretend to understand. Sorkin was already working with them in his role as a venture capitalist.

Cole had pushed back on that one, arguing it would take months for a tiny software company to figure out the workings of a ship refit. Not so, Sorkin countered. It was a project like any other, and the only reason the Pentagon wasn’t using companies like this was because start-ups couldn’t live up to DoD’s brain-killing information security requirements. The big defense contractors were the only ones who knew how to navigate those, and like the shipfitters, they knew how to milk a contract.

Cole couldn’t refute that argument. He concluded that Lincoln’s maintenance issues were hardly a state secret and ordered her skipper to feed all available project data into Sorkin’s software company. As if by magic, the algorithm returned with the critical path of tasks necessary to shorten the project. Sorkin reviewed it with the skipper and Cole. The three officers tossed half the requirements. The QX-99 radar was at the top of the list.

The toughest nut to crack was Lincoln’s cracked aircraft elevator. But just hours before the update to PACFLT, Sorkin’s nonunion shipfitters declared the existing elevator could be saved with steel plates welded over the weaker portions. The plane elevator might not run flush to the flight deck or look pretty, but it would be done in four days. Cole and Lincoln’s captain approved the plan.

“We still have the problem of offloading Vinson’s air wing,” PACFLT noted. “I hate to wait for it.”

“You don’t have to,” Cole said. “We’ve cobbled together a Reserve air wing. They’re already waiting in North Island.”

Adams scribbled another note, then looked soberly into the camera. “I hate to sound greedy, boys, but can you figure a way to move faster? Even if Lincoln ends up in great shape, the WestPac transit puts her out of service for a month. I need her now.”

As a one-star who’d been on the to-be-retired list, Cole hadn’t been privy to the planning conversations cooking upstairs. The look in Adams’ eyes suggested that the plans weren’t baked to his satisfaction.

“I’ll take care of it, sir,” Cole promised. “Can you share anything else about the situation? If you tell us what you need, we might be able to free up other resources.”

“You’ve seen the news,” Avery answered. “The President is furious about the Chinese Three Seas thing and, of course, their confiscation of the SRC plant in Taitung.”

“I assume we’re planning to take it back,” Sorkin said.

“That’s one idea up for debate. The trouble is all you eggheads tell us we can’t damage it in doing that.”

“Well, if you do,” Sorkin said, “you won’t have a functioning economy afterward.”

“Right,” Triple-A answered. “For now, the National Security Council has ordered us to conduct Freedom of Navigation ops to demonstrate that we think this Three Seas exclusion zone is garbage.”

“Are we doing FONOPS in the Strait itself?”

“We haven’t made that call yet.”

Cole and Sorkin traded a quick glance.

“May I ask why that’s up for debate, sir?” Cole asked. “A few American destroyers in the Strait will send a very clear message. That’s long been our contingency plan.”

“True. The trouble is that the PLAN has surged their destroyers into all the key chokepoints. I have to spread out my resources to cover them too. And there’s something else.” He lowered his head and looked at his hands.

Cole and Sorkin blinked at the camera.

“This is at the National Command Authority and Joint Chiefs level,” PACFLT said. “But since I’m about to brief the rest of my staff, I suppose I can tell you two now.”

Cole moved to the edge of his seat.

PACFLT dropped his pen and crossed his arms. “Here’s the thing. Before this mess started, I had four subs in the Strait. They were acting as tripwires—our first line of defense to sink Chinese amphibs carrying an invasion force.”

“Of course, sir.”

“Well, one of them has gone missing. Missouri, a Virginia class. She was patrolling down south, following a contact to the east. We sent her an ELF to get back into the Strait. We haven’t heard from her since.”

Cole stifled a gasp. “They took her out?”

Adams lifted his shoulders. “We don’t know. If they did, we can’t prove it. We don’t have any undersea sound detection nets out there to the east, only in the Strait itself. It could be that Missouri’s skipper is ignoring his ELF orders and staying in the hunt.”

“Are the Chinese East Sea Fleet amphibs showing indications that they might go to sea? Have we seen heat signatures?” Sorkin asked. “Are we seeing heavy port activity in Hainan Island?”

“No. It’s just the opposite, backing up their public story. They’re telling the world they’re merely protecting global commerce by guaranteeing SRC’s security. They’ve been careful not to make this look like a full-scale invasion. Their diplomats have the flowery language machine going on overdrive.”

Cole snorted. “Convenient for them to sound friendly after blasting the ROC Air Force out of southeastern Taiwan, setting up a defensive perimeter around Taitung, and seizing the world’s most vital semiconductor plant.”

“Yes,” Triple-A admitted. “We’re working on contingencies. The Joint Chiefs had two on the shelf—one for a blockade, the other for a full-scale invasion. For all that, the quick snatch of the fabs caught them off guard. We thought we’d have more time. Best-laid plans and all that. We’ve also got the nuclear complication. Somehow we’re supposed to get this fab back without triggering World War III. Hitting China directly is off the table.”

“Where’s the JCS leaning?” Cole asked.

“Amphibious countertop, measured, proportionate response so as not to escalate. The idea is to enforce international law.”

“Is the operational plan good?”

PACFLT rubbed his shovel-shaped chin. The mic picked up the rasp of unshaved whiskers. “Honestly, I’m not blown away. It looks like what you’d expect—and that gets me to worrying that it’s highly predictable. The Chiefs will be relieved that we can work Lincoln in.”

Few officers ever saw PACFLT speak this openly. Cole realized that his status as nearly retired and Sorkin’s as a civilian made them a safe sounding board for the four-star. They were two officers who saw no point in behaving like yes-men.

He recalled another mantra from the self-help book. Cultivate your allies. They can be an extension of your best self.

“Listen, Al,” Cole said. “We’ll get back out west and handle Lincoln. You don’t need to worry about that. Sorkin’s got the shipfitters on track. What else can we do?”

Before PACFLT could answer, an aide entered the screen and whispered in his ear. Adams moved his chair back from the desk, preparing to leave. As a last comment to Cole and Sorkin, he said, “If this thing goes full on hot, I’ll need something that will surprise the Chinese navy. Which means it needs to surprise me. Report back when you can do that.”






CHAPTER 20TAITUNG, TAIWAN


Afra sighed at the sparse state of her pantry. “Nick, I need to make a run into town.”

“Please don’t,” he replied. “This is a really bad time.”

She opened the door wider so he could see the bare shelves for himself. “How are we going to feed them?”

“I’ve still got a dozen mangos.” He grinned. “Anyway, they seem content to live on daiquiris and gin.”

“We have to take care of them,” she said. “There’s nothing else we can do.”

“Aff, it’s not your fault that the airport closed. Wait—you’re not worried about the dreaded three-star review?”

“I’m worried about us all eating shoe leather.”

“This will pass. We should wait it out.”

“That’s not what Carl said. He’s predicting a prolonged Chinese occupation.”

Nick leaned out to check that the sliding glass door to the deck was closed. On the other side, the Australians sat in the sun playing backgammon as if they were whiling away the time on a cruise ship. “Carl’s kind of a conspiracy nut, don’t you think?”

“He identified the Chinese planes,” she pointed out. “He called out that Chinese ship over by Green Island. He even predicted that our communications would go down.”

“He also said the Americans would fight and that we would be in the middle of World War III. Thank God he was wrong about that.”

“It’s only been a week, though,” she cautiously acknowledged.

“Maybe so. But we’re not hearing booms out of the city anymore. The smoke’s no longer drifting by. The skies have been quiet. Let’s just wait a little longer until the boys with the guns aren’t prowling the streets.”

She inclined her head toward the empty shelves. “We can’t wait.”

“Then let me go,” Nick offered.

“If Carl’s right—if there is a military occupation—they’re going to check IDs very closely. You don’t have a residence permit, remember? You never filed for one after your visa expired.”

“You know I meant to, Aff. Just never got around to it.” He looked down at his bare toes. “We must have something in the basement freezer.”

“I went through it. There’s not enough for the six of us for more than another day.”

Unable to come up with another objection, Nick pulled her close.

“I can take care of myself,” she said into his shoulder. “This is my home. You just handle the Aussies.”

“Fine,” he agreed, stroking her thick, dark hair. “But if you see trouble, you turn around. I can fish on the beach for food.”

That made her smile. “You’ve never caught a thing there.”

“I’ve never tried that hard. I mean it, Aff.”

“Just take care of them, Nick.”

[image: ]
She avoided the coast road for fear of having to dig the Rover out of soft sand by herself and took an interior paved road instead. It descended the mountain in wide hairpin turns, veering by chattering waterfalls making their way down to the Taitung River from springs higher up, many of them on her property. At least they’d never run out of water.

She spun the Rover’s radio knob, searching both AM and FM bands, but heard only static. The road to town seemed surprisingly normal, though. She spotted two scooters and a small civilian SUV going the other way.

It wasn’t until she hit the bottom of the hill that a heavy-duty vehicle with red stars on its sides blocked her way. Two men with rifles got out and signaled her to stop.






CHAPTER 21SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA


“Let’s go out to the bow,” Lucy Cole said, pulling her mother up from her seat. “It’s stuffy in here.”

They threaded through the rows of padded chairs, forced the door open, and blinked against the cold wind. The long, sleek ferry shot across busy Sydney Harbor through swarms of boats without slowing or altering course. The captain’s view seemed to be let the other boats make way.

Off the port side Lucy and Kelly spotted the cockleshell opera house and the lush green botanical gardens rising behind it. To starboard, long catamarans with low cabins and sharp lines glided like barracudas. Spiderwebs of white wakes wove between small boats darting within feet of one another.

The sky was low and leaden. This time of year, Sydney was not the palm-studded, sun-drenched city most Americans imagined it to be. But Kelly and Lucy Cole didn’t mind visiting in the off season. They lived in tourist-filled Oahu, after all. Lucy had met many Australians at the University of Hawaii, outgoing and cheerful people, and she was curious about their country. Even better, Jamie’s ship would be arriving in a few days. He’d promised to drive his mother and sister upcountry to Cairns and then cross-country to Darwin. They’d get plenty of sun on the long trip.

“I can’t believe how fast these boats come in and out of the dock,” Kelly said.

“It’s nuts,” Lucy agreed. “But I haven’t seen a single boat even slow down. You think Jamie’s ship will pull in here?”

“No. He’ll land a few miles south in Botany Port.”

The ferry’s engines stopped, and the two-hundred-foot ship hurled in a sharp drifting turn into Circular Quay. Kelly studied the expensive apartments that climbed the hill toward the city center. The ferry shuddered as the engines roared into reverse. A thick cloud of diesel smoke drifted forward as the deck crew threw their lines across.

A rush-hour crowd stood beyond a gate, waiting to board the ferry for its return to Manley, the seaside village across the harbor where Kelly and Lucy had spent the day.

“At least it’s not raining,” Kelly said. “For now.”

They’d dodged rainstorms as they’d shopped on the Manley Beach promenade hours earlier, then found a café where they sipped espressos and listened to the raindrops pelting the tin roof. Fearless surfers in wetsuits provided entertainment. Though Sydney was the contrast to Honolulu they’d sought, neither was in the mood to enjoy it. Kelly missed Will. Lucy was disappointed that Jamie hadn’t been there to meet them.

Dock workers yanked the lines around bollards and cleats as Kelly buttoned her cardigan to the neck and led Lucy up the wharf. As they approached the turnstile, throngs of businesspeople in suits and schoolchildren in uniforms swarmed around them.

Kelly quietly studied their faces as they passed, wondering what they thought of the troubling events in Taiwan. Australia was alone in the Pacific with an aggressive China looming to the north. A few looked grim, she thought. Then again, they were just normal people who lived here and were hustling home—and the rain had returned.

“Can we skip the Westfield shopping and just go back to the hotel?” Lucy asked, scrunching beneath an overhang while they waited on an Uber. “I don’t really feel like buying anything.”

“Absolutely,” Kelly replied with relief. She hadn’t heard much from Will since he touched down in Seattle, but she wasn’t worried. Long ago, their relationship forged by Will’s sea service, they’d agreed not to count on regular check-ins with one another. When Will was busy doing what he did for a living, he was intensely focused. Given the news out of Taiwan, she knew better than to distract him. Even when she got the text from Jamie telling her that his ship’s arrival was delayed because it needed to avoid China’s new Three Seas territorial limit, she refused to bother Will.

Kelly had the Uber drop them amid the tall buildings of the Central Business District. She’d chosen to stay here because she wanted Lucy to experience what it felt like to be in a major world city where the men wore tailored suits with ties, the women strode confidently along the avenues in their long wool coats, and the air hummed with purpose. She’d splurged on a five-star hotel on Bridge Street only a few minutes from Jamie’s apartment that was, he’d said, close to good restaurants.

Wet and bedraggled, they hurried through the revolving doors and past the registration desk. One of the women who’d checked them in recognized Kelly and called out.

“Oh, Mrs. Cole. You have a message, ma’am.” She handed over a folded slip of paper.

Kelly opened it to see that it was from Skip Markham, an old friend from Will’s early destroyer days in San Diego. Now a captain, he served as the naval attaché in Canberra.

Before heading to Sydney, Kelly had sent Skip’s wife, Julie, an email letting her know they’d be in Australia. Canberra was three hours away, but Navy spouses prioritized visits in far-flung places.

“I remember Mrs. Markham,” Lucy said in the elevator. “You think she might come to Sydney to see us?”

“Probably not,” Kelly said. “I would think the naval attaché to Australia is particularly busy right now. The message is actually from Skip. I’ll give him a call and see what he says.”

Up in the room, she tuned into an American news broadcast and was relieved to learn that the stock market had risen 3 percent. It had plunged 25 percent when the Chinese seized the SRC plant and another 10 when World War III seemed imminent. It had stabilized when the Chinese continued chip shipments to the United States.

When Kelly called the number on Skip’s message, she was surprised to get the switchboard at the U.S. Consulate in Sydney. She waited five minutes before Markham came on the line.

“Good to hear your voice, Kelly,” he said. “Welcome to Sydney. Julie said Lucy’s traveling with you.”

“She is. Is Julie in Sydney too? Could we all meet up?”

“I wish we could. Julie flew back to San Diego yesterday. What about Will? Is he still on PACFLT’s staff in Pearl? Or is he fully retired now?”

Kelly wasn’t sure how to answer. Will had sworn her to secrecy, telling her she couldn’t discuss his travels with anyone, not even old friends.

“He’s on the West Coast,” she answered. “He’s on terminal leave, almost fully out. He has a few job interviews lined up in California.”

“Hope he gets a plum. He deserves it.”

“Thanks, Skip.”

“Listen, Kel. I called because I thought you might need some help getting out of here.”

“Getting out? We just got here. Why would we leave?”

Markham took a few seconds to answer. “You’re staying in Australia? Even with everything going on?”

“Yes—we have plans to meet Jamie and go up to Cairns. Why? What aren’t you telling me?”

Markham cleared his throat. “Let’s just say that getting out of here is going to become more challenging soon. I can’t get into it over the phone.”

“I saw the news. The Chinese are sounding peace notes, ensuring the world’s chip supply is safe. I take it we’re not buying into that line of crap?”

“No. We’re not.”

Kelly grinned, picturing Will, wherever he might be, sweating over reports, charts, and dispatches like a law school graduate cramming for the bar. She was sure he was in the thick of whatever the American naval response might be. “I knew it was bullshit,” she said. Are we going to challenge their Three Seas nonsense?”

“Again, Kel, that’s a no-go topic on the phone.”

“Give us a few minutes, Skip. We’ll come to you.”

The rain drummed on the taxi as it crossed the famous harbor bridge to the American Consulate in north Sydney.

Kelly and Lucy flashed their blue passports and military-dependent IDs at the gate, and a Marine guard led them inside. Skip Markham was waiting for them in a bland conference room on the second floor. His hair was grayer than Kelly remembered, and his face was pale and a bit flabby, though he looked impressive in his service dress-blue uniform with its five rows of ribbons and four gold stripes.

“There’s an American C-17 headed back to Pearl tomorrow from Sydney,” Skip said after the greetings and small talk. “I’ve pulled a few strings to secure you two seats. Please take them. You may be stuck here for a while if you don’t leave soon.”

Kelly shook her head. “Come on, Skip. Is the situation here really that drastic?”

Markham dropped his eyes to the table. “The South China Sea is a lifeline for Australia. The PRC’s Three Seas policy is a nonstarter in Canberra. The Aussies are pushing the Chinese hard diplomatically.”

“And the Chinese response?”

“In a nutshell, they’ve threatened to cut Australia’s access to Seoul, Tokyo, and Singapore. Hard to say where that will lead.”

“What about us? Are we doing anything? Is our Navy protecting access to Seoul, Singapore, and Tokyo?”

“I can’t comment.”

“Why does it sound like the Aussies are readying for war and we’re not?”

The naval attaché briefly shook his head. “Let’s just say that D.C. and Canberra aren’t on the same page. The Aussies are sending most of their naval ships north to guard merchant shipping, particularly near the Solomons, where the Chinese have established a base. Our policy is more of a thread-the-needle approach.”

“What on earth is a ‘thread-the-needle approach’?”

“More or less, it’s the isolationist-interventionist debate as reported in the press. The isolationists want to look away. The interventionists advocate a muscular, armed response. But neither side wants to trigger anything that could lead to World War III. That’s threading the needle.”

“But as I understand it, we’ll have to act. The isolationists may want us to ignore the world. But we need those chips.”

“Absolutely right. They power the world’s economic engine. So far, the Chinese have continued to supply us. They’re playing our political divisions like a Stradivarius.”

Kelly stared at her cuticles. “What about the simple argument that this is unprovoked aggression by the PRC? I remember when we used to take that seriously. We defended Kuwait from the Iraqis, for God’s sake. I know some people argue that we did it to preserve an economic resource, oil. But either way, I can recall high-minded speeches at the UN and Congress saying that we were defending sovereign rights.”

Markham shook his head sadly. “You know, serving in this job has given me a front-row seat to the workings of government and diplomats. And let me tell you—the process may be elegant on the surface—but it’s a knife fight underneath. The simple fact is that the U.S. doesn’t recognize the Republic of China—Taiwan—as a sovereign nation. President Carter switched official recognition to the PRC in 1979, when Deng Xiaoping came to power shortly after Mao’s death. We’ve supported a quote unquote One China policy ever since. So defending ROC sovereignty is up for debate even within the administration’s national security team.”

Lucy, who’d been studying her phone, said, “I’m reading about the Taiwan Relations Act that went along with our switch in diplomatic relations from the ROC to the PRC in seventy-nine. It says right here that the U.S. must, quote, ‘provide arms of a defensive character’ and, quote, ‘maintain the capacity of the U.S. to resort to force or other forms of coercion that would jeopardize the security or the socioeconomic system of the people of Taiwan.’” She flashed her screen at the naval attaché as proof.

“That’s right,” Markham acknowledged. “Which in political-speak gives everyone wiggle room. The PRC asserts Taiwan is part of one China, effectively the American policy. They’re also exploiting that policy by saying they haven’t invaded Taiwan; all they’ve done is provide security for critical economic infrastructure that the Taiwanese government threatened to deny them. In their telling of events, a renegade Taiwanese government upset the balance between superpowers with an aggressive seizure of the fabrication facility.”

Mother and daughter exchanged looks. “But what about this Three Seas issue?” Kelly asked. “That’s really the heart of it, isn’t it? The Communist Party is calling the South China Sea an economic exclusion zone. That flies in the face of global maritime policy of a free sea going back to the end of World War II.”

“It does,” Markham agreed. “But the CCP is using a free sea as cover. They’re claiming that the U.S. is backing a renegade government that has blocked access to a vital global economic asset. They’re describing our new chip embargo law as tacit support of the Taiwanese. The CCP is positioning their naval action as a benevolent military surge to protect other countries from U.S. domination. I’m sure you’ve heard that China is signing trade agreements all over Asia, exploiting its new control of Asian seas.”

“You mean extorting Asian governments, don’t you? Getting countries to pay for protection. Like the Mafia.”

“If you like, yes.”

“And the UN just stands idly by?”

“It’s not a factor. We have allies, sure. But we’re outvoted in the UN as it pertains to the view of denial of sea traffic. Many of China’s allies argue that the United States for years guarded ships in passage. They say the PLA Navy is effectively doing the same thing.”

“What a load of crap,” Lucy said.

Kelly placed her hand over her daughter’s. “In other words, the Chinese threaded the needle. They stopped short of a Putin-style invasion of Ukraine that the Western world would condemn and perhaps take action on.”

“Exactly right,” Markham said. “That kind of action—thousands of deaths shown on television, bombing critical infrastructure, and so forth—would have triggered an economic backlash that would have threatened the CCP. So, they flipped our tough trade talk on its head and seized the plant. They also used that to declare a Three Seas policy to protect shipping from foreign navies. And by foreign, they mean us.”

Kelly had absorbed a lot of naval doctrine over the years. Throughout Will’s career in destroyers, the U.S. Navy had pushed through disputed seas in Freedom of Navigation exercises, FONOPS.

“We’ll challenge any attempt to deny the South China Sea,” Kelly said. “It’s just a matter of time.”

Markham stared straight ahead, suggesting he knew more than he would say. “Which brings us back to your situation, Kelly. The Aussie government will commandeer civilian aircraft. All the national carriers are subject to it in time of emergency. Once that happens, I don’t think you’ll be able to find flights out. Take my offer to board the C-17. Please.”

“Let me think about it. Can you give us anything on HMAS Hermes?” she asked. “Jamie is the third officer on her.”

Markham scribbled a note. “I remember Jamie. I’ll look into it. You’ve probably heard that most civilian ships have shut down their Automatic Identification System for fear of detection. If Hermes has shut down her AIS, I might not be able to find anything.”

“I know. But the Australian navy must be tracking Hermes. And any news you can find on Stennis would be appreciated, too. Henry’s squadron is on her.”

“I thought Henry was with Vinson.”

“Part of his air wing forward deployed to Stennis a few weeks ago.”

The attaché frowned. “Getting news of Stennis is probably off limits, Kel. You should ask Will. He’ll have better information anyway.”

“How about Wasp?” Lucy blurted. “Is she still bound for Japan?”

Markham glanced curiously at her. “What do you know about Wasp?”

“My boyfriend’s a Recon Marine. I’m just wondering if Wasp will pull into Okinawa as scheduled. I’d like to send him something.”

“I can’t say anything about ship movements. Just send a package to his FPO address.”

Lucy stared hard at him.

Captain Markham caught the daggers and turned his attention back to Kelly.

“Look, Kel. I won’t be able to hold these seats much longer. Heed my advice. Leave now.”

“Skip,” Kelly replied, squeezing Lucy’s hand, “Henry’s on Stennis, Jamie’s on his way here on an Australian merchantman in stormy political seas, and Lucy’s Marine is on Wasp. We’re not going anywhere.”






CHAPTER 22USS HIGGINS, PHILIPPINE SEA


“Commodore on the bridge!” shouted the OOD.

Captain Kyle Wallace nodded toward the lieutenant. The sunset streaming through the windows of the Arleigh Burke–class destroyer turned the bridge to gold. Two sailors in dark blue fatigues stood behind the helm maintaining the ship’s course and speed. The ship’s captain, Jeff Jefferson, sat like a judge on a raised chair, a ship’s ballcap snugged on his head.

Jefferson hopped off his chair and acknowledged Wallace, his superior by dint of the latter’s position as commodore.

“Jeff, go to condition two,” Wallace said, pulling himself up into the chair Jefferson had vacated.

Jefferson repeated the order without changing his expression. “Set condition two.”

A sailor held the microphone for the ship’s intercom, the 1MC, to his lips and said, “Now set condition two.” The command elevating the ship’s combat readiness echoed tinnily from bow to stern. Condition one would have been an “expect combat” order.

Wallace looked beyond the forecastle to where the ship’s 5-inch, .54-caliber deck-mounted cannon jutted toward the swells like a lance. The bow plunged into a trough and rose in a burst of white spray. Wallace studied the grim faces under the cap brims on the bridge and watched Jefferson scan the misty horizon with his binoculars. The captain’s mocha skin showed him to be of mixed race. “Like Obama,” he liked to joke. “But twice as cool.”

The outer line of the Chinese economic exclusion zone, the eastern midsection of the new Three Seas policy, was thirty nautical miles east of them. They were headed right for it. Benfold was five miles to starboard; Ralph Johnson was close astern; Dewey held station to port. The four destroyers of Squadron 15 sailed in a tight knot, running silent with their radars on standby.

Jefferson glanced at the chart plotter. The GPS put them within the boundary ordered by PACFLT. “We’re past the meridian,” he announced.

Wallace sucked in his cheeks. Adams’ operational order instructed him to take his flotilla close to the Three Seas boundary—but not to cross it.

The moment he lit up Higgins’ radars, the PLAN would know he was inching toward their line. Wallace thought of his squadron as the stick jabbing the Chinese to see how they would respond. He could imagine the dozens of satellites and sensors orbiting above, preparing to log every detail of the PLAN’s reaction.

For the moment, however, he faced an earthlier concern on Higgins’ bridge: defeating a possible Chinese missile attack.

“Okay, Jeff,” he said to the captain. “Let’s do this carefully. We’re the only ship in the squadron that lights up the radars—the other skippers are briefed, but I want your crew to get it. Make turns for seventeen knots, maintain heading two-five-four. Mind the ships on your screen.”

“Aye, sir.”

As commodore, Wallace had tactical command of DESRON 15 and had chosen Higgins as his flagship.

“All right, let’s go,” Wallace said. “Spin up the surface radar. Fire control radars on standby. Officer of the deck, make sure TAO understands.”

“Aye, sir,” the OOD replied. The Tactical Action Officer was standing watch in the combat information center with his hands on the controls of the ship’s radar systems. The CIC was a dark cocoon of workstations that acted as the ship’s fighting nerve center.

“Air radars, Commodore?” Jefferson asked.

“Negative. I want the SPY-1 on standby. Let’s just do a quick surface sweep and see if we’re alone out here.”

Jefferson looked up at Melanie Metz, the OOD. “Officer of the Deck, you heard the man.”

Metz, a full lieutenant in her sixth year of active duty, was an impressive figure. Three inches taller than her captain, she’d attended Stanford on a volleyball scholarship and was still remembered at the Officer Candidate School in Newport, Rhode Island, for her ability to dominate beach matches.

She lowered the intercom lever. “CIC, Bridge. Spin up surface search radar only. Repeat, surface only.”

“Bridge, CIC. Surface search, aye.”

On the mast above them the ship’s AN/SPS-67 surface-search radar blossomed to full radiated power, sweeping the sea with wave energy. “Bridge, CIC. I have an unknown surface contact bearing zero-three-five, four thousand yards. Initiating track one-nine-three-four-eight.”

“Characteristics?” Metz asked immediately, studying the horizon.

“Low profile,” TAO responded. “Likely a fishing boat. Moving at five knots. Radar return shows multiple booms and rigging.”

“What about ES? Anything?”

“Electronic monitoring systems indicate a weak nav radar. That’s it.”

So far so good, Wallace thought. “All right,” he said after another minute. “OOD, let’s check the airspace. Light up the SPY-1.”

“Aye, Commodore,” Metz responded, relaying the order to CIC.

Wallace tightened his grip on the seat’s armrests. The SPY-1D radar integrated with the AN/SPS-67 surface search would create a complete air and surface picture of anything afloat in the vast battlespace around and above them—including PLAN patrol aircraft. Were Higgins on a war footing, the two systems would marry up with their various fire-control radars to track, target, and fire on contacts.

“SPY-1’s hot,” Metz declared.

“Acknowledge,” Wallace answered with a grim nod. The downside to lighting up the powerful radars was that they made a veritable fireworks display for the PLA combat elements waiting on the other side of the line. If the PLAN intended to enforce China’s new territorial doctrine, he’d find out soon enough—possibly with an ugly blip on the radar indicating an incoming missile.

“Maintain heading. Assign tracks as they come in,” he ordered.

Though Wallace wasn’t seeking combat, he was prepared for it. The emergency sailing from Sasebo had come with an awesome weapons load for the four ships of his squadron, mightier than any deployment he’d witnessed in his career.

Beneath each of their angled bows, his Arleigh Burkes stocked missiles in ninety-six cells servicing vertical launch tubes mounted flush with the deck. During peacetime steaming routines, those weapons bays might be half-full. However, with ONI reports of the carrier Fujian lurking in the area, half the squadron’s cells were loaded with surface-to-air missiles. The rest chambered ASROC antisubmarine rockets, Tomahawks with anti–surface ship warheads, and clusters of long-range SM-6 and Evolved Sea Sparrow missiles to knock down incoming air threats.

“Bridge, CIC.”

“Go, CIC,” Metz replied.

“I have several air friendlies on radar contact, twenty-nine thousand feet, headed west. F-35s.”

Wallace glanced at Jefferson. “That’s the Marine air wing on Wasp. They chopped into the AOR yesterday.” The fleet’s area of responsibility was the operating area just east of the Three Seas line.

Every officer on the bridge looked up into the evening sky, though the planes were well above the towering pink cumulus clouds. Higgins smashed through a wave, diverting their attention back to the churning sea. Metz leaned against the steering console and jammed the binoculars to her eyes, studying the darkening horizon.

“Okay,” Wallace said a few miles short of the line. “OOD, set EMCON condition Alpha. Shut the radars down. Make turns for ten knots and reverse us to a reciprocal course. All turns standard, easy. Mind the ships on your station.”

“Aye, Commodore,” she responded.

“I’ll be down in my cabin. Jeff—come and see me in fifteen.”
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In the harsh fluorescent light in his quarters, the commodore glanced at the picture of his wife on the small foldout desk. Inevitably, he closed his eyes and relived the moment the photo was taken.

He and Stephanie were at a formal Navy ball, a full-dress dining-in, at Pearl Harbor four years ago, back when they’d first arrived for his duty station at SurfPac. The picture was one of the last to capture her unique joie-de-vivre before she died in a car crash on the Kamehameha Highway.

A sudden chill brought Wallace back to the present. In his career in destroyers Wallace had learned to dress warmly in his stateroom. Cold sea temperatures meant a cold hull. He shrugged into his green Nomex flight jacket with its new DESRON 15 patch on the chest: a knight’s head in gold on the left half, the stylized numbers “1 5” on the right.

He scooted his desk chair up to the desk and retrieved the clipboard stacked with fleet messages that Higgins’ communications officer had delivered.

Fifteen minutes later, Captain Jefferson rapped on the stateroom door and entered. “So, we running this blockade or what, Captain Wallace?”

Wallace betrayed his amusement with a twitch of his lips. Jefferson was known as a plainspoken man. Evidently, the longer the cruise, the more varnish disappeared from his speech.

“No, we’re not running the blockade,” Wallace replied, matching Jefferson’s brusqueness. “For now, we’re supposed to skirt and probe. Officially, we’re shielding the merchant traffic running south from Tokyo to reassure the Aussies.”

“Just the Aussies?”

“Well, they’re most of the traffic.”

“And they’re nervous the Chinese will attack their shipping?”

Wallace took a moment to answer. “Let’s just say the Aussies have poked the bear. Or dragon, I should say.”

“How so?”

“The government in Canberra flat out rejected the Chinese territorial limit and is sending ships through, basically telling the PLAN to pound sand.”

“Has Beijing responded?”

“Speeches. Strongly worded pronouncements at the UN heavy on their version of peace.”

“And us? What are we doing?”

Wallace held up the thick stack of messages he’d been wading through. “We’re letting our actions speak by moving the machines of war. The Air Force is bulking up Guam. Marines are coming down from Okinawa to join Wasp. The Philippines has invited us back to our old bases at Subic and Cubi Point, where we’re installing or refurbishing port infrastructure. Stennis’ deployment has been extended. Again.”

Jefferson steadied himself against a particularly harsh roll with a hand on the bulkhead. “You were on the SurfPac staff a few weeks ago. I’m assuming you know our contingency plans—you think we’ll retake Taitung by force?”

Wallace shrugged. “We have contingencies for an outright PLA invasion of Taiwan. But that’s not what this is, yet. The ROC Army is up on the northwest coast facing down their amphibs. The PLA has reinforced the SRC plant, and the ROCs are in no position to take it back. For now this appears to be a stalemate.”

Jefferson’s broad brown face split in a grin. “We don’t see this as a Chinese invasion, huh?”

Wallace grinned back and shook his head. “You need to make sure you stay at sea, Jeff. You’re too clear a thinker to go back to D.C. for staff work.”

“That’s what everyone tells me. So—beyond probing the line—what are our orders?”

“We don’t have any beyond that.”

“We have a massive weapons load-out.”

“Indeed. National Command Authority’s policy so far seems to be to keep all options on the table.”

“All? Including nuclear?”

Wallace grimaced. “When I was at SurfPac, nearly all of our contingencies were designed to limit escalation, to hit only military targets. Nobody wants this to go nuclear. We’re in brinksmanship mode. The politicians are still in the staring contest.”

Jefferson shoved his hands in his pockets. “So, for now, we patrol the edge of the Three Seas Economic Exclusion Zone,” he said. “You see how I didn’t call it a blockade, there, Commodore?”

Wallace laughed. “Yeah. Nice work, Jeff. You’re right. We stay on patrol. I’ll keep half the flotilla at condition two, alternating watches. It’s going to be hard on the crews.”

The 1MC screeched angrily over their heads. Lieutenant Metz’s voice thundered through the loudspeaker directing a firefighting team to reposition itself near the engine room. Jefferson cocked an ear to listen, realized it was an exercise, then dismissed it.

“I’ll keep Higgins at condition two as long as you tell us to, sir, no questions asked.”

“I know. But as the CO of my flagship, you get the luxury of context. It’s the least I can do since I booted you out of your bunk.”

Jefferson’s red-rimmed eyes slid longingly to the tightly made bed. He’d not been sleeping well since he vacated this stateroom for the incoming commodore. His sea cabin near the bridge was sparse on amenities.

“You settling in okay down here?” he asked. “Anything you need? You didn’t bring much in the way of creature comforts.” He gestured to the picture on the desk. “Your wife, sir?”

“Yes, Stephanie. Taken shortly before she died.”

“Oh—I’m so sorry, Commodore. My mouth gets me in trouble, as you know.”

“It didn’t this time. Don’t worry about me, Jeff. You’ve got enough on your plate.”

“Aye, sir. Speaking of context—the Chinese might not be playing this as an invasion, but have you seen intel that suggests they’ll storm across the Strait?”

“ONI reports the PLA Navy amphibs are still in port and that other signs indicating an impending invasion are quiet—things like leaves being canceled, provisions piling up on the piers, that kind of thing. PACFLT is more concerned about the PLAN carriers enforcing the Three Seas line.”

“Fujian,” Jefferson sighed.

“Yeah. But also their two jump-jet carriers, Liaoning and Shandong. They were reported steaming toward the Marianas. That gives them three carriers to our one with Vinson’s deployment pushed back.”

“And their destroyer fleet?” Jefferson asked. “They surely have us outnumbered in these waters.”

“They’ve got twenty-five of the heavy Type 55s spread out to enforce the line, according to PACFLT intel.”

“Captain to the bridge,” the 1MC thundered.

“Go,” Wallace said. “Drill the shit out of them, Jeff. This thing could go hot any second. We’re the point of the spear. Make sure the crew understands that.”

After the skipper shut the door behind him, Wallace listened to the ship’s high-pitched turbine engine grinding like a 747 flying through turbulence. Higgins twisted in a wave trough, and his coffee sloshed over the rim of his cup. He drank the remainder and dug through the rest of the message stack, concentrating on those that mattered most to DESRON 15.

Among them was a summary incident report from Stennis addressed to all ships in the vicinity. It described an air intercept with Chinese J-15 fighters from Fujian a few hundred miles north of Guam. The message reported that a pack of F-18s intercepted PLANAF J-15s. During the encounter the lead Chinese pilot taunted an American aviator, mocking his call sign, Hammer; Hammer had parried the taunt with one of his own. Toward the bottom of the exchange, the aviator was identified as Lieutenant Henry Wilson Cole, USN.

Kelly’s boy.

Wallace grinned at the desk. It was rare for a naval dispatch to mention an officer by name. But then, Kelly had always said Henry was special. He suspected the name drop was deliberate, to boost morale. Here was one of our best—the son of an admiral, a graduate of Annapolis, standing up to the Fujian air wing, spitting Chinese arrogance right back in their faces.

He remembered a long-ago walk on a North Shore beach with Kelly. She was probably right. The tall, handsome kid was married to a former senator’s daughter. A courageous frontline aviator taking on the world’s most advanced fighter planes with his F-18 now, he was destined for better things, probably in politics. Henry Cole was the perfect PACFLT representative, right out of central casting—almost like old Triple-A himself.

Wallace dropped the message board on the desk and stared at his knuckles, suddenly wishing he hadn’t read about Henry—because it made him think of Kelly Cole.






CHAPTER 23HONG KONG, CHINA


“It’s natural to worry, FJ,” Li said, leaning back in her chair. “This decision can’t be easy for you.”

Wearing a tuxedo with an unknotted bowtie draped around his neck, FJ Chang stood at the window of the Hong Kong penthouse. He gazed at the evening laser light show playing across the tops of the tall buildings. It happened most nights in the city, put on by the government as a sign of happiness, unity, and contentment, a celebration of the people. The strobing lights reminded FJ of the battle scene in Star Wars when the X-Wing fighters attacked the Death Star.

He raised his glass of Japanese whiskey and sipped. The ice had melted, diluting the drink. He went to the bar to strengthen it. He walked behind Li on the way and dragged his hand across her bare shoulder.

She wore a strapless red dress slit all the way up to her hips. While FJ was facing away from her adding whiskey to his glass, she crossed her legs to better show them off. His eyes traveled the length of her body as he walked back to the window.

“You really must do it,” she persisted gently. “The Minister of Technology will be there tonight. He’s going to ask you about it. You shouldn’t disappoint him.”

FJ flexed the fingers of his free hand and rocked back and forth on his heels. She was intensely familiar with all his little gestures. He was almost there. All it would take now was a slight push.

“I’m not even sure I know how to shift the mix like that,” he said, still looking out at the city. “Father always kept tight control of the fab’s output. I’ve never been involved in the day-to-day operations.”

It was hard for Li to repress her frustration. If FJ was going to take that line of reasoning, it might require more than a slight push.

Though she’d mastered the art of controlling her emotions, this asset, FJ Chang, the culmination of her fifteen years of service to the Ministry, could be uniquely annoying. Here he was, the acting CEO of the world’s most important technology company, finally free of his father—and still dithering.

Her eyes burned into his back until she realized that he might be able to see her glare in the window’s reflection. To cover herself, she retrieved her phone and scrolled through the emails piled up in her inbox from Silicon Valley CEOs. SRC was meeting their demand for chips—but, like everyone else, the titans of Silicon Valley wanted reassurances.

“I wish we were a public company,” FJ muttered. “We should have listed on the NASDAQ and been incorporated in the United States instead of Taiwan. If we were public, we would have a board.”

“Why on earth would you want a board, FJ? It’s much better to have complete control. That’s what makes SRC unique. It’s one of the secrets of Sam’s success. It’s the subject of countless business school case studies.”

“Maybe so. But it would be nice to have a council of graybeards to help me think through things.”

“You don’t need a council of graybeards.” With practiced effort, she forced herself to smile. “And besides, my love, I’m here. Wouldn’t you rather have me?”

When he didn’t answer immediately, she worried she’d pushed too hard. Whenever that happened, she reverted from lover to trusted business colleague.

She raised her phone and waved the glowing screen at him. “One way or another, I have to answer these emails—and I really don’t think it’s wise to give our customers the wrong expectations. We need to make the call on supply quotas tonight—before we meet with the Minister.”

“Maybe we should convene the executive staff in Taitung,” FJ mused. “We could debate it.”

“Great leaders adhere to a vision. You are a great leader, FJ. You must summon the courage of your convictions.”

“I’m not a great leader,” he said sadly. “I’m an accidental one. I never asked to be put in this position.”

Li bit her cheek to keep from grinding her teeth. As much as she detested Sam Chang, she had to sympathize with the old son-of-a-bitch for having to deal with a wobbly heir like FJ.

“You knew Sam would die one day,” she continued. “You knew this day would come. You are ready.”

He turned so quickly that the ice in his glass rattled. “He’s not dead. Don’t say that. And this is not a situation either of us anticipated.”

“Of course not,” she soothed. “But Sam created a responsible succession plan to cover the eventuality of a debilitating illness. You read the papers he signed; you saw his intentions in the open letter. All you’re really doing at this point is executing his wishes.”

FJ watched the light show explode into its grand finale. Brilliant colors flashed across the city sky, magnified and reflected by the glass spires.

Despite the spectacle, he couldn’t get his mind off his father’s appearance when he’d visited the hill house that afternoon. The old sage’s eyes were sunken behind crepey eyelids. He mumbled insistently when he saw FJ, as though desperate to tell him something.

Sam had looked so upset that FJ gave him a detailed briefing on the business out of respect. He even brought up modifying the distribution of chips to comply with Sam’s letter, hoping to get a nod of agreement from the stricken CEO about shifting supply quotas to be fairer to the Chinese customers. FJ knew Sam leaned toward the Americans politically. But then again, he’d written that letter.

It was no use. Propped up by the nurses, Sam slobbered and mumbled and struggled to write on a notepad. Even though it amounted to nothing but scribbles, FJ sensed his father understood what he was saying. Baba’s mind seemed sharp. Being trapped in a failing body must be excruciating. The doctor explained that the second stroke had destroyed Sam’s motor skills. She urged FJ to have faith—his father might yet recover.

“We’re running out of time, FJ,” Li urged. “The limo is here to take us to the gala. You know the Minister will press you. Why not please him with your decisiveness?”

“Li,” FJ responded, recalling the light in his father’s sunken eyes. “Baba climbed to the top of this business by supplying the American tech companies. I’m not going to upend well-established plans just to make the Minister happy.”

“I wasn’t suggesting that,” Li said, on the edge of losing control. “But I understand America and these customers better than anyone. They’ll act like it’s the end of the world, but if you lower chip supplies across the board to all of the U.S. competitors, they’ll see it as fair.”

“Those Commerce Department people keep calling me, trying to revive the subsidy arrangement, warning me not to shift production quotas,” FJ complained.

“They’re bullying you, FJ. Stand up to them. You’re a man of business, not government. You’re in a position that transcends political persuasion. If they’re not happy, let them take it up with Taipei. Just be grateful the PRC was there to keep Taipei from nationalizing the fabs. Then you would have no say whatsoever in the output.”

She watched his shoulders sag.

“You don’t have to feel like that. We’re only talking about a temporary reallocation of 12 percent,” she added. “That is hardly a disaster for the American economy. To continue starving China is the more dangerous path.”

He stared at the floor and swirled the ice in his glass.

“Sam was going to adjust the supply eventually,” Li persisted. “He was practically prescriptive in his letter. There’s nothing to worry about. You’re carrying out his intentions.”

“Fine,” he sighed. “I’ll call Fred in the morning. He’ll know how to execute the shift in Shenzhen.”

“Wonderful,” Li replied. “I suggest you call Fred now, before we leave. That way you can tell the Minister you’ve already taken action.”

FJ considered. “True. Fred can authorize the changes in Shenzhen.”

“Fred also needs to shift production in Taiwan,” she insisted. “You should tell him to change the output in Taitung Fabs One and Three. Shenzhen won’t be enough. You’ll need to …” She decided to bank the win when she spotted the twitch in his eye. There was no need to press further. They would tell the Minister what to expect. It might take her another day or two of softening FJ to adjust Taitung, a fact her Beijing controllers would just have to accept.

She glided up to him in her high heels and skimpy dress, slid her arms around him, and massaged his neck with her strong hands. “Let’s not talk about this anymore,” she purred. “You’re a great man of history, FJ. I am so proud of you.”






CHAPTER 24USS WASP, PHILIPPINE SEA


Marshal Tate and two other Marine officers watched Wasp’s pitching deck on the video monitor with two other Marine officers. They sat on the edges of their desk chairs, the only other furniture in their three-person stateroom besides the racks.

“You think the pilot can get it down?” First Lieutenant Tony Hargreaves asked.

“I’ve seen Ospreys set down in worse sea states than this one,” Captain Jack Mueller replied. “Down in the southern Indian Ocean we faced rollers thirty feet high. Even the captain puked. But let me tell you, boys, they still got that bird on deck.”

Tired of Mueller’s chatter, Tate fixed his attention on the closed-circuit TV and remained quiet. It was just like Mueller to drone on with a sea story. Mueller was a mustang, an officer who’d been in the enlisted ranks before the Marines sent him to school for a degree and a commission. As such, he seemed to feel it necessary to impress his fellow captains with his creds.

“I don’t know, man,” Hargreaves countered. “That bird’s bobbing all over the place. I don’t think it can land in this mess.”

“It will land.”

“Where’d it come from, anyway?” Tate asked, voicing the question that had been on his mind since they first heard the call over the 1MC for the aircraft recovery squad to report to duty. Wasp was smack in the middle of the triangle formed by Guam, the Philippines, and Japan. It seemed unlikely that a twin-rotor Osprey could make it this far from a shore base hundreds of miles away.

Mueller leaned in to study the grainy image on the TV screen as the Osprey rotated and the markings on its vertical stabilizers came into view in the landing lights. “There,” Mueller said. “That’s VRC-50. They’re a supply squadron based in Guam. It came from that old rock.”

“We’re way too far out for him to make it from Guam,” Hargreaves argued, eager to prove know-it-all Mueller wrong. “How’s that even possible?”

“I bet it landed on Stennis on the way,” Mueller answered. “I’ve seen them skip from ship to ship plenty of times.”

Neither Tate nor Hargreaves commented for fear of another Mueller sea story. But Tate thought the mustang was probably right.

Hours earlier, the colonel had called his officers together for an update on the growing American fleet presence in the Philippine Sea, exhorting his Marines to stay sharp. Action was a definite possibility.

Worried about the monotony of sea life and the isolated fragments of news filtering in, the officers had been drilling their Marines hard. Every waking moment was spent cleaning weapons, shooting floating targets, or suffering through hours of grueling calisthenics.

“Told you,” Mueller said, tapping the TV with a stubby finger. “The bird’s down. They’re chaining her to the deck.”

“Mail call,” a voice announced on the 1MC a few minutes later.

Cheers from farther down the passageway preceded the sounds of pounding feet as a thousand sailors and Marines rushed to get a few words from home.

Tate assembled his Recon company in the well deck on the landing platform next to the LCACs. Various trucks, tracked landing boats, and artillery pieces were racked above the air-cushioned vehicles.

“Hopkins! Innabata! Kelso! Kennedy! Laporta! Lewis! Lagomarsino!” In a voice raspy from overuse and cigar smoke, Tate’s gunnery sergeant belted through the names alphabetically. Now and then, the gunny paused to look at a return address. If it was written in a feminine hand and had a different last name than the addressee’s, he sniffed it dramatically before delivering it with a crass comment that he considered the height of wit.

The schtick had grown tiresome to Tate, but such was the time-honored way Marines got mail aboard ship. He let the gunny have his fun.

“Vasquez, Ybarra.” The old sergeant sniffed the last letter and handed it to Lance Corporal Enrique Ybarra, a five-foot-three Mexican American who looked to Tate to be all of sixteen but could run a five-minute mile with a full pack.

Tate’s Recon Marines raced up the ladders seeking privacy to read their letters, Ybarra bringing up the rear. Tate nodded approvingly, satisfied with his company’s morale. He walked to the far end of the well deck, where he would be closer to the passageway that would take him back up to the officers’ staterooms. It would kill him—just kill him—if both Hargreaves and Mueller had letters from their girls while he didn’t. Dreading their teasing, he walked a little slower than usual, wishing he had some other place to be.

“Where you off to, Captain?” the gunny roared.

Tate turned to the crusty old sergeant whose face was burned mahogany from long years in the sun. The tan seemed unnatural in the sunless spaces of a giant amphibious ship. The gunny rotated the cigar in his mouth and held out a padded envelope. When he knew he had Tate’s attention, he removed the cigar and took a long whiff of the package. “I just had to save this one for last,” the gunny said, grinning. “Smells best of all.”

When Tate approached to snatch away the package, the sergeant grinned. “Lucy, is it? I like that name. Must be an old-fashioned girl.”

“Up your ass, Gunny.”

[image: ]
He couldn’t think of a place belowdecks where he could open the package in private, so he decided to brave the deck. The Navy had strict rules about crew staying below when the winds were up and the seas were high, and it wasn’t a tough rule to enforce. On a night like this, any idiot who ventured on deck could easily get swept overboard. No one would know he was gone until morning muster.

But Tate wasn’t an idiot. He undogged a heavy steel door and pushed it hard against the rushing air. His camo uniform snapped like a torn sail. The sky was black, and racing clouds blotted out the stars. Tate grabbed onto a slanted chain and sheltered behind the landing gear of an F-35.

Clutching the envelope in his calloused hands, he squatted on the tough nonskid and leaned against the aircraft’s greasy tire. In the relative shelter, he pulled his redlensed Maglite from his sleeve pocket, jammed it in his armpit, and slumped over the parcel like a thirsty man dipping water from a well. He tore the envelope open.

His long face creased into a grin when he saw the hand-knitted red sock. There was only the one.

It fluttered in the wind, looking more like something he would put over one of the drivers in his golf bag than a sock. He rubbed the soft wool against his face, then stuffed it in a cargo pocket on his thigh. Holding the flashlight in his mouth, he read the accompanying letter while the wind tore at his ears.

Hi, Tate,

I guess you can see from the return address that I mailed this from Sydney. My mom and I are here waiting on Jamie’s ship before we go upcountry for some sightseeing. Since we’re all operating in deep-maritime-secrecy mode, I won’t bother to speculate why his ship might be delayed.

Let me start by saying that I know there is only one sock.

We visited a sheep ranch yesterday, and I thought I bought enough wool for a sweater and a pair of socks. But after finishing one sock, I realized I would need the rest for your sweater. So there you go. We all have to make sacrifices.

Mom and I had three drinks each tonight at the bar in the hotel basement. I was picturing you there. You’d love it. Old-fashioned, with tin ceilings, stone columns, and mahogany walls. Some of the kids back at the U would deride it as a symbol of oppression and colonialism. Maybe so. But it’s a hell of a place to sit, sip, and shelter from the rain. I wish you could have joined us.

Anyway, at the risk of drunk-writing, I want to give you a small sample of what’s been on my mind.

Unless the world ends, I will be back in L.A. in late June to start my job with Orion. I figure you will be done with your deployment in the fall. That might seem like a long way off, but it really isn’t. You said you were up for new orders out of Kaneohe and that there was a good chance you would go to Pendleton. When you told me that, I know I sort of froze. I’m sorry. I don’t think it was the reaction you were looking for.

Anyhow, with Orion being in Irvine and you stationed at Camp Pendleton, I am thinking of getting an apartment in the southern part of Orange County. I hear that San Clemente is a good value, because it’s a bitch of a commute to Irvine that a lot of people aren’t willing to make. But it’s a short drive to Pendleton.

Now don’t freak out. I’m not suggesting we live together. I’m just saying that if you do put in a request for Pendleton, I’ll hold up my end by landing somewhere near San Clemente. We can take it from there.

Please write back when you can to let me know what you think. You can use Jamie’s Sydney address that I’ll write down below. We’re staying in his apartment now because our hotel was too swanky and we were getting a little chubby from the rich food. Jamie’s place is a pigsty, of course, but we’re determined to make it habitable by the time the lout gets back.

Lucy

P.S. I miss you, Jarhead.

P.P.S. I hope your gunny liked the scent on the envelope. ☺


Sitting in the dark against the F-35 wheel, Tate raised the envelope to his nose and inhaled, breathing in Lucy’s coconut-scented suntan lotion.






CHAPTER 25SAN FRANCISCO BAY AREA


Though he had lived in beachside communities for most of his career, Cole had never gone in for convertibles. Part of the problem was that if he used a convertible as a commuter car, he would be driving it while in uniform, and he considered it unbecoming of an officer to be outside without a cover. He could put the top up, but then what would be the point of having a convertible? It would just be an overpriced car with a flimsy roof.

But as Gabe Sorkin’s Porsche glided over the golden hills, Will found himself enjoying the experience beyond all expectations. Sorkin certainly knew his vehicle. He pushed it hard up steep grades and around corners, where it stayed fused to the road. The engine was pure power. It purred like a cougar on the descents and growled on the climbs.

Just as a seed needs sun, water, and air to grow, so does the new you, the self-help book advised in the chapter titled “The Perspective Trap.” Maybe he’d been all wrong about convertibles. Life felt vastly different ensconced in the soft leather of a hundred-thousand-dollar sports car as it threaded the hills.

If Sorkin detected Cole’s epiphany, he didn’t show it. Gabe drove his car with the enthusiasm of a rally racer while Will let his mind wander. The book had emphasized giving his thoughts room to roam. It occurred to him that maybe it wasn’t the book giving him these ideas. Maybe it was simply that this was the first afternoon he wasn’t working furiously on bullwhipping a ship through a refit schedule.

He and Sorkin had spent the past two days in Seattle, pushing shipyard workers to work harder and checking in with Lincoln’s CO and XO. With the doubled-up staff of well-motivated shipfitters and a drastically reduced requirement set, the carrier was only a few days from sailing out the Strait of Juan de Fuca to the open sea. It wasn’t as quick as Cole had boasted to PACFLT, but it was close.

So close that Beau Duarte, Lincoln’s skipper, had complained about a new problem. There weren’t enough sailors to man his ship.

With the Potomac winds blowing favorably in his direction, Cole pressed the Bureau of Personnel to activate more Reservists and airlift as many crew as possible from Vinson as soon as she was close enough to the mainland for helicopters. Stunned that Lincoln was ready for sea, the Bureau spat out a blizzard of activation orders. Hundreds of Reservists were on their way to Bremerton as Vinson crept ever closer to shore.

At about that point Sorkin reminded Cole of PACFLT’s request to “surprise him.” It was obvious to Cole that Sorkin had something in mind, but he was being coy about what it was. For his part, Sorkin figured that if he could surprise Cole with the project he’d been working on at the Defense Innovation Office, then he would certainly surprise PACFLT. And if two of the fleet’s most experienced admirals were caught unaware, then there was little chance China’s PLAN would see it coming.

Cole felt a chill in the air as the Porsche rounded the last bend. As if divided by a curtain, the dry air turned misty and the sun faded behind a hazy filter. Sorkin dialed up the heat but refused to slow down long enough to close the roof.

“That’s Half Moon Bay down there,” Sorkin pointed. “That spot out there at the point with the white radar dome is Mavericks, the famous surfing beach. The view is better when the marine layer lifts. Which unfortunately almost never happens.”

“My children all surf,” Cole replied. “But I don’t. I hope that’s not your big surprise.”

Sorkin held up a thin, pale arm. “Do I look like a surfer, Admiral?”

Once in the small coastal village, the Porsche downshifted to a stop in front of an unassuming building across the street from the bay. Unlike the other boat maintenance shops on either side of it, this one had a neatly kept yard with stacks of plastic crates behind a razor-wire-topped chain-link fence.

“I have to admit,” Cole said as he hoisted himself out of the convertible, “I thought we would end up in an office park somewhere in Silicon Valley. This looks like a place that works on two-cycle outboards.”

“That’s kind of on purpose,” Sorkin acknowledged. The car’s roof whirred shut.

Cole’s second impression of Sorkin’s DIO outpost was better than his first. After the Reservist pressed his thumb on a biosensor, a door buzzed and clicked. The two uniformed naval officers walked through it, with Sorkin in the lead.

“Ancka?” Sorkin called.

“Up here,” a woman’s voice responded from upstairs.

Cole followed Sorkin to the second floor, where a freckle-faced woman who looked to be in her late forties greeted them. She was dressed in a blue-zipped coverall. Her flight suit, freckles, and gap-toothed smile brought to mind old pictures of Amelia Earhart.

“Ancka Rupnik, meet Will Cole. He’s the admiral I told you about.”

Will held his hand out and was mildly surprised when Rupnik leaned in with a quick hug. “Awesome to meet you, Admiral. Seriously. Gabe speaks highly of you.”

Cole noticed a slight accent that he thought sounded Eastern European.

Feeling awkward, he backed away and took in the surroundings—a kitchen, couch, and dining room table. Along one wall were a few laptops, a printer, and an unzipped duffle bag. The room looked a lot like the lounge in the Student Union where he occasionally had met Lucy.

“I know this doesn’t look much like a top-flight research lab,” Rupnik said, recognizing the look on Will’s face. “We end up sleeping here sometimes. It just doesn’t make sense to drive back and forth over the mountains where most of us live. And we surf. It’s good to get out in the mornings before the wind picks up. Coffee, Admiral?”

While she turned to a Keurig and slipped in a coffee pod, Cole inspected the room for evidence that this might be a company related to military innovation. Through the windows he could see a splintered deck with an eclectic set of outdoor furniture that looked to have survived fifty seasons. Along the far wall were speakers and surfboards.

Cole was tempted to drag Sorkin outside to demand an explanation. But when the Reservist returned from the kitchen with his green tea, he held up a hand and flashed his feral grin. “Don’t worry, sir. We’ll get to it. Where do you want us, Ancka?”

“The sofa’s good,” she said with a wave in that direction.

Gabe hid his smile at the mental picture of Admiral Cole relaxing on a sectional in uniform at eleven in the morning. “Let’s sit at the dining table,” he suggested.

“That works.”

They took their places in stiff chairs, which, like the deck furniture, were well past their prime. “So,” Cole began so as not to seem rude. “Gabe hasn’t told me what I’m doing here. But then, he’s not much of a talker. What about you, Ancka? Care to help me out?”

She and Sorkin exchanged looks. “Gabriel. You dragged him out here without telling him what we’re up to?”

“Let me properly introduce you,” Sorkin said to Cole. “Ancka has founded three companies in the Valley with big-money exits.”

“Four,” she corrected. “My last one sold to Google three years ago.”

“That’s right. Four. She’s a software wizard who has more money than she knows what to do with. When I approached her with an idea for a new venture, all I had to do was guarantee she could work next to Mavericks so she could surf.”

The woman’s bright blue eyes rested cheerfully on Cole. “After I sold my last company, I wanted to build electric Jet Skis for big-wave surfing. Then Gabe showed up and suggested a different line of business. You’re right that he’s not much of a talker, Admiral. But when he does speak, he’s fairly convincing.”

Sorkin stared down at the table, giving Will a direct view of the thinning hair on top of his head.

Ancka went on. “I didn’t know Gabe was in the Reserves until he told me about his product idea.”

“Then,” Cole said, “whatever it is that I’m here to see is Gabe’s idea?”

“The concept was,” Sorkin admitted. “I laid down the requirements. But the software, industrial design, and production are all Ancka’s. I gave her some DIO funding to get going. We’re on our third prototype at this point.”

“Fifth,” she corrected with a raised finger. “And it’s way more than a prototype. We’ve completed the first production sample run.”

“Already?” Sorkin exclaimed. “Where are they?”

“Downstairs.”

“Good. I get the sense the Admiral is anxious to see them.”

After descending the stairs, Ancka flicked on the lights in the basement workshop to reveal stacks of black Pelican cases on pallets. Beyond them, a series of workstations had hunks of unrecognizable electronics spread across them in various stages of assembly.

“Those are drones in those cases over there, Admiral,” Sorkin said. He turned to Ancka. “How many do we have here?”

“A hundred. These are the first manufactured samples for testing. I took one out of the case so the Admiral could inspect it. Come this way, Will.”

Across the workshop and around a corner they entered a smaller room with powerful ceiling-mounted lights that made it look like an operating room. A sheet covered a central object resting on sawhorses that looked like an obese patient.

“What’s with the sheet, Anck?” Sorkin asked.

She displayed her gap-toothed grin. “You said we should warm him up before the reveal,” she answered, grasping an edge of the sheet.

“Consider him warmed up,” Sorkin replied. “Well, sir. This is why I’ve dragged you out to Half Moon Bay.”

Ancka Rupnik removed the sheet with a flourish.

An oblong object that looked like a misshapen cruise missile was beneath it. Cole squatted below the sawhorses to inspect its underside and immediately recognized the contours of a boat hull. The top side consisted of rows of smooth lumps. The entire device was painted matte black and felt like fine sandpaper.

“Tell him about it, Anck,” Sorkin said.

“Meet Thresher, Admiral,” she began. “It can do more than a hundred knots when cruising on the surface and can carry a warhead large enough to sink a destroyer.”

“What do you mean when cruising on the surface?” Cole asked. He noticed slots along the sides that held retracted wings. “Can it fly?”

She chuckled. “No. The opposite. Thresher can operate as a submersible. Gabe and I think it would make sense to launch it covertly from a torpedo tube. The underwater range is shorter, though. That part’s mainly used for targeting, hitting a ship’s keel where it’s most vulnerable.”

“What’s the warhead?”

Ancka deferred to Sorkin. “The form factor and payload were intentionally designed to take the same antiship warhead we use in Tomahawks,” he said. “But where a Tomahawk might fly into a target at six hundred miles an hour, Thresher can slam into a hull doing about a hundred or creep under it at a torpedo’s speed. So, we may need to adjust the warhead for kinetic conditions. I’ve got another small company down in San Luis Obispo building warhead prototypes. They’re surfers too.”

Will circled the drone, leaning in for a closer look at spots. Instead of propellers, as a torpedo would have, he saw intake holes on the hull’s underside. “I take it these are impellers for water jet propulsion?”

“You got it, Admiral,” Ancka replied in her musical accent. “Our first prototypes used commercially available engines. I beefed them up.”

Cole parked his hands on his hips. “I still don’t see how you get this up to a hundred knots.”

“Well, when Ancka says she beefed up the engines,” Sorkin clarified, “she’s being a trifle modest. What she actually did is increase the water pressure inside the jet drives by a factor of a thousand. The resulting horsepower is stronger than any boat out there.”

“How’s it powered?” Cole asked.

“It’s electric. That makes it quiet,” Ancka said.

Cole kept his head canted down at the Thresher to hide his disappointment. The object under his critical eye was the equivalent of an undersized self-guided torpedo. And judging by the shoddy workshop where it was built, it wasn’t anywhere near ready for actual deployment on a Navy ship, let alone a submarine. He’d been around weapons development for decades. The process was lengthy and exhaustive because warfighters’ lives were at stake. The Navy’s newest torpedo had taken twenty years to go from the drawing board to what the Navy called IOC, initial operational capability.

Playing loosey goosey with ideas at a beach house was far from the minimum standard Cole expected for a new weapon’s IOC. He didn’t think this contraption would be at all relevant to PACFLT.

Ancka looked at him expectantly. Sorkin fidgeted, digging the toe of his shoe into a crack in the concrete floor.

“I think, ah, Thresher is at the forefront of a very interesting research area,” Cole began politely. “I do. But my mission is to field weapons that we can deploy in the current Taiwan crisis. That might mean piercing a blockade, and it might mean putting troops on the beach. I don’t doubt that DIO should keep working on this. I just don’t think it’s anything we can use. Not yet, anyway.”

To Cole’s surprise, Ancka Rupnik looked unfazed. “Oh, it’s ready,” she countered.

Sorkin cleared his throat. “Admiral, this is farther along than it appears. I know we haven’t jumped through the hoops to meet formal IOC requirements. But that’s true of the software we’re using up in Bremerton, too.”

Will conceded the point. Sorkin had been right about that software. “You know our battle problem, Gabe. Tell me why you think it’s ready.”

“From a physics point of view,” Sorkin replied, “Thresher’s straightforward. The guidance and warhead are both off the shelf, which means they’re already tested and deployable.”

Cole repressed a monster sigh. “Look, Gabe. I’ve been keeping up on naval drone development for a long time. The problem I have is that they’re not suitable for the big blue-water warfare we have in the Pacific. The distances are too vast. And as for deploying it on a submarine, we already have guided torpedoes.”

Sorkin burped silently into his fist. Cole thought he looked pale. Perhaps he’d been too hard on him.

“My attempt to surprise you with shock and awe may have backfired here, sir. I apologize. Thresher is a long-range, fully autonomous naval deterrent system. It’s not a torpedo. It’s a fleet-killer.”

Cole mused that Triple-A’s obsession with the business world might have backfired as well. To PACFLT’s credit, Gabe had been useful when it came to organizing shipyard workers—but that was a matter of smoothing processes. Building weapons was entirely different.

“Gabe, I’m sorry. I don’t see how this is a game-changer. We have millions of square miles of ocean to defend. Tell me why I should care about this right now?”

Ancka shuffled her feet, seemingly unable to contain her energy. Sorkin gestured to her to stay quiet.

“Sir, Thresher runs on solid hydrogen fuel. Now, liquid hydrogen fuel has been around for twenty-five years. But Thresher is the first maritime vehicle propelled by solid hydrogen.”

“Why should that matter to me?”

“Because it gives the drone a range of a thousand miles,” Ancka blurted. “A hundred knots for a thousand nautical miles. We could do even more if you want us to make these bigger.”

Cole glanced between the Reservist and the entrepreneur. He jabbed a thumb at the Thresher. “That little thing has a range of a thousand miles?”

“Yes, sir,” Sorkin said. “And its internal computing system runs a machine-learning algorithm that merges environmental and weapons sensors into an unbeatable targeting package.”

Cole squatted for a closer inspection. “You say it runs on electric power. To have a range of a thousand miles you’d need a battery the size of an actual submarine.”

“No, sir. The solid hydrogen acts as the electrical conversion source, which eliminates the need for a big battery. We deliver that range out of twenty-five pounds of hydrogen pellets.”

Will rose and ran his hand over it again. “Guidance?”

“GPS on the surface, inertial when submerged. Or it can be remotely piloted via satellite like a Predator drone. We’re also working on a few other ideas for guidance in the event we lose satellite coverage.”

“My fear with drones,” Cole said, looking up at Sorkin, “is that they can be hacked.”

“This one can’t,” Ancka retorted. “Admiral, I founded two cybersecurity companies before switching over to deep-learning algorithms. Thresher is unhackable.”

“Okay,” Cole relented. “Let’s suppose for a minute that I take your word for it on the performance metrics. How do you see these being used in the South China Sea?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Sorkin said, burping into his fist again. “Let’s go back upstairs. I need to sit down.”

Once he was back in his dining room chair, Sorkin slid a slim, plainly bound book across the table. In bold font the cover read, “The Fifth Naval Platform: Strategy and Tactics for the United States Navy.”

“Who picked the catchy title?” Cole asked.

“I did,” Sorkin replied. A sip of green tea had brought some color back to his face. “I wrote most of this document. Ancka leaned in when I needed technical help.”

“I’m not familiar with the Fifth Platform,” Cole said. “What does it mean?”

Sorkin took a deep breath and let it out. “Admiral, when our country was founded, we didn’t have a Navy. We didn’t want one because we had an isolationist point of view, hoping to avoid European wars. But the British wouldn’t leave us alone. Grudgingly, the new government funded a few frigates. Six of them.”

“Yes, yes,” Cole said. “I know that. USS Constitution, Old Ironsides, among others.”

“Exactly, sir. Back then, our strength lay in our vast forests full of timber and our skilled and highly motivated carpenters. We built the frigates to get the English off our backs, designing them from scratch and arming them with cannons taken from the Continental Army. The ships turned out to be big and fast. They bested the Brits in the War of 1812, back when the Navy was primarily a platform for cannons at sea.”

Cole nodded. “So that’s your First Platform.”

“Yes, sir. Then, after establishing ourselves as a nation with commercial and territorial interests, we shifted to power projection ashore. When the Barbary pirates harassed our ships with gunboats, we supplemented our blue-water cannon platforms with a naval infantry, the Marines. The ships became platforms for troops and combined operations. Ulysses S. Grant used that strategy effectively to capture Vicksburg with ironclad gunboats.”

“OK, sure. Then the Second Platform is naval infantry, which could project power ashore.”

“Yes, sir. Next came the battleship era, when the ships became platforms for long guns able to bombard coastal installations and shred defending armies.”

“Platform Three.”

“Correct. And, as we all know, the Third Platform’s primacy ended at Pearl Harbor when the Japanese took out our battleships. But crucially, our aircraft carriers weren’t in port when the Japanese attacked. We didn’t know it at the time, but those carriers had already become the Fourth Platform, able to project power far inland or across the sea with airplanes. Through World War II, Korea, Vietnam, and the Persian Gulf, we perfected that Fourth Platform. We’re still in it today.”

“And now you’re saying that the time has come to switch to a Fifth Platform,” Cole said, tapping the document. “Which is?”

“The Fifth Platform is perhaps the most radical. It’s a world where ships are platforms for unmanned, automated weapons systems with range and stealth that far exceed anything we can do with aircraft. I’m not saying the carriers are no longer useful—note that all the platforms work together. I’m just saying that our thinking is too carrier-centric. We need to incorporate offensive and defensive strategies for the Fifth Platform era. Right now, I fear we’re preparing to fight the last war instead of the one facing us.”

“You’ve left out submarines,” Cole countered. “And nuclear weapons.”

“Admittedly, submarines are almost a platform unto themselves and vital to the Navy. The document calls them platforms 4.1 and 4.2.

“Our boomers with nuclear ballistic weapons are the stealthiest and most crucial component of the American nuclear triad—but they’re designed for a day we hope never comes. When it comes to the power projection we need in gray wars, we’ve used attack subs for cruise missile strikes and to defend the big stick, the carrier strike group. I’m not discounting submarines’ importance to the fleet—I’m just saying that we’re mostly organized around the carrier strike groups.” At that point Sorkin bent over and coughed, his eyes closed. Ancka got up and brought him a bottle of water.

Cole leaned back in his chair to think. He understood the logic, but he found it abstract, a matter for think-tanks, not operations. He picked up the book and flipped through the pages. They were stuffed with data tables and scientific prose. If nothing else, he had to concede that it appeared to be well researched.

“Could your view perhaps be jaundiced, Commander Sorkin, by our recent struggles in Bremerton?”

“Sure,” Sorkin acknowledged, breathing easily again. “Maybe I am, a little. On the other hand, those struggles are illustrative. Admiral, I’m willing to go so far as to say that our reliance on a carrier-centric Navy today is killing us. At one end of it, the fleet’s getting to be fifty or sixty years old, and we don’t have the big yards to keep it at the operational tempo we require. On the other end, carriers are just the wrong weapon for modern warfare. They’re Fourth Platform, vulnerable to the Fifth.”

Cole shook his head. “Gabe. You can’t say something that dramatic without backing it up. You know better—and I don’t have time to read this.”

“All right, sir, a quick summary. The aircraft carrier used to be synonymous with American power. We’ve all heard that the first question every President asks in the Situation Room is ‘Where are the carriers?’ Right?”

Cole nodded. “Right.”

“But we’ve been functioning that way since the 1940s, and our adversaries know that we rely on them. In today’s world of hypersonic missiles, I would argue that the carriers’ collective liability as easy-to-destroy targets offsets their value as a deterrent force. We’re leading with our chin. What happens when we get knocked on our butts? We use nukes?”

Though Cole wasn’t an aviator, he’d grown up in the Navy Sorkin described. He’d participated in it, led most aspects of it. It might not be perfect, but it had guaranteed global freedom since the end of World War II. He often bemoaned the way the policymakers had let the fleet atrophy since the end of the Cold War. But he wasn’t prepared to throw the baby out with the bathwater in facing the new Chinese threat.

“The Navy is a lot more than carriers,” Cole replied evenly. “There are layers and layers of defense around each of our deployed strike groups. We have destroyers and submarines and an air wing to both protect the group and project power ashore. You’re nodding along with me. I apologize if I’m stating the obvious. I just thought it needed saying aloud.”

“No need to apologize,” Sorkin said. “You’re hitting on the details of the naval world as we’ve all known it, the one that has succeeded for decades. Platform Four has reigned supreme for generations. But consider what Admiral Adams said when he mentioned the contingency plans he’d reviewed so far. He said there was nothing in them that would surprise the Chinese. I think what he means is that if we fight the next war the way we fought the last one, we will lose. It will be our Platform Four versus their Platform Five.”

Cole looked out the windows at the stubby brown peninsula with the radar dome and the surfers bobbing in the Pacific beyond it. There were times, like this one, when he wished he had chosen a different vocation. Flying first class, staying in five-star hotels, and zipping around in a German convertible had given him a glimpse of the world that many of the friends who’d left the Navy inhabited at his age.

Put one foot in front of the other. And remember, if you look backward, you’ll trip. The self-help book had a whole section on regret. Cole had underlined several passages.

He had chosen the spartan life and had no regrets. For what it lacked in comfort it over-delivered on meaningful contributions. Like the book said, he couldn’t allow himself to wallow. Still. He could wonder if his career choice had been a worthy sacrifice.

In that respect, he often found himself slightly envious of Jamie, who early on had recognized the burden and decided to follow another path. Or Lucy, who, like the gap-toothed woman sitting across from him at the table, had used her gifts and intelligence to go into computers. Of all his children, Will thought Lucy the best equipped to succeed in the modern world, though he rarely allowed himself to think about it that clearly. He was too blinded by his pride in Henry, who was becoming famous in WestPac as the first pilot to tangle with the Chinese. But perhaps Henry was already an anachronism, a Platform Four fighter, in Sorkin’s words—like a cavalryman charging into a machine-gun nest.

He lowered his eyes to Sorkin’s scholarly treatise, thinking about his family, the Navy, his last conversation with Triple-A, the mantras, and the crushing invisible weight on his shoulders.

“We also agreed that deterrence is the great equalizer,” Cole said. “The point to getting the carriers back online is that they’re our best deterrent force—aside from the unthinkable, nukes.”

Sorkin slapped his hand on the table, making Cole jump. “Exactly. That’s my point. We’re convinced the carriers are our best deterrent. And yet the Chinese are waving a blockade at us and quietly gaining control of the very chips on which Platform Five will be built. Does the PLA seem deterred to you? Do you really think that Lincoln, impressive as she is, will make the Chinese relinquish SRC to its rightful Taiwanese owners? We may not like it, sir, but we’ve moved beyond deterrence.”

Sorkin’s voice had taken on a new timbre. His face was flushed and his eyes glowed—until another coughing fit seized him. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and turned away. When he regained control of himself, he gulped more water.

Out of decorum, Cole turned to Ancka Rupnik. “Please don’t try to sell me, Ms. Rupnik. Don’t treat me like a customer with a fat government checkbook. Just tell me honestly. Can your Threshers really do what you say?”

“One hundred percent, sir. We have tested them on runs from here to the Channel Islands and back.”

Cole nodded grudgingly. “And this solid hydrogen fuel … it exists? It’s not just something to write in an investment prospectus?”

“I have an entrepreneur friend in Houston refining it as we speak, Admiral. It exists. We’ve stockpiled two tons of it. I’ve also stockpiled two thousand of the chips we need to run them. I was going to start a data center company doing AI. I diverted the chips to this.”

Cole shifted to Sorkin. “You know as well as I do that if I suggest using this weapon to PACFLT, we’ll need access to hundreds of them. The Pacific is too big and broad for anything less.”

Ancka answered for Sorkin, whose eyes were watering from his coughing fit. “I’m on the board of an electric car company with a revamped factory we bought in Detroit, Admiral. We used Gabe’s seed money to change the tooling on one of the lines to do the first prototypes. Those are the ones you saw downstairs. We could easily make a few hundred of these for you, sir, as is. Scaling production won’t be a problem if the Defense Department prioritizes it.”

As optimistic as Ancka Rupnik was, at the end of the day she was a civilian. Sorkin, however, was a Surface Warfare Officer who’d plied the Pacific on active duty. “Gabe,” Will began. “My career is about over. I can take a few risks. You’ve seen me do it. But I can’t give shaky advice to the man in charge of the Pacific Fleet.”

Sorkin swallowed more water before he spoke, making his Adam’s apple jump. “Sir, my legacy is just as important to me as yours is to you. Read my paper. If we cede control of the world’s oceans to the Chinese, we effectively cede commerce, international influence, future basing rights, and the ability to squash tyranny when it raises its demon head. Sadly, we’re already halfway there with the loss of the SRC chip fabs.” Sorkin tapped the book. “I wrote this paper for thoughtful naval planners like you, Will Cole. For people with foresight. It provides a defense of the Fifth Platform and shows what will happen if we don’t adapt to it. It’s not a good bedtime story.”

Will picked up the book. “I’ll read it, Gabe. I suppose my questions for now are really about Thresher’s readiness.”

“Ancka is the expert on the product, sir.”

“Admiral,” she said, “if Threshers can help you, my team will work day and night to make it happen.”

Cole noted the determination in those blue eyes. Ancka reminded him of Lucy when she wanted something. She wouldn’t yield until she had it.

“You’ve sold four companies for profit, Ms. Rupnik,” Cole replied. “You’ve clearly shown yourself to be an adroit entrepreneur, meaning you see an opportunity, source the capital to meet it, and reap the rewards. But please understand, the stakes are different here. We’re not talking about IPOs or market caps or profits.”

“Admiral Cole,” she shot back, eyes blazing. “Gabe should have told you—my company is not accepting any profit for this.”

“Then forgive me, Ms. Rupnik, but why are you doing this?”

She looked wistfully out at the ocean for a moment before returning her determined blue eyes to his.

“Admiral, I am a Bosniak. In the mid-nineties, Milosevic’s soldiers cut out my grandfather’s tongue and hung him from a lamppost because he was the mayor of our village. My father paid a fortune to a smuggler to get us on a refugee boat bound for Greece.

“Off the Montenegro coast, Milosevic’s men boarded the boat and killed everyone who wasn’t young and female, including my parents. They spared me, my sister Brigita, and a pair of fourteen-year-old twins. They intended to take us back to a death camp to make an example of us, doing God only knows what to us. We would have become just more victims of Milosevic’s genocide if a rubber boat with Navy SEALs hadn’t arrived in the night and killed them all.

“We ended up in a hospital bed on a huge American Navy ship that took us to Italy. A State Department man granted us political asylum there. We arrived in New York with nothing. Brigita and I took in the twins.”

Cole had looked away at the mention her parents’ murder. He raised his eyes to her now.

“Admiral,” she said with a hard stare. “The world needs the Navy.”






CHAPTER 26USS MISSOURI, OFF SOUTHEASTERN TAIWAN


The USS Missouri lay wedged between two seamounts in a valley full of deep silt in the shoal waters between Green Island and Taiwan’s southeastern coast. At the moment, Mighty Mo wasn’t so mighty.

The Virginia-class submarine had been procured by the Navy at a cost of $4.3 billion. She carried an arsenal of Tomahawk antiship and land-attack cruise missiles, torpedoes, antiship mines, and surface-to-air missiles. Advanced aperture sonar arrays were spread about her hull to allow her to track and kill her prey. She had masts for radar, electronic warfare, and high-data-rate communications.

Yet she was helpless, stuck in the silt’s suction, ninety-four feet underwater. The sensors and communication systems were useless. The sonar arrays—both active and passive—had been damaged in the grounding, and her torpedo tubes were buried in mud. The ELF cable couldn’t be extended without a few knots of steerageway, and the radio equipment on her mast didn’t function when submerged.

Theoretically, she should still be able to fire her missiles through the vertical tubes. But Byron DeBeers, her skipper, wasn’t sure if that was relevant. Though three hostile torpedoes had tried to kill his boat, he didn’t yet know if he was at war.

While the sub lay stricken on the ocean floor, the crew watched the captain they called Briny Deep for clues. Understanding this, Briny forced himself to walk calmly, offering a shoulder punch here, a joke there, the occasional backslap. He was known in the ranks as an unconventional skipper, so he forced himself to live up to that personal brand and relax. What could be more unconventional, he asked himself, than acting as if nothing were amiss on board a sunken submarine stuck in the mud that might or might not be at war?

He strolled through the slanting lead-lined nuclear reactor passage like a man walking through his kitchen for a snack on a Sunday afternoon, though Mo listed to starboard and declined at a ten-degree angle. Briny threaded between the big red vertical missile launch tubes and called out casual greetings to the gunners’ mates. After squeezing through three water-tight dividers, he arrived at the door to the officers’ wardroom.

The messmen had laid a stack of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches at the center of the table. To keep the food from toppling off the table, they’d put the sandwiches on a gimballed serving tray that stayed level. Uncertain how long it would take to free the sub from the mud’s suction, Briny had ordered rationing. Secretly, he didn’t mind. He liked PB&Js.

Mighty Mo’s wardroom was arranged like a corner booth at Denny’s. Four of Briny’s officers and two of his chiefs were squeezed around the table on the green Naugahyde cushions. A few were still working on swallowing peanut butter. The fresh milk was long gone, so evaporated milk diluted with water had to do. Though most considered it dreadful, Briny liked it.

DeBeers took two sandwich halves, poured a glass of milk with the viscosity of paint, and slid into his usual spot. With the tilted bench at an angle, he dropped right into the corner.

“Is Smitty okay?” the XO asked as Briny settled.

“Smitty’s fine,” Briny answered. “A little cold—but we’ve got him through the decompression chamber. Doc’s covered him in blankets.”

Petty Officer First Class Russell Smith, their best diver, had been sent out to inspect the hull and augment the sub’s external cameras, even though Briny had worried that the bubbles from the escape hatch would give away their position.

In the two days following their crash-landing on the seafloor they’d heard active pinging from vessels searching for them overhead. When no depth charges or torpedoes had appeared, they concluded that their position between the seamounts had rendered the enemy targeting sonars ineffective. They’d sweated through several days before deeming it safe to send Smitty out for an assessment.

“Well?” the XO said. “Are his photos any good?”

“Here,” Briny replied. He passed around the prints he’d gone to the aft end of the boat to retrieve. They were dark and grainy, but the computer had enhanced some areas.

The chiefs and officers, bunched uncomfortably and leaning at odd angles, cursed at what they saw. Half the sub’s hull was buried deep in the mud. In a head-on bow shot, she looked like a half-circle.

Briny waited until they finished cursing, then asked for status reports from his engineering, weapons, and comms officers.

This portion of the meeting was performative—Briny knew little had changed. But he viewed routine as the bedrock of sanity in a situation like this. He wanted them calm before he told them what they were going to have to do.

“As I see it,” he began after the last report, “whoever was hunting us has given up.” He tapped the photo. “The good news about being stuck on the bottom is that we’ve got fine natural camouflage that apparently confused their systems. They’ve either left us for dead or they think we got away. Well, you know what? We’re not dead.”

The weapons officer grinned. A chief grunted agreement.

“So, here’s the deal,” Briny continued. “Our mission focus has shifted from torpedo avoidance to alerting SubPac. The fleet needs to know about the mystery sub that attacked us. I read something from ONI about the Chinese using undersea drones for coastal defense. My guess is that’s what came after us. If so, we have to get the word out. The damn things eluded our passive sonar and crept in close enough to kill us. That means they’ll elude everyone else’s, too.”

Briny took a bite of the sandwich, then chased it with milk.

“Now,” he said after clearing his mouth. “One of the reasons I think they were drones is because they came so swiftly out of nowhere. I suspect they were tethered underwater nearby, waiting for activation. And the pings we were hearing tell me this isn’t a diesel-electric sub that needs to pause and snorkel. They were way too fast. Does anyone disagree with this assessment?”

Head shakes all around.

“The hell of it is,” he continued, “that we don’t know if we’re at war. If we are at war, gentlemen, we are a fighting asset and we will fight. So, in order, we are going to alert SubPac, we’re going to find out what’s going on, and we are going to take the fight to the enemy. To do that, I’m forced to make some assumptions about the state of our boat.”

Mo’s leadership team waited in silence while Briny swallowed the last of his sandwich.

“For starters, it appears the pump jet is still functional and the drive systems are green. I have to assume that if we can free ourselves from the mud, we’ll at least be able to get forward propulsion. As you can see in Smitty’s stern photo, the casing around the screw looks sound. It wasn’t damaged because we dove into the silt at a ten-degree down angle, as we’re all painfully aware.”

The XO studied the picture again. “Concur, sir. Screw looks good.”

“Next,” Briny went on, “I think the upper rudder is all right. I suspect the bottom rudder is damaged, probably bent during the impact.”

“When we get to the surface,” Senior Chief Dolan offered, “we can adjust course with the thrusters.”

“Agree, Senior,” the captain replied. “We’ll have some maneuvering capability. We just don’t know how much.”

Briny gestured to the photos. “Okay. More assumptions. Smitty’s pictures don’t show any damage to the vertical launch ports. Judging by the way we hit bow-first, I’m going to assume our active sonar is technically reduced. And based on that port-quarter photo, I’m guessing our dive planes were sheared off. I can’t imagine the torpedo tubes are fully unobstructed either.”

Dino Angelucci, the weapons officer, spoke up. “If the mud’s as soft as it looks, the water flowing past the bow may clear the torpedo tubes when we get underway.”

Briny nodded his agreement, then continued. “Based on these assumptions and the primary objective to alert SubPac, we’re going to do an emergency blow to get ourselves off this seafloor.” He drained the rest of his glass.

“If the blow works, we’re going to bob up to the surface like a champagne cork. Technically, we’re inside Taiwanese territorial waters, but for all we know, half the PLA Navy East Sea Fleet might be floating over our heads.”

He leaned forward with his elbows on the table and his chin resting on his fists. “Our rules of engagement say we shouldn’t fire unless fired upon. As far as I’m concerned, we’ve been fired upon.”

Briny pointed at Angelucci. “Luche, our primary threats will most likely be PLANAF patrol planes, diesel submarines, or surface ships. If SubPac says we’re at war, I want targets of opportunity for the ’hawks. Land, sea, whatever. I want to take a bite out of the enemy.”

“Yes, sir,” the weapons officer said.

“Those goddamned drones might still be in the area,” the Chief of the Boat warned.

“True, COB, but they’ve been quiet for two days. The bad guys think we’re dead. I’d wager they’ve redeployed those drones somewhere else—or used them all up in hunting us down. Let’s hope so. If not, we’re screwed.”

The chief nodded soberly.

DeBeers glanced at the clock on the wall and traded knowing looks with his XO and CHENG, the chief engineer. “Given our condition, I’d prefer to surface at nightfall. But I don’t think we can wait that long. The hard bang on the bottom jarred a pressure valve. We can’t replace it without draining more air. CHENG and his crew have done all they can—but we’re losing ballast pressure even as we sit here. And we need every bit of it to launch ourselves out of the mud. We can’t delay an ascent any longer.”

“I tried everything I could think of,” CHENG confirmed.

“It’s 1600 local, Cap,” COB said. “Only a few hours until nightfall.”

“Can’t afford even a few hours,” Briny replied. “I wish we could. Look, boys, we can be trapped here forever and die in silence, or we can blow now and take our chances on the surface. We’re going now.”

His officers remained quiet.

Briny’s eyes swept the wardroom, making sure his team wasn’t distracted by Smitty’s photos or whispered sidebars. When he saw he had their full attention, he delivered the hardest part of his message.

“Here’s the last thing, gentlemen. With our reduced maneuvering capacity and questionable systems, we might not be able to dive if we’re attacked. But know this: We are sitting on a trillion dollars’ worth of top-secret American submarine know-how—and we are not handing it over to the Chinese. We will not be taken. There will be no surrender.”

The slow, serious nods around the table told him he’d prepared them as best he could. “All right,” he finished. “Prepare your divisions just as I’ve prepared you. Make sure they understand the stakes. I’ll do a final address over the 1MC in fifteen minutes. And then—we blow and go.”






CHAPTER 27HAWKES BAY, TAIWAN


Carl Weatherby had proved himself adroit with the telescope that Afra kept out on the deck at Hawkes Bay Inn. Most nights after they played backgammon or cards and finished their gin fizzes, Carl pointed the telescope to the heavens and tried for a glimpse of Mars, Saturn, or Jupiter.

During the day he liked to scan the passage between Hawkes Bay and Green Island. A Chinese Navy corvette had been on patrol there, sweeping back and forth. Twice, Carl had seen smaller, faster boats with twin catamaran hulls and sinister camouflage paint skirting close to the cliff. He wasn’t sure what to make of them or why they were so interested in the passage.

“Are you looking for that ship again?” Ingrid asked.

Alerted by the ice tinkling in her glass as she approached, Carl said, “Yes. Or one of the little cats. I’m keeping a record.”

“That ship’s been gone for two days now, hasn’t it?”

He didn’t raise his head from the viewfinder. “Just because it’s been gone for a few days doesn’t mean it’s not coming back,” he mumbled. “I wonder if they’re making a base on Green Island. The last time I saw the ship she disappeared on the other side of it.”

“Honestly, Carl,” Ingrid said through a sigh as she plopped into a chaise. “Give it a rest. Afra’s brought back a fresh load of groceries. Come back in and eat, will you?”

“Afra’s back already?” he asked. “She didn’t have any trouble in town?”

“She said she was questioned at a roadblock, but the store had supplies. Now come in and join us. Stop being such a hermit.”

“No. I’m going to keep an eye out for that ship.”

“What are you going to do if you see it?”

Carl didn’t bother explaining the rest of his thoughts to Ingrid. His dormant military mode had reasserted itself. He was a soldier again. He pulled the small notebook from his pocket that he’d been using as an observation log. He considered showing it to Ingrid, then stashed it back in his pocket. She’d think he was being silly.

The first time Carl had seen the corvette near Green Island he’d hoped it was Taiwanese. But then he spotted the red PLA Navy ensign on her mast. He wrote a detailed description of her guns and missile tubes in his log. Ever since, he’d made careful notations about what he could see of the corvette’s operations.

Susan came out on the deck with her own drink. Ron was with her. They opened the backgammon board and argued about who’d won the last game.

“Well, I see the naval watch is still going,” Susan teased as she rattled the dice cup.

Carl shot her an annoyed glance before going back to sighting the passage. His self-appointed job was sea reconnaissance. He took it seriously.

“Hey there, Carl. That corvette about again, is it?” Ron asked.

“No. But one of those fast cats went by an hour ago, headed out to the other side of Green Island,” Carl said with his face at the telescope again. “I’m trying to figure out if the Chinese have established a base over there.”

“I admire your dedication,” Ingrid said, “but you shouldn’t waste this lovely afternoon on—”

“Oh, my!” Susan interrupted her. “Look at that splash! Just in front of the island. It’s a whale!”

Carl’s head snapped up from the telescope in time to see a geyser of foaming water with a bulbous black form shooting through its center. He immediately swung the lens to it.

“That’s no whale!” he exclaimed, already reaching for his log. “That’s a submarine!
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As soon as the sub surfaced, Briny Deep bounded up the ladder to the conning tower. His XO, Tommy Souls, was quick on his heels.

Puffing from the effort, Missouri’s skipper donned his communications headset and swept the horizon. He saw the imposing cliffs of Taiwan to the left. Surf pulsed and smashed into the sea rocks in big white sprays. To his right was the verdant lump of Green Island.

“Radio, did we get the message off?” he barked over the intercom.

“Aye, sir,” the comms officer answered. “Waiting on a response from Pearl Harbor.”

The ocean seemed surprisingly peaceful to DeBeers. If there was a war going on, it certainly didn’t look like it. He glanced up the length of the hull and noted the damage control party on the bow. “Dive plane status?”

“Controls are sluggish, but okay,” one of his junior officers replied from the maneuvering room.

“They appear intact,” a chief on the bow confirmed.

“Copy. Get below, Chief. How are our control surfaces?”

“Top rudder functional. Bottom is stuck. We can maintain a course on the surface. If we go to port, the bottom rudder will fight us.”

“Sonar?”

“All arrays showing functional, Captain.”

DeBeers took a deep breath of the clean, salty air. “Okay,” he said into the intercom. “Let’s get the hell out of here. We’ll stay with surface navigation while we wait on the reply. Course one-eight-zero, flank speed. Recharge ballast tanks. We’re going for Subic. Comms-o, I want you to—”

“Conn, CIC. Contact, surface vessel, high speed, bearing one-eight-two relative, three thousand yards!”

DeBeers swung his binoculars to the south and spotted a coastal patrol vessel painted in gray-and-blue camouflage. She was racing directly at Mo, her razor-sharp bow cleaving the waves with such force that Briny guessed she was doing thirty-five knots.

“CIC, please tell me that’s a Taiwanese Coast Guard boat,” he said into his intercom.

“Negative, sir. Computer identifies her as a Chinese Houbei fast attack. That’s PLA Navy, not ROC.”

DeBeers turned to a petty officer on the signal bridge. “Ortiz, hoist our colors!” The signalman clipped the American flag to a signal line he’d jury-rigged to an antenna. “Don’t want them to think we’re a ROC submarine,” Briny added to his XO.

“Agree. I’m seeing movement on the Houbei’s bow gun. She means business.”

Briny was about to tell the comms officer to initiate a call to the vessel when CIC cut him short. “Conn, CIC, contact’s fire control radar is active!”

“Tell SubPac we may be under attack,” Briny answered swiftly. He and Souls watched the patrol boat racing toward them, the red ensign of the PRC Navy whipping at the top of her mast. They were well inside Taiwanese waters, only a few thousand yards off the southeastern coast. The patrol boat’s belligerence surely meant they must be at war—but she still hadn’t fired. “Any word from SubPac?”

“Nothing yet, sir,” Comms answered.

The thick, stubby barrel of the patrol boat’s forward Gatling gun was clearly visible now. It was pointing directly at the Mo. Briny studied the thick tubes of missile launchers that ran along the Houbei’s bridge. There were no crewmen on her decks. He peeled his eyes from the binoculars and looked over his shoulder to check on the signalman’s progress. The American flag fluttered in the breeze, flanked by the complex forks of antennae and radars. Signalman Third Class Diego Ortiz held the makeshift line to keep it steady.

And then suddenly, as if carried off by a gust of wind, Ortiz was gone. If he cried out, Briny didn’t hear it. Nor did he see the round that hit him. If the Gatling gun bullets made any sound it was swallowed by the wind.

But Briny didn’t need audible evidence to know he was under attack. A fusillade of hot pink tracer rounds slammed into the antennae arrays over his head where Ortiz had been a moment before. Sparks and hot chunks of metal showered down on him. He ducked below the conn’s rim and tripped over an obstacle. When he braced for the fall, his heel slipped on something slippery and he fell clumsily to the deck.

It was Tommy Solensky’s blood, he realized a few seconds later. The XO’s body was crumpled on itself as though he’d fallen five stories. DeBeers ran his hands over Souls’ body, looking for the wound. It was horrifyingly easy to find.

A 30-millimeter cannon round had hit the XO in the shoulder and ripped away half his ribcage. Blood gushed from Souls’ open chest cavity as his heart pulsed its last few beats.

Smeared in blood, his hands shaking, Briny tried to pull Tommy to the hatch. More rounds slammed into Missouri’s exposed sail. The metal shuddered and vibrated under the blistering rounds like a tin roof in a hailstorm. DeBeers couldn’t afford the time to take Tommy’s body below. His burial at sea would have to be immediate—Souls would understand.

Missouri was at war.

“Dive!” DeBeers ordered into his headset while stumbling over the shredded corpse. “All below!”

Expensive as she had been to build, Mighty Mo was ill-equipped for a short-range gun attack. Like a shark hunted by rifles, her only defense was to sink beneath the waves, where she was the true killer. But her dive planes were damaged, and she was low on compressed ballast air.

That didn’t matter—Briny’s only option was to submerge.

He dropped through the first entrance to the flood platform and reached up for the hatch. As he was pulling it down over his head he caught a last glimpse of the American flag fluttering like a ragged kite on the end of Diego’s unsecured line. He rotated the hatch lock closed, slid down the ladder, and landed on the control room deck with a heavy thud. His officers helped him to his feet and gasped in horror at his blood-soaked coveralls.

“XO is gone,” he announced quickly to his shocked crew. They were in combat now, there would be casualties—no time to mourn them. He thumbed the intercom. “CIC, Conn, does the Houbei class have torpedoes?”

“Negative, sir. Forward cannon and antiship missiles only.”

He turned to the watch officer. “Make your depth thirty feet. Raise the optronic mast.”

“Optronic mast, aye, Captain.”

“Did we get a response from SubPac?”

“No, sir. We lost our high-data-rate antenna in the attack.”

Briny twisted the periscope around, surveying the water. The Houbei was still speeding toward his position, but she was little more than a nuisance without antisubmarine weapons. He continued his sweep of the surface, passing the edge of Green Island. At the southern end of it he noticed a lighthouse—and something far more sinister.

The bow of a ship emerged from behind the island. Briny had completed his recce training at the intel center in Pearl Harbor and knew the shape. Her angled sides and stubby bow identified her as a PLAN combatant. He couldn’t recall the name, but he knew she was what NATO designated a corvette—larger than a patrol craft and slightly smaller than a frigate, but just as deadly. Her bow turned toward Briny’s protruded periscope, likely seeing a wake from the raised periscope as the sub continued at high speed.

“Conn, Sonar. New surface contact. Computer’s calling her a Chinese Jiangdao corvette.”

Briny watched the pointed bow grow into a stubby craft with a naval gun on the front and a large flight deck on the stern. “CIC, what’s that corvette got for antisub weapons?”

“Torpedoes, Captain.”

“Down scope. Make your depth fifty feet. Are torpedo tubes clear?”

Briny Deep held his breath in anticipation of the answer. He’d been in Taiwanese territorial waters, just off Taitung, the first time he was attacked. He could allow that it might have been a case of mistaken identity, possibly even a mistake by the ROC Navy. But the Chinese had drawn first blood.

“System shows torpedo tubes clear!” Angelucci reported excitedly.

“Conn, Sonar. Corvette sonar is actively pinging.”

Briny had heard and seen enough. If the Chinese wanted a fight, Mighty Mo would give it to them.

“Weaps, I want a firing solution for ADCAP torpedoes,” he ordered. “Put two in the side of that corvette. Sink her.”
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CHAPTER 28MARIANAS ISLANDS, WESTERN PACIFIC


Twenty-five hundred miles southeast of Taiwan, Lieutenant Henry Wilson Cole soared a thousand feet above the Pacific. His gloved right hand gripped the stick of his F/A-18F Super Hornet. His left rested on the throttles.

The sun was low on the horizon and the air was beginning to cool, which made his controls more sensitive than they had been during the long flight from Stennis and the refueling hit from the big Air Force tanker.

“We’re at the IP,” said Ripper, his weapons systems officer—wizzo—in the backseat. “Arming up now. We’re cleared hot.”

Henry watched the symbols on his HUD. Their target was a pile of rocks a mile offshore of Tinian. The rocks were intended to represent the waterline of a ship’s hull for the bombing exercise.

“Three miles, target’s painted,” Ripper said. “Master arm on.” He walked through a half-dozen checklist items to indicate their mock combat status.

Henry didn’t know Ripper very well yet, but he knew that he was lucky to have him in the backseat. Through snatches of airborne conversations, Henry had pieced together a mental dossier of his wizzo. Lieutenant Commander Marcus Rypon had been deployed on Stennis for nearly a year, hailed from Atlanta, and went through Pensacola’s Aviation Officer Candidate School for his commission. Rypon was Black, had played second-string cornerback for Georgia Tech, and served as the maintenance officer for Henry’s squadron. He was also a seasoned pro in the cockpit of the Super Hornet with over a hundred landings—traps—on Stennis.

CAG, the air wing commander, had ordered Henry to supplement his time in the single-seat air-to-air variant of the Hornet with the air-to-ground bomber version known as the F/A-18F. CAG was a stickler for cross-training, especially with geopolitical tensions running hot. Ripper had been assigned to Henry to make sure he didn’t do anything stupid.

“Pop,” Ripper commanded coolly.

“Popping,” Henry repeated, trying to sound just as cool. Though new to Stennis’ air wing, Henry had earned a reputation as a good stick. He was Hammer, the cocksure Hornet pilot who’d gone turn for turn with that douchebag Chinese pilot from Fujian.

Conscious that Ripper was evaluating his every move, Cole pulled the stick and shoved his throttles. The Super Hornet rocketed into a steep, rolling climb.

“Ten thousand,” Ripper called out.

Henry pulled the stick further back, inverting the Hornet. The blue-black outer atmosphere seen through his canopy was replaced with shining cobalt as the jet dove toward the Pacific. At the top of the jet’s elliptical loop, Henry felt his stomach rising in zero gravity. A moment later, he snap-rolled the Hornet upright. He shoved the stick forward and felt his shoulders slam against the straps. It was one of the best feelings in the world, the sensation of pure, pulse-pounding life.

The ocean grew in the canopy, revealing flecks of white. Henry sighted the pile of rocks in the HUD’s reticle. A short vertical stripe represented the fall-line of the mock bombs. At the end of the stripe was a circle representing the spot where they would hit.

“Pickle,” Ripper said.

“Pickle,” Henry repeated. He pressed the red release button on his stick.

Had it been the real thing, he would have loosed a salvo of Joint Direct Attack Munitions, which converted old iron bombs to smart ones with a laser assembly kit. But Stennis was anticipating a weapons shortage given the PRC’s recent move to control microchip supplies, so JDAMs were rationed.

“Good hit,” Ripper confirmed.

A tone squealed in Henry’s helmet confirming the strike.

Henry leveled out of the dive at five hundred feet. The black rocks below him were close enough that he could see the patches of white bird dung that coated them.

“Nice run,” Ripper commented.

“You want me to do another one?” Henry asked. He knew Ripper would report back to CAG with an assessment of Henry’s bombing skills.

“No. You got this. Let’s get back to the ship. We’re at two thousand pounds of fuel. I’ll call the tanker.”

He and Ripper were the only flyers aloft that afternoon. CAG had been husbanding aviation gas as well as weapons. He was also worried about adding more stress to the air wing’s strike aircraft. Most of the planes were twenty years old and had been out on patrol for a year. There were only so many hours an airframe could take before it simply wore out.

As it was, CAG preferred using the new birds that had come in from Vinson for training. He hot-seated the pilots and wizzos into the cockpits just as quickly as the maintenance crews could turn the aircraft around.

“I set you up a route for Stennis,” Ripper said. “We’ll hit the tanker on the way.”

Henry adjusted a display near his knees to show a digital navigation chart. Ripper radioed over the encrypted satellite link to tell the air operations group on Stennis that they were headed back.

The KC-46 out of Guam’s Andersen Air Force Base met them midway to the ship. Ripper called out distances and headings while Henry fell into position behind the lumbering jet, a converted 767. Henry watched the refueling boom come down and deftly maneuvered the Super Hornet’s probe inside.

Thirty minutes later, he saw the black form of the cruiser Chosin marking the edge of the battle group’s formation. Stennis loomed on the horizon as big as a high-rise building, her white wake stretching a half-mile behind her.

“That’s weird,” Ripper said. “We just lost GPS.”

Henry wasn’t concerned. He didn’t need GPS within the forty-mile cordon of the strike group. The sun was still up, and visibility was good. But losing it was strange. He scanned the screens between his knees and saw that the moving map display blinked with an error code.

“I’ll have to report that to maintenance,” Ripper added.

“Have you ever lost GPS before?”

“Negative. Except when we do it on purpose in exercises. I’ve checked the breakers. Our terminal reads okay.”

“Firefly Five, you’re cleared for the break,” a controller on Stennis said. “Be aware, GPS outage is fleetwide.”

“Acknowledged,” Ripper radioed from the backseat.

Henry roared down the ship’s side, bow to stern, at two thousand feet. As he shot past he could see the air wing in orderly lines at the edge of the wedge-shaped trapezoid of the flight deck.

“Breaking,” Henry said when he was a mile behind the ship.

He shoved his boot into the left rudder, tilted his stick sideways, and yanked hard. He grunted under the increased G strain of the “break,” the rapid bank pilots used to bleed off airspeed and enter the landing pattern.

He lined up for his approach to Stennis’ flight deck, flipped down the landing gear handle, and lowered his tailhook. The jet slowed even more, nearing its optimal landing speed of 140 knots.

“Hammer, you’re at three-quarters of a mile, call the ball,” the Landing Signal Officer—“Paddles”—transmitted from his position at the ship’s stern.

“Roger ball,” Henry replied.

“Looking good,” Ripper confirmed.

Henry’s eyes locked on the Fresnel lens, the bright line of lights at the ship’s stern that helped the pilot maintain the proper glide path to the deck. The aviators referred to the lights as “the meatball,” or simply “the ball.” The Hornet’s twin engines howled as Henry made minute adjustments to the fuel flow.

The ball stayed steady in Henry’s canopy, and Stennis grew larger. “This is going to be a three-wire,” he commented to Ripper, referring to the third of the four arresting wires on the flight deck. The pilots made a game of hitting the third wire, the closest to the ship’s elevator, and therefore the most desirable spot. Henry was confident that Ripper would give CAG a good account of his bombing performance. The three-wire landing would be the cherry on top.

“You’re at one-four-zero knots,” Ripper advised. “On glide path. Lineup looks good. Steady.”

Henry was in the zone, his eyes twitching between the ball, the deck, and the altitude indicator in the HUD. Except for the GPS being on the fritz, all was as it should be. The F version of the Super Hornet handled a bit heavily compared to his usual single-seater, but he was beginning to get used to it. It was like driving an SUV instead of a sedan. Now that he’d boasted about the three-wire to Ripper, he wanted like hell to hit it.

A shrieking voice in his helmet threw him off, making him flinch and screwing up his approach.

“Wave off! Wave off! Wave off!”

Without thinking, he jammed the throttles forward, blindly following the order. One second later as he accelerated skyward, he wondered why Paddles had aborted the landing. Was his hook not down? Or worse, his landing gear? That was the most unforgivable sin an aviator could commit.

He climbed back into the pattern and looked over his shoulder at the ship as he banked into a turn. Sure that he must have screwed something up, he was waiting on recriminations from Paddles or Ripper.

“Whoa,” Ripper breathed over the intercom instead. “I’ve got radar contact. Nine o’clock low. Fast mover. Shit. Power, Hammer, power! Burner burner burner!”

Henry jammed the throttles forward to afterburner and yanked the stick. Below him Stennis turned sharply, careening into an evasive maneuver, her straight white wake twisting into a curl. A smoke trail sprouted from the horizon, rising from the Aegis cruiser.

He saw a quick flash at the aircraft carrier’s side. Less than a second later, a yellow fireball belched from the fantail. A ball of black smoke mushroomed, then two more bursts of light. Henry couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

“Missiles,” Ripper confirmed in a low, gravelly voice. His hands pressed to the canopy glass as he looked back. “Ah, fuck. She’s hit. Bad. Just saw a secondary. Keep climbing, Hammer. Max power. Switching freqs.

The new frequency was filled with a cacophony of strained voices. Alpha Whiskey, the codename for the strike group’s air defense leader on the Aegis cruiser, belted out commands.

“We gotta clear out!” Ripper roared. “Strike group’s returning fire!”

Henry swung the jet into an ascending corkscrew, winding ever higher, occasionally daring a glance down at his stricken ship. He watched three missiles rise from the big cruiser. Farther away, he spotted missile plumes rising from the destroyers.

“Dammit,” Ripper said. “New contacts. More fast movers. Sweet Jesus.”

Banked into the steep turn, Henry helplessly watched the scene below. Stennis was leaning into an opposite turn, making an S-shaped wake while the cruisers and destroyers guarding her continued sending missiles aloft. Smoke billowed from Stennis’ port side, pushed sideways by the wind. A double flash of white light strobed against the black smoke like a photographer’s flash.

Ripper swore again. “Broadside,” he said. “And—oh fuck. I’ve still got more missiles incoming on radar. Keep climbing, Hammer. We don’t know what else is coming at us, and we have to clear out for blue assets.”

“How high?”

“Fifty thousand, all the way up. We can at least elevate our radio range.” Ripper broadcast in the clear, breaking the EMCON rules. “Mayday! Mayday! Mayday! Stennis strike group under attack. Not a drill. Stennis strike group under anti–ship missile attack.” To Henry he said, “Vampires bearing zero-two-two-seven.”

Henry rocketed skyward. Within the broad oval seascape below he could see the mighty carrier’s escorts—two destroyers, the cruiser, and a replenishment ship—curving toward Stennis. The escorts unleashed a blistering volley of defensive surface-to-air missiles. Horrified at what he was seeing, Henry saw more flashes and more smoke erupting across the strike group. One by one, the warships were marked by towering black plumes.

“We lost the TACAN from Stennis,” Ripper said evenly, “so we don’t have her navigation system. GPS is still out. We have our own radar and inertial, and ten thousand pounds of fuel. Alpha Whiskey just went offline. We lost sat comms. Nearest land is Guam. Going to be tough to make unless we can find another tanker. Reduce power. We need to conserve.”

Transfixed by the disaster, Henry didn’t reply.

“Hammer! Get your damned head in the game.”

“C-copy,” Henry stammered. “Max conserve. Put Andersen Air Force Base in the INS.” He leveled off and slowed, eyes welded to the blue sea dotted with burning ships.






CHAPTER 29MARIANAS ISLANDS


“Come on,” Henry muttered as he searched for a lump of green land to emerge through the fragmented cloud layer. Noting his critical fuel state, he rubbed a gloved hand across the bridge of his nose to keep the sweat out of his eyes. He backed the throttles again to slow consumption.

“It should be just ahead,” Ripper said encouragingly. The backseater was using the jet’s radar to look for the island’s return reflection. But so far it had drawn a blank. The inertial navigation system wasn’t perfect. Given the long distance they’d traveled, they could be off by a dozen miles. “Come three degrees left.”

Henry steered the new course.

There’d been times during the flight from Stennis when he wished he was in a single-seater. Henry could appreciate Ripper’s experience and calm demeanor, but his own head churned with questions, confusion, and, most of all, rage. Ripper wouldn’t let him voice it. He kept the younger pilot focused on the flight to Guam and the preservation of the precious aircraft, the only survivor of Stennis’ air wing.

Henry blinked, forcing his eyes to focus on the swirl of clouds around him and the gray sea below. The image of the flaming aircraft carrier refused to leave his mind. The floating fortress, the epitome of military might, the ultimate symbol of his country’s power. He pictured her drifting down, spinning through the dark, cold depths, coming to rest on the desolate seafloor, entombing five thousand people in steel. Stennis had been sailing near the famed Marianas Trench, the deepest part of the Pacific. She’d never be seen again.

“I’ve got a land reflection on radar,” Ripper announced. “Turn to zero-seven-three.”

Finally, a break in the clouds. Churning green water, whitecaps, an ugly sea that was at least state four or five.

“Andersen Tower, this is Firefly Five from Stennis, over,” Ripper broadcast.

The same hiss Henry had been listening to for hundreds of miles continued uninterrupted from the radio.

“Andersen Tower, this is Firefly Five from Stennis, over,” Ripper repeated.

“Ripper,” Henry ventured after three additional failed radio calls. “We may have to ditch. We’re down to five hundred pounds of fuel and we’re still forty miles out.”

“Sea state’s too high for that,” Ripper said. “The wind’s behind us, headed Andersen’s direction. If we eject, we might blow safely ashore.”

“Roger. What do you want for altitude? If we get too high, I could overshoot the runway and miss the opportunity to land with power.”

“That will be a nice problem to have. Take it to ten thousand. You can dead-stick it. We’re not giving up another jet. No way.”

Picturing the fuel draining from his tanks like blood draining from his body, Henry nursed the Hornet higher while Ripper continued broadcasting.

“Were they hypersonics?” he asked, reliving the flashes at the ship’s side.

“I don’t know. Radar tracked them at Mach 5. Hypersonics are supposed to be faster than that.”

“I think they go into a glide mode. So many of the goddamned things. Looked like they were maneuvering through the countermeasures.”

“Head in the game, Hammer. Let’s find Guam and then we’ll figure the rest out. Radar is showing some rocks. We might be close.”

Henry slowed the aircraft until it nearly stalled, doing what he could to preserve fuel.

“Okay, I think I see the field on radar,” Ripper said. He rattled off headings to position the Hornet behind the airfield.

Henry descended rapidly. Ripper had landed on Guam a dozen times, while Henry had been there only once as a refueling stop on his trip from Pearl Harbor. The clouds were an opaque shelf above him, the sea revealing itself in misty flashes.

Henry’s HUD showed Ripper’s programmed navigation point as a diamond. The diamond was glowing red, telling him he didn’t have the gas to make it. As if to emphasize the point, a loud bang startled him, rattling his seat. The jet shuddered.

“Compressor stall, engine one,” Henry announced.

“Roger,” Ripper answered quickly.

Another bang.

“Two’s out.”

Ripper radioed in the blind again. “Andersen Approach, this is Firefly Five, declaring an emergency, coming in dead stick, out of gas, over.” He repeated the call three more times. There was no answer.

The F-18 was a glider now as it fell through the broken overcast.

“I can see the island,” Henry said. “Eleven o’clock.”

“We’re way too high.”

“Working on it. Shit. We’re gliding into the mountains unless I drop some altitude.”

“Then drop. Do you see the runway?”

Henry strained to see forward and tilted the aircraft’s nose to thirty degrees below the horizon, the emergency procedure to land without engines. Through the mist flashed a beige streak. “Yeah, I got the field,” he replied. “Dead stick approach. It’s gonna be steep.”

“Roger. Is what it is. Stay with it.”

Henry’s hands worked the stick while his mind grappled with the physics. If he angled the jet too steeply, he risked missing the point where he could level out and glide. Too shallow an angle and he would fly into the mountains. They could eject low, but they’d lose the precious aircraft.

“We’re under the ceiling,” Ripper updated him. “You good on that runway?”

Henry finally gained a clear view of the long runway at Andersen Air Force Base with its scattered brown hangars—but they looked strange. Stealing another glance, he realized some of them were crumpled and smoking. Black gashes striped the tarmac. The control tower tilted unnaturally.

“Runway’s fouled,” Henry said. “Burning planes all over the place.”

“Find a spot.”

“I’m thinking that’s the golf course to port, ten o’clock. We can land on a fairway. I’ll keep the gear up.”

“Line it up but put your gear down. We need to do everything we can to preserve this aircraft. Fairway’s smooth enough for a rollout.”

“Copy.”

The F-18 sank silently through the air, buffeted by whispering winds. Henry planned to wait until the last second to lower his gear. He couldn’t afford anything that would increase drag. He kept his hand on the bulbous gear knob, waiting for the moment.

As the jet neared the fairway Henry could see large chunks of split tarmac bucked up like the earth’s tectonic plates on the runway. Clusters of fires. Black smoke. Hulking B-52s, tails canted, burning.

His vertical speed indicator pegged at the bottom. He was dropping hundreds of feet per second now. He lowered his landing gear and flaps. The whine of the electric servos sounded unusually loud without the jet engines masking them. The fairway, pocked with sand traps, swelled in his view.

Ripper counted the altitude down, “Three hundred, two hundred, one hundred!”

“Brace!” Henry bellowed.

The shock of the landing compressed Henry’s lower back and bent his neck at a painful angle. His chin jerked sideways against a shoulder strap. He forced his feet up to hit the brakes at the top of the rudders, pushing hard, grunting with the effort. The wheels locked. The Hornet became a grass sled skidding sideways. Coming ever closer, the trees spun through the glass.

Finally, the jet shuddered to a stop.

Henry whipped the oxygen mask from his helmet and let it dangle free. He unhooked his shoulder harness and flipped the levers to raise the canopy. Warm, salty air rushed into his face. He smelled smoke—the unmistakable tang of a fuel-oil fire.

“Vehicle inbound. Three o’clock,” Ripper called over the wind.

An Air Force Humvee was bumping over the golf course, zigzagging around sand traps. It skidded to a stop just as the aviators leaped from the Hornet.

An Air Force sergeant and a woman NCO leapt out of the Humvee and ran toward the aviators. They were in battle gear. Henry and Ripper were still in their flight helmets, visors tipped up, oxygen masks dangling.

“Hurry!” the woman yelled, her voice muffled by her Kevlar headgear. She frantically waved Henry and Ripper toward the Humvee.

The sergeant was already under the F-18’s wing, surveying its damaged landing gear.

“Hydraulics are shot,” he pronounced. “The tires are blown. But I think we can get her back up.” The man inspected the empty missile pylons on the wings, then turned to Henry. “You get any of those bastards?”

Henry shook his head. “We were unarmed. Training flight. From Stennis.”

The sergeant shook his head in disgust and walked out from beneath the wing, his mouth moving as if he was about to say something. A siren screaming from a tower at the edge of the fairway drowned out whatever it was.

“Inbound!” cried the woman, jumping back into the Humvee. “Get in! Get in!” The sergeant hustled Henry and Ripper into the backseat, started the engine, and rumbled over the fairway.

Henry worked the fittings of his survival vest to loosen it while craning his neck to look back at his plane. The Super Hornet was sunk so deep into the grass that it appeared to have lost its wheels.

“Have you seen any Chinese planes?” Ripper asked. “Bombers?”

“Negative. Missile attack,” the sergeant said. “Taken five hits so far. That’s what did all this. Cowardly fucks.”

“Damage?” Ripper asked.

“Runway cratered. A few hangars collapsed.”

“What about aircraft?” Henry asked.

“We lost at least twenty F-15s and a couple of F-22s and -35s. They’d flown in from Okinawa because the Japanese wanted them out.”

The Humvee bumped and swerved over the golf course. Ahead, bulldozers and excavators roared back and forth trying to move the damaged planes and restore the runway.

The sergeant went on. “A bunch of the B-52s on the ramp caught fire. Probably six or seven gone. They’re trying to put together a sortie, but it’s a shit-sucking mess. All our comms are out. I guess you know GPS was the first thing to go.”

“Hold on,” the woman in the passenger seat said, pointing. “Patriot battery over there, rising on its struts. Pull over!” The Humvee skidded to a stop and the sergeant got out, looking skyward. The other three joined him.

Behind them, they heard a whine, a rush of air, and then a long whoosh. Henry watched a coil of white smoke stretching rapidly into the clouds.

“How many Patriots have we fired?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” the sergeant said. “Probably twenty or thirty.”

“They work?”

“Sometimes, yeah. I think we’d all be dead if they didn’t.”

Three more smoke trails. Two seconds later a boom in the distance.

“Got him!” shouted the sergeant, slapping the hood of the Humvee.

“Cover!” The woman yelled, pointing skyward.

Henry spotted the falling dot. At five hundred feet it split apart into a crackle of sparks. A hundred small explosions swept the runway. A taxiing F-15 Eagle disappeared in a ball of fire, then turned and crashed into a smoldering B-52.

“That looked more like a cluster bomb than a ballistic missile,” Ripper commented.

“Whatever they are, they pack a goddamned punch.”

Another Patriot raced off into the clouds. Another boom.

The air raid siren stopped.

“Only one got through,” Ripper said, shrugging out of his survival vest.

“Yeah,” replied the sergeant. “We’re getting better at this.”

Henry seized him by the arm. “You have to get our plane into maintenance.”

“That’s the idea, sir. We want to get you boys back in the air.”

“Fuckin’ a right you do,” Henry replied.






CHAPTER 30USS WASP, PHILIPPINE SEA


Captain Marshal Tate held onto the strap of the Bell UH-1 Huey as it banked over Wasp. At that angle he could see the whole of the ship. A pair of F-35s idled at the deck’s edge.

“Those are the ready-one planes,” the door gunner, a staff sergeant, bellowed over the rotor wash when he saw the Marine captain looking down at the fighters.

Tate nodded under his bush hat. The ready-ones were the jets set to scramble in less than a minute should the Chinese come at them from the air. Wasp and her attending ships were in the Babuyan Islands group, just north of the Philippines. Tate had been leading his men on an invasion exercise when the Huey came sweeping in to pick them up.

The Huey settled on the pitching flight deck. Tate and his eight Recon Marines sprang out and sprinted through a hatch in the ship’s superstructure.

By the time he made it up to the forecastle, the colonel was pacing back and forth like a caged lion. Tate worried he was about to be chewed out for being late to the briefing. The colonel was easy to piss off. In his mid-forties, he had the hard, rangy look of a man who never took time to eat properly and barely slept. His sharply creased camo uniform had faded from green to light gray after many washings.

Tate felt the eyes of the other officers on him when he hustled through the hatch, his face still painted in green-and-brown stripes. He wore his sidearm on his combat H harness and carried his M-27 Infantry Automatic Rifle (IAR) in his right hand. The colonel glared at him before ordering them all to listen up.

“The Chinese are calling it an act of self-defense.” The colonel had to shout to be heard over the creaks and clanks of the speeding ship. There were a few hoots and hollers when he said “self-defense.”

“They say we started it.”

More hoots.

“It doesn’t matter what lies they tell,” the colonel went on. “I’m here to give you the truth. And that starts with this: We’re about to do what we’ve trained to do, Marines.”

Rumors had swept from bow to stern and back again about Stennis and the surprise attack on Guam. Tate had been ashore then and had only gotten shreds of intel from the aircrew in the Huey. Until this moment he’d maintained a slim hope that the rumors were just that.

Without visual aids, notes, or attending staff officers, the colonel roared out the details in his gravelly voice. “The Chinese say one of our subs snuck into their protected waters around Taitung and sank a surface ship. They say we’re the ones who perpetrated the surprise attack. Horseshit,” he added acidly.

He walked through the losses. Stennis, Chosin, and three Arleigh Burkes in the Stennis strike group sunk. Four other Burkes that had been out on FONOPS patrols northeast of the Taiwan Strait had been attacked. One was severely damaged; the others had managed to down the incoming missiles with their close-in point-defense systems.

Tate felt hollow. Stennis was Henry Cole’s ship. He squeezed his M-27 tightly and clenched his jaw. The colonel was already burying that terrible news with more. Many of the planes the Air Force had repositioned from Okinawa to Guam had been smashed in a series of ballistic missile attacks. Two squadrons of B-52s were out, as were several refueling planes, crippling the Pacific air forces. Chinese fighters swarmed into position on the new airbases they’d built up on reefs in the middle of the South China Sea, a stone’s throw from Taiwan.

The U.S. Space Force had transmitted an emergency flash message through old-fashioned HF radio. The message reported that a series of explosions in critical orbital zones had sent shrapnel into the GPS and communications network, rendering it useless. The military was falling back to other systems for communications.

The colonel couldn’t say whether the Chinese intended a full-scale invasion of Taiwan. So far, they seemed to be hanging back, keeping their amphibs in port, sticking to their line about the Three Seas policy and self-defense. Now, the colonel sneered, the Chinese were calling for a cease-fire.

While saying that he didn’t give a good goddamn about the politics, the colonel went on to state that the Filipinos were hopping mad and spoiling for a fight. The Chinese had bloodied them too, smashing a Filipino naval station in the South China Sea. The Philippines would be key, the colonel said. The Americans had been granted access to the airbase at Cubi Point and to the big naval facility at Subic Bay.

“The Marines on Okinawa are loading up on C-130s, headed for Cubi,” the colonel said. “Wasp’s going to maintain her present station in and among the islands. We’re the flagship for a surge in amphibious forces. We’re the point of this K-bar, gentlemen, and we are going to ram it up their goddamned ass.”

“The Army’s coming in on this,” the colonel added, stabbing the air for emphasis. “The Global Readiness Force has been activated, and the 82nd Airborne’s on its way across the Pacific. The Air Force has taken a shot to the nose, but they’ll disperse at Midway, Wake, Cubi, wherever … while we get Guam back on its feet.” He jutted his jaw at the assembled group. “Questions?”

An artillery officer raised a hand. “Other allies besides the Philippines, sir?”

“The Australians are sending Canberra up from Darwin. Half of us have trained on Canberra. She’s one of us as far as I’m concerned.”

That caught Tate’s attention. Lucy was still in Australia with her mother. He wondered if they’d heard about Stennis. Losing Henry would break their hearts.

“What about the Japanese?” the artillery commander persisted.

The colonel snorted. “Declared themselves neutral, damn them. Say they’re working on a cease-fire and all that bullshit. It’s why we’re relocating from Okinawa.”

Tate felt the infantry commander’s cold blue eyes boring into his chest. The floppy jungle hat, camo-painted face, and M-27 made him feel conspicuous. Evidently, the colonel thought so too.

Still staring at Tate, the colonel concluded, “Marines, it really doesn’t matter what the Air Force, Army, and Space Force are up to. Taiwan is an island. We are amphibians. The assault’s gonna come from the sea. Prepare your warriors. Semper Fi.”






CHAPTER 31SHENZHEN, CHINA


Fred Tsai, Sam Chang’s confidante, Chief Operating Officer, and cofounder of SRC, arrived at the Shenzhen fab at 3 a.m. and parked his Lexus where he normally did. Conscious that the security cameras were aimed at the door, he scanned his badge as always.

In his role as acting CEO, FJ Chang had brought in more security staff. He’d told Fred it was because of the trouble over in Taitung, where the more rebellious Taiwanese might make waves now that the Americans had commenced armed aggression. When Fred asked why that should also require extra security for Shenzhen, FJ didn’t have a good answer.

Fred suspected that even if FJ had given a snappy answer, it would have been a lie. The eighty-year-old had been around long enough to know when the PRC was flexing its muscles.

Just like FJ, Li, and the rest of the management staff at the Shenzhen SRC facility, Fred had played along and acted like nothing was amiss. He came to the plant as always and performed his usual ruthless inspections of the operations of the priceless photolithography machines and their resulting output. He quizzed floor supervisors on their quotas, matched yield with customer requirements, held the quality assurance team to account, and inspected the environmental systems to ensure nothing could foul the purified air.

He even pretended not to know what was happening in the wider world. The “Great Chinese Firewall” made that somewhat easier. Like the rest of Shenzhen’s citizens, Fred learned through the official Xin Hua news agency that the renegade separatist government in Taipei had attempted to nationalize the SRC plant in Taitung. In an effort to preserve peace and goodwill, the PRC had stepped in to protect the Taitung fab.

Fred Tsai was a native of Taiwan, born to an ethnic Formosan family at the southern end of the island, far from Taipei. It was Fred who had lobbied Sam Chang to locate the first fabs in Taitung. He had cited geological and climate stability as the reasons, but Fred also wanted the ethnic Taiwanese on the far end of the island to gain a share of the riches and have good jobs and better schools. Now he worried that he’d doomed them.

It was time to turn that around.

Fred kept his face neutral as he walked past the new security guards in their black blazers. He knew how to fill out the mental template mainlanders carried for Formosans like him. And, ultimately, that was how he planned to get the better of them.

His administrative staff wasn’t in yet, so Fred turned on the lights and logged onto the system. He reviewed the order from FJ that had come across his desk the day before.

In keeping with Sam’s expressed intention to be fairer about chip distribution, FJ wanted the chips built on the photolithography machine in Shenzhen’s Fab Two to follow the design Hynix needed. That meant diverting the supply of these highly advanced microprocessors that had been destined for the American tech companies to a Chinese one.

Fred made sure to copy Li in his reply to FJ. While Li was the head of sales and ought to be informed of a shift that would affect some of their most critical customers, Fred had copied her as a subtle dig at FJ. He’d seen her as a threat from the beginning. She had FJ wrapped around her little finger, and FJ now gave the orders at SRC.

He looked through the roster of people currently working on the Fab Two floor and confirmed that Tirto’s shift had just begun. Searching a second database, Fred saw that Tirto had badged into the Fab Two building and had moved through the decontamination process. At this moment Tirto, sealed into a bunny suit, would be programming photolithography array number seven.

Fred typed a new email notifying FJ that he was here at the plant and would personally see to reprogramming the machines. Again he copied Li, another little jab implying that FJ couldn’t do anything without his girlfriend’s permission.

After sending the message, he took his golf cart across the campus to Fab Two. He badged into the decontamination station and waited near the lockers, keeping his back to the camera in the ceiling. He glanced through the glass and saw Tirto on the floor. He moved over to Tirto’s locker.

Tirto was an Indonesian national who was working for the Dutch optics firm Sam Chang had bought when he developed the photolithography machines. Sam and Fred had kept him around because he knew more about the machines than most of the other employees. But because he was a foreigner working in a technical area that involved national security, Fred was required to make special reports to the government to ensure Tirto wasn’t a spy. The Indonesian was worth the trouble.

Fred was also required to hold Tirto’s Indonesian passport, which was returned to him only for business trips. At that moment, Fred Tsai had Tirto’s passport in the front pocket of his trousers. And after gaining access to Tirto’s locker with his master key, Fred now also had Tirto’s security badge and car keys.

Less than an hour later Fred was driving across the wide causeway that separated Shenzhen from Hong Kong. Not long ago, the border guards on the causeway had been tough and serious because Hong Kong was acting too much like a Western country. But the border guards now stood at a boundary that held much less significance: Both sides of the causeway were part of the PRC.

Fred was confident that he could pass for Tirto. The Indonesian man’s smoking habit had aged him prematurely, and like Fred, he had an indigenous man’s darker complexion. After changing the part in his hair and rearranging his facial expression, he looked enough like Tirto that the border guards waved him through without question when he presented the Indonesian passport. Fred had already filed a business trip request through the Ministry of Technology for Tirto, and the approval popped up in the database as soon as the guards typed in the name.

It was even easier when Fred walked up to the Garuda Airlines desk at the Hong Kong airport. The woman at the Indonesian carrier’s counter looked briefly at the passport before stamping Fred’s boarding pass.

“Are you going to Jakarta on business or pleasure?” she asked Fred with a pleasant smile.

“Neither,” he answered.






CHAPTER 32WASHINGTON, D.C.


Will Cole pushed the door open and entered the restaurant. While military officers were a regular sight in Washington’s power alley, he couldn’t help but feel conspicuous in his service dress blues. He followed a young hostess between the tables, sensing he’d made a grave mistake in coming here.

For starters, the restaurant was expensive—the kind of place lobbyists took legislators to schmooze their clients. Cole felt the eyes of the diners boring into his back. He imagined them all wondering what the hell a naval officer was doing at a fancy restaurant in the middle of the day when his country was at war.

“Admiral,” Sarah Cole said, rising from her chair. She tugged his hand and pulled him into a hug. He felt her catch her breath and stifle a sob before she let go. Although she was dressed as usual in an expensive business suit, she seemed fragile—hardly the forceful Sarah Braxton Cole he was accustomed to seeing.

“How are you bearing up?” he asked, holding her chair while she sat back down.

“Better, now that I know Henry’s safe,” she said. “I’m back in the office today. It was the only thing I could think to do—functioning on autopilot, I suppose.”

Cole accepted a menu and glanced at her. “I think it’s a good idea to keep busy. It will cut down on the worrying.”

She sipped her water and stared at the tablecloth. A few strands of her dark hair had worked loose from her updo. She pushed them behind an ear. “It helps, but it certainly doesn’t cure it.”

“Henry’s okay, Sarah. Just keep reminding yourself of that.”

Her eyes still on the tablecloth she spoke softly, almost in a whisper. “Thank God. When I heard that Stennis …”

“I know,” Will replied, touching her hand. “Me too.”

When Cole got the news about Stennis he was with Sorkin in a late-night DoD emergency conference after the disastrous submarine incident. The hastily called meeting’s agenda was to adjust budget priorities. Cole was there to stump for PACFLT.

They were midway through an Air Force officer’s droning PowerPoint when whispers slithered around the room’s edges about a Chinese sneak attack. A two-star admiral who worked on the Joint Staff stood up and interrupted the presentation, announcing that the Chinese had sunk Stennis and the other ships in her strike group. Guam was under missile attack. The PLAN wasn’t moving on Taiwan—they were moving on U.S. Pacific forces.

The PowerPoint was abandoned. Phones started ringing. Generals, admirals, colonels, and senior civil servants rushed back to their offices with their phones pressed to their ears. Cole stayed behind, momentarily dumbstruck. The room spun around him. Stennis. Henry. Gabe grabbed his arm and vowed to get more news, then stepped into the hall to give Will privacy.

Five minutes in the abandoned conference room felt like five hours. And then Sorkin was back, bursting through the door. “Henry’s okay, Henry’s okay!” he shouted, shaking Will’s shoulder. With his usual efficiency he’d gotten through to the aviation operations officer on PACFLT’s staff. A single Super Hornet had survived the attack and made its way to Guam. Henry Cole was the pilot.

“Have you spoken to Kelly?” Sarah asked from behind her menu.

“Yes,” Cole said. “She and Lucy are staying in Sydney since Jamie’s still in transit.”

“They’ll have a hard time getting home now, won’t they?”

“Probably. Kelly’s in touch with an old naval attaché friend out there. He’s put them to work as volunteers in a liaison office with the Aussie navy.”

“I’ve tried to call them. The phone circuits are unreliable.”

“Keep trying. It will get better.”

From the corner of his eye Cole saw three men and a woman in business suits at a nearby table staring at him. Deserved or not, he felt harshly judged. He wished Sarah had met him at a hotdog stand on the Pentagon steps.

The war was seventy-two hours old, and already the competing narratives were taking root. The Chinese claimed the attack was a matter of self-defense after an American sub sank one of their corvettes off Taitung. The Americans said that the sub had been attacked and damaged days earlier while in Taiwanese waters. Both versions reverberated around the world, amplified by the nations allied with either the Americans or the Chinese.

In addition to the missile strikes on American ships and Guam, Chinese killer satellites had destroyed American GPS, intelligence, and communications systems.

The Navy and Air Force had tried to strike back, but the lack of satellites fouled targeting systems and stalled or botched the orders. In those first desperate hours, the Space Force was the only bright spot. Operating from its command bunker in Colorado, it promptly obliterated a strategic cluster of Chinese communications and spy satellites with its own killer fleet. The operation was so secret, however, that very few Americans knew about it. They wanted more.

The Navy had sunk two Chinese destroyers, three corvettes, and a spy ship posing as a fishing trawler. But that was it. The lack of satellites and GPS had neutered long-range targeting systems. The Chinese and American fleets retreated to their corners like circling boxers. A podcaster dubbed it the Hide-and-Seek War; the name stuck.

“I know you can’t say much,” Sarah whispered. “But please tell me something is in the works. We can’t let the Chinese dictate terms to the world. We have to be preparing something.”

“There are plans in place,” he said softly. “But the way this has gone down is far different from anything we anticipated. The nuclear escalation risk is … unthinkable. And yet it’s the thing we’re all thinking about.”

As far as Cole knew, the President remained in the PEOC, the emergency operations bunker, pulling all-nighters with his national security staff. Word filtered through the Pentagon to activate Chinese military targets in the Pacific that would avoid sending the wrong, escalatory message. So far, bloody and nasty as the conflict had been, the casualties had all been military, and most policymakers wanted to keep it that way.

Moreover, in the eyes of the world, the case for Chinese aggression wasn’t as damning as many Americans thought. Though China had taken SRC, it had been with the backing of the company’s founder and CEO, Sam Chang. A coalition of conservative Taiwanese lawmakers was suing for peace, pointing out that the mainlanders hadn’t invaded—they had only preserved the status quo.

SRC was still pumping out chips for American companies, giving the fab seizure a fig leaf of peaceful legitimacy. China had video footage that showed the American sub blasting to the surface and then sinking a Chinese corvette. Had the United States accepted China’s multiple efforts at diplomacy rather than resorting to war, none of this would have happened, China’s president insisted.

“I’ve read everything that’s come out,” Sarah said. “I can already see the media narratives building—which is always a by-product of leaks from the administration. After the Chinese killed a whole strike group, though, do you really think this can remain a limited war? Is that possible?”

Cole took a moment to formulate his response. The country would never stand for it. Poll after poll showed that the American people wanted an immediate, equivalent military response. The war drums were beating loudly. And yet, having witnessed countless American military operations, Cole knew the fervor wouldn’t last—especially if the economy cratered.

Sorkin had told him that this war would be different. As he put it, there was one undeniable fact: The Chinese now controlled most of the world’s chip supply, and that gave them enormous leverage. It would take years for the United States to develop chip output to equal SRC’s in Taitung, which meant the PRC had effectively replaced America as the world’s economic engine.

The PRC didn’t need a full-scale invasion to reunify Taiwan, as the U.S. military had been anticipating. Having changed the pieces on the game board, they could simply absorb it.

“All I can tell you is that we’re working on a variety of options,” Cole said to Sarah.

She exhaled briskly. “I can’t function well without information. You know the media will get everything about half right. Please give me something, Will. I know it’s a lot to ask … but with Henry over there, I just can’t stand it.”

“Ask me some questions,” Cole relented. “If I can, I’ll give you straight answers.”

“Is Guam really out of action?”

“Mostly,” he replied, his voice low. “We have about 25 percent operating capacity at the airfield—but that will improve rapidly. We’re nursing a few bombers back to health there. The port facilities in Agana are a wreck. You probably read about the raging oil fires.”

“What about the Japanese? Will they help us or not?”

“I’m no expert in affairs of state, but I’d say no. The Chinese have effectively kept them out of the war. The Japanese will stay neutral as long as they’re not attacked directly. We can’t use our bases there to launch offensives. That’s the gist of it, sadly.”

The Japanese backroom deal had caught the American ambassador by surprise and sent the President into a foaming rage. The PRC had agreed to give up claims to the Senkaku Islands and to support Japan’s claims in the southern Kurils that the Japanese called the Northern Territories. The PLAN wouldn’t touch a single Japanese merchant vessel or naval ship—as long as Japan stayed out of this dispute with the Americans.

“We have eighteen thousand Marines on Okinawa.” Sarah said. “We can’t use them?”

“We can use them.”

“How? By redeploying them?”

“Next question.”

In fact, Cole knew the Marines on Okinawa were already redeploying to the Philippines, which, along with the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, and Canada, was shaping up as a stalwart ally. Some of the Marines would end up on amphibious ships like Wasp. More would deploy to land bases in the Philippines.

“Can we expect NATO help?”

“The N and A stand for North Atlantic,” Cole said. “They’re not relevant in this conflict.”

“But there’s article five,” she countered. “We’ve been attacked.”

“There isn’t consensus about who started it. That’s the problem.”

“The news says the Pacific carriers are in various states of disrepair. Will we move some over from the Atlantic?”

“The Atlantic Fleet has its own problems with Russia and Iran. I doubt it.”

She slowly shook her head. “And what about you? Will you stay in Washington much longer?”

“I’ll do whatever PACFLT needs,” Cole replied. “For now, that means looking after his interests here.”

“Where’s your aide, Commander Sorkin?”

“He’s not really my aide … more of a deputy. He’s back in California working on that carrier problem, among other things.”

“And Jamie? Is he all right?” Sarah questioned.

“I imagine he’s going to get called back to the States as soon as his ship gets to Sydney. His commission is likely to be activated. We’re calling in all the Reserves.”

“Are you worried about Australia falling?”

Cole put her off with a quick nod. Two Aussie destroyers had assisted with the first American counterattack, dropping antisubmarine rockets on a Chinese submarine north of New Guinea. PLAN combatants from a Chinese base in the Solomon Islands sortied in response, adding to PACFLT’s challenges and forcing Will to worry about his merchant mariner son. PACFLT was rearranging resources to guard the lifeline to Australia, but Cole couldn’t hint at that.

“What about Lucy’s Marine boyfriend, Marshal Tate?” Sarah asked.

“I don’t know,” Cole answered honestly. “He’s probably still on Wasp.”

The waiter arrived, shutting down the conversation. Sarah ordered a green salad and club soda. Cole decided to forgo food and stuck to coffee. He couldn’t shake the miserable sense that he was being judged by the other diners.

When the waiter was gone, Sarah asked the question Cole dreaded. “And Henry? Will he … be in combat?” she asked.

“Henry will be fine,” he assured her. “Try not to worry.” He reached over and patted her hand. “My advice, Sarah, is to stay focused on your job. You’re good at it—and we need smart people working on the chip supply problem. Henry will be all right. This is what he trained for.”

Sarah swallowed hard. “Will he really be fine, Will? It kind of sounds like we’re losing this war.”

Cole gave a frosty smile. “Give us a minute,” he said. “We’re just getting started.”






CHAPTER 33HAWKES BAY, TAIWAN


“Is Top Ramen the only soup we have, dear?” Ingrid asked.

“I’m sorry,” Afra replied. “I know you’re getting sick of it. I’ll try to get to town tomorrow.” She dreaded the thought of getting more supplies. So far, she had gone through the military police checkpoints without incident, but she’d put off returning to town in the belief they might soon recede, as Nick predicted they would. Civilian traffic had dwindled to almost nothing, and she was hoping that the Chinese wouldn’t see the need for checkpoints.

The Aussies were good sports, the kind of hardy, polite guests all innkeepers want. But they still needed to eat.

“I found this in the back of the cupboard,” Afra said with a grin. “I think it’ll make you happy.” She placed a little brown jar of Vegemite on the table next to the bread. It had been in the pantry for at least a year, left by an Australian student backpacking across the island.

“Carl!” Ingrid hollered out the window, thrilled. “Afra’s been holding out on us! She has Vegemite!”

Carl grunted from his shaded perch on the roof. Earlier that afternoon he’d lugged one of the folding chairs up to the flat portion, then asked Ron to hand him the telescope. He thought the elevated vantage would help with his log.

From up here he could see a little farther over Green Island and down the nape of the cliffs. When the surf was calm and quiet, he could hear the growl of heavy engines in the distance. Along with sundry other details about the movements of boats in the bay, Carl was determined to record the nature of the air and shipping traffic.

His record of Chinese military movements was up to forty pages and was, in his view, an eminently worthy set of tactical data. He was dying to share it with the Yanks, who must surely be planning a counterattack; but without long-range communications there was no way he could get it to them.

The gun battle with the American submarine and the subsequent sinking of the Chinese corvette were detailed on page 21. The movements of the myriad Chinese ships that cruised up and down the bay after the U.S. sub escaped were on later pages.

Carl had annotated his entries with diagrams, angles, and the traits of weapons systems. He was thrilled when the U.S. sub got away—though, in the event his log was confiscated by the Chinese, he was careful with his references to the ship’s identity and course.

When the Yanks came—and he was sure they would—he had several other observations he thought they could use. He had documented the courses and patterns of Chinese fighter and transport aircraft overhead. He wrote about the absence of Chinese satellite launches and the patrols by the fast attack boats like the one that had tangled with the U.S. sub.

As best he could, he recorded the conditions near Taitung. Afra drove out the coast road most mornings to observe vehicle traffic and was happy to give him a report, which was unwaveringly, “Quiet. Two military checkpoints.”

Carl assumed that the lack of activity here meant there was fighting up north. Afra told him the train from Taipei was out of service, and she hadn’t seen the ferry between Green Island and Taitung City since communications went out. These tidbits corroborated his opinion that the Chinese had invaded somewhere up the coast and that Taitung was under military occupation.

He guessed that this meant they were in the equivalent of a siege.

A scraping sound below him interrupted his surveillance. The top of his wife’s blonde head appeared below the roof as she ascended the ladder he’d borrowed from Nick. From that angle he could see that her gray roots were showing. Careful not to tear her favorite print dress—Ingrid always dressed for cocktail hour—she looped a foot over the upper roof.

“Here,” she announced, holding up a small cooler. He took it, and she finished the climb. After straightening her dress, she removed a brown bottle of Taiwanese beer from the cooler, popped the top, and handed it to him.

While he took a long drink, Ingrid noticed that his telescope was pointed up at the sky. “Done with the naval intelligence racket for today, are you? Just star-gazing now?” She spread Vegemite on a slice of bread and handed it to him.

Had she not brought the Vegemite, bread, and beer, Carl would have been irritated with her. He wasn’t surprised that Ron and Susan made light of his “little log,” as they called it, but he expected more loyalty from his wife. Calling it “the naval intelligence racket” did not sound loyal to him.

He chewed and swallowed. “I saw something, Ing,” he informed her.

“What? Another airplane?” She rolled her eyes.

“Well, yes, I see those all the time. I saw something else, though.” He opened the notebook to reveal a pencil drawing. “I believe it was some kind of high-altitude balloon. A bunch of them actually, headed out west, over the sea. They looked like a pack of jellyfish from down here.”

“And you saw these boxes under them?” she asked, pointing to the drawing. “Gondolas, were they? For people?”

“No, Ing, they weren’t gondolas. I couldn’t make out fine details with the telescope, but they looked like sensor packages of some kind. Each one had big solar panels at the edges, a bit like a suspended satellite. I think someone should know about them.”

Ingrid looked at Carl in frustration. The sun was low, and she’d brought a gin fizz sealed in a jar for herself in the cooler. Carl was usually one to drop whatever he was doing at sunset and join her when she showed up with a drink. It was why she liked to wear the print dress at Happy Hour. It wasn’t easy to keep things fresh over forty years of marriage; but on the flip side, the forty years had built traditions between them that they both quietly honored. His obsession with the log worried her.

She studied the log more closely, taking in his careful notations of time, environmental conditions, and military equipment. She had been about to tell him to come down and join the evening backgammon tournament. Instead, she stroked his forearm and stood up.

“It’s getting dark. Let me bring up another chair and a blanket. I think it would be a good idea for some of us to come up and relieve you now and then.”

Carl wasn’t sure if she was making fun of him. He eyed her cautiously. “This information will be valuable to the Yanks when they come,” he said earnestly. “Our boys will be here too. They’ll need to know what they’re facing.”

She smiled and patted his arm fondly. “If we have to put it in a bottle and throw it in the sea when the Chinese round us up, darling, we will. We all want to do our part for the war.”






CHAPTER 34OVER THE PHILIPPINES


Shaped like a jagged triangle, the Stealth Bomber—formally the B-2 Spirit—whispered above the clouds at 55,000 feet, the top of its service ceiling.

In the right seat—the command position—Lieutenant Colonel Marjorie “Stick” Ostrom, USAF, scanned the clusters of analog and digital instruments. Her eyes lingered longest on the nine-inch display that showed the moving map, which glowed in shades of dim red to preserve her night vision. She verified their position with three other sensors displayed in her HUD and decided it was time.

“We’re at the initial point,” she announced to her copilot, Major Dave “Loner” Wolfe. “Coming off autopilot.”

“Roger, Stick. India Papa,” Wolfe replied.

Ostrom’s call sign, Stick, had evolved from her name, which could be drawn out into “Margarine.” Someone changed that to “Butter,” and she finally ended up as “Stick,” as in stick of butter. All of this happened over the course of her career without her say-so—but she didn’t mind, because the names implied that her flying was as smooth as butter and that she was a good stick. Both were true, which was how she won her seat as the commander of B-2 Spirit 711.

Flying in the dark in radio silence, Wolfe rattled off instructions like an air traffic controller to confirm her orders. There was no such thing as a minor mistake for this flight.

“Descend to fifty-two thousand, come to course two-four-four,” Loner said.

Stick repeated the instructions and pushed the controls forward and left, dropping onto the course.

Burdened with a maxed-out bomb load, the plane felt sluggish. But nothing Stick couldn’t handle. She had more than five thousand hours in the “flying Dorito” as she lovingly called the Spirit. Forty of those hours were in combat in the Middle East, taking out terrorist nodes. That had been nothing compared to this mission.

Fifteen hours ago at Whiteman Air Force Base in Missouri, the home base of the Air Force’s nineteen B-2 bombers, Stick and Loner had climbed the ladder beneath the B-2 and strapped into the cockpit. They had been airborne ever since.

Stick, the squadron XO, had lost two friends in the Chinese missile attack on Guam, and she was focused on revenge. She’d been stationed in Guam in the mid-2010s, back when her son was a first-grader at the elementary school on Andersen Air Force Base. The word around Whiteman was that the school had caught fire from the flaming debris of a wrecked B-1 that shattered its roof. When the highly classified order came down from the wing commander, she assigned herself as lead pilot. Her husband didn’t know that—and she would never tell him.

On the long flight over the Pacific, she and Wolfe swapped rest periods in the stubby rack just aft of the cockpit and next to the toilet. That was how it worked in the B-2 corps. The Dorito crossed half the globe squawking its transponder like an airliner. That would change in contested airspace.

She adjusted the heading indicator, matching it to the route programmed in the B-2’s systems. Without satellites the GPS was inoperable, but the inertial system was functioning, and they managed to update it with radar signals coming out of Manila.

“We’re feet wet,” Wolfe said.

“Roger, feet wet,” Stick repeated. She looked out the cockpit and glimpsed the ruffled tops of clouds painted silver by the half moon. They were soaring high over the Bataan Peninsula. Somewhere aft of her, a second B-2 would be feet-wet by now. She ran her hands over her knees and felt the edge of her G suit and the tight webbing of the straps. The pockets of her survival vest were stuffed with food, matches, a knife, and an information packet to help with the language. Strapped to her side was her 9-millimeter Sig Sauer.

There were only two ways to leave a B-2. The aircrew either went back down the ladder between the wheels or they ejected. That was it.

“Moving to penetration mode,” Stick announced.

“Roger penetration mode,” Wolfe echoed. “Killing the squawk.”

After Wolfe shut off the transponder that simulated a civilian aircraft, Stick stabbed the white button at the top of the instrument panel labeled PEN, short for penetration. The button turned red, beginning the process that would let the B-2 effectively disappear in the night sky.

Outside the jet, large louvers moved to change the Spirit’s wing formation. Baffled vents shifted the shape of the exhaust, dissipating the heat signature. As the plane changed form, Stick felt the movements in her controls and adjusted for them. In PEN mode, the Stealth Bomber’s radar cross section was the size of a seagull.

“Cycle payload,” Stick said, still adjusting to the modified aerodynamics.

“Cycling,” Loner reiterated.

The GPS normally fed the autopilot, which in turn directed the servos that connected the plane’s multitude of control surfaces. Without the satellite constellation, she wasn’t comfortable giving the plane over to the autopilot. Fortunately, she’d trained well for that eventuality. It was one of the reasons she’d assigned herself to this first flight into enemy territory. But the damaged elementary school at Andersen was a bigger reason.

She risked a glance from her instruments to the display that showed the internal revolving bomb racks. She’d been burned by the complex machinery once over Yemen during a mission to knock out a Houthi missile site. On that ill-fated flight, two of Stick’s racks jammed, forcing her to return to Whiteman with a hot load that took hours to clear safely—a literal pain in the ass.

There was little chance of a jam like that on this flight. The bomb bay carried only one bomb—the MOP, or Massive Ordnance Penetrator. Technically called the GBU-57, the MOP weighed 30,000 pounds and could drill through 200 feet of concrete.

Stick and the eleven sister ships spread in formation in the miles to either side of her were the vanguard of Operation Doolittle, namesake of the B-25 raid on Tokyo. The B-2s would penetrate the Chinese airspace over Hainan Island—currently considered the most heavily defended landmass in the world—and stuff enough bombs down the throat of the underground Chinese launchers to crater the PLA missile complex.

The first two planes, including Stick’s, carried the MOPs. Each of the others carried 20 precision-guided 2,000-pound bombs. The seeker heads on the MOPs and iron bombs normally used GPS to obliterate the target. Without it, Stick and the other aviators would have to guide them in “the old-fashioned way,” with lasers.

“Damn! I’ve got radars all over the place,” Wolfe said.

“Any of them interesting?”

“Would you call hostile Chinese surface-to-air missiles on destroyers interesting?”

“Make sure the mission recorder is on,” she ordered. “That will be good intel.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

After another minute of calling out radars on ships, Wolfe saw his first land-based SAM system. The SAM sites started on the chain of reefs the Chinese had built up into military installations in the South China Sea and steadily increased in density as they approached Hainan.

“Doolittle Lead is feet dry,” Loner said when they crossed the southeast corner of Hainan. In radio silence, there was no one to say it to except Stick, who merely grunted. Then Loner whistled. “Wow. There are so many targeting radars hitting us that I can’t keep count. It’s a frickin’ hornet’s nest.”

She saw no point in thinking about the missiles down there on Hainan Island. With that many radars painting her Spirit, her only defense was stealth. A minor dent, a fractured exhaust deflector, or a bent flap could break that illusion, but she had to believe in her machine. If one sliver of a control surface was off, they were toast.

“No reaction,” Wolfe reported, referring to the SAMs.

“Master ARM,” Stick replied. Her eyes darted between the instruments, the digital map, and the targeting system display, which had transformed into a series of digital crosshairs. It was like a video game. If Stick could get all the crosshairs to come together, she would press the button to release the bomb.

“Ready the MOP,” she said.

They bumped through turbulence. Her hands were shaking along with the sudden jerks of the jet while Loner got busy throwing switches. “MOP ready,” he announced. “Bomb bay doors open. Laser on. Systems green.”

“Commencing run.”

There wasn’t anything Stick could do about the turbulence except fly as straight and level as she could. The various lines in her display were coming together, indicating that the B-2 was commencing its final, deadly run. She estimated it would take another half minute before the lines intersected. Out of a habit drilled into her back in flight school, her eyes continued to dart over the instrument panel, sweeping the gauges.

An unexpected red light blinked.

“Oh, shit,” Loner gasped.

An alarm tone warbled in Stick’s helmet. Her seat vibrated and a buzzer under her palm shook on the controls. An enemy radar had latched on to her Spirit. She didn’t know how it had detected her—and it didn’t matter. She had to ignore it and keep the jet on its course until the lines in the display closed to a dot.

“Missile launch!” Wolfe snapped. “HQ-10. Bearing zero-two-five, climbing through five thousand. Twenty seconds to impact. Another!”

Lieutenant Colonel Marjorie Ostrom didn’t respond.

“Stick!” Loner growled. “Missile!”

“I got it,” she replied coolly.

She kept her hand and thumb steady on the controls and watched the crosshairs march toward the center of the screen. There was always a chance that the enemy had fired the missiles in the blind. Or perhaps the B-2 had been spotted as a shadow against a cloud, maybe by another aircraft. She didn’t know—and she couldn’t care. She could only hope that the missiles would fly right by her.

“It’s locked on us!” Wolfe shouted. “Fifteen seconds to impact!”

Stick focused on the crosshatches in her display slowly coming together. The four lines formed a small, shrinking square box. The lines of the square were unevenly spaced, like plaid.

“Ten seconds to missile impact!”

“Dropping,” Stick announced while depressing the angled red button with her thumb.

At the release of the 16-ton weapon the bomber instantly leaped upward, throwing them back against their seats. The turbulence took hold of the B-2’s huge wing surface and tossed it through updrafts and downdrafts.

Stick adjusted the controls to keep the aircraft steady, continuing to watch the box at the center of the screen as the plaid squares closed together.

If this mission had taken place before the attack on the satellites, the MOP seeker head would have guided itself onto the target. But she was its only guide now. She had to keep flying so that the laser at the bottom of her aircraft continued painting the target, letting the MOP’s seeker head sense it. If they’d been in Syria hitting ISIS terrorists or down in Yemen taking out Houthis, she would have initiated her synthetic aperture radar, a specialized system that created a 3D map of the ground.

Over Hainan Island, however, the threats were legion and sophisticated. If she turned on the SAR radar, the enemy would detect it instantly and fire on her.

The plaid lines closed in as the jet bucked.

By now, she knew, the MOP was burrowing deep underground, half a second away from detonating the world’s largest production conventional warheads.

“Evade!” Wolfe screamed.

Without answering, Stick jerked the B-2 into a steep bank, still hoping the missiles had been fired blind and that the lock Wolfe indicated was in error. No enemy had ever detected the B-2 before. There was still hope.

And then there wasn’t.

Stick Ostrom’s mighty B-2 Spirit, which had carried her all the way from Missouri, exploded in mid-air.
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“Doolittle Three, in trail, on your six,” Henry Cole said into the radio, updating his position over the Philippine Sea. He heard two mic clicks in reply. He looked up and forward through his canopy, trying to spot the belly of the giant B-52 in the moonlight. He glimpsed a long, angled wing carrying a stubby, jagged missile. It reminded him of Chuck Yeager’s X-1 slung under the wing of a B-29.

“Two minutes to launch,” Ripper said behind him.

Henry stretched the muscles it was possible for him to stretch, trying to get comfortable. The flight from Guam had seemed endless, with two intervals behind the KC-46 to refuel. He checked the Super Hornet’s systems—exhaust gas temperature, fuel state, speed, altitude, and weapons status. Miraculously, the jet behaved just as well as it had before the crash landing. The Air Force maintenance techs had done a bang-up job.

“This is Papa Doolittle,” the lead B-52 pilot said. “Spread formation. Mark.”

“Hammer,” Ripper commanded, “descend to thirty thousand. Fade to five miles behind formation.”

“Roger,” Henry replied. He notched the throttles back and descended.

The B-52s had flown all night to get here from Barksdale Air Force Base in Louisiana. They carried air-launched Tomahawk cruise missiles on their wings. Henry’s jet and a protective wave of Air Force F-22s, F-35s, and F-15s from Okinawa were providing fighter cover.

At the briefing in Guam, the colonel had said that a wave of B-2s would “kick in the doors” at Hainan Island first, taking out the hardened missile silos. The Tomahawks on the B-52s would obliterate anything still standing.

Henry and Ripper were the only two naval aviators attached to the flight. For a few days after landing in Guam they had been orphans with no command to report to. They’d just received orders to a new duty station in the Solomon Islands to augment an Australian squadron that flew F-18s. But first the Air Force wanted them along on Operation Doolittle to show that Stennis could still go to war.

“Ten seconds,” the commanding colonel said.

“Mind the exhaust turbulence,” Ripper warned.

Henry kept his eyes up, watching. Starved of GPS, the air-launched missiles had been reprogrammed with older terrain-following radar. The Tomahawks would drop down close to the sea and fly via preprogrammed commands until they found Hainan Island. From there, they’d use the older technology to match and correlate the terrain to home in on their target.

“Initiating launch. Ten, nine, eight, …” said Doolittle Lead.

Henry listened to the countdown and watched. When Doolittle Lead reached “one,” bright plumes of flame shot out above him, below him, and out ahead of him. Sixteen Barksdale B-52s were unleashing lethal fury, six missiles apiece. Though invisible to Henry, the enormous American air armada was duplicated north and south, stacked at varying altitudes. It consisted of the Barksdale B-52s, surviving B-1s from Guam, and the spearheading B-2s far ahead, kicking in the doors. Aside from the B-2 Spirits and new B-21 Raider aircraft that would drop precision bombs on air defense sites, F-15EX Eagle IIs and F-35 Lightnings would come closest to the shores of Hainan Island.

Their mission was to cripple the Chinese theater ballistic, hypersonic, and cruise missiles that had mauled the American naval surface fleet by claiming fourteen destroyers, two cruisers, five replenishment ships—and Stennis. At-sea rescue efforts had been delayed by the attack on Guam. Some four hundred survivors had been plucked from the waves, a pitiful number compared to the thousands lost.

The colonel’s voice came over the radio. “Papa to Three,” he said, addressing Henry and Ripper.

“Go, Papa,” Ripper answered.

“That was for you, gentlemen.”






CHAPTER 35HAWKES BAY, TAIWAN


Afra’s Rover bumped down the dusty coast road in the rising heat. She spotted an older-looking couple on the sandy shoulder trudging uphill, an unusual sight. The weary-looking man walking in front touched his wife’s arm and moved her off the road into the brush at the cliff’s edge as the Rover approached. Afra thought about stopping to see if they needed help—but it was clear they were avoiding her, so she drove on.

The humid air was thick with moisture. Towering cumulous clouds loomed on the heat-blurred ocean horizon. A thin, misty vapor dimmed the sun. She hadn’t wanted to go back to town for more food, but she had no choice. Her guests, who seemed more like family now, had to eat. She followed the coast road until she reached an inland two-lane thoroughfare shaded by overhanging Formosan cypresses.

The trees gave way to thorny shrubs at the southern turnoff to the northern outskirts of Taitung. PLA military police checkpoints had become part of her traffic routine, like toll booths, but she didn’t expect to run into one until she hit the city limits. So she was surprised when she came around a corner and found two military trucks painted in green-and-tan camouflage blocking the road.

A guard rose from his seat as she braked. He waved her to the edge of the road and walked up to her window.

“Shut down your engine,” he ordered in Mandarin.

The military police guards in the city hadn’t ever asked her to do that. Beyond the soldier at her window, a second guard gripped a black rifle with a curved magazine, his finger resting on the trigger guard.

“Show me your ID,” said the soldier at her window.

He was a big man, and unattractive. Afra thought he looked a bit like a catfish with his bulging, wideset eyes, wispy mustache, and slack mouth. She produced her national ID card.

“Why were you driving so fast?” he asked while studying her document.

“I live up the hill.” She pointed back the way she came. “This is a new checkpoint. I didn’t expect it.”

The soldier darted his black eyes between the ID and her face, then lowered them to her cargo shorts and bare knees.

She rested her arms on her lap. The second soldier slung his rifle over his shoulder and approached with a clipboard. Physically he was the opposite of Catfish, small and thin with a narrow, oval face. His leather gun belt bunched the fabric at his waist.

“Look at me,” Catfish ordered.

She reluctantly complied. He aimed his phone’s camera at her face and snapped a picture. He stepped back and lifted it for another to encompass as much of her body as he could see. She suspected he was making the second photo for his own use.

The man with the rifle and clipboard ordered Catfish to take a photo of her license plate. Now that he was closer, she could see the extra stars on his uniform. She guessed he was an officer.

“Please, out of the car,” he said.

Afra unclicked her seatbelt and stepped out of the Rover. Her shirt was damp where she’d sweated against the seat, and it clung to her back. The officer inspected the Rover’s empty seats and cargo area.

“Why do you have a multi-passenger vehicle like this?” he asked.

“I run tours.”

“For who?”

Afra shrugged. “For people who want them.”

“Who wants them? Foreigners?”

“Sometimes,” she replied. “Usually, they’re from the north, Taipei. I pick them up at the train station.”

He wrote something on his clipboard. “When was the last tour?” he asked.

“Ten days ago. Before the …”

“American aggression,” he finished for her.

“Yes.”

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“I’m going to buy food.”

“For yourself?”

“Yes.”

The officer pursed his lips. After a pause, he told her which grocery store she could use and waved her on.

The store he directed her to was farther into town than she wanted to go. She endured a second checkpoint, though it seemed the men at the base of the hill had alerted the city guards of her approach.

When she arrived at the supermarket, two PLA soldiers eyed her from across the street, making her conscious of her damp shorts and shirt. Inside, she gathered her groceries and paid at the counter with the cash she and Nick had pooled together with the Aussies. A yellow placard behind the counter announced a new five p.m. curfew. The cashier didn’t look her in the eyes as he took her money.

On her return trip, Catfish and the officer with the clipboard stopped her again. As before, Catfish asked her to get out of the Rover. She stood by while Clipboard inspected the bags of groceries in her truck. Catfish watched Afra, his rifle slung over his shoulder, his eyes lingering on her legs.

The officer finished his inspection. “A lot of food,” he commented. “All for you?”

“Yes,” she answered. “I wanted to make sure I have enough so I don’t violate these new special security protocols.” She smiled at him. “I imagine it’s a lot of work keeping track of everyone.”

He seemed to appreciate the remark. He angled the clipboard in her direction and folded back a page. Her blood ran cold when she saw the passport photos of Carl, Ingrid, Ron, and Susan.

“These people have taken your tour?” he asked.

She shoved her hands in her pockets to keep them from shaking. “No. I’ve never seen those people.”

“They list Hawkes Bay Inn on their entry cards as their residence. You are from Hawkes Bay. You run the Inn.”

“Yes,” she said, thinking quickly. “I had expected these people. But with the … extra security, they never arrived. They must have gone north to Taipei instead.”

“I thought you said you’d never seen them.”

“And I haven’t. Just the photos they included with their booking information.”

His eyes remained on her face. “I see.” After a long moment he added, “You may go.”

She drove away slowly and carefully, concentrating on the curves that led her up the hill. It was the last time she would make this trip, she decided—and all of them would have to leave Hawkes Bay.






CHAPTER 36PEARL HARBOR, HAWAII


The first Doolittle Raid took place five months after the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941. Sixteen Army B-25 bombers took off from the deck of USS Hornet en route to bomb Tokyo. They launched farther from Japan than they had intended because a Japanese scout plane spotted them. Their brave crews knew they were on a one-way trip. Nevertheless, they took off, flew a thousand miles through stormy skies, and delivered their bombs over Tokyo and Yokohama, shocking the complacent Japanese.

Of the sixteen aircraft, fifteen either ditched in the ocean or crashed in Japanese-held China. One landed in the Soviet Union. Among the eighty aircrewmen involved, three died when their aircraft ditched, eight were captured by the Japanese, and three died in captivity.

The damage they did to Imperial Japan’s war-making power was minor. But after the horror of Pearl Harbor and the Japanese rout of American forces in the Philippines, the raid was a moral victory. It gave Americans their first satisfying sense of retribution.

In the second Doolittle Raid, conducted ten days after the loss of the Stennis strike group, there were no survivors. All of the American aircrews who flew over Hainan Island were killed. Twelve B-2 bombers were lost in the attack, more than half the Stealth Bomber fleet based at Whiteman. Nineteen men and five women gave their lives to eliminate the Chinese missile threat to American air and naval forces.

Had their mission been made public, their names would have been carved into granite memorials and repeated in hundreds of twenty-one-gun salutes and missing-man formations. But there could be no celebrations for the twenty-four brave officers who died over Hainan Island. Though their mission had been both critical and effective, the American military command didn’t know how the Chinese had detected the highly secretive stealth aircraft, the backbone of the strategic bombing deterrent force. For that reason, they couldn’t publicly admit that any B-2s had been lost.

PACFLT convened his planning meeting at Pearl Harbor with a prayer. “Now that you’re all here. Let’s bow our heads and remember the brave officers who went down over Hainan.” He read the fallen aviators’ names, one by one.

Cole and Sorkin were in the back, crowded in with the support staff. When the memorial concluded, PACFLT’s intelligence officer summarized the losses on both sides. Along with the B-2s, the Americans had lost a carrier strike group, a cruiser, several destroyers, and many aircraft on Guam. The Virginia-class sub that had sunk the first Chinese corvette was limping to the Philippines for repairs while her sisters mercilessly sniffed out targets of opportunity, ranging far and wide to sink PLA Navy destroyers. Without satellites, the intelligence officer admitted, they had very little information on the Chinese fortifications on southern Taiwan. He also didn’t know where the Chinese carriers were.

The intelligence briefing was followed by a lengthy session on war-making matériel that recapped the inventories of munitions, planes, ships, and effective combat divisions. A two-star admiral came to the podium and said that American Destroyer Squadron 15, led by Commodore Kyle Wallace, was on patrol looking for the carriers. He went on to say that Wallace had acquitted himself well in the early hours of the war, taking out five Chinese ships while losing only one of his own.

Cole listened impassively, willing his mind to think of Wallace in professional terms. Yet he felt a measure of relief when the discussion turned back to the air assets. Eventually, when the review of forces was complete, PACFLT ordered the room cleared. Only the combatant commanders were permitted to stay for the final briefing on the counteroffensive that was soon to come.

“They’re still not getting it,” Sorkin muttered to Cole that evening in the Bachelor Officer Quarters cafeteria. He’d said nothing during the briefing, nor had he been asked to speak.

“Don’t start,” Cole replied over a forkful of meatloaf. “We don’t know their plan.”

“Of course we do. You can see exactly where it’s headed.”

Cole looked around the empty cafeteria. It was late, and they were alone, eating microwaved ready meals.

Cole had hoped to drive up to his empty house at Haleiwa and stay there, but PACFLT wanted his staff nearby.

“Keep your voice low,” Cole cautioned.

Sorkin sipped his green tea. “My voice is low.”

“All right, then, Mr. Sorkin, tell me exactly what it is we’re going to do.”

Sorkin hadn’t eaten much of his meal. If Cole thought he looked frail and worn before, the Reservist now appeared actually brittle.

“It will come down to our subs in the Strait scaring off their amphibs,” Sorkin said. “With the ROC pinned down in the north, my guess is we’re going to let the Marines handle this. We’ll task them with securing the airfield and then holding a perimeter around the SRC plant. Once they have the beachhead, the Air Force will come in waves and clear the skies for the 82nd Airborne.”

Cole sat back and tried to picture it. While the Navy was down on Nimitz-class carriers, it still had the assault ships that served as landing craft for the Marines. From the day’s briefing, he understood they were gathering in the Philippines.

“What’s wrong with that plan?” Cole asked.

“Admiral, I’m just a Reservist and even I can see this coming. Don’t you think the Chinese have gamed this out? Don’t you think it’s exactly what they’re expecting us to do?”

“They expected us to hit their shore-based missile platforms too,” Cole whispered, “and we still wiped them out.”

“And lost more than half of our B-2s doing it. It will take at least a year to replace them—and that’s if we can procure the thousands of microchips necessary to make them combat effective.” Sorkin put a napkin to his mouth and coughed, then took a gulp of water.

“That’s the nature of war,” Cole said. “We traded some B-2s for their hypersonics.”

“It’s war, all right. But it’s a planned war of attrition designed to stop short of nuclear war.”

“All modern conflicts are that—to an extent. They’re a contest of wills.”

Sorkin’s eyes rested on Cole for a few seconds. “If they can grind up our military—even if they trade us ship for ship—they know we won’t be able to rebuild as fast as they can. Their industrial capacity is better than ours when it comes to ships and missiles. And they have the ace card—the chips.”

“Not if the Marines are successful. We just have to move quickly, before the PLA recover its missile forces.”

“It’s a trap, Will,” Sorkin insisted. “They’re defanging us one step at a time. They’re basically buying our naval dominance, paying for it with their missiles and destroyers. They’re willing to pay because they know they’ll make more when we can’t. They’re playing chess to our checkers.”

After his experience with Lincoln, Cole understood the American inertia with industrial shipbuilding as well as anyone in the Navy. He also knew the chips were vital to sustained operations. In the briefing that afternoon he’d learned the Navy had fired half its Pacific Tomahawk inventory.

Sorkin sensed he was getting through. “You need to talk to him, Will.”

“Who? PACFLT?”

“Yes, Triple-A. We need to change the game. We need to think differently about this. We have to come at the Chinese in a way they won’t expect.”

“We successfully took out their missiles with the B-2 strike,” Cole pointed out again.

“Have you asked yourself how we lost those stealth bombers? We thought they were invisible, and yet they were seen and targeted. Just the fact that the Chinese were able to take them down reveals the game they’re playing.”

Cole felt suddenly defensive. “Okay, enlighten me. How did the PLA shoot down our stealth bombers?”

“Innovation, Admiral. We debuted the B-2 in what, 1990? The B-21 is basically the same platform. They’ve seen how we use it. They know how it works—so they developed new sensors besides radar to pick up the stealth aircraft.”

“Such as?”

“Gliders.”

“I’m sorry?”

“The radar cross section of a B-2 or B-21 is about the size of a bird. That takes care of reflected radio energy. Its heat signature is dissipated in the air and looks like nothing more than a warm spot in the clouds. That takes care of thermal waves. But you know what waves it can’t eliminate? Light waves.”

“What does that have to do with gliders?”

“I read a Chinese academic paper four years ago about how the PLA was developing solar-powered gliders that could loiter aloft at sixty thousand feet. One of the applications was optical sensor technology, where they look from above the clouds using an AI-assisted array of high-definition cameras. All it would take is for one of our B-2s to fly within the target area, and those high-altitude cameras would see them. From there, they would triangulate and coordinate the targeting data through the AI systems to the missiles. Our expensive invisible birds were betrayed by good old-fashioned visibility.”

“You’re saying we should have seen this coming?”

Sorkin shrugged. “That’s a tough one. The information was out there, but it was published in academic journals. What’s more readily apparent, though, is that they knew what our tactics would be and developed tools to negate them. This is my point, Will. They adapt to us because they can anticipate what we’ll do. We haven’t adapted a damn thing—we’re doing exactly what they expect.”

Cole held up a hand. “Give us some credit. Maybe that’s what they’re planning right now over there in Building One.”

“I’m with the Defense Innovation Office, Will. Has anyone in Building One asked what I might bring to bear? Are they even curious about some of our programs like Ancka Rupnik’s drones? No. The officers over in Building One right now are dreaming up the same big assault plan that came of age with Desert Storm, Iraq, and Afghanistan. They’re going to fight this battle the same way they fought those. And this time we’ll lose.”

Part of Cole grudgingly admitted that Sorkin was right. “Triple-A is a damned good admiral,” he equivocated. “If he wants my advice, he’ll ask for it.”

“That’s a cop-out,” Sorkin said, “and you know it.” He spent a few seconds sipping his tea and pushing uneaten food around his plate. “Admiral Adams doesn’t necessarily know that he should ask for your help,” he remarked. “You’re his friend. Talk to him before he makes a terrible mistake.”

A stab of frustration burned through Cole’s gut—equal parts irritation with Sorkin, anger with himself, and a lingering concern that the Reservist was right. “Thank you, Mr. Sorkin,” he said dismissively. “I’ll take that under advisement.”

Sorkin put his napkin over his mouth and coughed again. “I need some sleep,” he declared. He dumped the remnants of his tray in the trash and headed for the exit.

“Hang on,” Cole called after him, feeling guilty. “Come back for a minute.” Mantras from the self-help book about learning to listen, opening his mind, and cherishing relationships rolled through his mind. One stood out above the others: Value the messenger who speaks truth to power.

Sorkin returned to the table and sat down. When he’d picked up Sorkin at the airport Cole had noticed the way his uniform hung loosely on his shoulders. Now, as Gabe lowered his head to sit, Cole saw that the wiry dark hair was even sparser at the crown, nearly gone—a drastic change in only the few weeks he’d known him.

Will took a deep breath and studied the fine lines around Gabe’s eyes. “I take your point, Gabe, and I’ll talk to PACFLT—under one condition.”

“What’s that, sir?”

“When I sent you back to California a few days early, I was hoping the sea and sun would do you some good. I told you to rest. You ignored the order. I want you to check in with the infirmary tomorrow. You look terrible. We’ve got to get you fixed up.”

Sorkin surprised him by laughing. “I’m a Jew. I already have a mother who guilts me.”

“Gabe, I’m serious. For a rich man, you seem to have lousy health insurance. At least let the Navy do this for you.”

“The Navy hasn’t got a special cure for cancer, sir, so I don’t see the point.”

Cole felt as if he’d been gut-punched. “Oh.”

“Yes. Gastric cancer. I haven’t told anyone in the Navy for fear they’d bounce me out. I’m trusting you to keep that secret, sir.”

“How bad is it?”

“It was in remission for the last few years. Now it’s back.”

“So you’re …” Cole stopped there, not willing to say the word he was thinking.

Sorkin leaned sideways and pulled a pill bottle from his trouser pocket. “I’m on chemo. These are little poison pills, Admiral, I take about a dozen of them a day. It’s like being hungover twenty-four-seven.” He grinned painfully. “If you ever want to try a few, let me know. I’ll hook you up. I know a guy.”

Cole sighed and shook his head. His mind put together the little details in Sorkin’s behavior that should have made it obvious to him. Sorkin rarely ate and seemed to suffer from an unending cold. The biggest clue of all was his passion when he argued over concepts like his Fifth Platform and his frustration with the officers in the briefing room whom he judged to be laggards. Sorkin was filthy rich. He could spend his remaining time in unimaginable luxury, ticking off items on his bucket list—and yet he had spent the last few weeks grinding in a greasy shipyard and in the dank basement of the Pentagon. Now Cole understood. Sorkin was running out of time.

“What’s the prognosis?” Cole asked.

“Maybe the poison wins and I get another year. Maybe not. There’s an outside chance it goes away, but it’s a small one.”

Cole stared into his water bottle, biting his cheek. “I’ll talk to Triple-A in the morning,” he said.
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Standing at the window of a Marine colonel’s office, Cole gazed out over the harbor. The colonel had already shipped off to the Philippines, leaving behind his family photos and unit plaques. The harbor looked oddly empty, stripped of its active-duty ships. Even the Arizona memorial, with its jaunty water taxis, had been shut down. He sipped his coffee and allowed the rising sun to warm his face.

“The admiral is ready for you,” a sailor said from the doorway. He led Will down a long set of stairs to the basement warren where the mission commanders had been planning the assault. He stopped at a metal door with a cipher lock, punched in a code, and ushered Cole inside.

Admiral Avery Alan Adams was leaning over a chart table. Five other officers stood around him. Two were Marine generals. The other three were lower-ranking Navy admirals from the surface and submarine fleets.

This well-guarded room was the Pacific Fleet’s nerve center, from which the staff had conducted the naval war for the past ten days. Large computer monitors on the wall tracked the locations of known Chinese, American, and Taiwanese forces. The digitized map of Taiwan showed the military symbols for regiments, brigades, and battalions of the ROC Army. They were concentrated on the island’s west side, preparing to repel the Chinese amphibious invasion that the Americans still expected.

On another monitor Cole recognized the Luzon Strait and the cluster of the Bataan Islands group just north of the Philippines. Blue symbols representing the assembled Allied ships were grouped around the amphibious assault ships Wasp and America, and the Australian carrier HMAS Canberra.

Cole also noticed the lack of American surface combatants in the Taiwan Strait. It appeared that PACFLT had sent what remained of his surface fleet to rally north of Luzon, guarding the big amphibs in the relative safety of the Bataan Islands.

Adams saw Cole looking at the monitors and walked over, leaving the other officers to their work.

“What do you think?” he asked quietly.

Cole glanced at him. Normally, Triple-A was the picture of military spit and polish—starched summer whites, gleaming shoes, and fresh shave. But this morning, his khaki shirt was limp, and his forehead under the silver curls was lined and pale.

“I wouldn’t begin to know how to give you formal advice on this, Admiral,” Cole answered. “I’ve been way out of the loop in D.C.”

“Oh, yeah? Then why did you put in a request to see me this morning?” The patented grin appeared.

Cole darted another glance at the other generals and admirals. He was loath to criticize a plan in front of them. Without details, he was tactically ill-equipped to do so—and as a lowly one-star, it was hardly his place.

“Let’s get some air,” suggested Adams, reading Cole correctly. “God knows I could use it.”

A Marine staff sergeant led the way up the outdoor fire escape stairs. He carried an M-27 rifle slung over his shoulder and wore a red M.P. armband. After four flights, the sergeant threw open the door to the roof.

Adams dismissed the Marine and walked to the building’s edge, where he lit a cigarette in cupped hands. “You may as well tell me about the carriers,” he said. “I hope you’re not going to say there’s a problem with Lincoln.”

“No, sir. We’re on schedule.”

PACFLT waved out the match. “All right, good. Then out with it, Mr. Cole.”

“I’m concerned about the assault plan, sir. I admit I don’t know all the details, but from what I could pick up on the charts downstairs, I think I have a good idea.”

“What don’t you like?”

“I worry we need more time, more debate on the tactics.”

Adams shook his head. “Those are luxuries. The Joint Chiefs approved the plan last night. We’re in execution mode now.”

“Yes, sir.”

Adams exhaled smoke. “And the Marines like it.”

“Well, in fairness, Al, Marines like any and all amphibious invasions.”

“True. But we’ve got more than the jarheads in on this one. The 82nd Airborne is standing by in Monterey as part of the Global Response Force. Once the Marines secure Taitung airport, we’ll be able to land all the heavy stuff and squeeze the PRC between the Marines and the ROC Army.”

Cole nodded. That was exactly what Sorkin had predicted.

Peering at Will from beneath his thick white eyebrows, Adams said, “You know the beauty of your position, Admiral Cole?”

“What’s that, sir?”

“You don’t have to worry about your next fit-rep. You can say whatever the hell you want to me.”

PACFLT’s eyes bored into him. Cole took a deep breath. He recalled the self-help book’s mantra about shooting the messenger and took the plunge. “Al, we don’t know where the Chinese fleet is. We’ve never tried an amphibious op with a peer navy just over the horizon.”

“No. But if the PLA Navy shows its ugly head, we’ll knock it off.”

“Our own fleet will be exposed landing the Marines. If it were me, sir, I’d make sure we had the advantage on the waves and in the skies. Let’s degrade their capability before exposing ourselves.”

PACFLT jammed his free hand in his pocket and pulled out a folded message. “This came in a few hours ago,” he said. “The Chinese are beginning to shift chip shipments away from us in favor of their defense industry. The thinking back in D.C. is that we have to get that chip plant back as soon as possible. With their missiles neutralized and their amphibs in port, we think this is the only chance we’ll have before we’re at a serious numerical disadvantage.”

Cole had lain awake for hours picturing how to make Sorkin’s points forcefully. Now, all that bravado left him. “I’m just saying, Al. We have to surprise them.”

“That’s precisely why we’re taking the initiative.”

“But what if that’s what they’re expecting? It seems to me we’re playing into their hands.”

Adams waved the paper. “They can’t be expecting us to move this fast. I have orders, Will. I can’t wait.”

“They knew our B-2s were coming. We took the initiative there and achieved tactical surprise. But they had already developed countermeasures to knock them down. Sorkin thinks they used gliders with optical rigs for SAM targeting.”

“I think Sorkin’s right,” Adams admitted. “The cost was high, but we had to take those missiles out. Now we’re doing a disservice to those brave pilots if we don’t move quickly. This is our window. It’s our chance.”

“Have you considered using Sorkin’s drones?” Cole ventured tentatively. “I sent you that paper with a recommendation.”

“Listen, Will. I’m aware of the new fancy voodoo stuff. But this is no time for experimentation. We’ve got a very brief window. I’m going to jump through it with both feet and kick the living shit out of them.”

The cold blue steel of PACFLT’s eyes and the vein throbbing at the edge of his collar made Cole back down. Triple-A had always been a fighter. “All right, sir,” he said. “I just wanted you to know what Gabe and I thought.”

“I do know. But keep in mind that I have to weigh the opinions of a lot of people in this job and pick the one I think best.”

“Yes, sir,” Cole said. “I’m here if you need me.”

“You’ve done a brilliant job with the carriers, Will. After I retake Taitung, I want Lincoln ready on the horizon to crush them, supporting the 82nd Airborne. You understand what I’m saying? Failure isn’t an option here. You’re my secret weapon.”

“Thank you, sir. I’ll make Lincoln work.”

“I know you will. I want you and Sorkin to get your asses back to San Diego. My staff will put you on a high-pri flight into Coronado. As soon as we take Taitung back, those Marines are going to need air defense. I need Lincoln and her air wing to be ready. Make it happen, Will.”

Cole nodded. “I won’t let you down, Al.”






CHAPTER 37HAWKES BAY, TAIWAN


Nick led the way up the peak, doing his best to notch toeholds in the mud between the rocks. Afra could think of no one better to have with her right now.

Before settling at the top of the bay to make a go of it as innkeepers, she and Nick had spent three years living as vagabonds. Nick had already backpacked through Greece, the Malay Peninsula, and Kashmir when the two met in Bali. He traveled light, relying on a few easily washable pieces of clothing and the kindness of strangers.

Afra was also game to wander, but she preferred a bit more luxury. Where Nick was fine with knocking on a stranger’s door and asking to crash on their porch for the night, Afra preferred to carry the things she anticipated needing for comfort. The backpacks they had accumulated during their travels through India, Myanmar, and Bhutan were now stuffed to the drawstrings and strapped to the shoulders of Nick, Afra, Carl, Ingrid, Ron, and Susan.

Nick was a hundred feet above Carl, who was next in line. Carl’s heavy breathing was clearly audible to him at that distance, although no one in the group was using their breath to talk. They needed it for the climb. The silence allowed Nick to listen for the bubbling trickle of water he knew was around here somewhere.

He kicked away low brush and angled a few feet off the trail to locate the rivulet fed by the same spring that provided Hawkes Bay Inn with its water. By the time Carl huffed his way to Nick’s side, Nick had created a small clearing with his machete.

“Well done,” he said to Carl, helping him to a fallen log. “Take a load off here and I’ll get you fixed up with some fresh water.”

Carl held out a plastic water bottle that Nick had once humped around the Hindu Kush. “You’re sure it’s safe to drink, Nick?”

“You’ve been drinking it since you arrived.”

“Good enough. How much farther to this special bunker of yours, then?”

Nick shaded his eyes with one hand and looked up the trail. The craggy peak was barely visible between the leaves. “Maybe another five hundred feet,” he said. “An easy climb.”

Ingrid came in next and dropped her pack with a thump. Carl had taken off one shoe and was inspecting a blister. “You should have worn your sneakers,” she chided.

Her husband rolled his eyes.

Afra arrived next carrying a pack that seemed twice the size of her small frame. The enormous pack, which she’d bought years ago for one of their longer trips, looked big enough to carry an easy chair. She squatted on the log, slid her shoulders out of the straps, and rummaged for the meat sticks she’d acquired on her last run to the grocery store. She was thankful the Aussies were being so cooperative. When she’d told them about the Chinese M.P.s showing her their photos, they had readily agreed to decamp to the abandoned Japanese bunker at the top of the hill.

She used her machete to chop away a vine near her feet, looking for telltale bits of the crushed coral the Japanese had used to line the path. The coral was often buried in mud or leaves after all these years. But in some spots the white flecks mined from the reefs were easy to see. She knew the location of the bunker from there.

After the Aussies finished eating and hydrating, Afra got them on their feet for the final push. She wanted them safely hidden before sundown. She and Nick traded places in line because she was nimbler under the lianas. After the group reassembled into a vertical line, she gave them a thumbs up and continued up the trail.

The fallen trees and the widening creek told her she was within a few hundred feet of the bunker. They passed a chain of small pools that Afra suspected the Japanese soldiers had dug. At the last of the pools she saw the dark outline of the bunker, virtually untouched since the war.

She and Nick had discovered it only the previous year. It wasn’t marked on maps, and her parents had never mentioned it. The two had stumbled onto the old concrete building on a near-dark descent from the top of the peak, accidentally landing on a thicket that was too horizontal to be natural. Given its fine view and the rusty remains of an antenna tower on the roof, they guessed the structure had been either an observation tower or the command bunker for the rest of the guns overlooking the passage between Green Island and Taitung. Nick had talked about fixing it up as a tourist site for Hawkes Bay guests, but they’d never gotten around to even clearing the entrance.

While Afra waited for the Aussies to catch up, she pulled a few vines away to reveal a filthy glass window covered in green algae. She wet her neck gaiter in the pond and scrubbed the window until she could see inside.

Peering through the dirty glass, she saw a time capsule from 1945, when the Japanese had surrendered this spot and the rest of Formosa to the Americans. The room was furnished with a desk and a chair, which was lying on its side. On the wall hung a poster with Japanese Kanji script. Old radio equipment frosted in sooty grime occupied the desktop. She could make out an interior door at the far side of the room. The overall structure seemed watertight, and no invading vegetation had made its way inside the room, a tribute to exacting Japanese craftsmanship and military hardening.

It would be a perfect hideout for the Aussies. The bunker was big enough to provide ample shelter and had a freshwater source at the nearby pools. It was close enough to Hawkes Bay Inn that she could regularly resupply them. Even if the Chinese used a helicopter to search for them, they’d never spot the hideaway through the thick jungle canopy.

When Nick and the Aussies arrived on the roof, Afra cleared an area of leaves for them to sit.

Ron dropped his pack with a relieved sigh that was followed by a shout. “Here! What’s this?” he said, pointing to a square trapdoor. He brushed away the leaves and kicked at the door’s rusted padlock. Two sharp blows from the heel of Nick’s machete shattered the lock. With Afra leading the way, the six descended a ladder into the bunker.

“Would you look at that?” Ron said, standing before the desk near the window, hands on his hips.

“You don’t suppose it still works?” Susan asked him. Their voices echoed against the smooth masonry walls. “Couldn’t possibly after all these years.”

Ron studied the old radio, running his hand over the filthy switches and picking up the wired microphone. He followed wires to a conduit on the bunker walls that went through a gasket to the roof.

“This one looks like it goes to the antenna,” Ron said. “I’d wager the other goes to a power source.”

“Why do you think they left everything here like this?” Ingrid asked as she ran a finger along the top of the radio console, carving a streak through the dirt.

“Would you want to pack this heavy kit down the mountain, Ing?” Ron answered. “The Japs were beaten. Whatever soldier oversaw this place just took off for home, I’d say.” He crouched and studied the round frequency dial, clearing away more dirt to read the numbers, which ran from 30 to 300 kilohertz.

“Why, this is really no different from my ham radio at home,” Ron said. “It covers the low-frequency band, which has a very long range. I bet they communicated with Japan with this thing. Maybe we could use it.”

“Don’t be silly,” Susan said. “It can’t possibly still work. And where would the power come from if it does?”

“Probably not as is,” Ron admitted. “The wires will be corroded beyond repair. But the room’s dry and watertight. You said there’s a waterfall higher up the peak, didn’t you, Nick?”

“There is, yes, a real gusher.”

“Then I’d wager this is hydroelectric powered. The wires on the back are still intact. And the switch is right here. Let’s give it a go, shall we?”

Nothing happened when he flipped the switch. The others groaned. “Now just wait a minute, everyone.” Ron popped a panel loose and surveyed the inside of the radio. “The components are in remarkably good shape. If I can clean some contact points and replace the damaged wires, I might be able to get this to work. Could be a fun way to pick up news from home.”

“There are spools of wire and bins of components in my garage,” Afra offered. “From my father’s days as a copper supplier. They’re sealed in plastic. They should still be good, right?”

Ron’s nose was deep in the heart of the radio. “Who wants to wager against me that I can make this relic work?”

“I’ll take that bet,” Susan replied.

“Bang on. Go and get me the wires, Aff.”

“I’ll bring up as much as I can,” Afra said, already on her feet at the bunker’s entrance.

Ron looked up at Susan. “I’ll even add to my bet, my dear wife. I think I can fix the generator, too, if there is one.”

“Are you talking about reception, Ron?” Carl asked, nodding to the microphone. “Or transmission?”

Ron inspected the microphone, blowing away dust. “Both, I should think. There’s nothing inherently wrong with this old kit. It just needs power and a bit of polish.”

Carl’s heart thudded. “You’re on, Ron.” He was already digging his log out of his backpack.






CHAPTER 38SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA


As soon as Kelly finished reading the article in the Australian Navy Times she dialed Skip Markham in Canberra.

Skip answered the phone right away. “Good morning, Kelly, how are you bearing up?”

“I’ll be much better after I’ve seen Jamie and made sure he’s really okay.”

“I’ve got a line on some flights for you to get up to Darwin to see him. The government has most private air travel locked down, but when I told them how helpful you and Lucy have been at Potters Point, they freed up some seats.”

Kelly and Lucy had spent the past week at the navy base setting up phone trees and support networks for the families of suddenly deployed Australian sailors. They slept in Jamie’s apartment and reported to a naval aid office each morning to direct resources to struggling families. Lucy drove a woman in labor to the hospital; Kelly substituted for busy teachers at the base daycare. In the afternoons they helped financially strapped Australian naval dependents fill out relief applications.

Once they learned that Jamie and a handful of other Hermes survivors had been picked up by an Australian navy ship and taken to Darwin, Kelly pestered Markham until he found a way to get them there. With the phone circuits fouled up in satellite-dependent remote regions, she hadn’t been able to get in touch with Jamie.

“Thanks, Skip. I really appreciate it. Lucy and I will fly on whatever you can manage. But I’m not bugging you about that. I’m calling about the battle in the Solomons. I just read about it in the Navy Times. Will told me that Henry is assigned to a Hornet squadron at Port Moresby. I haven’t heard anything. Please tell me he’s okay.”

“I know there was a battle,” Markham said, “but I don’t know any specifics. Let me call you back in a few.”

Kelly was grateful that Lucy was out of the Potters Point office that morning, babysitting for an Australian navy couple who were both on active duty. She played with a paper clip in the tiny office the two usually shared, watching her phone and counting the minutes until Markham called back.

Even though she was expecting the call, the phone’s trill startled her. Fingers crossed, she answered, “This is Kelly Cole.”

“It’s Skip. Henry’s okay, Kel.”

She exhaled in a rush. “Thank God.”

“It’s not all good news. He was shot down. He ejected okay, but he’s wounded.”

She caught her breath. “Where is he?”

“On the U.S. Navy hospital ship Mercy.”

“How badly is he wounded?”

“The Aussie liaison here told me he’ll make a full recovery, but his backseater, Lieutenant Commander Marcus Rypon, was killed.”

“Oh, no. Where’s Mercy now?”

“Headed to Subic and the naval hospital we’ve established there. No worries, Kelly. He’ll get good care. On a better note, the air tickets to Darwin came through so you’ll be able to see Jamie soon. I’ve sent a message to the hospital to let them know you’re coming.”
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The small port city of Darwin, at the very top of the Australian continent, was 2,500 miles from Sydney, a five-day drive. The flights from Sydney seemed to take almost that long. Skip had booked Kelly and Lucy on a complicated chain of regional prop planes that landed in remote towns with strange-sounding names like Jundah, Boulia, Camooweal, Numburimbi, and Jabiru.

They found Jamie sitting on the edge of a hospital bed in a cramped room with a window that overlooked the harbor. He had a newspaper in his hands and was basking in the sun like he was on vacation.

“Mom,” he exclaimed when Kelly and Lucy burst through the door. “Did you hear about this battle in the Solomons? What do you know about Henry?”

“He’s okay,” Kelly said immediately. “Wounded when he ejected. He’s on his way to Subic on a hospital ship. Sit back down.” She rushed to Jamie’s bedside and hugged him, careful to avoid his bandages.

“Does Sarah know?” he asked, flopping back down on the bed with a grunt.

“I spoke with her,” Kelly answered. “She’s flying out to the Philippines to be with Henry at Subic. He has orders back to the States, so she’ll be there to take him home.”

“Good to hear he’s going home,” Jamie said. “Sounds like he had a rough go.”

“He has a bad concussion and a broken wrist.”

“This article says that an American Hornet shot down two Chinese planes,” Jamie said, tapping the newspaper. “I was sure it was Henry. Always the hero, you know.”

“I would much rather have my son safe on the ground than have him be a hero. That goes for you too. Thank God I get to be in the same room with one of you, at least.”

“Well, I’m glad he gave those bastards a pasting.”

Kelly touched his face gently. “Do the burns hurt?”

“I’ve felt better.” He touched his swollen scalp, no longer surprised to find that his shaggy mane was gone. Only a few bristles poked up through the pink scar tissue. His cheek looked as if he had a rash, and his left eye was cherry red.

“My shoulders are the worst.” He opened his robe to reveal a bandage over his collarbone. “They swelled up with some kind of infection. Getting better now.”

Lucy sat down next to him and squeezed his arm. “Nice view, my man.” Out Jamie’s window she could see three Australian destroyers and two frigates riding their anchors in the turquoise bay. A new ship was coming in, a cruiser with long black scorch marks on her bow and listing about five degrees to starboard. White-clad corpsmen scurried around a cluster of ambulances at the pier where she was going to dock.

“Must have been one hell of a battle in the Solomons,” she remarked. “The Aussie fleet looks rough. And Hermes. I’m so sorry, Jamie. What was it like? Can you talk about it?”

Jamie haltingly described the darkness and confusion, his near drowning with the bridge door caught on his belt, and the loss of Captain Stonebridge. He parsed his words carefully, speaking with a measure of detachment.

He’s so like his father, Kelly thought.

Because Henry had gone to the Naval Academy, following in his father’s footsteps, most people assumed that he was like Will. In fact, Henry was more like his mother, impulsive and likely to let his temper run hot when provoked. Flight school had taught him to be cool under fire, but when he was a boy, he would soar into a rage if he lost a game or was treated unfairly.

Jamie, however, kept his cool under stress. Like Will, when in danger or faced with the unknown, he tended to stand back and analyze the situation dispassionately. It was that very aloofness in Will that had driven Kelly into another man’s arms and nearly ended their marriage.

“I knitted you something,” Lucy remembered. She dug through her shoulder bag and finally pulled out a blob of dark yarn. “The wool in this country is so beautiful. I hope you like it.”

“What is it?” he asked doubtfully. “And when did you learn to knit?”

“It’s a watch cap, obviously. Looks like I chose well, given the gross nature of your scalp.” She put it on her own head so he could see, then dropped it in his lap.

He stretched it out and tried to ease it over his sensitive crown but abandoned the attempt almost immediately.

“And I know,” Lucy added, “that it’s like a hundred and ten degrees outside. Down in Sydney, where I expected to see you, it’s pretty damned cold.”

“Thanks, Lucy. I don’t think I’ll be down in Sydney anytime soon. But it might be cold where I am going—even in May.”

“What are you talking about?” Kelly asked. “We’re taking you back to Sydney with us.”

“No, Mom,” Jamie said. “My commission’s been activated. I’m on a plane to Guam for some training, then reporting to a destroyer that’s coming across the Pacific from Seattle.”

Kelly looked away, trying to get her emotions in check. She was no stranger to ruined plans; she’d dealt with many as a Navy wife.

“Do your orders say where it’s going from there?” Lucy asked to fill the gap.

“Scuttlebutt said she was headed for the Sea of Japan. But I assume we’ll be part of the counterattack everyone’s anticipating.”

“There’s a lot going on,” Lucy agreed. “Marshal Tate is on his amphib. Should have known you’d be going back to sea, too.”

Kelly, still hiding her face, murmured a restroom excuse and stepped out of the room. When she was safely in a stall with the door locked, she finally let herself cry.






CHAPTER 39SUBIC BAY, PHILIPPINES


The evening breeze was barely strong enough to flutter the flames on the tiki torches and candles lighting the tables surrounding the Officers Club bar. The sun was down, and the ships riding their anchors cast ghostly shadows in the moonlight. The laughter from the bar at the water’s edge carried across to the sailors on the support ships for the main assault force.

Officers in summer whites and Marine dress blues spilled out of the club’s dining room onto the flagstone patio, carrying beers in their hands. Their laughter drowned out the soft slack-key guitar music of a local band. Most believed they were celebrating their last night of liberty for a very long time.

Henry, wearing his summer whites, ate with his left hand because his right was wrapped in a thick bandage that went all the way up to his elbow. A flesh-toned plastic strip pasted to his forehead covered the twelve stitches that ran diagonally from one eyebrow to his temple.

Sarah had to raise her voice to be heard over the boisterousness. “Is it good?” she asked.

With his right hand out of action, Henry had ordered the lobster bisque because he thought it would be easier to eat. “Not bad,” he said, nose close to the bowl to keep from dripping soup on his uniform.

Sarah looked stunning in a strapless blue dress she’d picked up in a Santa Monica boutique during the one-day layover on her journey from Washington. From California she’d taken a military-chartered 747 for the long flight to Cubi Point. Normally, wives wouldn’t be permitted to take one of those seats, but the trip was semiofficial: She would be escorting the newly promoted Lieutenant Commander Henry Wilson Cole back to the States.

Along with his advancement in rank and an Air Medal, the service awarded Henry sixty days of combat recovery leave. When the two months were up, he was to report to a shore-duty billet in the Pentagon to act as a military liaison for the current Senate Majority Leader. Sarah’s father had put in a word to swing the prestigious position.

Sarah cut her steak and sipped her cabernet, quietly embarrassed that her husband wasn’t being more attentive. What must the other officers around the bar be thinking? A wounded officer newly reunited with his sexy wife should be talking and laughing with her. Instead, Henry and Sarah sat silently with their own thoughts.

When the chartered 747 circled the Subic Bay Naval Station prior to landing, Sarah was given a sweeping aerial tour of the massive American armada in the harbor. Through the tiny oval window she counted at least twenty-five ships. The rectangular decks of the airborne assault ships were crammed with helicopters, F-35s, and V-22 Osprey tilt-rotors.

“I’ve never seen an O Club so crowded,” she said, pulling a silky shawl over her shoulders. “Look, they’ve had to set up a keg over there on the lawn.”

Henry briefly raised his head from the soup and swallowed. “Trust me. We won’t want to be here in an hour. The jarheads are hitting it pretty hard. Can’t say I blame them.”

Their Filipino waiter, resplendent in black tuxedo pants and an embroidered white shirt, arrived carrying two elaborately decorated cocktails on his lofted tray. “These are from the Australian gentlemen,” he said as he placed them on the table. “From the Canberra.”

The waiter inclined his head at a knot of Australian naval officers in whites interspersed with Marines in khaki. The Aussies looked at the Coles’ table expectantly.

Canberra, an eight-hundred-foot jump-jet carrier with a ski-slope nose, was wedged into the long wharf between the American amphibious carriers USS America and USS Boxer. Together they carried the bulk of the Marines and aircraft that formed the hastily assembled Amphibious Readiness Group that would soon join Wasp to form the even larger Task Force 74, named in honor of Stennis’ hull number.

Henry and Sarah had become accustomed to the drinks arriving, although they couldn’t possibly consume all of them. He was a hero, after all, and she was his devoted wife. They raised their sweating glasses toward the Australian officers and sipped.

“Maybe if we set these big full glasses at the edge of the table, they’ll stop sending them,” Henry said.

“Let them have their fun,” Sarah answered. “It’s nice.”

Before Henry could reply, a Marine replaced the waiter at the side of their table. His rank insignia and the red plastic nametag over his left breast pocket identified him as Brigadier General Collins. The small unit badge next to his nametag was the insignia of the Fifth Marine Expeditionary Unit, MEU, attached to America. His uniform shirt was stiffly starched, his jaw square, the silver stars on his collar points gleaming.

“Mark Collins,” the man said. He put one hand on Henry’s new shoulder board bearing the two-and-a-half stripes of a lieutenant commander and held the other out in greeting. “Please don’t get up, Hammer.”

“Good evening, sir,” Henry replied, using his undamaged hand to shake. “This is my wife, Sarah.”

“Ma’am.” He bowed politely. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”

Sarah thought Collins looked exactly the way a Marine general should look. Most of the men she worked with in D.C. were doughy and pale from their long days in the office. The general’s tanned face was lean and smooth, his jaw a jutting anvil. The sun-spotted skin over his ears looked like it had been razor-shaved within the past thirty minutes.

Henry sipped his drink while the general stood straight as a lamppost by the table. Sarah felt the crush of awkwardness rising in her throat; her husband was making an ass of himself. “Please, General,” she invited. “Won’t you join us?”

After insisting he didn’t want to intrude, Collins took a chair from a neighboring table. To show his visit was temporary, he flipped the chair around and squatted on it, resting his tanned forearms on its back.

Sarah didn’t really mind the interruption. She was tired, Henry wasn’t behaving the way she’d expected him to, and their flight back to California was only eighteen hours away.

Her plan had been to take Henry to the historic Subic Bay Officers’ Club, wow him with her dress, relax him with wine, and then get him into bed. She had read about his ordeal in Stars and Stripes—the dogfight where he was greatly outnumbered, the daring shootdown of two Chinese planes, the ejection, and the loss of Ripper.

She’d expected to see Henry waiting to greet her when she landed at the base. Instead, he was at the clinic having his wounds checked. She found a room at the visitors’ lodge, donned the new dress, and attempted to cover the signs of her jet lag with careful makeup. When she finally met him in the lobby of the base hospital, she was surprised at how gaunt he looked. She could feel his ribs when they hugged.

After they embraced, he pecked a kiss on her cheek and dropped her hand, citing the military rule about public displays of affection while in uniform.

In the car that took them down the hill to the O Club, he asked about his family, her work, and the general mood back in D.C. She told him that Jamie, Lucy, and Kelly were all in Darwin, then asked him about his wounds. He answered irritably, telling her that his fractured wrist had caused a great deal of swelling but little else. He was tempted to cut the bandages off.

When she asked about the ejection in the Solomon Sea, he stared mutely out the window and shook his head. The car had stopped under the club’s awning before she could inquire again.

At this point, she regretted bringing her morose husband to this last hurrah at the O Club. It took them twenty minutes to get past the bar, where one officer after another tried to buy him a drink and shake his healthy left hand. He was Hammering Hank, the man who—outnumbered three to one—bagged two Chinese fighters that were attacking an Australian convoy in the Solomon Islands.

Whenever one of the officers held up a glass of beer in a toast and said, “To Hammering Hank!” Henry would reply with, “To Ripper.”

“We’re mighty proud of you, Mr. Cole,” the general said as he leaned against the chair back. “I’ve got twenty captains and fifty lieutenants over there who want to buy you and the lady a drink. When we saw how crowded your table already was with cocktails, they sent me over to pay their respects instead.”

Sarah was mortified when Henry merely nodded and sipped his Mai Tai.

“You’re very kind, General,” she said, covering for him.

Collins’ gaze settled on her. “I’m an admirer of your father, ma’am. He was one of the better ones on the Hill.”

“Thank you, sir. He’ll be thrilled to know he’s remembered, especially right now. It isn’t easy for a former senator to be on the sidelines at a time like this.”

The general nodded curtly and pointed his square chin at Henry. “I’m an admirer of your father, too. Will and I were in the same War College class at Newport. I hear he’s tearing people apart in San Diego getting more ships out here for us.”

Henry raised his eyes from the tablecloth. “He’d rather be here, sir, ready to fight.”

“I know he would,” Collins said. “But it’s not much of a fight without good men like him getting us the tools to do the job.”

“I’ll tell him you asked after him, sir,” Henry said stiffly. “And I thank you for coming over.”

“I hear you have orders back to the States tomorrow,” Collins added. “In lieu of more whiskey, we got you something to take home other than a hangover. I tried to deliver it to you at the base hospital, but they said you were on your way here.”

Collins half-turned to the bar and jerked his head. A second lieutenant hustled forward holding a cardboard tube in his hand like a runner in a relay race. The general popped the top off the tube, pulled a scrolled paper free, and unfurled it for Henry and Sarah’s inspection.

It was a poster made from an aerial photograph of three big-deck assault ships led by America with a squadron of F-35s flying over them. A hundred signatures crowded the thick white margin around the photo. Across the top, in thick calligraphy, was written: “To Hammering Hank from the Fifth Marine Expeditionary Unit. Fair winds and following seas. Semper fi.”

Collins let it roll back up and handed it to Henry. “Signed by every grunt officer in the MEU.”

Using the exposed finger and thumb on his bandaged right hand, Henry unrolled the scroll and stared at it, his jaw tight.

Again, Sarah covered for her husband. She stood and shook the general’s hand, wishing him good luck and Godspeed for the action that was to come. When she sat down, she saw that Henry had returned the poster to the tube. He had turned his chair to look out at the moonlit bay and the silhouetted warships.

She touched his leg under the bar with her toe and scooted closer to him. Their backs were turned to the crowded bar and the admiring officers.

“You asked about the dogfight,” he said.

“Yes?”

“It was fifty-fifty.”

“What was? You mean it was you or the Chinese?”

“No. I mean me or Ripper. The plane was spinning three revolutions a second before it hit the water. My ejection happened to go up, his went down, shooting him straight into the sea. Fifty-fifty.”

Her throat tightened. There was nothing more to say, so they sat wordlessly, staring at the rippling water, listening to the mellow guitar and the noisy voices. She stroked his elbow at the spot where the bandages stopped.

“I talked to my dad today,” Henry announced.

“Oh, good. Is he still on the West Coast?”

“Yeah. He’s trying to get Lincoln to sea with my old air wing. They’re headed over here.”

She’d suspected as much from her last visit with Will in D.C. He had also said he was going to San Francisco to help his deputy with a new experimental project. “As the general said, Will is the right man for the job. Maybe you can help him when you get back to the States.”

He turned determined eyes to her. “That’s not happening,” he said. “I called the detailer in BuPers and got my orders changed. I’m joining Lincoln.”






CHAPTER 40HAWKES BAY, TAIWAN


The six people staying in the sturdy Japanese bunker high atop Hawkes Peak—four Aussies, one Brit, and one Taiwanese—rotated the chores. Everyone liked taking a turn at the telescope and writing the details in Carl’s thickening log. Even the mundane tasks of filling the water jug and digging out the latrine gave structure to their days. They took turns clearing away the vines from the antenna and the sludge from the Imperial Japanese Navy water turbine they found at the stream’s headwaters.

Ron had dismembered the generator in the creek and declared it both inoperable and irreparable. But with spare pipes from Nick’s irrigation system and cannibalized pieces of Afra’s lawn mower, Ron jerry-rigged a water turbine with the mower’s cooling fan suspended from an array of PVC pipes and the coil and magnet from Afra’s washing machine.

Ingrid’s nail polish remover was useful for cleaning the radio’s innards, and surplus wires and electrical fittings from Afra’s shed gave him parts to modify its components. Thus far, he’d gotten a small electrical current to the radio, enough to light its dial, but had he yet to prove that it could send or receive signals. Nonetheless, his optimism was infectious.

There was one task that fell to Afra alone: returning to the Inn to disassemble equipment, gather wires, and fetch food. She didn’t mind. She was a nimble hiker who could carry twice her weight. She found the exercise invigorating, and she knew the lay of the land better than anyone.

“Whoa,” Nick said one morning when he bumped into her with a bucket of fresh water from the stream in his hand. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“Ron says he needs more of the thick ten-gauge wire,” Afra replied, adjusting her empty rucksack on her shoulders.

“You need the pack for that?”

“He also wants me to get the twelve-volt battery from the mower. He thinks he can store power for the radio that way.” She paused to swat a bug off her knee. “And I thought I’d pick up the rest of the pork buns in the freezer.”

He rested his hands on her shoulders. Her nose was smudged with dirt. The humidity had curled her black hair. “Why don’t you take the day off instead?” Nick asked. “You look like you’ve lost three kilos. And you didn’t have that much to spare. Take a dip in the creek. Help Carl watch the sea from the roof. He loves company.”

“I’m fine, Nick. And Ron needs the components.”

“Let me go for you, then.”

“You know you can’t. If the military police catch you and see you don’t have a visa, they’ll arrest you. I can stick to my same story. They’ll let me pass.”

“Aff,” Nick said, squeezing her shoulders, “you said those new military cops are a bit more intense. I think you should temper your confidence.”

She pulled away to tighten the rucksack’s shoulder straps. “I haven’t seen tire tracks on the coast road for a while. I don’t think they’re around anymore. Don’t worry so much.” She kissed him lightly and then trotted down the increasingly familiar trail. “See you later, love,” she called over her shoulder.

When she reached Hawkes Bay Inn forty minutes later, she went to the garage first and gathered the wire Ron had specified. Removing the battery from the lawn mower was easy, though it was heavy in her rucksack. The uphill climb would be tiring.

There was still plenty of room in the bag, so she entered the house to scavenge. She gathered candles, lighters, bug spray, the backgammon board, a bottle of whiskey, and a few books. Boredom had become the chief enemy at the bunker. She stuffed the nonperishables in her bag and put it on the sofa before descending the stairs to the basement for the pork buns and other frozen odds and ends.

A dusty electric mixer on a storage shelf under the stairs distracted her. Could she remove the mixer’s electric motor and bring it to Ron? She wasn’t sure it would add much of value to Ron’s growing pile of parts, but the man was a guru of portable power generation. He’d probably find some use for the miniature motor.

She had just turned the mixer over to assess the screws on its bottom when the crunch of tires on gravel made her freeze.

Remaining still, she listened to the approaching diesel until it fell silent. Metal scraped on metal when two doors opened. Footsteps crunched in the gravel. A faint voice in Mandarin said, “Check it.”

She carefully replaced the mixer on the shelf and tiptoed to a vent at the edge of the basement to steal a look outside. Standing on her toes with her forehead pressed to the vent, she glimpsed a green-and-tan army truck with a red star on the door. It was parked behind her Rover, blocking it. With a growing sense of dread, she watched two sets of boots approach the porch and ascend the porch stairs.

Breathing shakily while the footsteps walked across the porch to the front door, she told herself not to panic. The Rover in the driveway would tell them that she was somewhere on the property. Its cold engine would tell them that she hadn’t driven it recently.

The first raps hit the outer screen door hard enough to rattle the frame. Afra leaned on the humming chest freezer, wondering if she should hide in case they entered of their own accord. There weren’t many places to hide in the basement save for the freezer, which—hot as she was—wasn’t an option. But her muddy boots on the porch were clear evidence that she was here. And then she remembered the rucksack. It’s on the sofa in plain view. They’ll see it right away. If she didn’t answer the door, they would think she was hiding from them.

“Coming!” she hollered in Mandarin as she jogged up the basement stairs and past the refrigerator. As soon as she entered the kitchen, she saw a hulking shadow through the frosted glass at the top of the front door. Without breaking stride, she rounded the countertop with the barstools, swept up the heavy rucksack, and tossed it into the pantry. When she turned from the pantry door she saw a Chinese soldier, hands cupped around his eyes, looking through the sliding glass door. Her heart sank. It was Catfish, the big policeman with leering eyes.

Someone was knocking at the front door as well. Reluctantly, she went to answer it while Catfish slid the porch door open. The officer she thought of as Clipboard stood on the porch with his radio on his belt. He wore a peaked cap with a shiny red star above the brim.

“Hello, sir. What can I do for you?” she asked in Mandarin through the screen door.

“We came to check on you,” he replied, his eyes sweeping the room behind her. He gestured to Catfish to come inside.

“How kind of you,” she said sweetly, opening the door wider to let him in. The three of them stood in the living room next to the sofa where the rucksack had been lying moments before. Catfish stayed near the kitchen counter. Clipboard looked out the window, his hands on his radio belt, and muttered his approval of the view.

“You are very high on these cliffs, aren’t you? You can see Green Island from here,” he remarked. “Nice.”

“Yes.”

“Did you happen to see the American submarine attack our ship? The incident that started all this?”

She shook her head. “No.”

“All of us must keep an eye out for submarines and boats that might land spies ashore.”

Catfish wandered down the hallway behind her, peering into the guest rooms. A cold stab flashed through Afra’s stomach. She’d told the Aussies to pack up everything before they left, but she hadn’t inspected their rooms. There was almost certainly a spare shoe, discarded makeup container, or dirty plate lying about.

And then there was her own room to consider. Evidence of Nick’s presence would be everywhere. He wasn’t registered with Taitung because he had overstayed his visa long ago. They’d planned to marry and erase the requirement. That day hadn’t yet arrived.

Clipboard studied her face. “You said before that you live here alone.”

She was inclined to stare right back into his beady eyes to prove she had nothing to hide. But some primordial instinct made her angle her face back to Catfish. The oaf was leaning against the kitchen counter with his eyes resting on her torso. The hike down from the peak had left her soaked in sweat. Her T-shirt clung to her body leaving little to the imagination.

“We saw your muddy boots on the porch,” Clipboard said.

She thanked God there was only one pair of shoes outside the door. “I was looking for fruit.”

“There is fruit here?”

“There were mangoes. I’m afraid I have picked and eaten most of them.”

“One person can eat all the mangoes in the trees?”

“I eat many of them, but I also share them with neighbors.”

“Which neighbors?”

“Yong Shi … the Hsiaos …”

Clipboard nodded at Catfish, who pulled a small notepad from the cargo pocket on his thigh and wrote the names down with a mechanical pencil he took from his breast pocket.

“It’s hot today. Can I get you both a glass of water?” she asked to redirect them from the lie.

“That would be very agreeable, thank you,” Clipboard said. “May I sit down?”

She gestured to the barstools. “Of course you may.”

The officer and Catfish put their hats on the counter and plopped down on the barstools while Afra turned to get glasses. She watched their reflections in the toaster. Clipboard’s eyes searched the room. Catfish’s bored straight into her backside. He shifted his rifle on his shoulder to make himself more comfortable.

She turned off the tap and put the glasses on the countertop. They drank greedily. A radio squawked on Clipboard’s belt. He brought it to his mouth and said something, then turned down the sound and reattached it.

“Why, exactly, are you here?” she asked. “Surely not just to check on my safety.”

“We are surveying the area,” Clipboard replied, running his hand over his hair, which was pasted to his head where the hat had pressed it down.

“Why?”

“For security,” he said. “We are policemen.” He removed a flimsy sheet of fax paper from a pouch on his belt. “Are you sure you haven’t seen these foreigners?” He smoothed the paper on the counter. Catfish tried to see down her shirt when she bent over to look at it.

Afra slid a block of knives aside and pulled the paper closer, trying to read any additional information the Chinese had accumulated on her guests. She saw only the Aussies’ names and passport numbers. “As I told you earlier, I expected them before the Americans attacked, but they never showed. You still haven’t found them?”

Clipboard drained his glass and shook his head slowly. “No. We haven’t.”

“I wish I could help you. I hope they are safe.”

“How much land do you own here?” he asked abruptly.

“About fifty li,” she said, using the Mandarin unit of measurement equivalent to twelve acres.

“Many places for spies to hide,” Clipboard responded.

“It’s mostly wild jungle. Not the sort of place where tourists would go. The people in these photos look old.”

“You have some cleared land, however. I will take a look around. Are there any outbuildings on the property?”

Her mind raced. There was a springhouse a hundred yards to the west and a shed just uphill. She hastily assessed whether Nick or the Aussies might have left incriminating evidence in either building. She thought not. “There’s a shed where I keep my gardening tools. Back by the road you probably saw the roof of the water pump house.”

The officer put his hat back on his head and stood. “Sergeant Chen will remain with you while I’m gone.”

He left through the front door.

Catfish swiveled on his barstool, his mouth hanging open, his wideset eyes staring. He’d unslung the rifle and propped it over his thighs.

“Can I get you something to eat?” she asked, hoping to distract him.

She didn’t think Clipboard would be gone long because he would come up empty. There were footprints in the mud near the trail, but it rained enough most nights to make them a muddy slurry. If he came across something belonging to Nick, Afra would tell him she had a boyfriend named Peng-jui who’d gone back to Taipei to join the army.

There was a shred of truth in that. Before she got serious with Nick, Peng-jui, a ROC Army captain, had stayed with her for a week. She saw nothing wrong with invoking his name. The soldiers couldn’t know that he hated the mainland Communists and was probably fighting them somewhere on the island.

Catfish ran his tongue around his lips. “What do you have?”

“I have pork buns.”

“I’ll have two.”

“They’re in the freezer downstairs. Stay here and I’ll get them for you.”

She went through the door to the basement, thinking she could stay busy and out of his reach while she warmed them up.

The chest freezer was deep and nearly empty, and she had to bend far over inside to shuffle the few remaining packages of meat aside to find the box of pork buns. The electric hum of the compressor obscured all other sound in the basement. When she finally found the box and straightened back up, Catfish was right behind her.

He turned her around, pushed away the food box, and threw his arms around her, smashing her chest against him while his hands explored her rear end. He lifted her away from the freezer, and the lid fell with a thud.

He used one of his huge hands to force her face against his while squeezing her buttocks with the other. Terrified, she took in the one dilated pupil she could see, the whiskers he’d missed shaving on his high cheekbones, the stench of his stale breath.

She kicked, screamed, and slammed her fists against the back of his neck. He threw her down on the freezer lid, kicked her legs open, and stood between them. She managed to land a blow to his face before he collapsed on her, crushing her elbows.

She felt his thumbs pulling at her waistband, trying to reach down inside her shorts. She heard the button on her shorts snap and felt them coming off. She tried to raise a knee to hit him in the groin, but he had closed the distance with his hips, depriving her of leverage. Her kicks were useless. The metal freezer was cold against her bare skin.

He had ripped open his fly and was trying to force his way inside her. She seized his head by the hair and pulled his cheek close, then sank her teeth into his ear. He howled in pain, then backhanded her once, twice.

She screamed again, hoping Clipboard had returned and would come down and stop the assault. Though he was also an invader, he seemed to carry himself with professional military bearing.

Her screams turned to growls as she tried to squirm sideways under Catfish’s weight. To her disgust and horror, he was maneuvering himself inside her body. She was dismayed at his strength, the ease with which he could pry her apart. She screamed like a woman giving birth. He clamped his hand over her mouth. She slapped at his chest.

One of the slaps landed on something hard—the mechanical pencil in his breast pocket. In desperation, she plucked it free while he thrust inside her, his loose mouth covering hers. Concentrating as best she could, she angled the tip of the stainless steel pencil at the soft spot between his chin and Adam’s apple. As he rutted and groaned, oblivious to anything other than his pleasure, she slammed the steel pencil upward, skewering him. She pulled her other hand free and used it like a hammer, driving the pencil all the way to the roof of his mouth.

His thrusts stopped as he fell away, choking and gasping. Blood flowed over her face. He yanked the pencil free. Afra slid off the freezer and ran to the top of the stairs, bare-bottomed, her face and thighs covered with his blood. She slammed the door closed and bolted it, locking Catfish in the basement. She tasted his blood on her lips and thought she might vomit.

There was no time for that.

The bolt at the basement door was only a thin piece of metal that she used in lieu of a knob. Yelling the Mandarin word for “whore,” Catfish charged up the stairs and threw a shoulder against the door, nearly breaking the metal bolt free with a single lunge.

A thousand thoughts raced through her head. She could run for the Rover—but the PLA military policemen had blocked it with their truck. If she made a dash for the trail she might lead them to the bunker. She considered running to the shed or springhouse looking for Clipboard’s protection but rejected the idea. Even if the officer restrained his sergeant, she feared they would find a way to blame her. If they let her live.

She considered and rejected all these ideas in seconds. The door by the refrigerator was jerking at the corner, opening an inch each time Catfish rammed against it. Her eyes scoured the kitchen for a weapon and landed on the knife block. She rejected the cleaver and paring knife and seized a steak knife. She held it in her trembling hand while the sergeant battered at the door.

Afra tried to picture how she would use the knife. He was so much bigger than she was, and wounded too—an angry, charging bull. She had no hope that she could match his strength. But he was not going to hurt her again.

Never again.

She rounded the countertop, knife in hand, thinking of Nick’s golf bag in the hall closet. She could pull out a driver and swing at him from a distance. Dashing by the barstools, she saw the rifle the sergeant had left behind when he’d followed her to the basement.

A chunk broke off the top of the door and skittered across the kitchen floor. She was out of time.

Afra seized the weapon and ran her fingers over it, looking for a safety. She didn’t know much about guns, but she and Nick had been given rifles during a safari a year ago. She found a thick lever near the bolt on the gun’s right side, exposing the breech, just above the trigger guard. It made sense to her that the safety would be near the trigger guard. She hoped she was right. She flipped the lever down.

The door by the refrigerator splintered into three pieces. Catfish roared through it like a bear on the hunt, his mouth dripping red blood. He threw the jagged wood aside and lumbered toward her, his mouth twisted in rage.

She pulled the trigger.

Five rounds exploded from the chamber, slamming the stock against her shoulder with rapid thumps. The bullets hit Catfish in the chest, throwing him backward and partway down the stairs.

The gun barrel was hot and smoking. Three brass jackets rolled back and forth on the floor. Two rested on the countertop. Afra squatted behind the kitchen counter, breathing rapidly, her hands shaking as they gripped the rifle. Over the ringing in her ears she heard boots thumping on the deck and the scrape of the sliding door. She sprang from her crouch behind the counter and fired again.

Some of the rounds went through the screen. Others went between the opening and the doorjamb—but all of them hit Clipboard in the torso.
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After removing all the food from the bin freezer, Afra slid Catfish’s body down the stairs. Tugging him by the belt, she dragged him to the edge of the freezer, then propped his back against it. She climbed inside the empty chest and hooked her elbows under his armpits.

Using all the strength left in her quivering leg muscles, she pulled his body up and over the side. It took another minute of grunting and straining to maneuver him lengthways. Finally, as if closing an overstuffed suitcase, she used her weight to force the door down over his awkwardly bent legs. She slipped the hinged metal plate over the half-loop to close the hasp and turned the freezer knob to its highest setting.

Clipboard was smaller and easier to manage. She dragged him to his truck and hoisted him into the empty backseat. She patted down his pockets to find the keys and slipped the radio belt from his narrow waist. Behind the wheel she discovered a second rifle and a combat harness stuffed with body armor, hand grenades, and additional magazines. She dropped all the equipment in her Rover, then slid behind the wheel of the PLA truck.

A half mile down the road, where the view opened to reveal a cliff with pounding waves at its base, she downshifted to first gear. The truck’s transmission strained against the downslope. She maneuvered the truck off the road and into the thick grass, then stopped and removed Clipboard’s body and nudged it over the cliff.

Fearful that the truck would be seen in the shallow surf if she pushed it over the side as well, she backed it into the jungle and hid it beneath the thick canopy of a banyan tree. She spent twenty minutes carefully smoothing the tracks out of the grass.

Without stopping, without allowing herself to think, she walked back to the Inn and scrubbed away all traces of blood in the kitchen, then scrubbed herself under a hot shower. She put a padlock on the freezer’s hasp, their usual practice when she and Nick were away. There was no saving the basement door by the refrigerator, so she removed the hinges and tossed the pieces of wood in the crawlspace under the deck.

At the end of her strength and into shock, Afra climbed back to the bunker with the heavy combat harness strapped to her chest, a rifle in her hand, and the rucksack on her back weighed down with the mower battery, sundries, frozen food, and the bottle of whiskey. She’d cinched the second rifle across the rucksack’s bottom in the bedroll slot.

The shaded trail was dark when she paused next to the pools by the creek. She could hear the Aussies’ voices and guessed they were up on the roof watching the sunset. She didn’t want to alarm them by emerging from the jungle looking like Rambo, so she deposited the rifles and the combat harness at the edge of their makeshift camp.

“Good news! I brought food and whiskey! And I have the battery, Ron,” Afra called out, trying to sound normal as she set down the heavy pack.

“Oh, Aff, look!” Carl exclaimed from the roof, pointing at the shining sea. “Come on up, hurry!”

Afra pulled herself up the rusted metal stairs. Every step sickened her as she relived the misery in the basement. She swallowed hard, plastered a tight smile on her face, and held up the whisky bottle.

Carl waved her to the telescope. “You might have to squint against the sunlight, but you can see the fleet on the horizon. The counterattack’s about to start!”

Ron took the whisky from her and cracked open the top. Fighting back the horrid images running through her head, Afra leaned into the viewfinder and closed one eye. She spotted a large flattop aircraft carrier shimmering on the orange horizon. Other ships were grouped before and after her. They were inching along heading north to south.

She rose from the telescope and took a deep breath, burying all thoughts of Catfish and the dead officer for the moment. She took the whiskey back from Ron, took a gulp, and handed it to Nick.

“Thank God,” she rasped hoarsely.

Nick studied her with concern, tipping back her chin for a closer look at her face.

“What happened?” he asked quietly, detecting the bruise on her cheek that she’d smeared with dirt to make it less obvious.

She jerked her head sideways. “I left a few books downstairs,” she told the group. “Nick, come help me with them.”

Out of earshot, she pulled him close. “I had another run-in with those M.P.s,” she began. She buried her face in her hands and her shoulders began to shake.

“Tell me what happened!” Nick gasped. “Did they hurt you?”

She nodded.

“What? What did they do?”

She wanted to collapse in his arms, to cuddle up and cry. But she couldn’t, at least not yet. She shook her head briskly and ran her hands through her hair. She looked up at the sky through a hole in the thick canopy.

“I’m okay,” she said, folding her arms tightly over her chest. “And they aren’t.” The Aussies over their heads were in high spirits at the sight of their rescuers. Ron was burbling with delight at the battery.

“You have to tell me, Aff,” Nick whispered insistently.

“I will. I need to. Believe me.” She grasped both his hands. “But later. After sunset when the guests gather for backgammon, I’ll tell you then. For now, let’s go up to the roof. I need more of that whiskey.”

Carl was busy adding drawings of the ships to his log.

Afra looked over his shoulder and asked, “Why do you think this is the start of the counteroffensive?”

“Only the Americans have carriers that big,” Carl answered without looking up. “And you see how they’re headed south? They’ve come down from Japan. I’ll bet you the Marines will be landing on the Taitung beaches before first light.”

Afra was too shaken to take the bet. But if she had, she would have won it.

The aircraft carrier on the horizon was Fujian.






CHAPTER 41PHILIPPINE SEA


Eighty nautical miles south of Fujian, alone in his stateroom on Wasp, Marshal Tate took a long look at the red-and-gold muffler Lucy had knitted for him. He pulled it through his hands, smiling at the dropped stitches.

He held her last letter to his nose and breathed in the coconut scent, careful not to stain the paper with the combat paint smeared in stripes across his face. The letter told him she was in Darwin but would soon hop a space-available military flight back to California. In the scramble to recover satellite service, Orion had asked her to start her new job right away. In her roundabout, halting way, she mentioned again that she planned to rent an apartment in San Clemente, close to Camp Pendleton, where Tate expected his unit to be based on their return.

He stowed the letter and the muffler on the top shelf next to the single red sock. With a final deep breath and a glance at his camouflage-painted face in the mirror, he closed the locker and edged into a passageway thick with brother officers.

Caught up in the stream of warriors, he descended a few crowded ladders to enter the Marines’ berthing area. Hundreds of men were kitting up, speaking in low murmurs. The air was thick with the scent of gun oil.

Tate pushed his way through to the middle section, where his men’s racks were stacked six high. He found them empty. A lance corporal confirmed that Tate’s Force Recon company was assembled on the flight deck.

The Force Recon Marines had a well-defined mission. They would be airdropped behind enemy lines, where they would create mayhem and clear the way for a larger landing force. Over the past several days Tate and his fellow officers had carefully planned the assault with the MAGTF, the Marine Air-Ground Task Force.

Time had finally ticked down to H-hour; his men were topside with their parachutes. Belowdecks, the rest of the Marine Expeditionary Force readied for the seaborne invasion that would stretch three square miles across the beaches of Taitung. Tate patted one of the empty bunks, grunted with satisfaction, and raced up the ladders to join his company.

He found them splayed across the open Osprey cargo ramps—lying, sitting, or crouching near weapons and parachutes stacked in heaps. He threaded his way through the piles to the staff sergeants who were bringing order to the chaos.

“Marines!” he growled. “On your feet! Gear up!”

With their night vision goggles, bulky body armor, and bristling weapons, his men looked to Tate like paper wasps massed in a hive—a fitting complement to the ship they would soon leave.

Farther down the flight deck, the instrument lights inside the jets’ open canopies glowed green and red. Tate watched as the fighter pilots climbed the aircraft ladders and their aircrews strapped them in. Beyond the aircraft, the ship’s bow rose and fell silently under a star-spangled sky. The whipping breeze suggested Wasp was near flank speed, closing the distance with Taiwan in a final mad dash.

“You think we’re inside the blockade now?” a second lieutenant asked him quietly with a thump to Tate’s elbow.

Tate didn’t recognize the camo-painted lieutenant at first. But the Brooklyn accent gave him away as Adam O’Leary, a tough kid fresh from Army jump school. Under normal conditions, O’Leary would have had to complete dive training to become a Recon Marine. However, the war had disrupted normal procedures and sent O’Leary halfway around the world to arrive on Wasp along with the last mailbag.

Tate checked the bulky Garmin watch on his wrist. Its GPS functions were down, but it doubled as a ballistics calculator. “Way inside it,” he answered. He muscled his parachute over his shoulders. “Suit up, O’Leary. It’s H-hour.”

“You think I could give this to someone before we go, Cap?” O’Leary held up an envelope. “Letter to my mom. Letting her know I’m not in North Carolina anymore.”

Tate took it from him. “I’ll be last to board. I’ll hand it to a sailor.”

Tate and O’Leary checked each other’s pack straps, ejectors, ripcords, and safety chutes. When he was satisfied that everything was in order, Tate punched the lieutenant on the arm and sent him to Osprey One. Tate’s position was in Osprey Three, the last to take off. It was likely to be the most dangerous position because it would come over the beach after the air defenses were fully warned.

Typically, the Marines would have waited until the Ospreys’ twin overhead rotors were already spinning before they boarded. But Task Force 74’s foremost strategy was surprise. The admirals and generals back in Pearl Harbor wanted the invasion force to spring from the sea as one and fall on the PLA defenders ashore like grapeshot from a cannon.

The F-35 Lightnings would be the first aloft, followed by the FORECON Ospreys. Tate and his men would jump from ten thousand feet while the jets launched their missiles into whatever SAM batteries survived the Tomahawk strikes from the ships and submarines ranging ahead of the group.

Tate commenced his final inspection inside the cargo bays. With a red-lensed flashlight, he looked his Marines over, jerking on equipment and parachute straps. He made sure they carried ample batteries for their NVDs or asked them how they had ordered their grenades on their vests. The MAGTF pilots, visible in the dim green cabin lights, turned and watched Tate, their hands poised to start the Osprey’s engines.

Tate’s FORECON Marines would be the first boots on the ground at the plant. Leaping from the Ospreys, they would float to the earth in darkness and immediately set up a perimeter. Viper gunships and F-35s swooping above the Ospreys would provide close air support.

The main amphibious force would establish a beachhead on the sandy ground to either side of the Taitung River delta. They would sweep ashore in the LCACs, the big air-cushioned transports waiting down in the well decks of Wasp, Boxer, and America. Stuffed to the gunwales with Marines and smaller amphibious fighting vehicles, the LCACs would drive ashore under a barrage of naval gunfire support from the destroyers.

With a toehold thus established on the southern beaches, the U.S. Army paratroopers would drop at 0200. The 82nd Airborne, five thousand paratroopers strong, was on its way from Guam, the crown jewel in a thick swarm of massive C-17 cargo planes and Air Force fighter shepherds.

A gunnery sergeant on the ramp cried, “Cap’n Tate!”

“Here!” he barked in response.

“General to see you, sir.”

The MEU commander, General Mark Collins, stood on the deck in his faded camos. Tate’s colonel was behind him. They motioned him to move farther from the ramp for privacy. Collins’ face was serious and hard.

“You ready?” the general asked.

“Yes, sir,” Tate said. “Ready.” He remembered the letter O’Leary had handed him. “From one of my platoon commanders,” he said. “Can someone mail it?”

Collins handed the letter to the colonel, then placed a fatherly hand on Tate’s shoulder.

“Semper fi, Captain.”

“Semper fi,” Tate answered, shaking the general’s hand with an iron grip.
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Miles ahead of the Marines, Kyle Wallace stood on the fantail of his flagship, the Arleigh Burke–class destroyer Higgins, looking up at the Little Dipper. He took a final puff on his cigar and chucked it into the churning wake.

He turned and watched his sailors working in the shielded red lights of the hangar bay. The SH-60 Seahawk helicopters had departed minutes before, screening far and wide for Chinese submarines. Wallace said a few words of encouragement to the aviation maintenance technicians stowing the launch gear, then undogged the watertight hatch to enter the ship.

The passageways were contrastingly bright, making him squint. The air smelled faintly of oregano. Dinner was wrapping up in the crew’s mess below. The ship’s skipper, Jeff Jefferson, considered homemade pizza a morale boost and had ordered Higgins’ chefs to make twice as much as usual, warning the crew it might be their last hot galley meal for a while.

With their bellies full and their general quarters helmets on their heads, crew-members rushed past Wallace, casting respectful glances that he returned with nods.

It wasn’t unusual to see the commodore down in the mess, away from the officers’ wardroom, but his presence still sparked excitement. Before he knew it, chiefs, petty officers, and seamen were coming out of the ship’s compartments, wishing him a good evening and assuring him they were ready for what was to come.

Wallace smiled to himself as he made his way toward the bridge. Morale on Jefferson’s ship did indeed look good—perhaps the skipper had been right about the pizza. Wallace was too modest a man to realize that it was he who filled the crew with pride and Higgins with vim and vigor. Aside from the major bomber force of Doo-little Two, Destroyer Squadron 15 had proved to be America’s most effective response to the PLA’s aggression. His destroyer squadron detachment—three Arleigh Burkes that hunted like a wolfpack—had sunk two Chinese destroyers and a corvette on the first night of the conflict. Murphy had likely damaged a Chinese submarine, chasing it away with her ASROC missiles. Higgins fended off an air attack with her Sea Sparrow point defense system and a barrage of SAMs, sustaining only light damage. Hopper claimed two air kills after overwhelming a shore-based PLAAF squadron of JH-7 attack bombers.

Wallace was oblivious to the squadron’s burgeoning reverence for him. He had no idea that Hopper’s Command Master Chief called him Braveheart because his last name was Wallace, like William Wallace. The name stuck and spread.

When Hopper’s crew heard they were to receive a presidential unit citation for drilling a Tomahawk into the Chinese destroyer Lhasa’s hull, the weapons division painted their faces in blue and yellow stripes like the Scottish warriors in the movie. A yeoman on Murphy photoshopped Wallace’s official Navy photo with Clint Eastwood’s steely eyes to create a poster that read “Go Ahead, Make My Day” at the bottom.

“Commodore on deck,” Jefferson announced when Wallace entered the dark realm of the combat information center.

“Don’t mind me,” Wallace said to the others in CIC in a hoarse whisper. He silently surveyed the various plots and scopes, listening to the technicians’ mumbled commands to each other or Jefferson. The squadron stalked across the invisible barrier of the Chinese blockade, forming the vanguard of Task Force 74. Their orders were to “open the gate” for the invasion force. Wallace and his three skippers could clear the lane of enemy mines, submarines, surface ships, and aircraft.

The tactics Wallace employed in the battlespace were much different from the ones he’d trained throughout his career to use. It seemed to him that the naval warfare strategies had perversely reverted to the past rather than evolving. The old was new again.

Almost blind without satellites and sensors, Wallace kept his squadron in its assigned battle box, communicating with his subordinate ships with semaphore flags and signal lamps. Lacking radar, he sent his pilots aloft constantly in visual searches. The only nods to modernity were the passive sensors—the helicopter-deployed sonobuoys and magnetic anomaly detectors that looked for submarines and the towed array sonar the destroyers carried.

They were calling it the Hide-and-Seek War, but Wallace thought of a different children’s game: blindman’s bluff.

After a few minutes Wallace left CIC and pulled himself up the ladder to the bridge, where he found the XO at the window with his binoculars pressed to his eyes. The junior officer of the deck spotted him and announced his presence. Wallace hushed the JOOD and told the watch-standers to stay as they were. He studied the navigation chart for a half-minute under the red light.

Then he walked across the bridge and hoisted himself into a chair that raised up and down on a chrome pole like a barber’s chair. The chair’s back was emblazoned with a big round patch featuring the Destroyer Squadron 15 seal with Wallace’s name in yellow. Below it were three additional patches of red ship silhouettes—the squadron’s accumulated kills.

The helicopter detachment’s equipment rigger had designed and sewn the patches himself. When Wallace first saw them on the back of the chair, the equipment rigger was on the bridge watching expectantly with his cap in his hands. Wallace quietly thanked him and said he looked forward to adding more ship silhouettes.

Now, he swiveled in the seat to take in the 180-degree view. A blinking signal lamp in the distance was Murphy reporting in. A dozen miles behind the squadron, Wasp, America, Boxer, and Canberra gathered for the assault—five thousand Marines were preparing for the largest amphibious invasion since D-day.

Thus far, the Chinese had played down their military intervention in Taitung, passing it off as an internal security matter. With their naval blockade extending hundreds of miles out from the island, their war was at sea with the Americans and Australians. By sinking the mighty Stennis carrier strike group, they had clearly demonstrated their will and ability to fight. Wallace had said as much to his skippers in a blinking signal lamp message an hour before, adding, “Now, it’s time to show ours.”

“Depth thirty fathoms,” the XO announced.

Wallace hopped down from the chair and looked at the paper chart his navigator had marked with star fixes. They were approaching Taiwan’s outer shelf, where the seafloor would become jagged with seamounts.

It was time to open the gate.

“XO,” Wallace said.

“Sir.”

“Tell the signal bridge to commence minesweeping across the squadron.”

“Minesweeping aye, sir.” The XO moved to the intercom. “Bridge, CIC.”

“Go, Bridge.”

“Commence antimine and antisubmarine sweep.”

Wallace descended the ladder to CIC, where he found Jefferson hovering over an advanced sonar console that painted a picture of the sea bottom. He was looking for the chains, anchors, or blocks that might hold mines that could damage the amphibs behind them.

“I wish they hadn’t killed the RMS program,” Jefferson said to Wallace. “Would come in pretty handy right now.” The Remote Mine System, a semi-autonomous naval drone designed to range miles ahead of the destroyers, was canceled for the Arleigh Burkes in 2016.

“We have a good picture,” Jefferson said, leaning over the sonarman’s shoulder. “And we have the helos with the sonobuoys on our flanks, maximizing our range.”

Wallace shoved his hands in his pockets, studying the large-screen display on the forward bulkhead. He mentally ran through his ship’s weapons status as they neared the coast.

The destroyer’s sonar information was integrated into the ship’s Aegis Combat System. If sonar detected a mine or a submarine, Aegis would automatically pass a targeting solution to any of the various missiles in the vertical launch tubes, allowing Wallace to react with near-instant precision. Likewise, if an enemy aircraft or missile appeared in the skies, Aegis would select an extended range SM-6 ERAM missile from a launch tube to take it down at a range of more than a hundred miles.

That was all well and good—except that the squadron’s previous engagements over the prior two weeks had depleted its missile inventories by 60 percent. Moreover, PACFLT had sent a flash message warning combatant commanders that resupplies would be slow. Missile stocks were down all across the nation’s armed forces.

Wallace made peace with the shortage. The 40 percent remaining in his arsenal still packed a fearsome punch.

“Sonar contact!” the sonarman barked excitedly. “Multiple!”

Jefferson leaned far over the petty officer’s shoulders. “Where?”

“There, sir.”

“What are they?”

“Computer doesn’t recognize them. Sound profile shows them as small submarines, maybe twenty or thirty feet long. Based on the speed and distance—”

“Torpedoes in the water!” a second sonar technician shouted. “One nautical mile, bearing zero-zero-three relative! Estimate one minute to closure!”

Jefferson angled his head to the Tactical Action Officer on duty. “Deploy Nixie! Launch ASROCs!”

TAO’s hands raced across her control panel as she deployed the towed decoy torpedoes that would lure the incoming fish harmlessly astern. She shouted maneuvering orders to the bridge. Wallace felt the deck plates vibrate as TAO launched the antisubmarine rockets that would convert to torpedoes. Another status board showed the Nixie unwinding. The whoosh of the rocket exhausts rumbled through the bulkheads like a thunderclap as the ship leaned.

As he studied the main sonar threat screen, his heart sank. At least twenty small submarines—perhaps more—were spread like a fan off the eastern shore of Green Island. Even as he watched, another ten appeared on the screen. A phrase from the early days of his training on Russian and Chinese naval tactics popped into his head: Quantity has a quality all its own.

But where had that quantity come from? It made so little sense that he half wondered if Higgins’ systems were going haywire.

Jefferson was equally confused. “What the hell?” he asked in stunned disbelief. TAO and the sonarmen rattled off targeting data, overwhelmed by the sheer number of undersea contacts, shouting to be heard over the departing rockets.

The skipper stepped back to allow the sailors to complete the firing procedures. “Where’d they come from? We had nothing on passive sonar.”

“I think they must have sprung up from the bottom,” Wallace replied evenly. “It’s an undersea drone swarm. They’re using them instead of mines. Deploy everything we have, Jeff. Everything.”

“TAO, launch all ASROCs!” Jefferson hollered.

The salvo of launching rockets shook the ship down to her keel. When the blasts echoed away, an explosion behind them rattled the bulkhead. Nixie had done its job, luring away one of the torpedoes. Wallace could see a few more trending astern. The metal speakers chirped with so many active sonar pings that CIC sounded like a summer night alive with crickets.

Jefferson and TAO shouted more maneuvering orders to the bridge, directing the ship into evasive, flank-speed turns. Wallace steadied himself with a hand on a girder, listening to the information, watching the scopes. To east and west, Hopper and Murphy were zigzagging. The computer-generated lines on the display representing the torpedoes looked like a hundred spears thrown at his three ships.

“Break radio silence,” Wallace said rapidly to Jefferson. “We have to tell the amphibs to get out of here. Give the abort code over the HF. Now, Jeff, now. Abort.”

“Aye, Commodore!”

Jefferson repeated the orders to the comms officer, then ordered a reversing turn that would pull Nixie across the bulk of the incoming torpedoes, trying to lure away as many as possible. At least five were within a quarter mile, fifteen seconds from hitting them.

Wallace watched sadly. Jeff Jefferson was a good skipper, as were the other captains in this squadron detachment, the vanguard of Task Force 74. The three destroyers Higgins, Murphy, and Hopper were fearsome weapons platforms, the most technically advanced, longest-range naval defense systems in the world’s best blue-water navy.

He braced for the impact of the first of the torpedoes that were about to drill into his flagship’s hull, obliterating it.

His last thoughts were of his wife, Stephanie, who’d died in a car crash on Kamehameha Highway—and Kelly Cole, the woman he’d loved but never truly had.
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The order came to Mung’s pager in a series of numbers beamed down from the overhead glider to the laser receiver his men had set up on the headland.

The high-altitude balloons scattered across the Philippine Sea were equipped with thermal sensors. If a sensor detected the warm exhaust of a ship, the balloon relayed the information on a data channel modulated to fit a high-frequency laser wave.

The optical communication signals were relayed via a chain of high-altitude balloons until one was close enough to connect with a glider loitering in the stratosphere. The glider subsequently reflected the beam to a ground-based microcontroller, which in turn bounced the signal to a glider constellation over the Taiwan Strait and eventually to the command post on Hainan Island.

But Mung cared only about that final step. He knew that the system worked and that American sensors could not detect or hack the signals. It was his mission to deploy the microcontrollers on the headland east of Taitung City, the location in the best position to catch incoming transmissions from the American fleet.

According to the coded string of numbers in his receiver, the system had done exactly that.

He jogged to the Sea Dragons at the missile batteries hidden under the netting. The PLA Rocket Forces colonel in charge was hunched over a laptop. “I have the fire order,” Mung announced over the generator’s steady hum.

“We know,” the colonel replied. “Get your men in position.”

Mung saw flashes on the southern horizon, well beyond Green Island. “Is that the attack?” he asked the colonel. “Has it started?

“Yes,” the colonel said after a distracted glance away from his monitor. “What are you waiting for? Do your job.”

Mung didn’t like the missileer colonel. He had arrived in Taitung on a cargo flight with ten technicians and had quickly taken charge of Mung’s men, ordering them to muscle his equipment to the headland like they were stevedores rather than highly trained commandos.

“Don’t you need to verify the code?” Mung tilted his laser communications pager toward the officer.

“No. The coordinates are already in the system. We’re networked to the receiver. Now get your men ready for the reloads. We fire on my command.”

“How many missiles?”

“Prepare for all thirty,” he said. “Get to it, Commander.”

Mung sprinted down the sandy trail to the depot where his men had stacked the heavy missile crates. His chief, Deng, was standing ten meters beyond the stack smoking a cigarette and watching the horizon.

Deng dropped his cigarette in the sand and buried it with his toe when he saw Mung coming. “I know,” Deng said sheepishly. “No smoking. But I was outside the safe zone.”

Mung ignored the transgression. “I want twenty men standing by for reload.”

“The fire order came?”

“Yes. The colonel wants us ready to shoot the whole arsenal.”

Mung looked out at the black sea. Another yellow spark lit the horizon. “I wish they had let the American Marines get here first,” he said. “It’s not fair that the missileers should have all the fun.”
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Commander Guo Zhiyu was in his stateroom reviewing fuel and ammo allocations among Fujian’s four fighter squadrons when the alert bell clanged. Already clad in the blue flight suit of a PLA naval aviator, Zhiyu scurried up the ladders to the squadron spaces.

Fujian’s XO briefed him on the situation as Zhiyu snugged up his G suit. The lead American destroyers had been neutralized, but the main invasion force was still moving forward.

While he tightened straps and zippers, he learned that the laser surveillance system was detecting the heat plumes of warming aircraft—they would be F-35 Lightning fighters, V-22 Osprey long-range troop transports, and AH-1 Viper attack helicopters.

After the XO finished the briefing and departed the ready room, Zhiyu studied aerial charts while his remaining squadron pilots finished zipping up their G suits. A minute later on the flight deck, the plane captains moved the squadron’s J-15s to the electromagnetic catapults.

Zhiyu strapped into the cockpit of his twin-tailed, fire-breathing dragon, the lead aircraft. A green light at the edge of the bow told him Fujian was at flank speed, ready to launch the first aircraft. He lit the engines and warmed his passive weapons systems. When all was ready, he pushed his throttles to launch position, signaled the catapult officer with his gloved hand, and shot into the night sky.

The optical surveillance system fed the targeting information into his air-to-air missiles. The airborne targets were low and slow, just taking off from the American amphibious carriers thirty miles away.

As a professional warrior, Zhiyu approved of the tactics.

But as an experienced fighter pilot, he thought it looked too easy.
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“My God! My God!” Ron whispered. He nearly tripped as he rushed through the darkness to the bunker’s entrance. “Carl!” he called softly, trying not to wake the others sleeping inside. “Get down here! Now!”

“Can’t come now,” Carl whispered back through cupped hands. “I’m seeing flashes on the horizon. The attack’s begun! Come up here!”

“You’re not getting it,” Ron responded. He would have been annoyed had he not been so pleased with himself. “The radio works!”

Carl pounded down the steps. “What do you mean, works?” he asked, scratching his forehead.

“You know how it powered up a few hours ago?”

“I was there, Ron.”

“Well, I’ve got someone on the long wave. I’ve got a person, Carl.”

“What if it’s a Chinese?”

“He’s an Australian. We talked in the upper three hundreds of the kilohertz band. I was in the ham club, remember.”

“Who is he?”

“Some old nutter who lives in Alice Springs.”

“Why is he in Alice Springs?”

Ron huffed in frustration. “I don’t bloody know. That’s not important. What matters is that I told him about us. Where we are. He’s going to get word to our families.”

“But … did you tell him I have intelligence on the Chinese navy?”

“Yes, Carl. I told him that, too.”

“So what do we do now?”

“We sit here and wait for him to respond, of course. He’ll tell us what the authorities have to say.”

“What authorities?”

“The Australian military, for heaven’s sake. He’s going to contact them.”

“Grand,” Carl said. “I have to get back to the roof. The attack’s started.”

“Fine,” Ron grumbled.

At the top of the stairs, Carl settled back into his seat and watched the dark horizon. Logbook in hand, he held a flashlight in his mouth to check an old wet compass Nick had found among the calcified Japanese equipment. He tested its needle by comparing it to the last star in the Little Dipper, Polaris, due north.

The north arrow swung as expected. Carl waited for more flashes, intent on recording their bearings. There were a couple of swallows left in the whiskey bottle, and he tipped it back.

On his second nip, he glimpsed three bright streaks of fire extending from somewhere beneath the cliffs below him. He put the bottle down and gasped as the glowing lines stretched to the horizon. He anxiously scribbled the event down in his log, describing the projectiles as antiship missiles launched from a coastal battery.






CHAPTER 45PHILIPPINE SEA


The roar of the third F-35 Lightning had barely faded away when Tate sensed the rotors over his head beginning to spin.

While the Osprey’s engines shook and shuddered, Tate listened via his helmet intercom to the communications between the Marine pilots. Four Lightnings each from Wasp, Boxer, and America were transitioning out of vertical flight. On Wasp, Osprey One was leaving the deck. Osprey Two was about to lift behind it. Tate scrunched his neck uncomfortably to watch through the tiny window as he waited on his bird, Osprey Three, to lift.

His jaw dropped in shock.

Directly above him, Osprey One exploded in a bright fireball, drifted sideways, and disappeared. Osprey Two’s port engine nacelle burst into flames. It collapsed to the deck in a secondary explosion that shook Tate’s plane.

“Abort! Abort! Abort!” a voice screamed in the helmet speakers. Osprey Three’s cargo ramp was already dropping down behind him.

His Marines looked to him for orders. “Evacuate!” he hollered as he jumped to his feet.

Heat and smoke poured through the ramp opening. Tate’s chest heaved as he coughed and struggled out of his parachute rig. “On me!” he shouted through the coughs. He climbed over the angled ramp while it was still on its way down.

Osprey Three was on fire, caught up in the blazing crash of Osprey Two. The inferno formed into a flaming tornado whose force knocked Tate flat on his back. His eyes facing the sky, he saw a streaking yellow light and realized it was an F-35 hurtling out of control, on fire.

Two Navy sailors grabbed his combat vest’s shoulder straps and dragged him backward, away from the ramp. Returning to his senses, he shook free of them and rolled to a crouch, preparing to run back into the fire to get his men.

Before he could move forward, Osprey Three erupted, sending one of its two rotors spinning aloft like a toy. The rotor cartwheeled down the deck, sawing an AH-1 Viper helicopter in half. Tate coughed and spit as he clawed his way to his feet.

The company gunny seized his collar. “Flight deck’s going up!” he bellowed. “We have to get our Marines below now!”

Tate pointed at the burning Ospreys, already unrecognizable as aircraft.

“We got everyone out we could!” the gunny screamed.

Tate put his hands on his knees, dry heaving. The gunny jerked him upright. “Whole ordnance cart’s about to blow, sir!”

Yanked up by the gunnery sergeant, Tate swerved sideways into the path of a running sailor with a firehose. At first, he thought he was just dizzy, but then realized the flight deck was tilted. Wind swirled black smoke across his face until the gunny pulled him behind the amphib’s superstructure and into the aft portion of the ship’s island, in the lee of the rushing wind. The Marines who’d made it out were bunched against the metal bulkheads, some still struggling to get out of their smoking parachutes. The uniforms had burned away on a few of them, exposing charred flesh.

“Stern’s low!” the gunny hollered with his hands cupped to his mouth. “Ship’s hit bad! What do you want to do, sir? We stay topside and brave the fire so we can abandon ship if we have to?”

Broken thoughts tumbled through Tate’s head. He struggled to put them together into a coherent plan. He glanced around the corner at the curtain of flames in front of the ruined aircraft. Firemen were blasting foam at it, retreating back toward the Marines. The gunny was right. Ordnance for the attack helicopters and F-35s had been assembled amidships on the flight deck. When the inferno reached it, nothing would be left of the deck.

“Gunny!” Tate roared. “Get in there to ops and tell the LCAC drivers to fire up!”

The gunnery sergeant nodded once and disappeared inside the island.

“LCAC?” a Navy fireman in a red jersey screamed over the chaos on deck. “They said abort! There ain’t gonna be an invasion. You need to get your people to your mustering station! This deck’s going to blow!”

Tate ignored him. “Marines! Follow me!”

They descended the decks, passing firemen, damage controlmen, and sailors rushing up to their mustering stations. Lights blinked as the ship’s power wavered. Emergency klaxons screeched.

“Gangway!” Tate screamed at anyone who got in the way. Sailors flattened themselves against the bulkheads to let the warriors pass. Whenever Tate encountered a brother Marine, he seized the man by the arm and dragged him into line.

When they finally reached the well deck, the FORECON Marines had collected a hundred others from the main force. Both LCACs were running, their inflatable skirts filled with air. The big landing craft hadn’t yet been loaded with the light amphibious vehicles they were to carry ashore, because that phase of the attack was supposed to have been hours from now.

Staying on the catwalk above the craft, Tate ordered the Marines on board. Water poured in through the baffles, flooding the well deck. The Navy chief charged with the lead LCAC shouted to Tate that they wouldn’t make it over the stern launch ramp if the water got much higher. Wasp was taking on water; there was no telling how long she would last. Tate remained on the catwalk, pulling Marines from the passageways and shoving them down to the boats.

When the space between the top of the launch ramp had narrowed to just twenty feet, barely enough for the LCACs to make it through, Tate leaped aboard, landing atop four men, and gave the order to move out. The two LCACs screamed through the opening, slamming over the wake.

They’d gone less than a quarter mile when they were bathed in orange light as bright as a sunrise. The ordnance on the flight deck had ignited, sending one burning sphere after another skyward in a forest of flaming mushrooms.

The LCAC driver reduced speed. The men were stunned speechless as they watched the ship burn. Far on the horizon they could see three other ships on fire. A Navy chief assigned to the LCAC made his way to Tate.

“We’re too far from shore to make this much of an assault!” the chief shouted over the noisy turbines.

“This isn’t an assault anymore,” Tate shouted back, his smoke-reddened eyes fixed on the listing Wasp. “This is a rescue. Circle the ship. Look for survivors.”






PART IVRED TIDE







CHAPTER 46CORONADO, CALIFORNIA


Admiral Will Cole stood on the tarmac letting the Southern California sun warm his face. Wearing his khaki uniform, luggage at his feet, he squinted through his sunglasses at San Diego across the bay from North Island Naval Air Station, a short ferry ride away. A quarter mile across the airfield on a runway facing the Pacific, an F/A-18E ran up its engines, released its brakes, and shot over the waves.

The morning mist that San Diegans call the “June Gloom” had blown away. It was getting hot, and Cole was grateful for his khaki cover as he watched a sailboat tack by only a few yards away from him. Across the calm blue water, airliners touched down at Lindbergh Field. To the south, a destroyer glided beneath the high arc of the Coronado Bay Bridge. Soon it would run down the channel between Coronado and Point Loma, following the Hornet into the Pacific.

The lack of Navy ships in the harbor was the only obvious sign of the war and the great disaster in the Philippine Sea. Most of the fleet had surged to Pearl Harbor, Guam, or Subic to await PACFLT’s next move.

An SH-60 Sea Hawk helicopter whipped in front of Cole with a dipping sonar boom sucked up against its fuselage. It turned up the bay with a roar and headed toward the city skyscrapers. Sweeping the skyline, Cole’s eyes rested on the familiar shape of the retired carrier Midway, CV 43. She was moored across the water at a civilian pier by the tall buildings. Fully dressed, her bright flags hung from her masts like drying laundry.

The warm sun and salt air conjured a flood of Coronado memories—the family’s flat-roofed rambler on Orange Avenue, his first command down at the Thirty-Second Street Naval Yard, his ludicrous attempts to learn to surf while Lucy and Jamie took to it like dolphins.

Henry had graduated from Coronado High School before shipping off to Annapolis. Will taught Lucy and Jamie to ride their bikes on the charming town’s wide, safe streets. He and Kelly led the kids on rides along the Avenue of Heroes, a thoroughfare with banners that carried the faces of famed naval aviators; like Midway, a nod to past triumphs.

He was a vagabond of military life, but if Will Cole were to declare a hometown, Coronado would be it.

And yet, gazing down the beach to the red spires of the Hotel Del Coronado, the city’s greatest landmark, Cole could feel nothing but sadness—because he felt the Navy, his Navy, had failed the town that had so long revered it.

“You want one of these?” Sorkin asked. The Reserve commander dropped a calfskin bag beside Will’s green duffle and held out a protein bar.

Cole had eaten breakfast alone at the BOQ that morning, hours before. Sorkin had stayed at the Del. He’d offered to pay for to Will stay at the grand Victorian hotel too, but Cole refused.

“Sure,” Cole replied, accepting the protein bar. “Where’d you get it?”

“Over there at the base ops building. Vending machine.”

“Why, Gabe, am I finally going to see you eat something?”

Sorkin shrugged. “I went for a walk on the beach this morning. Must have sparked my appetite. I’ll have you know I also got down a breakfast of poached eggs and smoked salmon. Why are you looking at me like that, Admiral?”

Cole wiped the grin from his face and shoved the protein bar in his pocket. “Have you ever flown on a COD, Gabe?”

The twin-engine Carrier Onboard Delivery plane was going to pick them up here at North Island and whisk them out to sea to land on Lincoln.

“No,” Sorkin said, “never have. Why is that funny?”

“You’ll see. Here comes our winged chariot now.”

A 1960s-era C-2 Greyhound from a Reserve squadron buzzed overhead and turned into the break. The ungainly aircraft circled the field once, landed in a screech of tires, and taxied up to them, its twin props warbling, its thick fuselage appearing to sag with age.

The plane barely stopped as a crewman hopped out of a cargo door, saluted, and helped the admiral and the commander to their seats before stowing their bags in the back. The cramped, dark interior smelled of gas, old sweat, and engine exhaust.

The crewman pulled the straps at Cole’s shoulders and then did the same to Sorkin, nearly breaking the commander’s fragile ribs and making him cough. He plopped Micky Mouse–style noise deadeners over the officers’ ears, sealed the door, and leaped into the backseat. The engines revved, the wheels bumped to the end of the runway, and the ungainly aircraft turned for takeoff. Sorkin darted a worried glance at Cole and swallowed the last of his protein bar as the engines revved and the plane rumbled skyward.

The fuel odors got worse during the turbulent ride. Sorkin’s pallor shifted from white to green as he was bucked about. He sat stoically with his eyes closed and a barf bag on his lap. Cole found the steady buzz and hum of the engines relaxing and nodded off.

He awoke when the COD tilted into a jarring sideways turn. Looking forward through the pilot’s windshield, he spotted Lincoln’s fantail atop a long white wake, alone on the wide blue sea. His eardrums thrummed as the pilot lowered the wing flaps. The plane slowed dramatically. The engine pitch changed a dozen times as Lincoln’s fantail grew larger in the windshield and then disappeared altogether.

Cole braced his arms against the back of a seat. Eyes widening, Sorkin did the same. The engines went quiet, as though they were about to ditch. Moments later, the plane tilted up and slammed into the carrier’s deck, snagging the arresting wire with its tailhook.

The COD decelerated from 140 knots to a dead stop in two seconds, flinging the visiting officers against their restraints. When the pressure finally relented, Sorkin breathed into the bag, inflating and deflating the crinkling paper like a party favor. Cole wondered how in the hell his son Henry could do this for a living.

The door opened, and fuel-tainted sea air streamed in over roaring jet noise. The crewman climbed over them from his rear seat and began releasing their straps. A flight deck sailor in goggles and a purple turtleneck reached in and guided them to their feet. A slight, purple-shirted woman hoisted their bags over her shoulders with surprising strength and ran off.

Captain Beau Duarte, wearing ear covers and goggles, shook their hands with a wide grin when they unfolded themselves onto the black nonskid flight deck.

Nearby, an F/A-18E thundered into a slot on the catapult, preparing to launch. Cole lingered for a moment, watching the screeching Hornet and the wispy steam from the catapult. The aircraft carried the tail markings of Henry’s squadron from Vinson.

Lincoln’s five-acre flight deck was crowded with the rest of Vinson’s air wing. The planes, wings folded, overhung the flight deck’s edges. She was on a direct course to the Western Pacific, joining the fray six months ahead of her scheduled release from drydock.

Duarte pulled Cole’s ear covering free and screamed over the jet noise. “This way, sir!” Cole and Sorkin followed his waving arm, squashing their covers against their chests.

The watertight door closed behind them with a thump, replacing jet noises with the din of a ship underway. The air smelled of floor wax, axle grease, and people. Sailors, officers, and civilian workers crowded the passageways, nearly all carrying tools, laptops, or equipment. Every one of them hurried. No one stood still.

“Good to see you, Admiral,” Duarte said. “Bremerton seems like a long time ago. Come this way.” He directed them through one steel knee-knocker after another, often ducking or stepping over work in progress. They avoided ladders, tarps, and tools strewn on the deck. Twice they were forced to turn sideways to dodge a welding torch. Cole heard what sounded like jackhammers on the deck below him.

“Watch that wire,” Duarte said, pointing to the deck as he guided them to a ladder. He had replaced his helmet with a weathered ball cap once they got inside, explaining that he’d been down in the engineering spaces all morning. Cole noticed half-moons of dark grease under his fingernails.

“You guys are busy, Skipper, and we don’t want to interrupt,” Cole said. “Just tell us where to go. We’ll set up shop in whatever vacant space you have.”

“We’re here only because of you, Admiral. We’d still be in drydock if you hadn’t convinced the Navy we could finish the maintenance underway. Let me return the favor. I’m taking you up to the flag quarters.”

He led them to a ladder and began the climb. Sorkin’s footsteps grew fainter as he fell behind, struggling to keep up. Cole stopped a few times to wait.

“Sorry for the rush,” Duarte called down from above. “PACFLT is on the phone for you. He’s been waiting. We need to hustle because we don’t know when the call will drop.”

Hurrying up the ladders, Cole was surprised to hear that Adams wanted to talk to him. He had enough to do in Pearl Harbor. Less than a week after Task Force 74’s invasion failed, Washington wanted answers—and retribution.

The amphibs Wasp, Boxer, America, and Canberra had limped back to Subic with heavy damage. The destroyers Higgins, Murphy, and Hopper had gone down in a hellish torpedo barrage miles from Taiwan’s southern shore. Rumors that Chinese planes strafed the survivors had sparked fury across the Navy.

The Chairman of the Chinese Communist Party, de facto dictator of the vast, ancient kingdom, lectured the world in an address to his national congress after the failed assault. He warned that American aggression would not be tolerated. He reiterated his peaceful intentions to ensure fair global access to Taiwan’s vital resources. He proclaimed Taiwan a new Special Administrative Zone of the PRC and magnanimously granted a ten-year horizon for the ROC and PRC to merge.

Aside from the airmen and FORECON Marines killed in the vulnerable Ospreys, most of those deployed to the task force survived. Those who’d been thrown overboard when Wasp’s flight deck blew were plucked from the waters by the hastily deployed LCACs.

Cole had seen Captain Marshal Tate’s name among the FORECON survivors and immediately called Lucy, who was still with Kelly in Darwin awaiting a flight home.

The conversation with his wife and daughter had been rushed. The circuits flowing through the undersea cables to Australia were in high demand and unreliable. The NSA reported that several cables that served the South China Sea had been severed by PLAN special operations forces.

After Will finished reassuring Lucy, he prepared to tell Kelly about Kyle Wallace. He still held himself responsible for pushing Kelly into Wallace’s arms, and for PACFLT sending Kyle to Higgins. Now he felt the added weight of Wallace’s death.

But as soon as Kelly took the phone from Lucy, Cole could tell by her strained greeting that she’d already heard. The overloaded circuits dropped the call before he could find the words to express his regret and offer awkward comfort.

“This is Admiral Wilson Cole on the line,” he said now as he pressed the wall-mounted radiophone to his ear in Lincoln’s flag officer quarters. Sorkin waited in the adjoining flag plot abutting the flag bridge. The lofty flag spaces were crammed with the intelligence, sensor, and communications gear that allowed a commanding admiral to direct the workings of a fleet.

“Wait one for the admiral,” a yeoman in Pearl Harbor replied.

“You there, Will?”

“I’m here, Al.”

“Is Sorkin with you?”

“He’s in flag plot, next door. We’d better keep this quick. We’ll be out of the ship’s comms relays soon. We’re headed west at flank speed, already a few hundred miles from Coronado.”

“Glad to hear it. The faster the better,” Triple-A said.

Sunlight streamed through an open porthole in the flag quarters five decks above the flight deck. Will stood up to close it to lessen the noise from the screeching jets.

“That plan you submitted,” PACFLT began. “How much time would it take to ready it for execution?”

Cole inhaled sharply. In the aftermath of the Philippine Sea disaster, Sorkin had talked him into sending PACFLT an abstract of his Fifth Platform dissertation, a status report on the Thresher drones, and a tactical summary of a retooled invasion force. Cole whittled the ninety-page document to ten before sending it to Triple-A.

“Does that mean you’re considering it, sir?” Cole asked.

“More than considering. So how long would it take?”

“About three weeks, sir.”

“Roger that. I want you and Sorkin to get to work on it.”

“Do you mean that, Al? It’s not exactly the kind of strategy we talked about back in Newport.”

“Chip supplies are dwindling every day. The ROC defense forces have retreated to the north, and frankly, they don’t have the capacity to retake Taitung. The strategy you and Sorkin came up with is the only thing I’ve seen that might surprise them. You’ve got your three weeks. Make it happen, Mr. Cole.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes, sir. Who are you appointing to run it?”

“You. Congratulations, Will. You’re a vice admiral. Now take your three stars, Lincoln, and any ship in my fleet and go kick the hell out of these lying bastards.”






CHAPTER 47USS LINCOLN


When Cole entered flag plot, Sorkin was canted forward on a chair, his bony arms on his knees. He held a four-page printed naval communiqué in his hands.

“Captain Duarte dropped this off for me while you were on the phone,” he said. “It went out to the entire Pacific Fleet.” Sorkin held the dispatch out to Cole.

Cole scanned the message, his head still swimming from the brief conversation with PACFLT. The first page announced that he—Wilson Grant Cole—was promoted to vice admiral and that he was tasked with leading operations in the Philippine Sea. The following pages listed all the units that were now under his command. A quick glance seemed to indicate that it was just about every ship in the Pacific.

“Congratulations, Vice Admiral Cole,” Sorkin said. “I guess this is the last I’ll be seeing of you for a while.”

“It is, indeed,” Cole replied, looking up from the paper. “We’re executing your Fifth Platform. You’re off to Guam, Mr. Sorkin.”

Sorkin’s mouth opened in shock. “Adams approved the whole thing? All the tactics we sent in? Really?”

“Yes, really. The whole shebang. Be careful what you wish for, Gabe. I’m frocking you to captain so you can order those Seabees and SEALs in WestPac around.”

Sorkin responded with his feral grin. “I’m not leaving before you address the crew, sir. Captain Duarte wants you down in the hangar bay.”

[image: ]
Duarte introduced Cole standing on a hastily constructed stage of stacked red metal cruise boxes. Through the hangar bay’s echoing speakers Cole heard himself called a vice admiral in public for the first time.

He studied the faces of the thousand sailors, aviators, and officers standing at parade rest in the orange hangar lights. They seemed to be looking at him rather dubiously.

He didn’t blame them. Earlier that day, when he saw Midway resting by the skyscrapers, he contemplated the nature of national memory. His grandfather fought in World War II. His father was a naval officer during the darkest days of the Cold War. But even to him, those periods were beginning to feel as remote as the age of sail.

Will Cole was commissioned in the mid-1990s, post–Cold War, when America’s sea dominance was indisputable. That had been the case all his life—right up to the moment Stennis went down over the Marianas Trench.

Gripping the mic, the newly appointed task force commander cleared his throat as he gathered his thoughts. The audience darted glances at one another.

“Crew of the Lincoln. We face a challenge …” he began. He planned to touch on the events of the past and the great traditions the Navy carried on. From there he would tell them that this Navy had been knocked down before but had never been out.

But his throat tightened, and the words wouldn’t come, because it suddenly occurred to him that Sorkin was right. Overreliance on the past was a mistake. It was precisely that kind of arrogance that had led them into trap after trap.

He saw Sorkin at the edge of the dais, nodding slightly at him.

“Louder, sir!” shouted a chief petty officer in the front row.

What was it, Cole wondered in an eyeblink, that had created those past victories? He considered PACFLT’s point about Admiral Nimitz urging Yorktown back to sea. He thought of the brave flyers of Doolittle One and the heroic sacrifice of the airmen in Doolittle Two. He pictured Henry clawing his way back into the cockpit, Marshal Tate leaping from a burning Osprey into an LCAC, Kyle Wallace’s ill-fated destroyer detachment, and Sorkin’s dogged perseverance to spread his message even as his body withered away.

His kids had called the family the “Fighting Coles” when they were young. Lucy had kept that nickname alive. When Cole put a regular nameplate on the house in Haleiwa, Lucy carved another one in her high school wood shop and replaced Will’s plaque with “The Fighting Coles” etched in a slab of stained narra wood.

Studying the questioning eyes measuring him, Cole estimated the average age of the sailors standing before him as about twenty-five. They had no memory of nine-eleven, let alone the last great battles of World War II. The only fleet actions familiar to them were Stennis’ sinking, the bombardment of Guam, and the Philippine Sea disaster. And yet they carried on a great tradition, whether they knew it or not.

Most of the crew were the same age as his children, the second generation of the Fighting Coles. As Lucy had done for him, he would remind them of who they were—and what they were capable of doing.

He pulled off his khaki windbreaker with its starred epaulets and handed it to a sailor. With his jaw jutting over the microphone, his voice boomed from the rafters.

“Warriors,” he began, letting the word echo for a few seconds. “That’s what we are. Pilots, navigators, boatswains’ mates, yeomen, messmen, civilian contractors, ordnance techs, electricians. Officers, enlisted. Men, women. Black, white, brown. Country hicks, city slickers.

“It doesn’t matter who you are or where you came from. There is one thing that unites us all. We are American sea warriors.”

Their straightening backs and shining eyes suggested he’d surprised them. He glanced at Sorkin and saw the feral grin. The Reservist was inclining his head at Will, spots of pink restored to his cheeks.

Cole sucked in a long breath. “Warriors of Lincoln: I won’t mince words, because I’m sick of fancy talk—and because we all have a lot of work to do. I got this job twenty minutes ago. I wasn’t expecting to get it, so I haven’t prepared a speech; nor do I feel like giving one. But here you are, standing before me, expecting me to say something. So let me keep it simple. Let me tell you what’s on my mind.

“Since the end of the last great naval war in 1945, the United States Navy has enforced a free sea. We’ve done that because it served our national interest and also because it served the interests of humanity. By any measure—prosperity, birthrates, death rates, education—the world has flourished under our guardianship. We should be proud of that fact. It is irrefutable.

“Our enemy has made a gamble, trying to knock us out, to invert the lawful world order to fit their tyrannical ideology, which mocks the very concept of a free sea.

“From the beginning, they knew we American sea warriors were the only thing standing in the way of their strategic objectives, which are, first, to blockade Taiwan and gain total control of the semiconductors on which human progress depends; and second, to put a boot on the world’s neck by dominating its sea-lanes.

“They attacked us without provocation because they thought we were weak; and as we all know, they bloodied us badly. From the Stennis Strike Group to the Amphibious Readiness Group in the Philippine Sea, they killed thousands of our brothers and sisters. Their goal is to banish us from the Pacific—and I suspect they think they succeeded. But let me assure you, warriors, we are down, but we are not out—not by a long shot.”

Cole looked slowly around the hangar bay, seeing a new resolve in the men and women listening to him. He was about to explain the cost of that resolve. Have the courage to speak your truth, the self-help book said. The truth he had to deliver to these innocent ears gave him no pleasure, but it had to be done. He focused on the younger faces.

“Warriors, you need to understand something. As this ship steams west, she is heading into a great sea battle. The battle will be hard, one the likes of which this Navy has not seen in a long time. Like our proud forebears, we will struggle. More of us will die.

“But I promise you this: The battle will be decisive. We will take the initiative. We will go on the attack.

“Our enemy has forgotten how vicious we can be when we’re provoked. As a free people, we believe in mercy. But hit us hard enough, and we will be merciless. We, America’s sea warriors, are about to remind them of that. For when the wind pushes away the smoke of battle, the tide will have turned. Its shifting currents will flow red with the blood of our enemy.

“In the immortal words of America’s first sea warrior, John Paul Jones: I have not yet begun to fight. But FIGHT I will.”

The roar that followed those words echoed around the hangar bay with palpable force.

When Cole turned to retrieve his coat, he saw Duarte, the XO, CAG, and the Command Master Chief on their feet behind him applauding, their faces flushed, their jaws firm.

Duarte cupped his hands around Will’s ear. “They’re yours, now, Admiral, body and soul. If I were you, I’d jump down there.”

Will hopped down from the cruise boxes and disappeared into the boisterous crowd.






CHAPTER 48HONG KONG


Major Li Shio-Ling threw the Egyptian cotton sheet aside and slipped from the bed before FJ woke.

The penthouse curtains were drawn, and the sun had yet to crest the island’s peak to light the room with the glow of a new day. Li had been awake for an hour, shaken from sleep by the subtle buzz of her smartwatch. Since then, she’d been monitoring FJ, waiting for the slow breaths and snores that would tell her he was unlikely to wake. She touched his hip and got no response. The long breaths continued.

Clad only in the uncomfortable thong FJ liked her to wear, she crept to the bureau where SRC’s acting CEO deposited his watch, cufflinks, and phone at the end of every day. Listening to him snore steadily, she grabbed his phone and continued to the marble bathroom, where she quietly closed the door and leaned on the vanity. She typed FJ’s password and read his messages in the dark.

Most of the incoming work emails had been secretly rerouted through her account by a specialist from the Ministry who programmed an invisible firewall into the nest of SRC corporate servers. She spent much of her day filtering them, letting him see only what she wanted him to see.

She paid particular attention to the incoming communications from SRC’s American customers, often editing them to make sure they fit her narrative. FJ was too intimidated by senior executives from the customer base to take their calls. He was more than happy to let Li handle them. He didn’t know she also filtered their emails.

Fred was the outlier, the only real threat to her control of FJ. In their weeks in Hong Kong, she’d seen the head of Shenzhen operations drop notes in FJ’s hand when he wanted to discuss something. It was impossible to intercept them. Even more irritating, Fred would call FJ on his private line. He probably would have called customers directly too, but his English was poor. Her firewall took care of the emails he tried to send them.

Though he hadn’t said or written anything specific in his emails, Li was aware of Fred’s disdain for her. She knew he thought of her as a controlling, conniving woman who used her sex appeal to get what she wanted out of SRC’s favored son. Well, that was certainly true.

As long as Fred thought that’s all she was, she didn’t care. But since his alarming disappearance, she feared that he’d figured out she was also an officer of the MSS.

The Ministry was equally concerned. Her Beijing controllers rebuked her harshly when they learned that Fred Tsai, the second most important expert at SRC, had vanished.

Competing Ministry section chiefs accused Li of running a leaky op. They implied she’d let a fox run loose in the henhouse, positing that Fred Tsai might have been in the employ of the ROC intelligence services—or worse, the American CIA.

As she swiped through FJ’s messages, she wished the other section chiefs could see what she was seeing: the SRC CEO’s corporate inbox under her complete control.

She burned with anger at the perceived injustice. Though it would be heresy to write it down or say it out loud, her op had done more to advance the cause of reunification than a trillion dollars’ worth of defense spending, far more than the other section chiefs had done. Without launching the full-scale invasion the world expected, the PRC was bending the world to its will—all because she had FJ Chang wrapped around her little finger.

In the rigorous MSS training protocols, all officers studied the great Chinese military theorist Sun Tzu. One quote in particular came up again and again. It was an almost religious commandment because it was at the very core of the MSS mission: “To win one hundred victories in one hundred battles is not the acme of skill. To subdue the enemy without fighting is the acme of skill.”

Had her op not accomplished that?

Yes, there had been some fighting—but most of that was at sea and in self-defense. The ROC leaders had fled to the Philippines, and PRC-friendly politicians had taken their places. They had brought the world to heel with SRC’s vital chips—through her. How dare those section chiefs question her contributions.

But then there was the Fred Tsai problem.

Just as Li convinced FJ to order Shenzhen’s photolithography machines reprogrammed to better serve Chinese warhead manufacturers, Fred disappeared. He’d been missing for twelve hours before Li learned that he had ordered minute changes to the machines that sabotaged the vital Chinese hypersonic warheads. The bastard had set up the Shenzhen fab so that he alone possessed the combination of biometric and memory keys to change the settings on the machines.

She heard the sheets in the bedroom rustle. It wasn’t yet five a.m. FJ usually slept until six-thirty, when his hand would grope her smooth thighs until she opened them for him. FJ didn’t yet know she was taking him to Taitung. She hoped that his wife and two daughters would demand that he come home for a few days, giving her a much-needed break from his insistent affections.

He would try to avoid going back to Taitung, but she would see that he went. With Shenzhen’s fabs out of action for defense production, she needed to shift output at Taitung’s fabs. The MSS programmers in the fab reported that changes to the machines in Taitung could be made only by Sam Chang himself, just as Shenzhen could be manipulated only by Fred Tsai.

The email from the fake doctor saying that Sam would soon be well enough to travel was already in FJ’s inbox. It would take time to bring the old man safely out of his drugged fugue state and get him lucid enough to program the machines. The MSS doctor would pump him full of a new combination of drugs that would make him sentient yet compliant.

How bizarre, she mused, that an ancient CEO’s metabolism should set the timetable for China’s global domination.

She slipped through the bathroom door, replaced FJ’s phone on the dresser, and slid back beneath the sheets. It was almost time. His breathing was getting shallower, and morning light was peeking through the curtains. She stroked his crotch to wake him. He smiled, turned to her, and plucked the thong off her body.

When it was over, she made espressos that they sipped naked against the headboard.

FJ scrolled through his inbox. “Ah!” he exclaimed. “There’s a message from the doctor about Baba.”

“Really?”

“Good news. She thinks he’ll be well enough to return to Taitung. She says that getting him back to the fabs would be very good for him, since that’s his regular routine.”

“Oh, FJ,” she said. “That’s wonderful. I’ll set up the travel arrangements this morning. We’ll all go.”

He dropped the phone to his lap. “Should we leave here? Is that a good idea?”

“Why not?”

“It’s not safe. The fighting … the Americans.”

“The Americans are beaten. They challenged the blockade. They lost.”

“So, you think it’s safe?”

“I know it is.”

She removed the tiny espresso cup from his hand and placed it on the nightstand. Then she smiled seductively and threw her naked body over his.






CHAPTER 49USS MISSOURI


Commander Byron DeBeers tore the teletype paper from the ELF machine and digested the three terse sentences. He shook his head brusquely.

“You don’t look too happy about that message, Skipper.” His new XO, Commander Phil Potts, had been on board since they finished the repairs in Subic.

Briny Deep acknowledged him with a petulant grunt.

“Is it that bad?” Potts asked.

“No. Just an unexpected order to meet some SEALs at a rendezvous point tonight.”

“You don’t like the order?”

“I didn’t say that.” He handed the message to Potts.

Briny didn’t like the order. What he really wanted to do was hunt down the Chinese destroyers that formed the picket line of the naval blockade south of Taiwan. Mighty Mo’s long-range towed array sonar had caught traces of two Type 55 destroyers only ninety miles away. Briny intended to send them to the bottom with his refreshed load of Mark 48 torpedoes. This order to play Uber for a bunch of SEALs would ruin that plan.

But Briny wasn’t ready to share his view with his new XO.

The Navy had its fair share of brown-nosing tattletales—many of whom were XOs striking to be COs, like Phil Potts. He’d come aboard in Subic, where Briny spent two weeks overseeing Missouri’s repairs and trying to live down his reputation as the skipper who’d first stuck his boat in the mud and then started a war.

“Order is pretty clear,” Potts remarked, handing it back. “I guess we set a course for the rendezvous.”

Briny stuffed the order in his pocket. To him, it was confirmation that his career was caput, toast, down the drain.

In Subic, he’d dutifully submitted his after-action reviews to SubPac. Along with the substance of Missouri’s maneuvers, he detailed the enemy undersea drones that had sprung from the seafloor to attack him—without provocation. It wasn’t Briny who’d started the war.

Yet though the report had gone in weeks ago, he’d heard nothing back from Sub-Pac—until this order directing him far out of the theater of operations to pick up the SEALs.

Potts leaned over the chart plotter table, drawing a line to the rendezvous site.

Briny couldn’t help but envy the commander, with his immaculate service jacket. Promoted a few months earlier, Potts came to Mo from a Los Angeles–class attack sub on patrol in the Med. On arrival he mentioned that his older brother was a staff operations officer at SubPac in Pearl Harbor. Briny’s antennae had twitched at that. He was sure Potts had been sent to relieve him—probably as soon as they delivered the SEALs to wherever they were going.

“Reel in the TASS,” he said to the watch officer.

“Hey, Briny,” Potts offered amicably, “what do you know about the new task force commander, Vice Admiral Cole?”

Briny had heard the whispers about Cole back in Subic. The scuttlebutt was that he’d been about to retire but happened to be the poor bastard next in line after PACFLT sacked three admirals for bungling Task Force 74. Rumor held he was a good fit because his aviator son with the catchy call sign Hammer made a handy PR distraction to keep the press off the Navy while the fleet retreated, too nervous to challenge the illegal Chinese blockade.

But Briny knew better than to mention the rumors to Potts. With his connections, he’d probably heard them anyway.

“I don’t know anything about Vice Admiral Cole,” he replied gruffly.

“Well, I’ve heard some things,” Potts said. “And none of them good. I just hope they’re not true.”

Before he could get himself into trouble, Briny turned to leave. He didn’t see much point to staying in the control room if they weren’t going to hunt down those Type 55s.

“XO,” he said, “you have the conn. Make your depth four hundred feet and proceed to the rendezvous. I’ll supervise the surface op when we come up. Until then, good night, all.”

Convinced he wouldn’t sleep, Briny tossed and turned in his rack worrying about how his after-action reports had been received at SubPac. By 0130 he’d built up the nonanswer to mean that he would soon be called back to Pearl Harbor for a Board of Inquiry.

Even if he survived a BOI, the stain on his service record would never wash out. He wondered what he might do as a civilian. Hell, even the guys in the defense industry would know who he was. At some point in his musings, he pictured the crusty old board members with their bloodshot eyes and long cigarettes, guffawing at him while he—

“Wake up, sir. We’re surfacing.”

“I wasn’t asleep!” Briny slipped on his sneakers and hustled to the bridge, then climbed up through the hatch to his position on the conning sail with the intercom around his ears.

He caught his breath and his bearings while he took a look around. It was always a little disorienting to transition to the surface after a few days under water—but certainly worth it in this case. It was a lovely night.

The waning moon reflected in ripples on a calm, oily sea. The stars were so thick they almost blotted out the black space between them. Water lapped and gurgled against Mighty Mo’s long, bulbous bow. The sailors in Chief Granholm’s working party took their positions in the dark, whispering to one another.

At 0200 on the dot Briny snapped the NVD tubes over his eyes and tilted them skyward. The IR reflectors strapped to the SEALs’ legs made them look like twirling fireflies as they circled down. They flared their parachutes and entered the water a hundred yards away from Mo with hardly a splash. They expertly wriggled free of their chutes, donned their fins, and swam to six floating parcels that had also dropped from the sky.

Within five minutes the SEALs had inflated two rubber boats, climbed into them, and rigged the floating equipment to a tow line. The sailors on the bow helped them into boarding nets and took them through the forward hatch. When Briny got the all-clear from the Chief of the Boat, he slid down the ladders to the control room, ordered the sub to submerge, and sent for the SEAL officer in charge. Then he went to the wardroom for a PB&J.

“I’m Lieutenant Keith Savicki,” the SEAL leader said when he arrived in the wardroom. Savicki wore a camouflage combat jersey and khaki shorts. His long blond hair and beard were still wet from the swim. His tanned legs were knotted with muscles. Like most SEALs, his eyes made him look older than he was.

“Have a seat, Lieutenant. Care for coffee?” Briny flattened the latest ELF teletype printout on the vinyl tablecloth. “The order says you have tactical command for the op, Mr. Savicki.”

The SEAL poured himself a cup of coffee before answering. “Correct. My mission brief says you’re to locate a Japanese freighter called the Iwakuni. She should be less than ten miles away from here.”

“And what am I supposed to do when we find her?”

“You’re going to put me in position to board her.”

Briny chuckled. “What? Really?”

“Yes. We’re going to board Iwakuni and conn her to a black site called Bravo Bravo.” Savicki whipped a plastic packet from a pocket in his shorts and opened it. “Here are the coordinates and your orders … sir.”

“Bravo Bravo,” Briny said, reading through the message. “And I’m to follow Iwakuni all the way there?”

“That’s correct, Captain.”

“Huh. Well, I must say, you don’t seem worried about taking over a foreign-owned ship.”

“I’m not. She’s a soft target with an all-Filipino crew of eight. We’re not expecting any trouble. The Filipinos are our allies, and I’ve got a letter from their government asking them to comply. We’ll go in armed because we can’t take any chances. But it shouldn’t be difficult.”

“What’s so important about Iwakuni? Is it something to do with her cargo? What’s she carrying?”

“Her last port of call was Kuala Lumpur, where she picked up a bulk load bound for Tokyo, according to my mission brief.”

“Right,” Briny said. “The Japanese have free rein to drive through the Three Seas blockade as part of their deal with the devil. You should slap that crew around for participating.”
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When the go call came to the SEAL base in Subic, Lieutenant Savicki had been smack in the middle of a raucous hazing ritual for a new guy on his first deployment. The op-immediate order ruined all the fun.

The dispatch ordered his team to gather their ship-boarding gear, hustle to the runway at Cubi Point, and leap out of a C-17 at twenty thousand feet over the middle of the ocean in the dark. Then they were to rendezvous with a submarine before boarding the Iwakuni, gaining control of her, and sailing her to a forward operating base on Ulithi Atoll called Bravo Bravo. Savicki didn’t know the why; nor did he care. SEAL missions were tough enough without pondering the big picture.

But he wasn’t a robot. Aside from the tactical concerns of parachuting into the ocean at night and commandeering a foreign freighter, Savicki spent the hours on the flight from Cubi worrying about the sub they were to rendezvous with, the USS Missouri.

Everyone in Subic knew Missouri was commanded by Byron DeBeers, the infamous skipper who got stuck in the mud and started the war. Scuttlebutt suggested Briny Deep was a hothead, a reckless operator. He was the main topic of conversation at the Subic Officers Club when Missouri came limping into port.
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DeBeers thumped the order Savicki had just placed on the table. “You have everything you need to get this done?”

“Yes, sir,” Savicki replied. “I’d like to board that ship in three hours, before sunrise, when they’re most likely to have a light watch-standing rotation. Boarding at 0430 should give us plenty of time to get to Bravo Bravo.”

“Done,” Briny said. “Iwakuni should be easy to hear on our passive sonar. It just seems to me that if she’s carrying some kind of enemy contraband, it would a lot easier to sink her rather than board her. You don’t have a contingency like that in your orders, do you, Lieutenant?”

The SEAL furrowed his brow. The scuttlebutt had it right. DeBeers was a hothead. “Negative, sir,” he answered. “Once on deck, we’ll disable her radios and subdue the crew. I doubt there will be more than two guys awake. It’ll be a cakewalk.”

“You’re the tactical commander,” DeBeers said. “We’ll play it however you want.”

“Thank you, Captain. There is one additional thing I need.”

“You got it.”

“Once my team has control of Iwakuni’s crew, I’d like to send a small boat back for a few of the Missouri sailors to help us. I’m thinking a chief boatswain and maybe three reasonably experienced petty officers. Ulithi’s a few hundred miles away. My team will need some relief while we drive the ship south.”

“Sure. Do you know why we’re going to Ulithi? What the hell is Bravo Bravo, anyway?”

The commando shrugged. “Guess we’ll find out when we get there.”






CHAPTER 50ULITHI ATOLL, FEDERATED STATES OF MICRONESIA


Wearing his brand-new khaki uniform with the silver bars of a lieutenant, junior grade, on the collar points, Jamie Cole ducked under the spinning Osprey blades and ran up the coral path.

The twin-rotor craft lifted off and transitioned back to level flight, leaving him alone on the slim strip of beach that bordered the lagoon. The grit kicked up by the Osprey made his raw scalp throb. Raw scalp. He put his hand to his head and cursed. The wind from the rotors had blown his cover off. It had rolled into the shallow water that lapped at the coral’s edge. Unaccustomed to the uniform, he’d forgotten he was wearing it.

He squatted and used his foot to wrangle it closer to the shore. A big yellow fish with purple stripes and fat pink lips watched the procedure from five feet away, fanning its purple dorsal fins to stay in position. Once Jamie got the soaked hat back on his head, he tossed a piece of coral at the fish out of irritation.

With saltwater running down his neck, he lifted his seabag and grunted down the trail. A handwritten cardboard sign pointed to the command post for Bravo Bravo. Jamie had no idea what Bravo Bravo was or why he’d been sent here. He’d just been told to report in a hurry.

At first glance, he assumed that Bravo Bravo was a base for Seabees. Four medium-sized Quonset huts were set at the edge of the narrow beach. Beyond them two green excavators swiveled back and forth while bulldozers knocked down palm trees in an area about the size of a football field. Twenty shirtless workers in dark green shorts and hardhats waded next to planks floating in the shallows.

At the center of the lagoon, four auxiliary ships rode at anchor. They wore the same gray paint as combatants, but their blue-and-yellow stripes marked them as tenders, utility craft used to resupply deployed naval ships.

As soon as Jamie saw the tenders, he assumed he would be ordered to report aboard one. He figured his experience as an officer in the merchant marine would be useful, and that Bravo Bravo was in the process of becoming a supply depot.

Whatever the case, he had orders to report to the base skipper. He ambled toward the Quonset huts sweating under the weight of his seabag. Though the air was hot and sticky, he was struck by the lagoon’s natural beauty. Ringed by a horseshoe of broken land for about five miles in both directions, the water inside the atoll was a shimmering blue.

He’d cruised by the Ulithi atoll several times on Hermes. Just three feet above sea level, the coral ring was the edge of an ancient sea volcano. The lagoon, hundreds of feet deep, was the volcano’s crater.

Eager to find shade, he hurried toward the first Quonset hut. A dark-bearded lieutenant commander wearing green shorts, a yellow hardhat, and white zinc oxide covering his nose intercepted him.

“Where did you come from?”

“Well, my father and mother got together, and …”

“No, wiseass,” he snapped. “I don’t care what high school you went to either. I mean how the hell did you get to Ulithi and what are you doing here?”

With sweat and saltwater stinging his eyes, Jamie dug a parcel of papers from his seabag. “I came in on the Osprey with the cargo. I have orders to report to a Captain Sorkin, Bravo Bravo commander, Ulithi Atoll.”

“Let me see those.” The Seabee snatched the papers and flipped through the pages while the bulldozers clanked and groaned in the distance.

“All right, Lieutenant Cole,” he said, returning them. “Carry on.”

Jamie had no idea how to carry on when he didn’t know why he was there in the first place. “Can you tell me where Captain Sorkin is, sir? I’m supposed to report directly to him.”

“The hangar down there along the broken runway. Can’t miss him.”

Jamie hoisted his seabag over his shoulder to begin the sweaty trek. “And Lieutenant,” the commander added over his shoulder. “A warning. Captain Sorkin’s a little different.”

Jamie stewed over that comment during the entire half-hour walk along the crumbling runway to the hangar. The sand in his new uniform shoes was raising blisters. He dodged debris that hinted at a derelict base—hunks of concrete, torn pieces of tin, a rusted truck skeleton. The path narrowed to go between a copse of shaggy palm trees that had tufted up through the broken runway. A troop of pink land crabs on the path waved their pincers, daring him to proceed.

The hangar, as the commander with the white nose had called it, was topped with a pole that flew an American flag with a Jolly Roger skull-and-crossbones flapping beneath it. The building’s worn concrete footings supported new steel girders covered with brown corrugated metal that looked fresh from a factory. The roof was packed with solar panels.

Jamie stepped through the open door, grateful for the shade, his eyes straining in the relative darkness. As they adjusted, he glimpsed wire-mesh equipment racks stretching for forty yards in all directions. The racks were stuffed with black objects that looked like Styrofoam model airplanes with stubby wings. A forklift maneuvered a heavy crate near the shelves.

He heard voices echoing from a far corner and threaded the racks toward them. It looked like a makeshift operation to him. Several folding tables held computer monitors. A skinny man wearing the green shirt and shorts of a Seabee stood next to the tables conferring with a similarly dressed woman. A mix of people in military dress and civilian clothes stood at the other end of the table leaning over monitors. About half were men and half were women. All of the men wore beards.

Based on the way he spoke to the group, Jamie assumed the skinny officer was in charge. His thin legs were chalk white, in stark contrast to the suntanned legs of the woman next to him, who wore her dark hair in a businesslike bun. “Hey!” she shouted when she noticed Jamie. “Who let you in here?” She marched in his direction, her jungle boots slapping on the smooth concrete floor.

He unbuttoned his shirt pocket and removed his orders while she strode forward. He saw that she wore lieutenant’s bars on her collars. The name patch on her breast above the Seabees insignia read MURPHY.

“My orders, ma’am,” Jamie said, holding them out. “I’m here to report to Captain Sorkin.”

“How did you get here?”

“An Osprey from Guam dropped me off along with a pallet of equipment. Sorry about the uniform. It was a long walk.”

She studied his orders carefully, then looked up at him. Her glare softened when she saw his burns.

“Is that scar tissue?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“It looks irritated. You should put some ointment on it.”

He touched his forehead and winced. “Yeah. The sun was pretty harsh on the walk over from the harbor.”

“Are you in pain?”

“No, ma’am. I’m healing fine. Don’t worry about me.”

“If you need something for it, let me know. I’m the doc here.”

He was about to ask her first name, but she turned toward the skinny man with the white legs. “Bones!” she called across the hangar. “Come on over. Lieutenant Cole is here!”

“I’ve heard a lot about you from your father,” Gabe Sorkin said after introducing himself. He yanked two folding chairs away from the tables and centered them in a patch of shade near the open hangar doors.

“You know my dad?”

“Very well. He told me about your ordeal on Hermes. Your burns look painful. Are you recovered enough for service?”

Jamie thought it ironic that this brittle-looking man with chalky skin, patchy hair, and bloodshot eyes was asking him if he was all right. “Yes, sir, I’m fine.”

“You can dispense with the ‘sirs.’ It’s Gabe.”

“Okay. Gabe.”

The captain smiled. “You look like your dad. Same dark hair and features. I’ve seen pictures of your brother. You don’t resemble him much.”

“Henry gets his looks from my mom. He’s always been the lucky one.”

Sorkin chuckled. “Speaking of Mrs. Cole … is she still down in Darwin? I’ve never met her, but your father has been keeping me abreast of her travels.”

“Yes. She saw me off at the airport. My sister, Lucy, had been in Darwin too, but she left a little while ago to start her new job.”

“Oh, yes. I know all about Lucy,” Sorkin said. “We’ve been in email contact. She’s one of our consultants. I’m making sure she gets paid for the help.”

Jamie looked around the big hangar. “Consultants?”

“Yes. I’ve wired in the whole Cole family. Your sister-in-law, Sarah, helps advise me on funding strategies out of Capitol Hill. Lucy puts me in touch with satellite communications experts at Orion now that they’re hoping to get a few birds back up in space. And, of course, your dad is my commanding officer. He gave me this job, or mission, I should say.”

Lieutenant Murphy approached with two bottles of water. She offered one to Jamie, then handed the other to Sorkin, along with a dark vial of pills. The captain thanked her and shoved the vial in his pocket.

“Sir,” Jamie said after a long swallow, “I’m a little confused. I don’t know why I’m here or what I’m supposed to be doing. My orders don’t say.”

“I told you—it’s Gabe. Or Bones. A lot of them call me Bones. Anyway, you weren’t supposed to know. If you did, we’d have a major problem. This whole program is a black op.”

“Well, can you tell me now?”

“Come on. I’ll show you instead.”

Sorkin walked Jamie through the hangar bay door. Shielding his eyes, he pointed at the turquoise waters on the other side of the ruined airfield. “See that freighter out there?”

Jamie spotted the silhouette of a ship on the horizon. It shimmered in the heat. “Yeah, I see it.”

“That’s a Japanese cargo liner called the Iwakuni. A SEAL team commandeered her for us about thirty-six hours ago. She’s on her way into the lagoon with the other tenders you saw.”

Jamie squinted at a second shape and did a double-take. “Is that a submarine coming in behind her?”

“Yes,” Sorkin confirmed. “That’s Missouri. She’s the first of the Virginia-class attack subs that will berth in the lagoon over the next few days. But for the moment I want you to think only about the freighter.”

“What’s so important about a middle-sized Japanese freighter?”

“Your dad told me you’ve done the Sydney-to-Tokyo run as a merchant seaman.”

“Many times, yes.”

“You’ve also been bloodied in combat. And you’re a commissioned naval officer.”

“In the Reserves,” he pointed out.

“Right. Me too. Well, aside from being a Cole, your experience makes you uniquely qualified for the operation we’re putting together here. A vital part of it involves you and that ship.”

Jamie shifted on his feet, watching the Seabees working along the shore with their excavators and bulldozers. The pontoon pier they were assembling stretched two hundred yards into the lagoon. “Doing what?”

“You’ll find out soon enough. I intend to give one big briefing rather than a hundred little ones when the whole group gets here. It’s tiring, you know, doing all this.” He swigged his water.

“Sure, Gabe. Understood.” Sorkin looked so fragile that Jamie was surprised he was even standing.

“You could probably use some rest. Go to the third hut back there and grab a rack. There should be some food, too. When you feel up to it, come back here and study up on the Iwakuni. We’ve got a kick-ass internet connection. One of the reasons I picked Ulithi as a base is because it has a secure fiber cable back to Guam. I’ve got enough computing power here to start a web-service company.”

“All of that sounds great, Gabe. Back soon.”

“Good to have you here, Jamie.” Sorkin slapped a slim hand on Jamie’s shoulder as he turned to go.

“Wait,” Jamie said before the thin Reservist made it very far. “Can I ask a non-classified question?”

“Of course. What?”

“Why do all the men have beards?”

“Oh, that. I almost forgot. Those are my orders. You’ll have to grow one, too.” He grinned. “If nothing else, it’ll hide those burns on your cheeks.”

“Happy to. Shaving’s been a bitch. But why?”

Sorkin thrust his hands into the pockets of his green shorts and angled a narrow leg forward. “It’s like this, Jamie. The Chinese expect Americans to act like officers and gentlemen while they lie, cheat, and steal. At the end of the day, the big prize is the SRC fab in Taitung. That makes this a war of conquest. I want us to think and act like our enemy, like pirates—albeit with some pretty bad-ass modern tech. Understood?”

Jamie nodded slowly. Only half an hour after meeting Sorkin, he thought the man might be crazy. As far as he could tell, this backwater base on Ulithi Atoll was a way station for resupplying submarines. He figured his father had shipped Sorkin out here to get rid of him.

“Okay,” Jamie replied, accommodating the crazy captain. “Last question. Why is this base called Bravo Bravo?”

Sorkin replied with a grin. “B B stands for Blackbeard.” He pointed at Jamie as he turned back to the tables. “We’re pirates, Mr. Cole.”






CHAPTER 51DARWIN, AUSTRALIA


Late June in Australia heralds the winter season, though it comes in name only to Darwin, a city of a hundred thousand at the continent’s northernmost tip.

Kelly Cole found the high eighties and dry air agreeable, much more comfortable than Haleiwa this time of year. Concentrating on her feet to avoid stumbling, she ran along the bluff in her shorts, tank top, and running shoes.

The paved route had given way to a gravel path where the formal park grounds ended. Following the directions of a yeoman from the Royal Australian Navy detachment where she worked as a volunteer, Kelly took the gravel path to a thick eucalyptus tree with a low, bent branch. Just as he’d said, there was an opening in the brush beneath it. She caught her breath for a moment and then ducked under the tree limb to take the trail.

Brambles tore at her legs. Nature had not yielded gracefully to civilization in Darwin. The tropical beaches looked beautiful from afar, but the waters held saltwater crocodiles and lethal box jellyfish. Deadly venomous snakes with exotic names like king brown and death adder slithered through the hills. Kelly stepped carefully as she climbed, keeping her eyes glued to the trail.

Her reward came twenty minutes later when she crested the bluff a little after five p.m. By then the hot afternoon sun had dried her shirt. The wind coming over the harbor rustled the long stalks of hummock grass. She sidled toward the cliff edge carefully and spotted the clearing right where the yeoman said it would be.

She shrugged out of her backpack and dropped it on the ground. Before spreading her blanket she used a fallen eucalyptus branch to poke around the weeds and scare away any snakes or monitor lizards that might be lurking there. When she felt safe, she sat cross-legged on the blanket and looked out at the harbor while the breeze dried her hair.

She rifled through her backpack for the Neoprene wine cooler and unzipped it, pleased to find that the bottle was still relatively cold. The wine was a New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc called Craggy Range, a special label she’d picked up at a shop in the city because they didn’t carry it at the naval base commissary.

She scraped the dirt at the edge of her blanket to level it, then removed two disposable wineglasses from her pack and poured. She gazed out at the harbor, looking for the dark spot that was said to appear among the green waves just before dusk. Moving carefully to avoid knocking over the plastic stemware, Kelly searched the backpack for her lightweight binoculars and put the strap around her neck.

The yeoman had told her it was possible to see the sunken American destroyer USS Peary if you triangulated between the headland to the east, the wharf to the west, and the center of the bluff. Kelly fidgeted with the binoculars’ zoom and distance wheels while aiming at the spot.

And there it was. Attenuated by the moving green water, an oblong shape lay on the silty sea bottom, the resting place for ninety-two Americans killed when the ship went down in a Japanese air raid on Darwin harbor in the last Pacific war.

She let the binoculars fall to her chest and fixed her eyes on Peary’s glimmering shadow. After a long stare, she raised a wineglass in toast. “Well, Kyle,” she said into the wind, “I figured that if your spirit was anywhere nearby, it would be in the bay with that ship. I guess this is as close as I can get to you. There are a few things I wish I’d said when I had the chance.

“First, thanks. You understood so much of what I was going through with Will. I couldn’t take the long absences when he was at sea, the loneliness. The Navy always came first with him, and I guess it always will. You got me through a rough time before he and I managed to work things out, and I hope I helped you recover from the loss of your wife. I never meant to hurt you. I hope you knew that.”

“I hope you’re with Stephanie now,” Kelly said to the shadow on the seafloor. “And I want you to know that I no longer feel alone. That sounds crazy, I realize, since I’m sitting here by myself, talking to a ghost.”

Her voice broke. She closed her eyes and drank her wine.
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Skip Markham called Kelly’s cellphone as she was stashing her backpack in the trunk of the rental car. The sun was down now, and the parking lot was nearly empty. Kelly leaned on the car’s grill and pressed the phone to her ear.

“Hey, Kel, I’m glad I caught you. You have a second?”

“Sure, Skip.”

“I hear you’re killing it up there in your work as a family ombudsman. Darwin’s one of the toughest duty stations for the Aussies. How are you bearing up?”

With the empty wine bottle in the trunk—half poured for the man she mourned and half coursing through her veins—she pondered what would happen if she answered honestly. She was alone in a foreign country at the world’s edge finishing a private wake, while her sons and husband were somewhere out there on the high seas preparing for an attack the whole world knew would come when Lincoln finally arrived on station.

“I’m fine, Skip. Several banged-up ships have come into port after the Philippine Sea mess. There’s plenty for me to do.”

“We’re working hard to get arms and aid from American supply depots to the Aussies,” Markham said. “You should be seeing some of that by now.”

“I definitely see it,” she confirmed. “Of course, they want more. The sailors up here are gung-ho, hoping for a counterattack. I guess I am, too. Please tell me it’s imminent.”

Markham chuckled. “You know I won’t go there. But I am wondering, Kel—have you been in touch with Will?”

“I spoke to him today, in fact,” she answered. “As I’m sure you’re aware, Lincoln pulled into port in Guam. I have a landline number for him. Why?”

“That’s perfect,” Markham said, sounding relieved.

“For what?”

“I can’t get into it on an unsecure line. Can you get to an encrypted phone?”

“I’m not on base. It’s about a fifteen-minute drive. Is it important?”

“Yes,” he insisted. “It’s urgent. Call me back as soon as you can. I’ll be waiting right here.”

After a short drive and a flash of her temporary Australian navy ID card, Kelly climbed to the second floor of the base operations building. Though it was a Saturday evening, twenty officers were manning computers and phones, coordinating the war effort. She wasn’t cleared for the main rooms, but the commanding admiral knew who she was. In addition to acting as a volunteer for the Royal Australian Navy, she was the wife of Wilson Cole, the new commander of the joint Australian-American task force.

“Okay, Skip,” she said into an encrypted landline phone in a vacated office. “What’s up?”

“It’s the damnedest thing, Kelly. The Aussies have come into some very hot intelligence I think Will is going to want. The normal thing would be for me to submit it up the chain through the Defense Intelligence Agency and yada, yada, yada. But I know from experience that the DIA is biased against reports from attachés. They think all we do is play tennis and drink French seventy-fives.”

Kelly grinned. That was precisely what she and Will thought of attachés—especially one in a plum assignment like Canberra.

“I figured,” Markham continued, “that I might have a direct line into the task force commander through you, if you don’t mind, since he might not accept this information if it came from me. I warn you, though. It sounds crazy.”

“I’m hooked. What’s this amazing, crazy intelligence?”

“A group of Aussie citizens are perched on a cliff in Taiwan with a view of the Chinese defenses,” he replied. “If you can believe it, they’re communicating with us via an old Japanese radio they found in an abandoned bunker. They managed to reach a ham radio guy in the outback, who drove to an army base and insisted they listen to him. What he said made its way up the chain to me. The intel’s legit. The Aussies confirmed enemy ship sightings, details of missile launches from the island, everything.”

“Wow. And you want me to tell all that to Will? Are you sure? It really does sound nuts.”

“Yes. We don’t know anything about Will’s plans as task force commander. But we have this very sensitive, very timely intelligence feed when our normal reconnaissance satellites are out of action. We’ve developed a code with these folks, and Will could get the information firsthand and direct their observations. They can be his eyes on the ground in Taiwan.”

Caught up in Markham’s excitement, Kelly said, “I’ll phone him right away. Someone from his staff will be in touch with you, I’m sure.”

“Thank you, Kelly. I know this is highly unconventional.”

“No thanks necessary. I’m beginning to think that unconventional is the only way we’ll win this war, Skip.”






CHAPTER 52USS LINCOLN


Vice Admiral Will Cole had spent enough time on the Pacific Fleet staff to understand a cardinal truism of high command: Information overload could be as deadly as the enemy.

With his appointment as task force commander, Cole suddenly became the most popular man in uniform. It seemed to him that every general officer or civilian equivalent at the Pentagon wanted to help him. He mentally applied quotation marks to the word “help” whenever he heard it.

The staff he assembled in Guam consisted largely of officers who had experienced the horrors of the Philippine Sea disaster. He had also added senior colonels from the Air Force and Space Force, who proved invaluable when analyzing the enemy’s capabilities.

For the first time, Will learned that the Space Force, which operated with a multi-billion-dollar black budget, had all but annihilated the Chinese communications and reconnaissance satellites, just as the Chinese had done to the American satellites. The globe was ringed with enough killer nanosatellites and space debris to create the image of a swirling galaxy through a telescope lens.

While the lack of GPS and eyes in the sky crippled many of the tools that should have been at Will’s disposal, it had also taken down the Chinese ballistic and hypersonic missile systems. With both sides deprived of modern sensors and communications, the Hide-and-Seek War lived up to its name.

That meant, in Cole’s view, that whoever killed the other’s fleet first would win the war. With that in mind, he started planning a grand fleet action using old-school tactics like speed of maneuver, joint force application, and, most of all, surprise.

Not everyone at the Pentagon agreed with him. Then again, with the FBI hinting that Chinese spies had infiltrated Washington at multiple levels, Will didn’t share much of his thinking. But that didn’t deter the higher-ups from bestowing their advice on him. His staff termed the frequent callers from the mighty fortress on the Potomac “the Good Idea Fairies.”

They chiefly descended on him from the alphabet soup of organizations ostensibly designed to assist him. While in Guam, he’d taken calls from the DIA’s commanding general; the NSA’s deputy director; the American liaison to NATO; the director of Naval Intelligence; and the admirals who ran SubPac, SurfPac, and AirPac.

Sarah’s father, former senator Charles Braxton, called with a warning to avoid political entanglement. Within minutes of hanging up, Will heard from the President’s national security advisor, who offered a few words of friendly advice, as he put it, along with a reminder that the economy was in disarray and that recovering the SRC Taitung chip fabrication facility would instantly resurrect it.

Cole found it a blessing to be back at sea on Lincoln screened by three destroyers, a cruiser, and a submarine. Even without the satellites, the Good Idea Fairies interrupted his planning by stitching complicated communication paths over ship-to-ship microwave relays. Fortunately, few bigwigs had the patience for it.

Alone at last in the admiral’s stateroom on Lincoln, Will stared out the porthole thinking of the instructions he’d left for Sorkin on Ulithi and praying that he’d done the right thing. He’d instructed his chief of staff—a brilliant submariner with nine WestPac deployments under his belt—that he was not to be disturbed unless it was a member of his family, PACFLT, or the President of the United States. He needed time to think.

As he gazed at the horizon through the tiny window, Cole felt stirrings of the boyish wonder that had propelled him into the American sea service. In command of a fearsome strike group, soon to be bulked up with the amphibs that waited in Manila, he stared at the smooth Pacific and reflected on the irony of the ocean’s name.

Cole flinched at the crack of a sonic boom. Two Hornets raced by the ship no more than fifty feet above her tallest mast. Angling his face upward as best he could, he saw more jets circling, preparing to land. One fighter after another slammed into the deck, clawing at the arresting wires like sea eagles snared in a net. When each plane killed its engine, yellow-shirted sailors raced beneath the wings and guided it away to make room for the next.

He breathed a long sigh of relief when the sixth Hornet caught the three-wire and landed safely. He recognized the squadron insignia and tail number of Henry’s plane.

He stayed at the porthole as a spectator while the air wing’s supporting aircraft came in—the E-2 radar control plane, a helicopter, and a COD carrying cargo from Guam. He was still watching when he heard several staccato raps at his door. It opened before he could respond to them.

“Well, well. If it isn’t the famous Vice Admiral Cole,” Henry said, entering with a wide grin.

“Well, well, if it isn’t the most famous fighter pilot in the Navy,” Will returned. He waited for the door to close before extending his arms and hugging his tall son. Henry’s green flight suit smelled of grease, sweat, and gasoline. His hair was still matted down from his helmet, and his face still had creases from his oxygen mask. A pink scar protruded from his left eyebrow.

“Okay, Dad,” Henry protested, wriggling free of his father like an embarrassed ten-year-old in a school parking lot.

“You seem pretty healthy,” Will said to his son after an appraising look. “I’ll admit I was worried. Sarah said you had it rough.”

“She’s just pissed I didn’t take the congressional liaison job.” Henry raised his arm to display his wrist. “They took the stitches out yesterday. The Cubi Point flight surgeon cleared me. I’m good to go.”

Will inspected the wound. “Glad to hear it.” He waved his son to the upholstered sofa. “Take a load off.” Then he poured chilled water from a pitcher and handed Henry a glass. “I know I’ll get the debrief from CAG soon enough—but I may as well ask, any Chinese contacts to report?”

“No,” Henry replied. “Our orders were to stay far to the east of their blockade. If they saw us, it wasn’t using radar.”

Cole nodded slowly. While the Chinese weren’t using radar, they had developed something else to track the American forces. The Good Idea Fairies had offered numerous theories as to its nature. A few of them matched Sorkin’s assessment that the PLA used lasers, gliders, and balloons as a communications and surveillance system—but none could confirm it.

“Scuttlebutt says Fujian is out here somewhere,” Henry went on. “CAG thinks she might be far to the east, biding her time. You agree?”

Cole chuckled. “I’ve got three senior intelligence officials telling me Fujian is to the west and two others saying she’s east. The sad fact is that without our satellites we don’t know where Fujian is. We’ll keep looking as best we can. I’ve got P-8 Poseidons ranging near and far. In the meantime, I’m thinking more about the Chinese blockade.”

“Fine,” Henry said. “At least we can find that. We’re ready to go. We want to take the fight to them.”

“I believe it, son.”

“We’re going to hit ’em hard, Dad, right?”

Will nodded. “Yeah, we are.”

Another wave of aircraft entered the landing pattern, shaking the bulkhead with thunderous exhaust.

“So, what’s the plan?” Henry persisted.

“Et tu, Commander?” Cole asked.

“You can’t blame me for asking, Dad. We want to fight.”

“Trust me. We will.”

Two knocks on the door interrupted them. Petty Officer Shilref opened the door a crack and poked his head through. “Important people here to see you, sir. They came in on that COD from Guam.”

“I left instructions not to be disturbed, Shilref. Send them to Captain Umbright.”

“I did, sir, and Captain Umbright sent me here to get you. He said you need to come down to the intel center ASAP, sir. He said these are some special VIPs.”

Cole and Henry exchanged looks. “Well—who are they?”

“They won’t tell us their names, sir. They just say they’re from the CIA.”
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Cole entered the ship’s intelligence center to find two well-dressed civilians—a woman and a man—sitting at the conference table with his chief of staff, Steve Umbright. The trio stood when he came in.

“Will Cole,” he said, extending his hand first to the woman, a brunette in her mid-forties wearing a tailored dark pantsuit. Somehow, despite what must have been a hellish travel schedule to meet the ship midway between Guam and the Philippines, her hair, makeup, and clothes looked as fresh as if she had just walked out of her apartment in Washington.

“Meredith,” she responded with a firm grip.

“Jeff,” the man said with a look that sized Cole up. He was fit, mid-fifties, with a lined face and close-cropped hair. He’d draped his charcoal suit jacket over a seat and loosened his blue tie a half-inch.

Waving aside Cole’s attempt at small talk, Jeff got down to business quickly, which suited Cole just fine. “Admiral, I’m afraid this needs to be an eyes-only discussion,” he said.

After an awkward two seconds, Captain Umbright took the hint. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said. He hurried through the door after reminding Cole that he was due to meet with his subordinate commanding officers in an hour.

“That may be very timely,” Meredith said ominously. Once Umbright was gone and the cipher lock clicked, she placed a slim metal briefcase on the table.

“We’re sorry to drop in on you like this, Admiral,” Jeff began. “We know how busy you are, and the last thing we want to do is interrupt the task force. The eyes of the world are on it.”

“I don’t need the Central Intelligence Agency to tell me that,” Cole replied. “When we were in Guam, I caught some CNN. They reported on our anchorage in Agana. Freedom of the press still holds, I guess.”

“Perhaps that’s something you can use to your advantage,” Meredith suggested.

“Absolutely,” Cole answered.

“Just so you know who you’re dealing with,” Jeff said, “I’m CIA’s deputy director of operations. Meredith runs an outfit we call counter-proliferation. They keep an eye on the international flow of technical components that can be used for doomsday weapons—nuclear, biological, and chemical.”

Cole shrugged. “I’m sure you’re aware that the Chinese already have nukes,” he said. “We aim to stick to military targets so they won’t be tempted to use them. Both sides recognize that when civilian targets and cities enter the equation—whether it’s San Francisco, Shanghai, or Sydney—the risk of a nuclear response increases.”

“This isn’t about nukes,” Meredith said quickly. “It’s about the chips that go into their delivery systems. I’m sure your intel teams have briefed you on this, Admiral—but the Chinese use chips manufactured by SRC in their hypersonic missiles and other guidance systems.”

“As we do in ours,” he replied. “It’s the reason I’ve got nothing but old laser-guided bombs and torpedoes left to hit them with. I hope you haven’t come all this way just to tell me I’m at a severe disadvantage compared with the PLA because they have the chips and I don’t. If so, I thank you for coming, hope you enjoyed the carrier landing, and wish you a safe trip home.”

“That’s not why we’re here, Admiral,” Meredith responded coolly. She touched her thumbs to a pad at the edge of the briefcase. After a series of beeps the electronic lock opened and she removed a red folder. She plucked a glossy color photo of an elderly Asian man from it and slid it to Cole.

“This is Fred Tsai,” she said. “He is—or was—SRC’s Chief Operating Officer, a cofounder of the company. He has known Sam Chang, SRC’s owner, for fifty years. He’s also a native of Taiwan—an ethnic Formosan.”

“All right,” Cole said. “What about him?”

“Fred ran the SRC fabs in Shenzhen. Not long ago, he slipped Chinese security, fled the PRC, and walked into our embassy in Jakarta. In our immediate debrief, he informed us that he sabotaged production for the weapons chips SRC produces at their fabs in Shenzhen.”

Cole studied the photo doubtfully. In preparation for his mission, he’d read several State Department and CIA policy papers on the intricacies of SRC. Those analyses seemed to declare SRC to be the beating heart of the tech industry, the vital organ that kept the world’s economy growing. Cole stared at the wrinkled face in the photo, unable to fathom that the entire world might depend on a Taiwanese octogenarian named Fred.

“When we first debriefed him, we didn’t believe it,” she continued. “But we’ve since verified his information up and down the tech supply chain in China—and with some lower-level assets we have in SRC. They all confirmed that Fred kept sole control over changes to the photolithography machines through a combination of encrypted software keys and biometrics.”

“I’m sure the codes aren’t unbreakable,” Cole pointed out.

“We don’t know how long chip production will be shut down. But bear in mind, this was Sam and Fred’s way of ensuring full control of the company. I agree with you that every code can be broken. But Fred insists it will take them at least a month.”

“All right,” Cole said. “So that’s good news. The PLA is just as screwed as we are.”

“Well,” Jeff returned, “not quite.” He gestured to Meredith to continue the briefing.

“The PLA still has the fabrication plant in Taitung,” Meredith said. “The Taitung chips generally flow to American tech companies, including our defense industry. Each F-35 fighter requires hundreds of them.”

“Right,” Cole said. “Which is why the Chinese have selectively embargoed chips while still claiming to keep global production alive. But won’t they just shift Shenzhen weapons production over to Taitung?”

Meredith tapped the photo on the table between them. “Like Shenzhen, the photolithography machines in the Taitung fabs are also under single-source control. In the case of Taitung, only Sam Chang can change them. He never ceded the codes to Fred, whose primary job was to build up Shenzhen.”

“But my understanding is that Sam Chang is in the PRC’s hands,” Cole said, “whether willingly or unwillingly. So we’re back to being disadvantaged.”

“Not quite,” she answered. “According to Fred, the Chinese drugged Sam and are keeping him in a near coma, bringing him out of it for those propaganda announcements.”

“So if they need him in Taitung, they’ll just resurrect him.”

“Correct, Admiral. In fact, they’re already trying. Our intelligence sources in Taitung say that Sam’s keepers brought him to the corporate campus yesterday. They say that he was unconscious, on a stretcher with IV bags hooked to him.”

“So, you’re worried they’ll bring him out of his coma to initiate the reprogramming sequence for their weapons production,” Cole said.

“Correct, Admiral.”

The two senior CIA officials let Will stew in silence while the consequences hit home.

“Admiral, your task force already has the mission to recapture Taitung,” Jeff continued. “And we know you understand the importance of those fabs to our national defense.”

“And now,” Cole finished for him, “you’re telling me I have to do it before Sam Chang can reprogram the machines.”

“Oh, more than that,” Meredith said.

“That’s not enough?”

“No, sir, it’s not. You have to rescue Sam Chang so we can reprogram them for our own weapons.”






CHAPTER 53ULITHI ATOLL


Byron DeBeers slid his sunglasses off his nose, dropped them in the pocket of his green Seabee shorts, and scratched the welts on his swollen legs.

The captain of the USS Missouri sat on a folding canvas chair on the fore-peak of the USS Frank Cable, a 650-foot-long submarine tender anchored at the classified base known to a very few as Bravo Bravo.

The height of Cable’s forepeak gave Briny Deep a commanding view over the rim of the atoll. While scratching an ankle, he watched the sun squat on the horizon like a canned peach.

After two decades in the Silent Service, he would never, not in a million years, have believed that he would allow Frank Cable’s officers to remove the Mark 48 torpedoes and Tomahawk missiles from Missouri’s weapons bays and replace them with unimpressive experimental drones.

Yet, astonishingly, he did. Cable’s crane hoisted the last of his torpedoes aloft and swung them into its cargo hold. Scratching the backs of his knees now, Briny wondered which lucky submarine would get them. His only consolation was that it wouldn’t be North Carolina or Vermont, which were in the lagoon next to Mighty Mo. They, too, had been stripped of their missiles and torpedoes to become drone delivery vehicles.

He withdrew the ointment from his pocket and applied the lotion the base doctor had given him when he sheepishly admitted he’d gone swimming in the lagoon against her explicit advice.

Everyone at Bravo Bravo—the Seabees, civilian scientists, submariners, Frank Cable’s crew, and the Filipino merchantmen from the Iwakuni—knew about Ulithi Itchy, a skin rash that those foolish enough to swim in the inviting blue lagoon without a wet suit picked up. Now he knew it too.

The doctor had explained that it came from the larvae of the jellyfish, corals, and sea anemones that were abundant along the ancient undersea volcano’s curved walls. But he was Briny Deep, a creature of the sea in both name and action. He’d spent most of his adult life in the ocean’s belly. Refusing to fear a few microscopic parasites, he had swum in the lagoon two nights ago because he was tired of being hot.

After Missouri escorted Iwakuni into the lagoon, Briny met with Captain Sorkin in the airplane hangar, which was abuzz with scientists. Bravo Bravo’s commanding officer was extremely interested in Briny’s confrontation with the Chinese drones that had sunk him in the mud. Moreover, Sorkin told Briny that he’d been handpicked for a secret mission to destroy the PLAN’s blockading fleet, something he very much wanted to do. All of which meant his career was not over as he’d feared.

And so, releasing weeks of tension, Briny Deep dove into the moonlit lagoon, gazed up at the stars, and pleasantly contemplated his place in the cosmos. Ulithi Itchy kept him up the rest of that night.

“How’s the skin?” Phil Potts asked smugly. Briny’s XO popped open his own folding canvas chair and took a seat next to his captain.

“It’s not that bad,” Briny answered, hurriedly pulling his hand from his crotch.

“Ointment helping? Your face looks a little irritated.”

Briny touched his cheek, annoyed that Potts’ beard was impressively full and dark compared to his own sparse, white-flecked whiskers. “I’m sure this will pass.” He rubbed the rest of the ointment on his legs.

Potts inspected his captain’s knees and whistled. “I don’t know, Briny. You should maybe get a steroid shot. We’re supposed to sail in a few days. You going to be okay?”

“I’ll be fine,” Briny growled.

Potts waited a polite moment, looking across the lagoon at the Quonset huts by the runway where the Seabees were hard at work. “Well, just saying, if it were me, I’d go see her now. Hell, she can inspect my knees any time.”

In search of a method to distract Potts so he could scratch his legs in peace, Briny pointed at Missouri’s open topside hatches. The last of his Mark 48s were coming out like extracted teeth. “Do we have a good process in place to load the Thresher drones?”

When Potts turned his head to follow the swinging crane, Briny scratched his knees furiously.

“Well,” the XO answered, “Chief Granholm has cleared every inch he can for them. He’s not happy about it, by the way.”

“I don’t care if Chief Granholm is happy. These orders came down directly from Admiral Cole.”

“Yes, sir. Did you receive a final loading manifest from Captain Sorkin’s people?”

“I did. Chief Granholm is to stuff the Threshers in the Tomahawk launchers and torpedo bays. I want them chambered up in the tubes, too—as many as we can get on board.”

“What’s our final allocation, Captain?”

“Two hundred.”

“Wow. Skipper, … what happens if we get attacked by the PLA Navy? How do we defend ourselves without missiles and torpedoes?”

“The plan is to stay out of torpedo range of the blockade. Sorkin and that scientist, Ancka, say the Threshers can be launched out the tubes from as far as a thousand miles away. We’ll be fine.”

“That guy seems off his rocker, if you ask me,” Potts said. “He’s no submariner. The Bureau of Ordnance has never tested the devices, and he looks like he’s literally dying. You’re not worried?”

“No,” Briny replied in defense of his new career champion, Gabriel Sorkin. “He’s wicked smart. So is Ancka. He understands the Chinese tactics, the ones that got me. I like him.” He was about to add that SubPac was clueless about the drones—no surprise there—but then he remembered that Potts’s brother was at SubPac, so he kept his mouth shut.

“Still,” Potts remarked. “Telling us to think like pirates … come on, he’s crackers.”

Briny was about to launch into an impassioned defense of the Bravo Bravo commander, but then he saw the man himself riding on the front of a landing craft packed with Marines. Ancka Rudnick and Dr. Murphy stood next to him, as though to keep him from falling over. “Well, here comes Mr. Sorkin now. Looks like he’s got his Marines, too.”

Potts chuckled. “Who does he think he is? Washington crossing the Delaware? He’s not coming this way, is he? Are they berthing the Marines on Cable?”

“Negative,” Briny said, scratching his knee and catching a glimpse of the thin smile on Sorkin’s face as he sailed past. “They’re headed to the Iwakuni.”
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A half mile from Frank Cable, the Japanese cargo ship Iwakuni swung at her massive anchor chain. The 800-foot-long bulk carrier had dumped a third of her cargo on her way to Ulithi. Lightened up, she rode high enough above the lagoon that her red hull paint showed.

Jamie Cole stood on Iwakuni’s port bridge wing and surveyed the Landing Craft-Utility coming in his direction. The LCU was filled to capacity with Marines. Jamie would have been unrecognizable even to his mother with his full beard and the black ball cap with the Iwakuni’s logo covering the burns on his scalp.

He swiveled the ship’s powerful spotting scope for a closer examination of the LCU as it passed Cable and the three subs, Missouri, North Carolina, and Vermont. Neither he nor the ship’s master, a veteran Filipino merchantman named George Montez, was expecting visitors, but the LCU was headed straight for Iwakuni.

“LCU approaching,” he announced loudly enough for Montez on the bridge to hear him. “Captain Sorkin’s aboard.”

Montez joined Jamie on the bridge wing and took control of the spotting scope. “He’s coming here?”

“Yup. Looks like it.”

“Then we’d better get the boarding doors open, Mr. Cole.”

“I’ll tell them,” Jamie said. He put the walkie-talkie to his lips and ordered the deck crewmen to go below and open the boarding doors near the water line.

Montez kept his face to the powerful scope and listened approvingly to the way Jamie gave the order. The kid was a good merchant seaman. And Montez would know. He had plied the world’s oceans ever since leaving his home island of Cebu forty years ago. He estimated that he had traveled more than ten million miles across the blue planet at a speed of fifteen knots—even slower when passing through the Suez and Panama canals, which he did several times a year.

The only time George Montez wasn’t on a ship with the crew of Filipino sailors he had personally assembled was when he returned to Cebu for two weeks in December to celebrate Christmas with his wife, five children, and twenty-one grandchildren. Jamie Cole reminded him of Jack Montez, his oldest grandson.

“What is that boat?” Montez asked. “I’ve seen the Seabees use it to haul construction equipment around.”

“That’s a landing craft. Technically, it’s an LCU.”

“You think Mr. Sorkin will want us to lift it onto the deck?”

“I don’t know,” Jamie said. “Sorkin is unpredictable.”

George continued to study the LCU as its wake created a long vee in the calm lagoon. “Lot of soldiers in it.”

“Not soldiers,” Jamie replied. “Marines.”

“OK, Marines,” Montez said. “That’s good, isn’t it?”

“Sort of,” Jamie said. “I didn’t expect to see them so soon. Are the accommodations we’ve set up in the holds ready for them?”

“Almost. We have a few more spot welds. Arroyo is cutting a new hatch for them.”

Montez had been on the bridge when Lieutenant Savicki’s SEAL team appeared out of nowhere and demanded his surrender. Though he was shocked and surprised when the strangers pointed their rifles at him, Montez raised his hands and grinned when he saw the American flag emblems on their chests.

He had a sister in Fresno with a big brood of children. Until the SEALs appeared, he’d been worried the Navy had given up the Philippine Sea and they’d never make it back to Cebu. He’d witnessed PLAN aggression in the South China Sea for years. He hated to see it here as well.

Right after pledging allegiance to the Americans, he lit the Iwakuni’s galley stoves, rousted the chef, and helped him prepare a hearty breakfast for them.

“Where did all these Marines come from?” Montez asked Jamie.

“They must have come in on that C-17. Sounds like it’s taking off.”

Montez swung the scope to watch the hulking cargo aircraft ascend from the Ulithi runway, which the Seabees had opened for business only twenty-four hours before.

The walkie-talkie on Jamie’s belt screeched. “This is Sorkin. Open the port cargo hatch. Marines coming aboard earlier than planned. I want a meeting in the chart-room. Send an escort down ASAP.”

“Already open,” Jamie replied into the radio. “And a man is waiting for you.”

“Roger that,” Sorkin replied. “See you in a minute, Jamie.”

Sorkin entered the chartroom just aft of the bridge in his dark green Seabee uniform, trailed by his doctor, a blonde woman in a light blue jumpsuit, and a hulking Marine captain in jungle fatigues.

“You know the doc,” Sorkin said to Jamie, who stood on the other side of the chart table, which was bolted to the deck like a kitchen island. “I don’t know that you’ve formally met Ancka Rupnik. Her company makes the Threshers and autonomous vehicles we’ll be using for the landings.”

Jamie shook hands with Ancka, sizing her up immediately as a very capable woman. Her eyes darted around the bulkheads as she inspected Iwakuni’s communications gear. She jotted notes on a wire-bound pad before passing Jamie to enter the bridge.

“Holy shit,” the big Marine said from the opposite threshold. “I can’t believe it. You’re Lucy’s brother. I wasn’t expecting to run into you here.”

“It’s Marshal, isn’t it?” Jamie asked, getting his first full view of the Marine’s face.

“Yeah. Marshal Tate.” The captain extended his hand. “We met at Lucy’s grad party—but only for a minute. You were late.”

“I’m famous for that,” Jamie chuckled wryly. “The Royal Hawaiian seems a million miles and many years ago, doesn’t it?”

Sorkin looked from one man to the other. “Hold on,” he said. “You two know each other? No kidding?”

“No kidding,” Jamie said. “Captain Tate is Lucy’s boyfriend. We met in Honolulu at the party celebrating her graduation from the U of H. Then I had to endure Lucy’s endless sighs and praise of him when she and Mom were with me at the hospital in Darwin. She was knitting you something, as I recall. It was red and yellow.”

“Yeah,” Tate nodded. “A sweater. So far, I have a scarf and a single sock. She’s still working on the sweater. I told her no rush. None of that stuff is real useful in the tropics.”

“Tell me about it,” Jamie said. “She made me a watch cap.”

Sorkin belched into his fist. “Small world.” He leaned on the chart table as if the ship had moved and sent him off balance, then turned to Tate. “I picked your unit, Captain, because I wanted the Marine Recon company that survived the Wasp attack. It’s quite a surprise to learn that you know Lucy. She’s yet another member of Cole family who’s impressed me.”

“Yessir. We’ll do whatever it takes.” Tate scratched his jaw. “Sorry, sir. Am I to understand that you’ve also met Lucy?”

Hearing Lucy’s name, Ancka Rupnik stepped back into the chartroom from the bridge. “What’s this about Lucy?” she asked, “You all know her?”

“She’s my sister,” Jamie said. “This guy is her boyfriend.”

“Lucy has helped us overcome the satellite problem,” Sorkin explained.

“I see,” Tate said after a beat. “You guys are working with her company, Orion. I knew she started in Irvine—didn’t realize she was on the Defense side of their business.”

“She wasn’t,” Rupnick replied. “Gabe and I talked Orion’s CEO into letting us have Lucy as a liaison. She makes sure we stay connected to the right people for this project.”

“And what project is that?” Tate asked.

“We’ve modified the Thresher transceivers to guide them via an atmospheric relay system between the drones and this, the mother ship.”

“The what?” Jamie said. “Did you say mother ship? That’s a first for me.”

“It’s a first for all of us,” Rupnik said. “Welcome to the tech industry.”

Tate shook his head appreciatively. “Not surprised to hear Lucy’s jumped in with both feet.” He turned to Jamie. “Think how psyched she’ll be to know she did her part for the war effort. The Fighting Coles, right?”

“I’ll never hear the end of it.”

Tate’s face hardened as he turned to Sorkin. “I’d like to get my Marines settled ASAP, sir. You mentioned new intel?”

Sorkin propped himself upright, looking seasick.

“Hey, Gabe,” Dr. Murphy said, moving toward him. “Why don’t you drink your smoothie?”

“Captain Tate’s right. I have to get him briefed,” he protested, one hand on his midsection. “We’re running out of time”

“You can drink it while you talk.” She passed him an open canteen with a straw stuck in it.

Sorkin accepted it distractedly while he opened his laptop on the chart table. Jamie helped him connect it to a larger monitor.

“All right,” Sorkin said after taking a sip. “I’m making the rounds, briefing all the mission principals. That starts with you, Marshal, and you, Jamie. After this, I’m headed over to Frank Cable to make sure the sub captains have the latest. They have more time to get on station than you, so you guys get it first.”

Tate stood stiffly. “Speaking on behalf of the Pacific Marine forces, sir, we can’t wait to take the fight to them.”

“That’s the idea. Now,” Sorkin continued, gesturing to the screen. “Our H-hour was supposed to be in four days when there’d be a new moon. That would also give the amphibs in Subic more time for repairs. But I got an eyes-only message from Vice Admiral Cole an hour ago. We have a few mission modifications and a revised timetable. It will require Iwakuni to sail before dawn. Will that be possible?”

“Sure,” Jamie said. “We’re fueled up. The engines are in good shape. All we have to do is haul the anchor.”

“Excellent.”

“I’d have preferred a few days in Ulithi to exercise with the Jet Skis,” Tate said. “Guess we’ll have to make do.”

“They’re Thresher Delivery Vehicles,” Sorkin answered seriously. “Jet Skis are for fun. These TDVs are highly capable, long-range, automated delivery vehicles that will complement the sub-based systems. Your Marines can get familiar with them down in the hold during the transit. It shouldn’t be a big deal. All they have to do is jump on, strap in, and ride.

“Now …” Sorkin pressed a key on his laptop and a high-resolution aerial photo of Taitung appeared on the monitor. He zoomed in on the SRC campus. “This is our most recent imagery of the SRC fab at Taitung. It was taken two months ago. You can see where the ROC troops were stationed on the perimeter road. Here and here. I’m afraid it’s the best we have since we lost our satellites.”

“Same intel we had in prep for the last raid,” Tate commented.

Sorkin nodded while sipping his smoothie. “Yes, but there’s more. Down here where the Taitung River empties into a forked delta, we’ve detected a new threat. Based on my debrief with Commander DeBeers of Missouri, we suspect that heavily armed undersea drones are guarding the beaches to either side of the delta. It stands to reason that the Chinese will expect us to deposit an invasion force on these beaches.” He glanced at Tate. “That was the original plan, wasn’t it?”

“It was,” Tate confirmed. “My Marines were supposed to grab the high ground to the north, attack antiship and antimissile sites, and clear the beaches for the main landing force.”

“Right. And the Chinese would have seen you coming a mile away using their laser-based reconnaissance and communications system.”

“How much do we know about their surveillance capabilities?” Tate asked.

“High-altitude reconnaissance balloons have been reported off Taiwan, and I’m familiar with laser communications technology. I funded a company that did it ten years ago and lost a bundle when it went bust because no one needed it then. Anyway, I believe that’s how they’re targeting us without radar. And I’m sure the Chinese think we’ll try for that beach, because they know we want the fab, so we need to work around the laser-based system.”

He slurped through his straw before continuing. “So. More threat updates. This area, here, in the Green Island channel, is patrolled by PLAN corvettes. Missouri sank one of them. I expect a naval presence there.”

He pulled out of the zoom and pointed to a headland. “Now here’s the good part. This curving coast, beyond this jut-out, is Hawkes Bay. And that’s where your men will land, Captain Tate.”

The Marine leaned forward, studying the coast carefully. “Why there?”

“For starters, there’s a small beach and a trail coming up this cliff that leads to a road. At the top of the cliff there’s ample vegetation for cover. And believe it or not, there are war-vintage Japanese bunkers you can use to dig in. The Chinese have placed some missile launchers on the headland itself, but this area, here, should be a safe landing zone. From there, you can plan your covert entry into the plant, because we have access to a Chinese PLA truck. Your mission will be to rescue Sam Chang, SRC’s CEO. For extraction, you can ride out on the Thresher Delivery Vehicles.”

“Our recon now includes a rescue?” Tate asked, a grin forming.

“Yes. That’s what I meant by a change in parameters. You’re still going to recon the beach. But your primary mission is to recover Sam Chang from the SRC plant—that’s a direct order from the Task Force commander.”

“Outstanding, Captain Sorkin.”

Gabe allowed a fleeting smile and flipped forward to a blueprint of a fab. “When you get ashore, Chang will be in this building, in this room specifically. He’s being held against his will. He’ll probably be unconscious. You’ll need to prepare for that.”

“Can do, sir. I’m just wondering how we know all this without surveillance satellites.”

“We have an excellent source—a former senior executive at SRC. He defected and gave everything to the CIA. They gave it to me.”

“And you’re sure that he’ll be in that room specifically? Knowing that will have a significant impact on my building ingress plan.”

“Yes, we’re sure. According to the source, Chang has an apartment in his headquarters building. He lives there. If we strike before dawn, he’ll be in his bed.”

“Can I see the imagery for the landing area again?”

Sorkin complied, flipping to the photo of Hawkes Bay.

“Can that source provide us with more intel on this beach? Be nice to have an update.”

Sorkin loudly sucked in the last of his smoothie. “We’ve been in ham radio contact with a group of Aussie tourists who got stuck there when the invasion started. They’re living in one of the Japanese bunkers above that beach. One of them was a naval officer. He’s feeding us tactical information through an old Aussie navy code. They’re the ones who liberated the PLA truck and hid it away.”

“Liberated it?”

“Yes. They didn’t say how.”

The Marine blinked. “Must be an interesting story there. So we ingress on the beach, pick up the truck, and drive over this hill to pick up Sam Chang against PLA resistance and extract via the Threshers.”

“That’s the long and short of it.”

“Hold on,” Jamie said. “Gabe, aren’t you worried that the ships in the Chinese blockade will sortie in to stop Tate’s escape?”

“No, I’m not worried about the Chinese blockade fleet,” Sorkin answered.

“Why not?”

“Because while Tate’s Marines are running around ashore, we’re going to sink it.”






CHAPTER 54HAWKES BAY, TAIWAN


“Another few feet,” Carl whispered in the dark. “I just want to get a better angle.”

The Aussie inched forward in the undergrowth, hugging the ground so the leaves wouldn’t snag on the blocky black assault rifle slung across his back.

“Unsling the gun,” Afra suggested behind him. “Give it to me.”

He carefully slid the strap over his shoulder, keeping the barrel facing up, and pushed it toward her.

“I’m going to aim down the trail to cover our rear,” Afra said. “I’ll put your rifle right here.”

Both rifles had been wrapped in torn pieces of one of Nick’s old black concert T-shirts to protect the mechanisms and avoid reflections that might betray their presence. Below the fabric, the rifle barrels were etched with the Chinese characters Qīng Wŭqì Bùqiāng Zìdòng 95, which Afra translated as “Light Weapon Rifle Automatic 95.” Carl thought that they looked like modernized AK-47s with their thick black stocks and curved thirty-round magazines.

“Fine, Aff. Slide the telescope up to me.”

The Aussies had been astonished when Afra revealed the Chinese-made rifles. With Nick holding her and stroking her hair she had managed to recount her ordeal with the two Chinese soldiers, omitting details about the rape. She’d been shaking so hard that she’d barely been able to talk. After that, whenever she had to speak of the Chinese occupation, it was with a measure of detachment.

Afra angled her body to snap the cap free from the end of Nick’s telescope and bumped Carl’s calf with it.

“Thanks,” Carl said, dragging the telescope up in front of him. He closed one eye and angled the scope down toward the roiling surf where the palisades met the sea. At one a.m., the onshore breeze had faded, and the moon had waned to a sliver among wisps of cloud.

The missile site was difficult to spot in the dim light. Carl swung the telescope toward the curved inlet, with a series of rocks like a jetty that he used as a marker, and beyond them to the jutting headland.

“Can you see anything?” Afra whispered, rifle clutched tightly in her hands.

“Hang on,” Carl said. “The same missile launchers,” he whispered. “But I count eighteen crates under the netting. That’s up from twelve. We’ll need to report that.”

Carl had been unable to contain his excitement when Ron’s radio contact in the outback put them in touch with naval officers in Darwin. After they agreed to use a long-expired code he remembered from his days as a Royal Australian Navy communications officer, he summarized his log for them, rapping out the sentences like a commander deep in enemy territory giving orders to his troops. Darwin was impressed—and hungry for more.

Even more exciting, just yesterday Darwin had violated radio silence protocol and requested information on the beach at Hawkes Bay and the inlet, and a count of the missiles on the headland. The contact reported that some visitors would soon come ashore, though they were vague as to who they might be. Carl assumed they would be naval commandos swimming ashore ahead of a larger force.

“What’s happening back at the Inn?” Afra whispered behind him. “Can you have a look?”

“Working on it,” he snapped back. His sciatica had been troubling him all day. Sleeping in the cramped bunker was difficult, and the nightly climbs to the reconnaissance point were hard on his body. Ingrid fussed that he was losing too much weight. She forced beans down his gullet like a mother bird.

Carl twisted the knobs on the telescope, focusing on the Inn.

“Do you see footprints?” Afra asked.

“Give me a minute. I’m looking. It’s hard to see anything.”

“Check where the gravel meets the sandy coast road. You should be able to see them there.”

“Right-o.”

On their last daylight visit to this observation point they’d seen fresh vehicle tracks at the Inn, probably a sign of enemy patrols in the area. Darwin needed to know that. Carl bent one leg and shifted his back, then hunkered down to scan the Inn’s grounds.

Behind him, Afra recognized the rounded hunch in Carl’s shoulders and settled in to wait. When they’d first started keeping watch on the headland, Carl had explained that human vision was evolved to detect movement. To Carl, that meant waiting perfectly still like a hunter in a blind. To Afra, whose job was to make sure the old man didn’t fall off the trail, it mostly meant patience.

Not that she minded. She had no doubt that the Chinese were actively looking for them. She needed these forays out to the cliff with the rifle in her hands, hoping for the opportunity to kill more of the occupiers. Her guests were likewise resolved to push back against the invaders who had assaulted Afra.

They were all in now. They endured Carl’s meticulous watch bills, harangues about notetaking, and didactic lectures about old Aussie navy codes because, annoying and bombastic as he could be, he really had made contact with the U.S. Navy in Darwin.

“Oh, hello,” Carl whispered over his shoulder.

“What?”

“They’re in your house, Aff.”

“Who?”

“PLA soldiers. I can see them plain as day. They’re armed and decked out with night vision goggles and fatigues, like commandos. Their rifles look like the ones you brought back.”

“How can you see all that in the dark?”

“They’re not in the dark. They just switched on the lights in your living room.”
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Mung stepped through the door from the living room to the deck and looked out at the dark sea. In the spare moonlight he could see the outline of Green Island and the gray surf against the rocks near the missile base on the headland.

Reasonably sure that the house was abandoned, Mung rested his QBZ-95 close-quarter bullpup rifle on the wooden planks. He stood beside a chaise longue while three of his Sea Dragons scoured the interior. The last few days had been busy ones, and Mung was tired. As a man of discipline and destiny, however, he didn’t allow himself to sit.

He flipped his NVDs over his eyes and looked down at the smashing surf. Though the missile launchers weren’t visible from here, he could spot some of the power and data cables that ran over the rocks between them.

The PLA Rocket Force lieutenant colonel was bivouacked with the rest of his men near the launchers. Hainan Island reported that the American aircraft carrier Lincoln was en route to Subic Bay to sortie with the damaged amphibs. They estimated the Americans would attack in two to three weeks. When that happened, the missile base on the southeast side of the island would be called into action once again.

With two Chinese M.P.s, the Inn’s owner, and four Australian nationals missing from the area, the colonel refused to leave anything to chance. He ordered Mung’s Sea Dragons to search the shore for possible rebels. When Mung examined the dossier with the suspects—two Australian couples in their sixties and a slight Taiwanese woman—he judged the mission to be police work unworthy of his lethal Sea Dragons. But the colonel was in charge.

A floor lamp blinked on behind him, casting his shadow across the deck. He flipped up his NVDs and turned. Deng was in the kitchen, poking about the bare cabinets with his rifle barrel.

Stretching his hamstrings, Mung relived the events of the past few days.

It started with Hainan ordering his Sea Dragons to the heliport at the SRC fab to provide extra security for a very important person who would be landing there. Once the person was inside, Mung’s team was to return to the missile base.

The commandos dutifully waited under camouflage netting, weapons cocked, while a shining corporate helicopter settled on its struts. When the door opened under the spinning blades, a middle-aged Formosan man and a strikingly beautiful Chinese woman emerged, followed by a stretcher bearing an old man. Mung guessed he was looking at Sam Chang. He recognized the younger man as Wombat, Chang’s son. The woman was Viper, the MSS officer, whom he hadn’t seen since that first day on the SRC campus roof.

While he could appreciate that Chang was still under MSS control, Mung disagreed with the order to return to the missile base after they were safely inside. With perhaps the most important man in the world right now at the fab, he suggested to Hainan that he and his men remain hidden on the rooftops to guard against a potential American raid. And he was certain that one would come.

They would be Navy SEALs or Delta Force, for which the PLA soldiers at the plant perimeter would be no match. Unlike his Sea Dragons, none of those PLA soldiers had combat experience. Hainan disagreed. They wanted him to guard the missile site. Finding the missing tourists was apparently part of the job.

Mung flipped the NVDs back over his eyes and gazed at the distant outline of Green Island through the goggles’ glow. A PLAN corvette glided into view between the island and the shore.

His professional expertise was small-unit tactics ashore. Still, as a naval officer, he wondered why the corvette was patrolling in the channel. It seemed to him that the layered naval defenses ringing Taiwan made it superfluous.

For starters, thirty new Type 55 destroyers blockaded the southern approach to the island, aided by twenty frigates and ten corvettes. Beyond them, out of view, was Fujian with another five destroyers around her. Even without the long-range hypersonic and ballistic missiles they’d used in the first attack, the land-based fighters on the built-up reefs in the South China Sea could defend against an American attack.

By now the Americans knew that even if one of their warships somehow slipped through that layered gauntlet, undersea drones guarded the bays and deltas. That was why he thought SEALs or Delta Force commandos would try to take the SRC plant. With the U.S. amphibious carriers still banged up in Subic and China’s unquestioned air superiority over Taiwan, a covert raid was their only option.

He continued mentally designing the Americans’ attack. With the sea and sky approaches well defended, the special forces units would have to come overland from the north, probably aided by the few ROC soldiers still in the hills. That’s how he would do it. What a waste to have his commandos chasing some old Australian tourists around the jungle.

“Mung!” Deng called from somewhere in the house. “Come down here!”

Mung snatched up his rifle and hurried inside. Deng’s voice was coming through a doorway in the kitchen near the refrigerator. Mung pounded down the steps to the basement, his rifle at the ready. Deng stood beside an open chest freezer, pointing inside.

Mung recoiled at the sight of the frozen blue corpse.






CHAPTER 55USS LINCOLN


Will Cole ran his usual laps around the carrier’s flight deck while the warm rain soaked his faded University of Hawaii T-shirt.

Ragged gray clouds raced under a low white ceiling. Eighty feet below the deck, foaming waves danced over black troughs. The carrier was running westward toward the Philippines, tearing through the sea at thirty-five knots under the steam produced by her two nuclear reactors. She hadn’t let up that pace since leaving Guam.

The rain didn’t bother Cole. Running was a fine way to work things out in his head, and the rain was a minor inconvenience. It was running against a thirty-five-knot headwind on a carrier traveling at flank speed that was the difficulty. He had to force his body to a nearly forty-five-degree slant to make headway.

Cole had acknowledged the sailors doing their various jobs around the airplanes on his first two laps around the vast flight deck. After that, he ignored them. Whatever nerves the seamen felt in the presence of the task force commander had since melted away, and Cole pounded out the laps in silence.

Other officers were out getting their exercise as well, generally moving in the opposite direction to avoid having to lap him. Three Hornet pilots from Henry’s squadron, including his son’s XO, jogged by, chatting animatedly.

For a while, the XO turned and joined Cole stride for stride, making small talk. When Will responded to the banter with single syllables, the XO turned and rejoined his group, sheepishly explaining to them that the admiral had a lot on his mind.

Which was an accurate assessment. On the forward lengths, Will pumped his legs into the wind, gazed at the horizon, and noted the changing angles of the distant Aegis cruiser as she zigzagged in the vanguard.

On the downwind legs, when the rain pelted his back, he squinted against the gray horizon to try and spot a trio of ships from Destroyer Squadron 15 that appeared through the mist at intervals. Fifteen was Kyle Wallace’s old outfit, and the replacement ships’ skippers were anxious to avenge their commodore’s death.

A trio of F-35 Lightnings from Wasp’s air wing thundered over Cole’s head, performing aerial reconnaissance from a shore base. Their ship was still laid up in Subic, where, fresh from Lincoln, Sorkin’s expert repair crews were hard at work.

Steve Umbright, Cole’s chief of staff, came up beside him. Judging by the dark saddle of wet fabric on Umbright’s khaki uniform and the water dripping from his brown hair, Cole guessed the submariner had been chasing him for a while.

“What is it?” Cole asked, ducking behind the superstructure to shelter from the elements.

“It’s Captain Sorkin, sir. He’s on the phone for you.”

Cole checked his watch. Gabe was reporting in earlier than expected. Figuring that the communications window wouldn’t stay open for long, Cole hurried through a hatch and bounded up the first of several ladders to flag plot.

The space was deserted except for the communications technician who adjusted the cryptographic codes. The sailor mentioned that he’d never used this frequency band before. Cole nodded and told him to get on with it. The petty officer handed over a pair of headphones and a desktop microphone.

“Will? Are you there, Will?”

“Hey, Gabe,” Will responded into the mic. “I’m here. I read you five by five.”

“I’m impressed. Do you realize I’m using a jerry-rigged broadcaster crossing a thousand-mile relay? Lucy helped us get it set up the way we talked about in Guam. That girl has a future.”

With the help of Lucy’s employer, Orion, Ancka had rejiggered a pair of unlaunched satellites to be slung beneath the wings of orbiting B-52s at fifty thousand feet.

“You’re not Alexander Graham Bell, Gabe, and I’m not Watson. Tell me quickly before the circuit closes—what’s your report?”

“The deep-sea mooring buoys are in position and functioning.”

While the radio call was encrypted, Sorkin worried the Chinese might have cracked the code, and he used oblique merchant seaman terminology. By “mooring buoys,” Cole knew he meant the submarines.

“Good,” Cole answered. “And the sneakers are ready for shipment?” The sneakers were the Marines on board Iwakuni.

“The sneakers are on their way to market.”

Cole pressed his hands to the headphones. “How are your buyers?”

Sorkin’s voice wavered in and out. “The Kelly people are ready to receive us.”

“Do the Kelly people have good information?”

“Yes. We’re adjusting tactics,” Sorkin said.

That comment worried Cole. Sorkin seemed to be indicating that the Aussies on the beach had seen something that might trip them up.

As a Reservist, Sorkin had last served as an active-duty officer on a coastal patrol craft a dozen years ago. He knew something about putting small troop units ashore, but he’d never been an expert. Then again, the Force Recon Marines on Iwakuni knew their business. Cole had to trust that they could deal with whatever wrinkle the Aussies had found.

“Roger,” he said. “And Bravo Bravo vessel? Is she inside the wire?”

“That’s an affirmative,” Sorkin’s disembodied voice answered. “Bravo Bravo Victor is inside the wire. She was challenged by a five-five but passed with flying colors.”

Cole breathed a sigh of relief. He had objected when Sorkin asked Jamie to take Iwakuni through the Chinese Type 55 destroyer blockade. It was the linchpin of the operation. Sorkin countered that Jamie knew the freighter route to Tokyo as well as any naval officer on active duty. He also knew what it was like to be under attack by the Chinese.

Cole rebutted that Jamie was a greenhorn who shouldn’t be trusted with such an important operation. But even as he was making that point, he seemed to hear an old argument with Kelly in his head. Jamie acts the way he does around you because he thinks you don’t respect him, Will. He’s far more competent than you give him credit for.

He let Sorkin have his way.

“And the little helpers?” Cole asked, referring to the Thresher drones that Ancka had been churning out in her Detroit factory. Cole had cleared three C-17s to ferry the drones directly between Detroit International and the rehabilitated runway on Ulithi.

“The helpers have checked in. Five centuries’ worth so far.”

Cole tried to picture five hundred of the black Threshers roaming the Strait waiting for Chinese ships to pass. Sorkin had convinced him that the Chinese were using infrared signatures to detect the American fleet and report its presence to the mainland. He swore on his grandfather’s grave that the Threshers wouldn’t give off detectable heat.

Ancka had confirmed that the autonomous drones’ carbon fiber bodies, solid hydrogen power plants, and terrestrial mesh network communications systems would make them undetectable to any emission collection sensors. When Cole pointed to the deadly undersea drones that had found and nearly sunk Missouri, Ancka replied that Threshers carried less metal than a shopping cart, not enough to register on magnetic anomaly detectors.

“Will? You there, Will?”

“Yes,” Cole replied. “Still here, Gabe. Does this mean you’re a go?”

“I’m a go on my side, Will. The weather forecast is favorable. What about you? Are you on schedule? Is the rest of our commercial fleet looking good?”

For a half-second Cole was offended by the impertinence of the question. Lowly Reserve captains didn’t question the decisions of vice admirals. But then he pushed the notion aside. Who did he think they were? Gabe Sorkin was a venture capitalist and Will Cole was a semiretired, passed-over rear admiral lower half who’d quit the Navy to save his marriage.

Beware the pitfalls of impostor syndrome, the self-help book said.

Cole considered the disposition of his ships and the last readiness report on the amphibs in Subic. Once he gave the order, there would be no going back. It was a one-way door.

He stabbed the button on the microphone. “Gabe, you’re certain you’re ready? I mean really certain? Don’t tell me what I want to hear. Tell it to me like you normally would, like back in the basement.”

“That’s the only way I know how to talk to you, Will. I am one hundred percent on my end—and I will not let you down. It’s your decision, sir. Are we a go?”

Cole glanced out the porthole at the jagged gray sky. The meteorologists had forecast a sliver of moon hidden by overcast for Tate’s assault. They said the next forty-eight hours could be their only chance to exploit the low light conditions.

“We’re a go,” Cole said into the mic. “Commence the operation. I want regular reports from your base at Bravo Bravo. You stay by the phone … or whatever you call the contraption. Understand me, Gabe? I mean it.”

“Affirmative, sir, and I know you do. But I’m not on Bravo Bravo,” Sorkin replied, his voice fading.

“What? Where are you?”

“I’m with your boy on the bridge of the vessel inside the wire we were talking about a minute ago. We’ll be in touch. Bravo Bravo out.”






CHAPTER 56USS MISSOURI


“Conn, Sonar.”

“Conn, go ahead,” Briny said from his position by the chart plotter in the control room. Potts was hunched over the display, using a trackwheel to mark a new digital X indicating their position a hundred miles southeast of Taiwan.

“Multiple surface contacts. Type five-five destroyers bearing three-zero-two relative, forty miles.”

“These are in addition to the others?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Keep me updated. Conn out.”

Potts looked up from the integrated display table. “Check it out, Cap,” he said.

Briny studied the monitor and saw the wide ring of Chinese destroyers, the mighty blockade that guarded what the Chinese were calling their Three Seas. Mo’s passive towed array sonar had been the first to detect the destroyers a hundred miles out. As Mo got closer, the bow’s sonar arrays were chiming in.

“That’s about, what, fifty ships?” Briny asked.

“So far. And that’s only within acoustic range. Should we pause the Thresher launch?”

“Hang on,” Briny responded. He pressed the lever on the intercom. “Sonar, Conn. Are all those type five-fives moving?”

“Affirmative, Captain. Doppler indicates they’re zigzagging at about fifteen knots. If there’s an exception, we’re not hearing it.”

“How about the Iwakuni? Can you still hear her?”

“Negative, sir. Iwakuni is out of passive sonar range.”

“Roger that, Sonar. Out.” Briny checked his watch and looked at Potts. “Iwakuni must be at her objective, then.”

Potts verified the Japanese freighter’s last position on the display. “Yeah,” he confirmed. “Unless she altered speed, she should be launching.”

Briny slapped his leg excitedly, irritating the Ulithi Itchy. “Just look at those bastards. The arrogant pricks are charging around thinking they’ve got us boxed out. What do you say we go up to periscope depth to launch the next set of Threshers from the torpedo tubes? I want to watch them get underway.”

“That’s not part of the launch protocol,” Potts said. “I thought we were going to stay deep. Didn’t Rudnick say we should be deep?”

“For when we launched the Threshers out of the missile chambers, yeah. But we’re switching to the torpedo tubes for the last load. We can creep up to watch if we want.”

Potts crossed his arms. “We can … but what would be the tactical value in watching them?”

Briny shook his head at his unimaginative XO. “Tactical? None,” he said. “This is personal.”
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Two hundred miles north of Missouri, Marshal Tate stood amidships on Iwakuni studying the laminated pages of his small binder with a red-lensed flashlight clenched in his teeth. Beside him, Staff Sergeant John Larman bawled a profanity-laced order to the Filipino seaman at the winch controls.

“Easy there, damn you!” Larman growled. “You’re swinging it too hard! Bring her to starboard! Starboard!”

Tate took the flashlight from his teeth and raised it just far enough to see what had Larman so exercised. Sure enough, one of the Thresher Delivery Vehicles was swinging back and forth in its harness over the ocean.

“We’re all right, Staff,” Corporal Ivan Nozneski called from atop the swaying TDV. He was leaning down, cinching straps as the heavy surface vehicle swung.

“You sure?” Tate asked.

“We got it, sir.”

“Ooh-rah. Secure your loads, Marines.”

Under the dim glow of Tate’s red beam, the four Marines tightened the cargo netting that held mortar and missile tubes to the TDV’s side.

Larman leaned over the bow to watch. When the TDV splashed in the water and the cable slacked, he gave a thumbs up. “She’s afloat!” he called.

Tate stole a final glance at his laminated briefing sheets while waiting for the crane operator to retrieve the cable.

His briefing book consisted of detailed maps, photos, and diagrams of the landing area at Hawkes Bay. A second tab marked a detailed diagram of the SRC fab. He’d certainly seen higher-quality intelligence when prepping for an insertion op. Given the circumstances, however, he’d make do.

His walkie-talkie earpiece crackled to life.

“Cole for Tate. Are you guys almost done back there? We may have to step it up,” Jamie warned from the bridge.

“Maybe five minutes,” Tate responded. “Why? What’s the problem?”

“We just got a call from the Chinese destroyer we passed when we went through the blockade. They’re asking why we stopped.”

Tate checked his watch. Iwakuni had been dead in the water for more than thirty minutes, double the intended time. “We’re almost done,” he said. “I’m loading up now. Last man.”

The Marine captain edged closer to the ship’s side as she rolled through a swell. He couldn’t see his brother Marines on their TDVs in the spare light until he lowered his night vision goggles. There they were, spread in a ten-deep line, four Marines per hydrogen-powered machine.

When the cable was pulled back over the deck, Tate helped Staff Sergeant Larman hook the three mounting points to the last TDV. The high-speed surface craft, with two bench seats and a stubby bow, sat low in the water. A rear cargo area carrying weapons was covered by an elastic net. It reminded Tate of a Boston Whaler. He ordered Larman to take the starboard, forward bench.

Though the route was automated, preprogrammed, and guided by the modified satellites carried under the wings of the orbiting B-52s, Tate intended to operate the craft manually when approaching the beach.

His radio chirped again. “This is Sorkin. Wait there, Mr. Tate. I’m on my way down to you.”

Tate was too busy strapping himself into the front bench seat to reply. He’d been warned that the ride would be insanely fast, skipping over the waves at eighty knots for a hundred miles. A swinging red light by the winch caught his attention.

Sorkin stood next to the seaman with the crane controls, barking instructions. When Tate saw that Sorkin was dressed in full camouflage with an ill-fitting special forces–style helmet on his head and clear plastic goggles over his eyes, his heart sank.

“Don’t leave without me, Captain Tate. I’m coming with you,” Sorkin called out. Two deck crewmen behind Sorkin carried Pelican crates the size of coffins that they began stuffing into the rear cargo area of Tate’s TDV. “I’ll grab that rear bench. Help these guys strap this stuff in. We’ll need all of it on the beach.”

Tate slammed open the release for the three-point harness on his chest and leaped from his seat, his hand held out in a halt gesture. “Absolutely not, sir! You can’t come with us.”

Sergeant Larman remained strapped in, a faint grin on his face. There was nothing a Recon Marine NCO enjoyed more than a disagreement between officers.

“Not for you to say, Marine,” Sorkin answered brusquely as he examined the second bench. He gestured to the deck crewman loading his boxes. “Careful—that’s very sensitive stuff.”

“That’s not how we briefed this, sir.”

“I’m calling an audible. The Chinese are pushing for Iwakuni to keep moving. I’m going to lose the comms window and need to set up ashore.”

“Mr. Sorkin, please,” Tate said. “Let me take the equipment in. You’re not trained for an amphibious assault!”

“That’s true,” Sorkin agreed as he looked up from the seamen loading the crates. “But we’re not conducting an amphibious assault. We’re going ashore to direct one. That’s different. And you’re not trained to use the equipment I’m bringing.”

“We’re going behind enemy lines! You’ll be a liability!”

“You won’t even know I’m there. I’ll be with the Australians. Think of me as one of them.” He stuffed a canvas bag under the elastic netting as Tate stood over him with his hands on his hips.

“We have really got to go,” Jamie urged over the radio. “George says the Chinese are getting suspicious. They might send a plane out here to check us out.”

“Roger, Jamie,” Sorkin replied before turning to Tate. “Hear that? We’re wasting time. Let’s go.”

“With all due respect, Captain Sorkin, I know my orders. You don’t have to synchronize the Marines on the beach.”

“It’s not the Marines I’m worried about, it’s the timing of operations with the fleet. I’m not going to risk a communication issue with the task force commander that could blow the battle and pretty much doom humanity to the tyranny of the Chinese Communist Party. So there it is, Mr. Tate. Still confused?”

“Fine,” Tate said through clenched teeth. “You’re in for a helluva ride, Captain Sorkin. Strap in.”






CHAPTER 57USS LINCOLN


“Admiral on deck!” the helmsman shouted.

Windshield wipers clicked on the bridge windows. On the deck fifty feet below, jets thundered into place under yellow spotlights. The sea beyond the prow was invisible. The massive ship cleaved the waves at flank speed.

“At ease,” Cole commanded. He made a beeline for Lincoln’s skipper, Beau Duarte, who was huddled with the air boss—the commander charged with the ship’s flight operations—and CAG, the captain who ran the air wing.

“We’re at condition one and almost ready to launch,” Duarte said.

Cole’s face tightened. “How much more time do you need?”

“The first Hornets are on the forward catapults,” the air boss reported. “The second pair are locking into the waist catapults right now.”

“And the rest?” Cole asked.

“Admiral,” CAG answered. “Per your orders, I’ve got every available strike aircraft armed and ready. Three squadrons of F-18s, but …”

“But? What’s the problem, CAG?” Cole prompted. He had heard the whispers. The senior officers in the strike group weren’t convinced that Cole was up to the job. He was a staff man, PACFLT’s pet, chosen by the Pentagon as task force commander because his son was Henry Cole and he counted former senator Charles Braxton as a relative. He hadn’t lived through the murderous Stennis sinking or the ambush in the Philippine Sea. And now he seemed to be playing fast and loose with the task force, moving up the timetable and charging toward Taiwan without the customary coordination briefings to all the supporting commands and the big dogs back in Pearl Harbor and D.C.

And if that wasn’t enough, he wasn’t an aviator. Cole sensed the disapproval from the air boss and CAG—both pilots.

“Sir,” CAG challenged. “As I noted in our last meeting, it’s unorthodox to send three full squadrons aloft on search vectors miles ahead of us—especially with heavy bomb loads. We can’t see the Chinese—but they can see us. We won’t have fighter cover held in reserve if we’re attacked.”

“We’ve got the missiles on our surface escorts, and the Hornets are armed for air-to-air in addition to their bombs. That should do it,” Cole said confidently. Henry had assured him of that when Cole called him to flag plot the night before. He hoped Henry was right.

CAG’s delayed response spoke louder than his two-word reply. “Yes, sir.”

“Glad that’s settled,” Cole said, turning to the air boss. “Now, how long will it take to get the whole air strike package aloft?”

The air boss glanced at a monitor. “The E-2 is already up. Launched five minutes ago.”

“And per your direction,” CAG added, “the Hawkeye’s airborne radars are silent but will light up on your command, sir.”

“Good. So how long to get the entire strike package up when the E-2 lights up?”

“Admiral, with all four catapults operating, we can launch three Hornet squadrons in about forty minutes.”

Will took a deep breath and shifted his eyes to the clacking windshield wipers. Forty minutes was double the time it should be. He had encouraged Duarte, CAG, and the air boss to think outside the box—as Gabe Sorkin would have done if he were here. But they were giving him the by-the-book answer.

“Unacceptable,” he said.

“Sir, the steam that operates the cats needs time to repressurize. The crewmen need time to get the planes hooked to the cat shoes. And … it’s a process, sir.”

“Admiral, you ordered us to load up the Hornets with heavy laser-guided bombs,” CAG added. “We have to be super careful maneuvering them.”

Cole dismissed CAG’s comment. “Still unacceptable.”

“It’s physics, Admiral,” Duarte said. “The catapults can only do so many cycles in a given amount of time.”

“How long does it take a steam catapult to regenerate?” Cole asked.

“A minute, sir,” the air boss said.

“We have four catapults. We should be able to get a plane off every fifteen seconds until all thirty-six attack Hornets are airborne. That’s nine minutes, not forty.”

The air boss looked to CAG for help.

“It’s not just the cats,” CAG said. “We have to maneuver the planes … sir. The Handler and his team can only work the puzzle so many ways.”

“Yes,” Cole agreed. “But that’s not a matter of physics. That’s traffic management. Gentlemen, we do not have the luxury of doing this the usual way.”

CAG’s jaw muscles went into overdrive. The air boss glanced at his clipboard. “We could maybe keep the wings folded a little longer, stuff three planes on the elevators at a crack. Are we okay with violating standard operating procedures from AirPac?”

“Commander,” Cole said, “if you ever ask me for permission for something like that again, I’ll fire you. I want those planes aloft in fifteen minutes max when I give the order.”

“Yes, sir.”

Cole jutted his chin at CAG and added, “All thirty-six Hornets with a mix of air-to-air for defense and laser-guided bombs.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Now, let’s say they went up with bombs only, and then we fell under attack from Fujian. How long would it take us to rearm with a full air-to-air missile complement?”

“At least a half-hour, sir.”

Cole logged the comment away. “Carry on,” he said.

He ducked through the watertight hatch at the edge of the bridge and slid down the ladder using only his hands, like a twenty-two-year-old ensign. He landed at the combat information center and hurried inside.

“At ease,” he muttered when people came to attention.

Normally, CIC was the nerve center of the extended carrier strike group, linking together the communications and radars of the cruisers, destroyers, and aircraft. But Cole’s orders for strict emissions control, EMCON, had stripped CIC of its sensors. Nevertheless, the operators and communication specialists were at their stations, waiting as directed.

He approached the officer on duty. “TAO, how long will it take to light up our air and surface radars when we come out of EMCON?”

The Tactical Action Officer pulled off her headset and guided Cole to a workstation with a large monitor. “From zero EMCON to full blast?” she clarified. “Across the whole strike group?”

“Yes. All three destroyers and our cruiser, but not the aircraft.”

TAO thought for a moment, which Cole appreciated because it wasn’t a simple question. With the satellites offline, the links between the combatant units were reduced to point-to-point radio relays.

“Show the admiral the sensor dashboard,” she ordered the petty officer at the console.

“Okay, sir,” she continued. “Since we’re at full EMCON, you can see all the radars—fire control, early warning air-search, long-range Aegis—all of it marked in gray. They’re dark. Across the whole fleet, the moment I give the order as TAO, it will take maybe three minutes for the radars to come online and the data to flow into our integrated system.”

“And then,” Cole prompted, “if I were to tell you to light up the aircraft, you would see what they see, instantly?”

“If they’re in data link range of the E-2, yes, sir.”

“And if we want to leave a couple of ships at EMCON, fully dark, you can operate that way?”

TAO, a diminutive woman with oversized tortoiseshell glasses, pushed back her Lincoln ball cap and said, “I don’t see why not, sir.”

Cole found her can-do attitude the perfect antidote to CAG’s macho reticence. “All right,” he said. “As soon as you receive the full picture here, I’ll see it on my repeaters up in flag plot where I can direct the entire thing—through you. Correct?”

“Correct, sir.”

“And my staff will see it on the flag bridge?”

“Definitely, Admiral.”

Her enthusiasm heartened him but also forced him to consider the terrible responsibility at his fingertips and, worse, to confront the miserable question that had nagged him since leaving CAG on the bridge: Were the whispers right?

He was a destroyer man. After his command at sea, his career veered into higher-level staff work as a planning and logistics officer. He’d always been a sharp staffer and was in high demand for his planning abilities. But his detour into that kind of work had deprived him of a major combatant assignment like a destroyer squadron. That was the reason he’d been on his way to concluding his career with a single star—until PACFLT promoted him to run this task force. But what if the whispers were right?

Impostor syndrome … he hoped the self-help book was talking to someone else.

“All right, Commander,” he said, refocusing on the woman before him. “That link between me up there in flag plot and you down here in CIC will be the most critical one across this entire attack. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Your orders will come directly from me to you through this phone. I need you to act like an extension of me. For example, if I tell you to exclude some of our ships, to leave them at EMCON and not acknowledge their presence on the radios, you’ll listen to me.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You might get questions about it—from the CO, the XO, and CAG. But you listen only to me, and you follow my instructions to the letter. If there is a technical reason something can’t be done, tell me. Otherwise you execute, no matter what they say to you. Got it?”

She grinned. “Absolutely, Admiral.”

Cole thrust his hands into his pockets. “What’s your name?”

“Commander Hardesty, sir.” She tapped her nametag.

“Your first name isn’t Commander. What’s your actual name?”

“It’s Lynn, sir, Lynn Hardesty.”

“Where are you from?”

She looked a little embarrassed. “Pennsylvania, sir. Punxsutawney.”

“The groundhog place?”

She bit her cheek. “Yes, sir.”

“What was your commissioning source, Ms. Hardesty?”

“Officer Candidate School, Newport, right after Penn State.”

“What did you study at Penn State?”

“Computer science.”

“Then I’m sure you had many lucrative opportunities. Why did you join the military?”

“S-someone has to, sir,” she stuttered.

Cole fought the urge to smile at the straightforwardness of her answer. “You could have done that in any of the services. Why the Navy?”

She looked up at the overhead as she considered her response. “When I was in high school, the Navy ran recruiting commercials with the motto America’s Navy, a Global Force for Good.”

Cole laughed. “You’re kidding me. Our recruiting commercials actually worked?”

“Yes, sir,” she replied earnestly. “They did on me, anyway—because I thought the slogan was true. I still do.”

“So do I. Good to know we’re on the same page, Ms. Hardesty. You’re the department head down here, right?”

“Yes, Admiral.”

“You probably have a few lieutenants, chiefs, and petty officers you really trust.”

“Yes, sir. I do.”

“Good. I want you to pull them aside and talk to them exactly as I’m talking to you. When you give the order, they do what you say because the order comes from me. Some of those commands may be unconventional, so I’m asking for your trust. Do we understand each other?”

“Yes, sir. I’ll execute on your command.”

“Thank you, Commander Hardesty. We’ll talk more when this is over—because in all honesty, I didn’t think Punxsutawney was a real place. But I’m very glad you ended up here.” He smiled and held out his hand. She shook it firmly. He turned to go.

“Before you leave, Admiral, can I ask one question?”

“You’d better be quick about it.”

“Yes, sir. Back in Coronado, you said we would take the fight to the enemy. Are we prepping for another missile attack … like Stennis … or are we going to strike?”

“Oh, we’re going to strike,” he assured her. “But more than that.”

“What else, sir?”

“We’re going to annihilate them.”






CHAPTER 58HAWKES BAY, TAIWAN


Carl cupped his hands around Afra’s ear so she could hear his whisper over the crashing surf. “It’s two a.m. on my mark,” he said. “Five, four, three, two … mark.”

Afra slipped out of her backpack and tugged her assault rifle free from the sling beneath it. She swept her eyes over the dark beach across the shallow inlet. Three hundred yards out, the waves smashed against a rocky hook that formed a natural breakwater.

Carl had predicted the visitors would use this cove three kilometers north of the headland. It was far enough from the Chinese missile battery to avoid detection and a natural landing spot for rubber boats.

“Looks clear,” she whispered.

“I agree,” Carl said. “Let’s go.”

They slid through the thick coastal scrub to the beach and climbed up the highest dune. As instructed by his contact in Darwin, Carl raised his flashlight and pointed it seaward. He flicked it on and off three times at one-second intervals.

“I see the response,” Afra said a moment later.

“Where?”

She pointed north. “A red light. It flashed twice.”

“You’re sure?”

“Positive, Carl. What now?”

He flashed his light twice in response. “We wait.”

But not for long. Hunched figures bristling with gear began to emerge from the surf in knots of twos and threes. Carl blinked his light again, and two men ran to their position on the dune.

“Is one of you Carl?” the smaller of the two men asked.

Now that he was closer, Afra could see that he had a beard and looked to be in his forties. The other man was younger, tall and well-built. She assumed the slight man was in charge.

Carl answered with a theatrical bow. “Carl Weatherby at your service, sir. Former communications officer in the Royal Australian Navy. Are you all American SEALs, then?”

“No,” the taller man corrected sharply. “We’re the United States Marines. I’m Captain Tate. This is Captain Sorkin.”

Carl cocked his head dubiously at Sorkin, who looked nothing like his vision of a Marine captain.

“I’m a Navy captain,” Sorkin clarified, seeing Carl’s confusion. “I’m in charge of this outfit.”

Afra stepped up. “I’m Afra Lau.”

“Good to meet you, Ms. Lau,” Sorkin answered. “You own the property, I understand, including those Japanese bunkers up-country?”

“That’s right, I do.”

“Can you direct Captain Tate’s men to the truck you hid near here?”

“Yes.” She turned to the big Marine. “I stashed it behind a banyan tree off the road that runs above the headland. If you have a map, I can show you exactly where it is.”

“I have maps,” Tate said, pulling them out. He marked the truck’s location, then swiveled his eyes up and down the tree line. “We need to get to cover ASAP. I want my men off the beach.”

“We know a good place to gather,” Carl replied. “This way, Captain.”

Afra and Carl led Sorkin and the Marines to a clearing between the tree line and a rock face, whispering questions to Sorkin along the way. “It’s like science fiction,” Carl marveled when he learned the Marines had arrived by special automated boats that were circling just beyond the waves and could remain on station for days before returning to pick them all up.

“Look,” Sorkin finally said. “Can we save the questions for later? We’ve got to get moving. How far is it to the bunker where your radio is?”

“Half an hour’s walk,” Afra replied.

“What’s the approximate altitude?”

“Three hundred meters,” Afra said. “It’s called Hawkes Peak.”

“And that’s where you’ve been spotting Fujian from?”

“Yes,” Carl answered. “We saw Fujian on a northerly course two days ago. Yesterday, she was headed south. Based on my prior observations, I would estimate she’ll be turning north again tomorrow.”

“Thank you,” Sorkin replied with a narrow grin. “That’s perfect. Just perfect. Wait here. I need to talk to Captain Tate.”

He found Tate whispering orders to his junior officers and senior noncoms. The Marines were ferrying their gear from the beach and sorting it into piles.

“The comms bunker is at a thousand feet or so,” Sorkin told Tate after pulling him aside. “About a half-hour hike from here. I need to get up there ASAP to signal Ulithi. From that altitude I should be able to bounce a coded signal.”

“Okay,” Tate said. He squatted on his haunches and opened his book on the grass. Sorkin squatted beside him while Tate lit a terrain map. “That makes it this peak.” He marked the spot with a stubby grease pencil.

“Yes,” Sorkin replied. “That’s right. How many men can you spare to get my gear up the hill?”

“I’ll detach a fire team—four men armed with mortars and antitank missiles—just in case. Staff Sergeant Larman will lead it. They can hump your equipment. You’ll go with the lady and the Aussie?”

“Yes. They can guide us in. This Carl guy is full of information. I want to debrief him. If I get anything of tactical value for you, I’ll put it over the UHF.”

Tate glanced at the slender man standing in front of him, looking as though his heavy helmet might make him fall over, and was slightly less annoyed that Sorkin had insisted on joining the team ashore.

“All right, sir,” he said. “I’ll monitor the UHF. But we should exercise radio discipline as much as possible.”

“Of course.”

“After my teams finish the assault on the SRC campus and we grab Sam Chang, we’ll rendezvous here in this clearing. I may not be in touch until then.”

“That’s fine,” Sorkin said. “But there’s one more thing you need to know, Marshal.”

“What’s that?”

“As soon as I get to the radio, I have to signal Ulithi—or Darwin if that fails. Unless I’ve really screwed something up, the shit’s really going to hit the fan at that point. You need to know that all surprise will be lost, even here in Taitung.”

“Oh, I seriously doubt that,” Tate laughed.

Sorkin’s head jerked up beneath his oversized helmet. “Huh? Why do you say that?”

“Because you’ve been full of surprises since I met you.”






CHAPTER 59PLAN AIRCRAFT CARRIER FUJIAN


Commander Guo Zhiyu was asleep in his stateroom when the ringing phone rudely yanked him from a pleasant dream. He’d been back at school in California.

The dream was so real and the room so dark that it took four rings for him to gain enough sense to reach for the handset.

“Sorry to disturb you, sir,” the duty officer said. “An order just came in. USS Lincoln is approaching our position. We’re on alert.”

Zhiyu shook his head to clear it. All thoughts of California receded. “Wake everyone up,” he said. “Ready our planes.”

“On it, sir.”

When he found Fujian’s commanding officer in CIC, Zhiyu was dressed in his flight suit and survival vest. He caught the envy in the captain’s glance as he entered the ship’s nerve center. The pilots garnered all the glory with the brass back on Hainan.

“My men are ready,” Zhiyu said.

He had selected his preferred wingmen from Dragon Flight. They were down in the hangar bay overseeing the weapons loadout of antiship missiles, per the captain’s orders. Zhiyu wasn’t sure antiship missiles were the weapons his pilots needed. Lincoln carried a full complement of her own attack aircraft, and his men might just as easily end up in a dogfight.

“Get topside,” the captain said stiffly. “You may continue in your standby stations.”

Zhiyu, unwilling to accept the captain’s dismissal, stepped a few feet farther into CIC and checked the scopes.

“You’ve ordered antiship missiles over antiair,” he said to the captain. “Is that wise?”

The captain put his hands on his hips and nodded in the direction of the largest monitor in the cramped compartment.

“The American fleet is preparing to attack us. We must sink it first. We can pick off the planes afterward with help from our land-based aircraft on the reefs.”

“How can we be so sure they’re going to attack?”

“Commander, surely you can see it as well as I can. Lincoln is in the Philippine Sea, heading north, two hundred miles south of us. She’s accompanied by three destroyers and a cruiser. The thermal detection systems on the balloons picked up the strike group less than an hour ago.”

“The carrier is at flank speed?”

“Yes,” the skipper said.

“And she’s heading right at the blockade,” Zhiyu noted.

“Which is precisely why you’re on alert,” the captain said impatiently. “If she gets any closer to our destroyers, your squadron will sink her.” The captain looked at Zhiyu in disdain. “Isn’t that your dream, Commander Guo?”

“I’m all for taking out the Lincoln,” he said, “but do we know the Americans are doing this? Will they really risk their whole strike group? Have they learned nothing?”

“They don’t know we can see them,” the captain replied. “Or maybe they do. What do Americans call that game where they charge at each other, waiting for one to turn aside?”

“Playing chicken,” Zhiyu said.

“Yes.” The captain leaned into the scope and traced Lincoln’s course with his finger. “They’re playing chicken with the blockade. They’re running this northerly course, here, right at us. But I’m confident that they’ll veer off. They’re not going to—”

“Captain!” a radioman yelled from a nearby watch station. “Flash message from Hainan!”

The skipper hurried to a position behind the sailor’s shoulders and read the message on the monitor. He grabbed the back of the radioman’s chair and cursed.

“What is it?” Zhiyu exclaimed, moving behind him to see.

“Our destroyers … the blockade fleet … it’s already under attack. Three destroyers sunk so far … twenty damaged.”

Zhiyu thought he was imagining the words on the screen. He leaned closer. “How? Missiles?”

“Hainan doesn’t know,” the captain said. “Probably submarines. But look.” He pointed to the final line of the incoming message.

It called for Fujian’s air wing to launch and sink the USS Lincoln.






CHAPTER 60HAWKES PEAK, TAIWAN


Though they were too far from the orbiting B-52 to bounce a signal back to Ulithi, Ron showed Sorkin how to operate the old Japanese radio, incongruously bulging with wires and electronics stripped from Afra’s home.

Sorkin slapped Ron’s back when he heard the answer from Darwin over the ham radio band. With coaching from Carl, he fumbled through the Aussie navy codes to tell Darwin the Marines were ashore and on their way to SRC. The task force commander could be notified to initiate the seaborne assault.

Sorkin wasn’t sure the message had made it to Cole until the Aussies took him up to the roof for the best view of the sea. It strobed with distant flashes.

“Yes!” Sorkin shouted, leaping up and down, raising his hands over his head as though signaling a touchdown. “Yes! Yes! Yes!”

Carl and Ingrid looked on in concern. They had been afraid the frail-looking captain wouldn’t be able to make the climb up to Hawkes Peak. By the time they finished the steep ascent to their base, Sorkin was riding on the back of an enormous Marine sergeant. Now he was leaping up and down like a maniac.

“What is that?” Ingrid asked. “It looks like lightning.”

“Not lightning,” Sorkin exclaimed breathlessly. Each flash was followed by another, as though a dozen volcanoes were erupting just over the horizon. “Those are secondaries! Even tertiaries! Holy hell, we’re blowing them to smithereens!”

“With what?” Carl asked.

“With … with … Oh damn, look! Just look at it! Carl, raise the circuit again. I need to tell Darwin!”

On the trail a hundred yards below them, Afra and Nick chanced a word with Sergeant Larman. He and his Marines were lying prone in a line, their M-27 rifles aimed down the peak. Afra had already explained that Chinese soldiers occasionally investigated her house.

Sergeant Larman listened to the slight Taiwanese woman and hoped like hell she was correct that Chinese soldiers were going to come after them. He was none too happy that he’d been assigned rear security, having to sit here with these old tourists on top of a hill while his company got to lead an assault and rescue. That kind of mission was exactly why he had signed up for the Recon Marines nine years ago.

Now, when his country needed him most, he’d had to carry a weirdo up a steep hill on his back like he was a goddamned camel. He could hear them up there cheering at the lightning over the ocean. Were they drunk?

“Do you know why they’re cheering?” Afra asked him. “Is that an attack out there?”

“I don’t know, ma’am. I haven’t heard anything on the radio.”

“Your commanding officer sounds ecstatic,” Nick added.

“Yes, sir. But that could be anything. Captain Sorkin has a different way about him.”
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“What is that?” Deng asked Mung.

“Shh,” Mung said, trying to concentrate on the antiquated radio-direction-finding set that had come in on the last supply run.

When the missile colonel had heard about the dead military policeman in the Inn’s freezer, he had gone berserk, screaming about rebel threats to his base. A ship off the coast reported mysterious radio transmissions coming from up in the hills nearby. The colonel ordered Mung to chase them down. The equipment Mung needed to do that took three days to arrive from Hainan.

He was finally zeroing in on a transmission that seemed to be coming from Hawkes Peak, and now Deng was wrenching his shoulder and telling him to look out to sea.

“That’s not lightning,” Deng said. “It’s gunfire.”

“Lincoln must have challenged the blockade. Her bad luck.” Though it was all preordained by the Fènghuáng omen, Mung almost felt sorry for the Americans—and a little embarrassed that the Rocket Force colonel had been correct that the stupid Yankees would use the same failed tactic twice.

But neither of those issues affected his current phase of Fènghuáng, which was to locate the radio signal flashing on his handheld scope. “I got it,” he said to Deng. “It’s coming from the top of that hill. No question about it.”

“Can you hear what they’re saying?” Deng asked. He’d never seen anything like the old contraption his commander held.

“No, it doesn’t work that way. But this is the second time tonight I’ve picked up the signal. I know exactly where they are now. Come on. Let’s get up there.”






CHAPTER 61USS LINCOLN


Will Cole and the first-class petty officer who served as his communications specialist looked at one another in flag plot. Ten levels of rank, twenty-three years of age, and nineteen years of seniority separated the two men. But in that one moment when their eyes met, that distance evaporated.

“Repeat that, please,” Cole said to the watch officer on Ulithi.

“Threshers detonated,” the officer said. Cole could hear Ancka Rudnick in the background. “Correction, sir. Sixty percent of drones detonated. Second wave is coming in, hitting the ships that are still afloat.”

Though Cole had been waiting for the call from Ulithi, he still couldn’t believe it was actually happening. “Carry on,” he said to the watch officer on Ulithi. “Detonate all Threshers. Repeat, detonate all.” He seized the handset that connected him to CIC.

“Hardesty,” TAO answered immediately.

“Light up our radars,” Cole barked. “Right now. Every ship in the strike group and the E-2. But not the Hornets. The strike aircraft stay dark. Stay on the line and tell me when it’s done.”

“Yes, sir. Wait one.”

Cole snatched a second phone from its hook that connected him to the air boss. “Launch the Hornets! Go now! All of them! I want them all up in fifteen minutes! They stay at EMCON.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Admiral,” Lynn Hardesty reported. “We’re hot.”

“I see it,” Cole responded, glancing at the display in front of him. “How do you read the Chinese blockade?”

“A lot fewer ships than I expected. Some are … disappearing.”

“They’re sinking,” he corrected. “Designate any that remain afloat as secondary targets for the Hornets.”

“Sir—we have a whole wave of blue aircraft heading southwest. They’re not reporting in.”

“Those are B-52s out of Andersen with fighter escorts,” Cole replied, checking the red digital clock over his head. “They’re going to pound the PLAAF runways on the reefs in the South China Sea. Don’t worry about them. They know their business.”

“Do you still want our attack aircraft at EMCON?”

“Correct. The Hornet radars are to stay off until my order.”

“Yes, sir. Admiral, I’m also seeing three major surface vessels to our southwest that Aegis marks as unknowns.”

“They’re ours,” Cole replied, spotting them on his scope. “Those are America, Wasp, and Canberra. They left Subic last night and were hiding in the Babuyan Islands. Under no circumstances are they to light up their radars. They are not part of the Lincoln strike group—and for your purposes they do not exist. Do you understand me, Commander?”

“Yes, sir. I have a report from the Hawkeye. We have radar contact on the Chinese aircraft carrier Fujian, she’s due north of us and heading our way.”

Cole breathed a sigh of relief. His whole plan was predicated on Fujian remaining southeast of Taiwan patrolling on the axis reported by the Australians through Darwin. He looked forward to telling Kelly just how fortunate it was that she’d been there to relay the ham radio contact to him from Skip Markham.

Thinking of Kelly reminded him of Jamie’s precarious position. While the catapults shook the ship and one Hornet after another thundered into the night sky, Cole manipulated the trackball to zoom in on a radar contact that Aegis had identified as a probable Japanese merchant vessel called Iwakuni. The ship was due east of Taiwan on a northerly course, miles above Fujian.

“The blockade is disappearing, Admiral,” Commander Hardesty said as calmly as if relaying news about city traffic. “Shall I redirect all possible air resources to Fujian?”

“Yes,” Cole replied. “Do that now.”
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“Conn, Sonar.”

“Go ahead, Sonar,” Briny Deep answered from the control room.

“A ton of noise is coming in on the towed array, sir. It’s like nothing we’ve ever heard.”

Briny scratched his itchy armpit and grinned at Potts before depressing the microphone lever. “Can you pipe it through on the bridge speakers?”

“Aye, Captain. Wait one.”

“Holy hell,” Potts breathed. “I’m hearing twisted metal … secondaries.”

“Sweetest goddamned sound I’ve ever heard,” Briny agreed. “I told you Sorkin knew what he was doing.”






CHAPTER 62TAITUNG, TAIWAN


Tate stood on the hillside surveying the four corners of the world’s largest semiconductor plant through a long-range thermal scope. He looked away when he saw the flashes on the horizon in his peripheral vision.

“What is that?” his company XO, First Lieutenant Jackson, asked.

“That’s our drone attack on the Chinese blockade,” Tate answered. “Sorkin and Jamie Cole told me about it.”

“Goddamn, sir. Looks like it’s working.”

“Sure does.” He pointed. “Check out the airport.” Two Chinese fighter planes lifted off, racing out to sea. “I’m guessing those were the PLAAF ready alert birds.”

“I guess they won’t be coming after us, then.”

“The PLA patrols down there look clueless,” Tate noted. “I think maybe we got away with the one at the checkpoint.” He exhaled a sigh of relief as he handed the scope to Jackson.

As his Marines were driving along the northern road above the town in Afra Lau’s stolen Chinese truck, they had come to a military police checkpoint. The M.P.s let the truck get close enough that the Marines were able to mow them down with automatic rifle fire before they could get to their radios.

The checkpoint turned out to be a blessing because it allowed Tate to steal a second truck. His company was now split on opposite ends of the hill that overlooked the town.

“What about an air attack from the west?” Jackson asked. “The Chinese could send planes over from those reefs in the South China Sea.”

“Sorkin said the Air Force is going to hammer them first. They’ll be too busy defending themselves to attack us. And besides, we know they can’t bomb that plant any more than we can.”

The radio crackled in Tate’s ear.

“We’re set up over here, Captain. We’re ready to take out the enemy on the west side.”

“Roger. Stand by.”

Tate turned to the men behind him armed with grenade launchers, Javelin antitank weapons, mortars, and man-portable surface-to-air missiles. “Marines, you all good with your targets? Right after we lay down covering fire, we charge in to get our HVI,” he said, Sam Chang being their “high-value individual.”

The flashes on the horizon faded. Tate hadn’t heard from Sorkin on the UHF, but he hadn’t been expecting to. He’d warned Sorkin to stay off comms to avoid exposing his position. The only thing that mattered now was knocking out the PLA defenders at the plant perimeter and nabbing Sam Chang.

Tate studied his map and then looked back at the town. The map seemed accurate. His first objective was the gate, then on to the headquarters building. He took a deep breath and mentally rehearsed. When he was ready, he walked to the front of his team, holding his arms out like an orchestra conductor. “On my mark,” he said into the radio.

Then, with a final nod to his XO, he lowered both arms. “Send it,” he said, squatting.

The mortars spewed their bombs aloft. Four Javelin antitank missiles streaked through the darkness. But the Mark 19 grenade launchers were the star of the show, arcing a steady stream of fire like dragons’ breath into the PLA tents, watchtowers, and parked vehicles.

Tate studied the enemy positions as the fusillade poured forth. He saw vehicles exploding. He watched men running from tents, only to be hit by the squad’s automatic weapons, disappear in a mortar blast, or catch fire under the deadly hail of flaming grenades.

The massacre gave him no pleasure—except in knowing that his way into the SRC campus would be clear.

“Saddle up!” he cried to the ten men waiting by the idling truck. “XO, cover us. Time to pick up our HVI.”
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Cole studied Fujian’s radar reflection in the display, noting the enemy carrier’s shift in course. He guessed she was maneuvering to launch her air wing in an attack on Lincoln.

“Ms. Hardesty, tell those Hornets to light up. Right now.”

“Aye, sir. They’re going hot.”
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Zhiyu waited on the catapult, his jet’s engines idling. Fujian was swinging to the west so that his aircraft could take off into the east wind. He rested his hand on his throttles, expecting the launch order to come as soon as the bow steadied up.

“Stand down,” the air operations officer commanded in his helmet. “We need to reconfigure your weapons.”

“What!” Zhiyu yelled angrily into his oxygen mask. “There’s no time for that!”

“We have a large force of fighter aircraft inbound. Stand by to receive air-to-air missiles.”

The furious aviator could only sit in his cockpit and watch the sailors pulling the weapons carts to his idling jet.
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“What is that to the west!” Cole snapped into the receiver that connected him to Commander Hardesty in CIC.

His staff had been running in and out from the flag bridge, keeping him abreast of developments. To avoid their constant distractions, Cole ordered them to work with Triple A’s Pearl Harbor staff to coordinate the Air Force assets and the 82nd Airborne paratroopers that would lift off from Guam.

But those forces would make it to Taiwan only if Cole decimated the Chinese fleet. To that end, his best weapon was his direct link to Hardesty in CIC.

“Hostile PLANAF aircraft coming out of Fiery Cross Reef,” she answered.

Cole counted twenty planes. More appeared on the display every few seconds.

“Where did they come from?”

“The track shows they were already airborne, sir. A patrol at the edge of southern Taiwan.”

Cole had expected the enemy’s land-based aircraft to be destroyed on the ground by the Tomahawks from the B-52s, surface ships, and submarines—or to go down in flames at the hands of the Air Force fighters. He didn’t anticipate that a bomber and fighter squadron might already be aloft.

The Aegis system’s analysis indicated that the fighters and bombers were shifting to a southeasterly course, closing in on Lincoln at high speed. Worse, a few appeared to be veering toward the amphibs hiding off the northern tip of Luzon in the Babuyan Islands with the main invasion force, thousands of Marines vulnerable to an air attack.

“Sir, those fighters are escorting J-6 bombers. Their radars are hot. They’re going to find the amphibs. And us.”

“Swing the destroyers south to cover the amphibs with their SAMs,” Cole barked. “Keep the cruiser with us. Order the F-35s up for intercept.”

“Aye, sir.”

No sooner had Cole given the order than he realized it might not be enough. The J-6 bombers carried long-range antiship missiles, and the supersonic fighters that guarded them were well out of range of the inbound Air Force fighters from Guam.

Recalling CAG’s warning about air defense, he fought a wave of self-recrimination.

“Pull the F-18s back for fleet defense,” he said, his mind tumbling over the notion that he might be about to face the same fate as Task Force 74.
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“Bandits, three hundred miles west, closing fast. Vector to intercept.”

Henry Cole studied the multifunction display screen between his knees and cursed. He was heading straight for Fujian, relishing the opportunity to drop his string of laser-guided bombs through her flight deck. The Chinese carrier was a sitting duck, gliding along in the dark without planes aloft.

But now he was being vectored south to protect his own fleet—once again playing defense.

Part of him wanted to cut through all the bullshit and ask his father what the hell he was thinking. The Air Force was supposed to cover the western approach. He couldn’t stand the idea of letting Fujian slip away. Frozen with frustration, he ignored the vectors coming from Hawkeye.

“Hammer, what are you doing?” his CO demanded on the squadron frequency.

Henry and his four Hornets were at the northernmost edge of the strike package. When they’d been ordered to light up their radars, he’d been delighted to see that he was closest to Fujian. He thought he’d gotten lucky.

“Skipper, Fujian’s defenseless,” he answered. “Why don’t I keep going for her? We’ve got her dead to rights.”

“Negative!” came the rebuke. “Turn around, now. We’ve got about thirty bombers coming at us from the southwest. We have to defend the strike group. The amphibs are just off Luzon. Get with it, Hammer.”

“Wilco,” he answered, annoyed at the public reprimand. He saw the new course vector in his HUD and radioed his flight to follow his lead.

As they were swinging into the turn, the air controller in the E-2 Hawkeye came over the net. “Bandits two hundred miles northeast. Probable J-15s off Fujian.”

“Firefly Flight is closest,” Henry said immediately. “We can take care of them. Skipper, permission to take rear defense while you go after the bombers to the south?”

“Permission granted, Hammer,” the squadron skipper responded tersely. “We’ll peel off four other planes and send them your way. You’ve got lead.”

Henry snapped his stick to the right, jammed his throttles forward, and grinned into his oxygen mask. Ten seconds later, his display showed the Chinese J-15s in between his squadron and Fujian.

“Hammer to Firefly Flight,” he radioed the pilots on his wing. “Arm up air-to-air. This is going to be a furball.”

A familiar voice buzzed into his ears over the guard frequency. “Ah, Hammer,” it said. “We meet again. How nice.”






CHAPTER 63TAITUNG, TAIWAN


Dr. Sun Wei raised Sam Chang’s hand to insert a fresh intravenous drip. The only sounds in the dimly lit bedroom were Sam’s soft snores and the doctor’s taps against the IV bag.

The room was silent by Sam’s design. When he’d built this apartment atop the fabrication headquarters Sam had told the architect that he never wanted to hear a jet from the Taitung airport, a helicopter on the nearby pad, or the continuous grind of the plant. Silent Sam intended it as a place for solace, a place to think. Consequently, the concrete was extra thick, the windows quintuple-ply, and the ceiling solidly insulated.

“How much longer?” Li asked impatiently.

Dr. Sun eyed the monitor that showed Sam’s blood pressure, heart rate, and brain activity in three separate bars. “Hard to say,” he replied.

“I need him functioning before noon. You told me yesterday you could do that. Are you reversing yourself?”

Sun touched the brain wave line graph. “See here. The frontal lobe activity is rising steadily, sending electrical signals to the synapses in the temporal lobe. That suggests consciousness is close, perhaps twelve hours or less.”

Li hovered over the sleeping tycoon and inspected the electrodes attached to his shaved scalp. She extended a perfumed finger below the old man’s nose and watched the electroencephalogram monitor as he took a few slow, shallow breaths. The snoring stopped momentarily. She noticed a change in the graph.

“You shouldn’t disturb him,” Dr. Sun warned.

Li glared at him. Her controller in Beijing claimed this doctor was an expert. She wasn’t so sure.

The doctor’s assurance that he could rouse Sam from his fugue state with enough mental energy to reprogram the photolithography machines had seemed tentative. He had explained the dangers, saying that neural science was inexact and that sudden changes in brain chemistry could cause permanent, debilitating damage. Mr. Chang must be allowed to wake on his own, without disturbance.

Li had neither the time nor the patience for that. She pinched Sam’s nose, interrupting his airflow, and his mouth sprang open in a gasp. The brain waves on the monitor jerked in jagged peaks.

“Don’t!” Sun barked, pushing her back. “The whole point of letting him dream uninterrupted is to activate the temporal lobe! Let him be!”

“Shut up,” Li seethed, furious that the doctor had the audacity to touch her. While the apartment was completely soundproofed from outside noises, the interior walls weren’t. FJ was asleep in the bedroom next door. The last thing she needed was for him to show up.

She huffed and paced while Sam’s breathing returned to normal.

Despite the urgent messages pouring in from Beijing, she felt helpless. FJ had refused to go to Taipei to be with his family, preferring to stay by his father’s side. That made it harder for Li to make Dr. Sun do as she wished.

She balled her fists at her sides. The doctor’s arrogance was the last straw. She decided a little fear was warranted. One sharp crack of a pistol across Sun’s forehead ought to do it. She started toward the powder room down the hall to retrieve the gun she’d hidden in the toilet tank.

She was halfway to the door when the soft lights under the nightstand blinked. The digital clock on the polished wood flashed twelves and zeros.

“Power interruption,” the doctor said. “That could be bad.” He scrutinized the machines, moving dials and switches to cycle through the readings.

Li stood still. A power interruption made no sense to her. The fab created its own electricity with a farm of generators at the center of the campus. Sam Chang designed the system with a dozen redundancy layers to ensure survivability.

She hurried to the window and parted the blackout curtains to check on the plant. Out beyond the facility’s amber lights she saw a chain of bright fireballs. A truck was racing straight for the administration building.
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“Overwatch, I’ve got two guys behind sandbags at the building entrance,” Tate hollered over the radio.

The truck hit a speed bump and Tate’s helmet banged off the headliner. Ignoring the vehicle’s heavy suspension, the sergeant rammed the accelerator to the floor in a mad dash for the administration building

“I have them,” the sniper Tate had stationed in a hide east of the campus radioed. His team was one of three deployed with M-40 rifles on bipods.

“Take ’em,” Tate responded.

A hundred yards ahead, two PLA soldiers fired at the truck, shattering the windshield. Tate and the driver ducked as shards of glass plinked off their helmets.

“Good kill!” the sniper cackled through the radio. “You’re clear.”

The truck skidded to a stop twenty feet from the administration building. “Breachers up!” Tate called as he leaped from the cab.

Cade Josephs, the team’s small explosives expert, was the first man to emerge from the truck’s canvas awning. While the ingress team raced to the side of the building beside Tate, Josephs smashed two fist-sized wads of C-4 against the door hinges. “Fire in the hole!”

Tate coughed in the smoke from the explosion. When it cleared he saw a gap between the heavy metal and the cracked masonry. The sergeant who’d driven the truck inserted a crowbar to pry it open. Tate left three men guarding the entrance and another two by the vehicle. Second Platoon continued pouring mortar rounds onto the PLA positions, pinning down anyone still alive.

Flattened against an interior wall close to the stairwell, Tate heard the Second Platoon commander, Jackson, over the net. “Two helos! Inbound four o’clock low!”

And a response. “Got ’em, Lieutenant.”

Tate watched a volley of shoulder-fired SAMs race from Second’s position on the hill. In the predawn light, he saw a Chinese Z-10 attack helicopter go down like a flaming brick. A second one cartwheeled spectacularly on the hillside.

“On me!” Tate roared, taking the steps up to the fourth floor three at a time.

Tate thought the apartment’s elaborately carved wooden doors seemed out of place in an industrial building. Just as he was about to call Josephs up with another pair of C-4 charges, the doors swung open.

“Don’t shoot!” FJ Chang shrieked with his hands up. He wore only drooping boxer shorts and a T-shirt. His rimless eyeglasses sat crookedly on his nose, and his hair stuck out at odd angles.

“Where’s Sam Chang?” Tate demanded, seizing FJ by the collar with one hand while shoving the rifle barrel into his gut.

FJ pointed a shaking finger at the bedroom door down the hall.
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Li wrenched Dr. Sun Wei’s neck, breaking it with a pop. The middle-aged man crumpled to the floor but continued breathing, eyes bulging, hands twitching.

She wrapped an electric cord around the doctor’s neck to finish the job. Once he was dispatched, she would insert an overdose into Sam’s IV bag, killing him. Those were the orders from Beijing: If the Chinese couldn’t have Sam Chang, then neither would the Americans.

But she was forced to recalculate when the bedroom door burst open and a huge Marine aimed an M-27 rifle at her head.

“Oh, thank God you’re here!” she cried in her best American accent, dropping the unopened vial on the floor behind her. “The doctor tried to kill Sam!”






CHAPTER 64HAWKES PEAK, TAIWAN


“How confident are you in the accuracy of that position?” Sorkin asked Carl.

The Aussie thumbed through his book. “Very confident. I saw missiles come from it on the night of the big attack. On other trips out to the coast, I counted eighteen crates and a big box with circles on it. I made a sketch. Here.”

While Sorkin studied Carl’s logbook, three mortarmen unpacked the tube and bomblets at the corner of the bunker’s roof on the other side of the antenna.

“I’ll be damned,” Sorkin exclaimed. “This is impressive.”

Carl hooked two thumbs into the belt loops of his trousers. “I’m well known in Melbourne for my bird sketches.”

“He is very good,” Susan concurred. “He won the ornithologists’ spy derby in Melbourne in ought-nine.”

Sorkin scratched his beard. Carl’s diagram was eerily similar to the laser communications ground station Sorkin had sketched for Cole at the BOQ in Coronda the day after the disastrous Task Force 74 ambush.

“All right,” Sorkin said. “We are definitely taking that site out. Sergeant, what do you need?”

Staff Sergeant Larman took a deep breath and looked across the treetops. The stars were winking out with the coming of dawn. “Well, at this altitude of a thousand feet … aiming at a target at sea level … I’d say we’re well in range. Valentino—you on board with that?”

“Yes, Sergeant. We could hit that headland we saw, no problem. But we need a spotter.”

Larman turned to Sorkin. “Yeah, he’s right. We need someone who can see the targets so we can site in the drops.”

“Well, we’ll do what we have to do,” Sorkin said. “The comm station is an important node in enemy communications. And besides, we need to hit the missiles. According to Darwin, the task force commander requested it himself.” In fact, Sorkin had expected the F-35s from the amphibs to come roaring over the beach to obliterate it by now. Yet none came. In their absence, Will would be counting on the FORECON team to take out the shore-based antiship missiles.

“If someone can get me to an observation point, I can spot and radio back to these guys,” Larman said. “But I don’t know my way through this jungle to a good OP.”

“I can take you,” Afra offered.

“Or I can,” Carl added.

Sorkin looked between the gaunt older man and the fit Taiwanese woman whose eyes blazed with intensity.

“Carl,” he said, “I’d prefer to have you here with me to help with communications to Darwin because you know the codes.”

“Right-o, sir.”

“Afra, how long would it take you to get Sergeant Larman to a position where he could spot for the incoming mortar rounds?”

“It’s about a half mile. Carl and I have been out there twenty times. Running at full speed, I could be there in five minutes. Does that work for you, Sergeant?”

“Sure it does,” Larman said, already stretching his hamstrings. His three-mile run time back at Camp Pendleton was legendary. But he’d been stuck on Wasp and then on Ulithi where it was hard to keep in shape. If this little Asian gal outran him to a spotting position, he’d never hear the end of it.

“Let me come with you,” Nick said.

“Negative,” Sorkin replied. “If Sergeant Larman is out at the cliff with Afra and his three Marines are busy on the roof with the mortar, I want someone outside the bunker pulling security.”

“Good call, sir,” Larman agreed.

Carl lifted the Chinese assault rifle from the flat roof and handed it to Nick.

“All right, everyone,” Sorkin concluded. “Let’s get to it.”
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“Do you see the cables, John?” Afra asked the puffing Sergeant Larman when they reached the bluff seven minutes later.

She could make out her Inn from there. Just beyond the rocks on the beach below her property she could see the flat black boxes at the missile site.

Larman pulled his long-range IR spotting scope from his combat vest. “Yeah,” he said. “I got ’em.” He rolled to his hip and pulled a folded terrain map with grid lines from his pocket, then picked up the radio mic. “Black Beard Firebase,” stand by for grid numbers.”

“Standing by.”

He held the microphone open while reading out the long list of letters and numbers.
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“Wait,” Mung said softly to Deng. The radio detection meter had swung from the bearing that indicated Hawkes Peak to a second one twenty degrees to their east.

“What is it?” Deng whispered.

“Huge spike, not far from here judging by the decibels. It’s over there, up the hill about four hundred meters away. On the cliff.”

“The trail doesn’t go that way.”

Mung considered his options. It was just him and Deng. He’d considered taking the rest of his Sea Dragon squadron with him in the pursuit of the rebels to make the Rocket Force officer happy. But that seemed a waste of manpower.

Deng inspected the terrain through his NVDs. “Should we keep following this trail? It’s clearly well used. And you saw those weaker signals on Hawkes Peak a few minutes ago. Maybe we should go after that group first.”

Mung was about to agree when he heard rumbling explosions at the cliff edge and the ground shook. He and Deng tore through the brambles to get a view of the missile base below the cliff. They skidded to a halt and tipped up their goggles. The weapons stockpile ignited as they watched, crackling and rumbling. Rockets soared aloft in all directions like poorly aimed fireworks.

While Deng tried to raise the missile base on the radio, Mung concentrated on the direction finder. The needle directed him to a bluff a few hundred meters from their position, the signal strong. He angled it up for Deng to see, then signaled him to follow.

The strobing lights from the explosions revealed the silhouettes of a woman and man lying on the bluff with binoculars to their eyes. The man had a radio pressed to his face.

Mung pulled Deng close, pointed, and whispered into his ear. “Look there.”

“Mortar spotters.”

Mung nodded slowly and raised his rifle.






CHAPTER 65OVER THE PHILIPPINE SEA


“Fox One!” Henry barked into the radio, rattling off the code to his wingmen for the heat-seeking Sidewinder missile.

The J-15 Flanker in front of him banked hard and shot a stream of sparkling flares out its tailpipe that fell away in an arc bright against the dark sky. Henry’s Sidewinder soared past the Chinese fighter, suckered by the superheated decoy.

“Goddamnit!” Henry howled, grunting through another turn.

The dogfight, or furball, between four Chinese and four American fighters had raged for three minutes, which to Henry felt like three days.

“Hammer, behind you!”

Henry cranked his head around, stretching his oxygen tube. A screech in his helmet told him a missile was in the air—a heat-seeker.

He flicked a switch with his thumb to throw out a string of magnesium pyrotechnics. Praying the Chinese missile would bite on the flares, he yanked his stick hard to the left. The sevenfold increase in gravity forced the blood from his head. His vision turned to dots. He tightened his abdomen and grunted. The G suit inflated around his legs, squeezing the blood back to his head.

The warbling in his helmet subsided, and he cranked the stick in the other direction as the missile streaked below his wings, following the sinking flares. But already another Flanker had closed in from higher altitude. This time the helmet tone indicated a longer-range, radar-guided missile. Henry thumbed the rocker for the chaff button, sending a cloud of aluminum-coated glass fibers into the ether.

He swung into a dive. The sea beneath him was invisible in the dawn fog. His altitude burned through six, five, four thousand feet, and the terrifying warble in his helmet mercifully subsided. The Chinese missile was off his tail.

Though the missile’s guidance system had fallen for the chaff, Henry assumed the Flanker was still up there diving after him. He looked up to spot it, following the indicator in his HUD.

He glimpsed a flash of red and yellow against the indigo sky. At first he thought it was another missile. But then, horrifyingly, he saw the dark trapezoid of an F-18 wing skitter through fire and float to earth like a kite broken from its guide string.

“Razor! Razor!” he called to his wingman, a gritty twenty-seven-year-old Arkansas woman who flew with a Razorback bandana. Beyond the yellow flash, the remnants of the Hornet spiraled sickeningly down into the cloud layer.

There was no time to mourn her. The Flanker who’d missed him but killed Razor was coming toward him at an oblique angle.

Henry had already exhausted both of his radar-guided AMRAAM missiles. Of the four heat-seeking Sidewinders he’d been carrying in addition to his bombs, he had one left. It would have to do.

He jammed his throttles forward and swerved into an intercepting climb, racing for the Flanker. The Sidewinder’s seeker head buzzed in his helmet like an old-fashioned electric alarm clock, informing him it had heat-locked on the enemy aircraft. But with only one missile left, Henry chose to wait when he saw the decoy flares flashing behind the Chinese jet. The seeker head fell silent.

His enemy’s speed forced the Flanker into a wide turn. Henry sensed the opportunity to cut the Chinese pilot off, turning inside his arc. The Sidewinder under his wing warbled again. Henry closed in, his finger hovering over the launch button. But just as he was about to fire, the Flanker’s nose kipped up, and the aircraft seemed to stop in midair.

“Shit!” Henry yelled.

The maneuver, known as a cobra, was well suited to the Flanker’s wide wings and long fuselage. Henry had been trained to deal with it at Fallon, Nevada, where veteran pilots flew against him in Russian fighters acquired on the black market. The moment he recognized the cobra, Henry slowed his speed and raised the Hornet’s nose, anticipating where the Flanker would end up.

The Flanker was suddenly so close that Henry thought he might spear it. Reacting instantly, he switched the rocker to the gun position and crushed the red button on the stick. His 20-millimeter Vulcan Gatling gun roared out a burst of white-hot lead from the Hornet’s nose at a hundred rounds per second, riddling the Chinese fighter.

The Flanker’s canopy shattered as Henry shot by. He turned and watched the jet fall into a flat, tumbling spin.

“Splash three!” he hollered excitedly into his mask. He had taken out two. Gator had bagged one. Razor and Tuna were gone. An ejection seat had rocketed away from Tuna’s dying Hornet. Razor had no such luck.

It was two Hornets against one Flanker now. Henry’s HUD showed the enemy at twenty degrees, coming in hot for him.

“Gator!” he called. “You see this guy?”

The radio was full of crosstalk chatter from the air battles raging farther to the west, where the Air Force, Lincoln’s air wing, and the Marine F-35s were tangling with the Chinese land-based bombers and fighters. From stray remarks here and there, Henry sensed the Chinese were taking a beating. With the Chinese craft deprived of their satellites and data links, the air battle had come down to individual pilot training.

“Gator!” Henry repeated, ignoring the crosstalk. The incoming Flanker blinked red in his HUD.

“Gator’s gone,” a familiar voice answered. “Looks like it’s just you and me, Hammer.”

Without acknowledging the call, Henry dove for the low cloud layer, buying time.

The Chinese Flanker was bigger and heavier than his F-18. The first objective was to hide from it. The HUD indicated the enemy was closing in on his six. While the clouds visually obscured him, they did nothing to impede air-to-air radar. And his hot exhaust would form an intense contrast to the cool airborne vapor.

“I can still see you,” the voice goaded.

Henry maintained his silence. Verbal jousts were fine for needling an adversary in peacetime. But this was combat.

Though he hadn’t been able to keep track of all the weapons exchanged, Henry suspected his pursuer’s long-range radar-guided weapons were gone. When the American and Chinese fighters initially converged, the Flankers launched a swath of them from a hundred miles away, knocking Tuna down immediately. Since then, even when the Flankers had veered wide after a kill, they fought to close the distance.

“Ready or not, here I come,” the voice sang in a nursery rhyme cadence.

The furball had taken Henry far from the American fleet. Even the controllers in the E-2 ignored him, preoccupied with the raging battles closer to the ships. Henry felt very alone as he studied the red pip in his HUD that represented his enemy.

The Flanker was diving directly at him, aiming for an intercept point behind him to use its heat-seekers. Henry’s hot exhaust would make him easy prey in the cool cloud layer. His magazine of flares was nearly empty. He had one burst left, and even that would be a short one.

“Where are you going?” the voice asked. “Your fleet is the other way. Are you defecting to China? You’re already in our airspace.”

The HUD’s green fuel indicator showed 2,900 pounds, close to bingo, the point where Henry would have to turn back to Lincoln. But with the Flanker bearing down on him, the thought of a three-wire trap on the carrier was little more than a faint abstraction.

Depleted of weapons and alone, he could think of only one defense against his pursuer.

He wasn’t sure it would work. He thought of the enemy’s cobra maneuver and the way he had relied on his own training to counteract it.

Henry’s F-18 could also perform a cobra, though Navy regs strictly forbade the stunt as too taxing on the airframe. Making matters worse, his wings might fold with the added strain of the laser-guided bombs hanging beneath them.

Though he should have dropped the ordnance the moment he engaged in the furball, Henry hadn’t. He might yet find a use for it. Should his radar spot a loitering PLA Navy surface ship ready to fire her missiles at the strike group, he was determined to go on the attack, to deliver justice for his squadronmates—and for Ripper.

With the purple clouds swirling over his canopy and the red dot blinking in the HUD, he flipped through the multifunction display and switched off the angle-of-attack protector that would automatically prevent a stall. He pictured the Flanker racing down on him, closing the distance to put its heat-seekers in range. His fuel was down to 2,500 pounds. There was a minor benefit in that—his aircraft was lighter, partially offsetting the deadweight of the bombs.

He reduced his throttles, slowing to three hundred knots while the pilot in the Flanker shallowed his dive, aiming to level out behind Henry at the same altitude. But the Flanker would need to bleed speed after its long descent—and Henry could use that to his advantage. He pictured the aerial geometry, waiting, thinking of the enemy pilot’s taunts, his cockiness. Whoever the man was, he knew how to execute a cobra.

But had he trained against it?

Henry mentally rehearsed the combination of maneuvers he would need to execute in the blink of an eye, picturing the Flanker racing up behind him.

Now.

He jerked his throttles to idle, slammed the lever for the speed brake, and batted down the landing gear handle. He brought his flaps to forty degrees and tugged his stick into his crotch. The sudden loss of speed made his limbs heavy, his neck failing under the increased G force. The bomb-laden wings popped with the strain. Henry prayed they wouldn’t snap right off.

Tones rang out insistently in his helmet speakers, but the G force dimmed his hearing.

“Stall, stall, stall,” a harsh female voice warned.

Robbed of airflow over its wings, the Hornet hung tilted in the sky, its nose aimed up at space for a pregnant second before it flipped over and teetered seaward. With the ocean suddenly filling his windscreen, Henry stabbed the flare button. A fountain of burning magnesium a hundred times hotter than the rapidly cooling metal of his tailpipe shot up behind him.

The Chinese heat-seeking missile exploded above him.

A beat later, the enemy Flanker pierced the yellow smoke, its engine cones red hot from the blistering chase.

With flaps, landing gear, and speed brakes extended, Henry’s jet fell through the sky with the aerodynamic grace of a dump truck. If his plan worked, the enemy’s radar, juiced with a million artificial intelligence algorithms, would inform its pilot that the Hornet was hit and tumbling to earth.

The Flanker whipped forward and down, racing away. The pilot snapped into a victory roll.

Henry shoved his left boot into the rudder pedal and pressed the throttles forward with his left hand. As soon as he was able, he pulled the stick to the right, nudging the Hornet into a spin. The jet’s nose yawed left and down. The seeker head growled.

Henry stabbed the button that would launch his final Sidewinder.

Guo Zhiyu’s Flanker had just leveled out from the victory roll when the missile sped into its engine cockles and exploded. The fighter broke into pieces, spreading a ten-mile debris field across the cold gray sea.

“Altitude, altitude!” the robotic female voice barked.

His heart pumping, his breath coming in gasps, Henry retracted the landing gear, lowered the speed brake, and smashed his throttles to afterburner. When he was only a few hundred feet above the churning white wavetops, his wings bit the moist air, and the Hornet clawed its way forward in level flight.

He inhaled sharply and squeezed the stick to steady his hand. His heart slowing, he fought for precious altitude. The jet’s powerful twin engines rocketed him skyward, sending him through ten, fifteen thousand feet. Altitude represented safety.

It also served as a high vantage point for his sensors. He adjusted his radar gain to make sure the airspace was clear of threats. When he saw that it was, soaring through twenty-five thousand feet, he leveled off and switched to surface search mode.

A huge electronic blip throbbed at the center of the HUD to the northwest.

It could only be the Fujian.






CHAPTER 66HAWKES PEAK, TAIWAN


Sergeant Larman held the radio close to his lips. “Roger that,” he said. “We’ll see you back here, sir.”

“What’s going on?” Afra asked without looking up from the spotting scope. Her stolen rifle was beside her. The remnants of the missile base were still burning.

The sergeant stowed the antenna. “We’re outta here,” he said.

“What are you talking about?”

“That was my captain. He’s on his way back with the trucks. The guy we came to rescue is with him. He just told my guys up at your bunker to bring Captain Sorkin and the Australians down for evac prep. We’ll rally at your Inn, then gather on the beach for the boats. Can you get us down from here in a hurry?”

“Of course,” she said. “How far away is the captain?”

“Twenty minutes.”

“We’ll be there before him.”

[image: ]
Mung and Deng froze when they heard the man and woman coming down the trail, talking quietly.

They quickly formulated a plan to take them out with their twin-bladed combat daggers. To gain higher ground for their attack they would allow the two to go by before attacking. Then Mung would kill the male and Deng would slit the female’s throat. The Sea Dragons crept into position.

When Mung saw that the man wore the uniform of a U.S. Marine, his heart swelled with pride. He judged the Marine to be part of an advanced guard ahead of a fuller invasion. A Recon Marine, perhaps, or a Raider. His destiny was approaching, Fènghuáng.

Mung signaled for Deng to take cover. They faded deeper into the shrubbery and let the Marine and the Taiwanese civilian traitor pass. As they went by, the Marine was saying that a larger force was going to rendezvous at the Inn. Mung was grateful for the mandatory English training he’d had. How appropriate that he should be the one here to ambush them.

When Deng rose to attack them, Mung held him in place.

“Wait,” he whispered. “They go to join others. Let’s go and see what weapons we can recover from the base. We’ll take out their whole force.”






CHAPTER 67HAWKES BAY, TAIWAN


The missile base was a charred, shattered mess. Staying close to the cliff to avoid being seen, Mung inspected the dead bodies. The idiot colonel had ordered the Sea Dragons to stay close to the launchers. Except for Deng, Mung’s entire Sea Dragon team was gone.

Their weapons, however, were still at the bivouac.

“They are going to leave by boat,” Mung said to Deng, “and they are going to rendezvous first at the Inn. They must plan to leave from somewhere on the beach near here.”

“I think it’ll be over there,” Deng said, pointing just beyond the breakers. “Why else would those riderless boats be circling offshore?”

Mung saw them, too, black dots rising and falling on the swells. “Grab all the undamaged weapons,” he ordered. “We’ll set up on the bluff.”

[image: ]
The brakes on the two Chinese trucks squealed in Afra’s driveway, and the Recon Marines spilled out of the cargo bays into the morning light. Two of them carried Sam Chang, who remained unconscious. A Navy corpsman hovered over the old man, checking his vitals.

“Thought you’d never get here,” Gabe Sorkin said.

“Sorry for the delay, sir. We had to take out one last checkpoint. We’d better hustle now. I’m sure they’re hot on our tail.”

“Agreed,” Sorkin replied. “We’re all ready to go—including the Aussies.”

“And the Taiwanese couple? Are they coming?”

“They’re inside. She wants to see the Australians to safety and then offload with us. But she made me promise we’d get her back to her property. That’s a promise we’ll keep.”

Tate hoisted an M-27 Infantry Automatic Rifle free of the truck and carried it into the yard. “What happened out there at sea?” he asked. “It was quite a light show.”

“I only got snippets from Darwin.” Sorkin grinned. “I haven’t seen any Chinese aircraft or ships around here, though; have you, Mr. Tate?”

“Negative,” the Marine replied as he hoisted an ammunition crate to the lawn. “I guess we’re the ones doing the blockading now.”

“Something like that. Our surface drones didn’t have the range to make it this far north. Darwin thinks Fujian is still in play.”

Tate looked at the horizon. “Retreating, I’ll bet. It took them years to build that carrier. They don’t want to be like the Japanese after Midway, shorn of their most potent ships.”

“Well, she’s out of our hair for now anyway. The main Marine invasion force should be arriving soon, unless Admiral Cole changed his plans. He’ll beg you to marry his daughter when he sees that you brought him the grand prize.” He nodded toward Sam Chang.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Tate replied, his face flushing.






CHAPTER 68PHILIPPINE SEA


Since Henry could see Fujian on his surface search radar, he assumed that the carrier could see him—provided she came out of EMCON to activate her long-range air sensors.

Conscious of this uncomfortable reality, Henry remained low, roaring over the wavetops at less than a hundred feet. Water condensed and streamed over the curved glass canopy in a thousand rivulets. The waves flicked by in shocking detail, white-veined and bubbling. Whether the streaking water running over the glass was condensed humidity or sea spray, he couldn’t be sure. He nudged the stick left and compensated for the aircraft’s yaw with a press on the left rudder pedal.

It was a constant struggle. The Hornet had flown awkwardly after the cobra maneuver, dipping and banking in unfamiliar ways. As it turned out, the Fallon instructors had been right. The cobra maneuver had bent the Hornet’s wings, seriously damaging the fifty-million-dollar aircraft’s control surfaces. Henry adjusted trim to account for the plane’s tendency to dip to the right and yaw, but that wasn’t enough. He was forced to grip the stick tightly and flex his feet on the rudder pedals in an unending flow of tiny adjustments.

“Altitude, altitude,” the cockpit warning system reminded him. His radar altimeter showed him at a mere fifty feet. A sheet of water sloshed over his canopy like it was a windshield in a car wash. He eased the stick back, rising to ninety feet.

When he had ascended after the dogfight and his radar had detected Fujian, Henry’s targeting computer indicated the carrier was headed south toward Lincoln. From that high vantage point, the Hornet’s radars could see vast distances. But now, as he raced just above the waves, hundreds of miles from the Lincoln strike group, the earth’s curvature blocked radio propagation. The faint voices of men and women in distant combat were long gone. Henry Cole, his damaged Hornet, and his four laser-guided bombs were alone on the Philippine Sea.

Though the radar in his nosecone no longer sensed the carrier, Henry didn’t need it. He had fixed his course to the radar blip into the inertial navigation system the moment he saw her. Even if Fujian dramatically changed her course, his speed was so much faster than hers that it would only throw off his navigation by a mile or two.

“Fuel low! Fuel low!” the tinny robotic voice urged.

Though he’d reduced his airspeed for fuel efficiency, Henry had been watching the red bars in the HUD cook down like kindling in a bonfire. He judged the airframe to be so damaged that a carrier landing would be difficult at best, perhaps impossible. In any case, a carrier landing was no longer an option. He’d never make it back. He considered diverting to one of the small islands southeast of Taiwan where he could try to ditch on a beach. He had made a dead-stick landing on a golf course—why not a beach?

More likely he would have to eject over the sea. The turtleback in his ejection seat carried a one-person life raft with enough provisions to last several days. With so many American naval assets gathering southeast of Taiwan or north of the Philippines, he could be confident of rescue.

A female voice rattled him yet again—but this one he recognized as human. And not only that—American.

“Yukla Seven to aircraft heading two-niner-zero at low altitude, identify yourself.”

An AWACS bird, Henry immediately knew from the Yukla call sign. An Air Force E-3 Sentry was orbiting somewhere high above him. The converted Boeing 707s carried radars resembling flying saucers that were powerful enough to reach out hundreds of miles, the skyborne equivalent of a naval ship’s Aegis system.

“This is Firefly Five,” Henry responded.

“Ident,” she ordered, telling him to activate his IFF—identity friend or foe.

“Negative,” Henry replied, streaking northward. “Threat profile. Busy.”

“Verify unit.”

“Lincoln strike group. VFA-25, Air Wing Fourteen, Hornet squadron.”

His helmet went silent for a beat while he wrestled with the controls.

“You’re out of sector.”

“Understood, Yukla. How far off are you?”

“Two-seven-five mikes,” she replied. “Northeast.”

Henry mentally reviewed the overall battle plan. An AWACS had been on standby at Cubi Point in the Philippines. Once the Air Force had established a BARCAP—barrier combat air patrol—between the Chinese reefs and Luzon, the additional AWACS was to assume an airborne station east of the archipelago. Its mission would be coordinating air defenses for the Marine landing force and the C-17s flying in paratroopers from the 82nd Airborne.

“Do you require guidance vectors?” the AWACS inquired.

Her distant voice was overshadowed by the robot’s nagging. “Fuel low. Fuel low. Altitude. Altitude.” Henry snapped his eyes to the HUD. The inertial navigation displayed his target as thirty miles away.

“Negative,” he replied.

“Bandits,” the AWACS announced coolly. “Bearing zero-zero-five from you. Thirty miles.”

“Altitude?”

“Low. Just appeared. Two in trail formation. Rising through one thousand, two thousand, speed—”

Henry killed his radio. They had to be fighters from Fujian. He deemed it smarter to remain at full EMCON—and hearing the AWACS controller’s voice in his helmet would only distract him from what he must now do. For the next ninety seconds, the enemy aviators who’d been catapulted from Fujian’s deck would be too busy with stick and rudder to come for him. They would be a factor—but not yet.

All the cards were on the table. He reactivated his surface search radar. The reflected energy showed Fujian eight miles off his nose on a reciprocal course, closing at thirty-five knots to Henry’s four hundred.

He squinted up against the low marine cloud layer as it reflected dawn’s first few rays. The enemy aircraft would be somewhere in the clouds above him on the other side of the overcast. That would buy him more time.

The enemy might light up their radars or pick up Henry’s radar in their electronic listening systems. But he suspected they wouldn’t. Their listening devices would be aimed skyward. Looking down from above, they would likely lose him in the wave clutter or even the reflections of Fujian now that he was so close to the carrier.

He activated his air-to-ground laser-guided bombing system. A round reticle on a line that looked like a lollypop appeared, indicating the vector his bombs could take. The targeting reticle was the system’s estimate of where the smart bombs would strike. At his low altitude, the line was short.

Seven miles. One minute out.

The Hornet’s control surfaces continued to deteriorate. Henry struggled with rudder and stick to ascend to two hundred feet. The dark silhouette of Fujian, with the characteristic off-center island on her flight deck, was facing him head-on. He positioned her bow in his HUD and aimed the laser targeting system beneath his fuselage.

Unlike a torpedo, which struck beneath the waterline, or a submerged mine that struck at the keel, bombs falling from the sky could punch a hole through the superstructure or flight deck, but they could not send an enemy ship to the bottom. So Henry didn’t believe he could sink her with his four bombs. But he was confident he had a solid chance of destroying her flight deck.

He changed his calculus when he saw a dark gap in the ship’s side. He switched to the LCD panel to the right of his knee for enhanced optical targeting detail. Fujian was actively engaged in flight operations. A Flanker was roaring off her flight deck. The gap amidships that he’d seen with his naked eye was what he suspected—the ship’s aircraft elevator was down, exposing the cavity of her hangar bay. Henry visualized her crewmen loading weapons on the hangar bay in preparation for a sortie to counterattack the Lincoln strike group.

Those bombs and missiles would be stored on a weapons deck below the hangar bay. On Nimitz-class carriers like Lincoln, Stennis, and Carl Vinson, most of the ordnance was kept aft in hardened compartments below the waterline. But when they were in flight operations, the crew readied the weapons for transport topside.

If Fujian’s crew were preparing a counterattack or interdiction raid against the Marines headed for Taiwan’s southern beaches, tons of bombs and antiship missiles would be sitting exposed in the hangar bay.

Picturing the heavy weapons trailers and planes that would be spread throughout the cavernous interior hangar bay, Henry notched the stick farther back. The black reticle in his HUD marched steadily upward, the digital stick lengthening beneath it. He touched a button to designate the exposed cavity in the digital display as the target for all four of his laser-guided bombs.

He would have one shot. He couldn’t miss. He must sink her.

Henry understood that imperative more than any other aviator aloft that day. On the eve of battle, his father had shared with him the task force’s perilous shortage of antiship missiles. If Fujian’s strike element closed on the defenseless Lincoln, then the battle for Taiwan would likely be lost.

Though Will hadn’t quoted Gabe Sorkin when he spoke to his son, he shared that while the task force was out of chip-based missile systems, it still had its pilots. Retaking Taiwan was crucial in the effort to rearm. Had Cole put it in the terms of Sorkin’s dissertation, he would have said that there was one last chance for the Fourth Platform to secure access to the Fifth. And at that moment, Henry believed that this grand historic pivot rested in the stick, rudder, and reticle of his wounded F/A-18E Super Hornet.

Whatever it took, he must sink her.

Three hundred feet above the surf at four hundred knots, he adjusted his course to approach the thousand-foot-long Fujian from her forward port quarter to angle his bombs into her hangar bay. After struggling through the course adjustment, he waited for a telltale red diamond to appear in the reticle, hoping his aircraft’s unsteady flight wouldn’t foul the computers.

Fujian plowed toward him, throwing up broad white bow waves. The reticle blinked over her superstructure. Henry’s heart was in his mouth as he fought with the stick to lower the Hornet’s nose. The red diamond flashed over the trapezoidal black opening at the ship’s side, just below her swarming flight deck. He stabbed the thumb button flyers called the “pickle.”

Four laser-guided bombs fell away from the Hornet, racing above the waves at the same velocity as his F-18.

Free of the heavy bombs, shuddering through turbulence caused by his uneven wing surfaces, Henry nearly crashed into Fujian’s antenna-spiked control tower. No sooner had he soared past it than his Hornet was lifted from behind like a surfboard on a swell. The sensation shocked and disoriented him. The jet nearly flopped into the sea.

A secondary pressure wave surged and lifted him on an updraft, knocking the stick sideways in his hand. The stricken aircraft yawed and bucked like a maple leaf in a gale.

Henry fought for altitude, angling the nose toward the pink overcast, surging what was left of his fuel into his engines. Straining his neck, he turned for a last look at the carrier receding behind him.

His bombs hadn’t missed. Orange and yellow fireballs ringed in black were piling on top of one another, smoke thickening until it obscured all but the ship’s long wake. Another burst blew a piece of the fantail out, shooting a smoking steel plate the size of a tennis court into the water with a towering white splash. A sheet of low flames darted out and in like a serpent’s tongue. As Henry gained altitude, he lost sight of the ship in a billowing black cloud.

The jet rocked sideways into a roll. While Henry fought to keep it upright, he flipped his radio switch to communicate with the AWACS.

“Yukla Seven, this is Firefly Five, copy?”

“Copy!” the controller responded instantly. “Firefly, you have bandits, PLA J-one-fives. Six miles, ten thousand, bearing one-five-four.”

“Copy,” Henry answered, his voice clipped and professional. “Relay immediate report to Task Force of heavy damage to enemy carrier Fujian.” He stole another glance over his shoulder. “She’s on fire. Repeat, heavy damage. Flight ops disabled. Relay that to the task force, Yukla.”

She replied with an urgency uncharacteristic of the calm professionals selected as AWACS controllers. “Wilco, Firefly! Bandits at one-eight-zero your pos, five miles, altitude six thousand! Directing a flight of four F-22s inbound your position.”

“Copy that,” Henry replied, his throat tightening. He needed to focus. His mind was fixed on the day he’d seen Stennis go down. It was on Ripper, the first task force, and the Marine colonel who’d given him the rolled-up poster at the O Club in Subic. He glanced at the ejection cord loops over his head before stealing one last glance at the flaming ship. Her bow angled up from the black smoke and orange flames. “Fujian is sinking,” he added over the radio. “Report that to task force commander, over. Fujian is sinking. Do you read me, Yukla?”

“Strong copy. Wilco. Bandits on your six!”

The bangs from the compressor stalls announced themselves like a double thunderclap. Both engines flamed out.

The sudden disruption in airflow and the resulting shudder were more than the Hornet’s failing airframe could take. The jet’s starboard wing angled oddly upward. Its stabilizer, already cracked, snapped down. Starved of fuel, the aircraft pitched into a violent spin.

The unexpected centrifugal force pinned Henry’s hands to his sides. He could reach neither stick nor ejection cord. Ocean and sky rotated in his canopy and merged into a single blue blur. Three seconds into the seaward spin, pinned down, as helpless as his dying warbird, Henry’s last mortal thoughts were of Sarah, Jamie, Lucy, and his parents.

Trapped by the gravity he had for so long risen above, he accepted that this was the end. The cockpit would be his coffin, the ocean the dirt above it. His final wish was that his family would find a peaceful place with a view of the sea where they could gather from time to time to remember him.






CHAPTER 69HAWKES BAY, TAIWAN


Afra led the long line of Marines down the narrow switchbacks to the beach, followed by the Australians and the corpsmen who carried Sam Chang. From there, it was only a few hundred yards to where the boats had beached. Sorkin’s line-of-sight radio had called the hydrogen-powered craft ashore like loyal dogs.

“We’ll blow some of our gear to make room for the passengers,” Tate said.

“That works,” Sorkin replied. “Let’s get everyone lined up and assigned to a vehicle.”

Tate hollered for a platoon sergeant to get them organized.

Hidden in the grass on a sandy bluff half a kilometer to their north, Mung watched them through his range-finding scope. “Five hundred meters,” he reported to Deng. “And look at that. They’re lining up for us.”

Deng lifted the mortar and adjusted the ranging dial. “You want me to hit the boats first? Or should I go for the people?”

“The people,” Mung replied. “It looks like the skinny man with the beard is in charge. He’s directing the others. Aim for him.”

“I’ll put a fragmentation round right in the middle of them.”

Mung pictured how that might unfold. Their boats were nearby. If the first mortar round was inaccurate, some of them would escape to the sea. “Hold on,” the Sea Dragon leader said, changing his mind. “We’ll hit the priority targets with sniper fire to be sure. Take out the leader, then shoot the man in the stretcher. After that we’ll shell them with the mortars.”

“Yes, Commander.”

Deng slid sideways to retrieve his rifle.

“You hear that?” Mung asked, his eye rising from the scope.

“Yes,” Deng replied. “One of our jets is coming in.”

“Perfect. I’ll radio in this position, and the jet can lay down a strike across the whole beach. We’ll clean up afterward. Shoot the high-priority targets and then anyone that the jet misses.”

Mung spoke into his radio. “Dragon Flight, this is Sea Dragon One. We have targets at Hawkes Cove, a U.S. Marine contingent and high-value civilian targets attempting evac. We request immediate fire support, over.”

There was no answer—but the jet’s roar grew louder.

“He hasn’t answered,” Mung said, annoyed. “And now the high-priority targets are behind the rocks. Mortar the boats. We’ll cut off their escape, and the air strike can take them out.”

“Yes, sir.” Deng rolled to the mortar and dropped a bomblet into the tube. It whooshed high into the air and then whistled on its descent. Through the scope, Mung watched the Marines on the beach scattering as they heard it.

The round landed between two boats. The Marines spread out, gesturing at the dunes. A big officer was speaking into a radio.

“Dragon Flight, this is Sea Dragon One,” Mung repeated. “I need suppressing fire on the beach!” Again he received no reply.

As Mung lowered his radio he understood the reason why.

The jet racing over the waves toward him was an American Marine Corps F-35. He saw a bright flash beneath its wings and knew instantly that he and Deng would be the last Sea Dragons to die on Taiwan that day.






CHAPTER 70USS LINCOLN


“This is the captain,” the 1MC boomed. “What remains of the Chinese fleet is retreating. Their aircraft have fled to the mainland. Fujian is no longer a threat. She has been sunk.”

Cole could hear the cheers all the way up in flag plot.

Throughout the last hour of nonstop updates—Umbright briefing him on the success of the Air Force over the reefs in the South China Sea, the breakthrough assault on SRC, and Sorkin evacuating Sam Chang to the amphibs—Will Cole had remained on edge because it seemed too good to be true.

And now this.

While he had been on a patched-up circuit updating Triple-A, who was in Pearl Harbor demanding news, Fujian had been hit by his air wing. Though he was the strike group commander, ultimately responsible for all of it, he had missed the Fujian sinking on his scopes. He heard about it the same way every common sailor on Lincoln heard it, as an announcement through the 1MC.

As the weight slid from his shoulders, he felt suddenly unbalanced. He walked to the bulkhead and looked out the porthole. The sun streamed through the low overcast, its rays spreading like the old Japanese Rising Sun flag.

The planes weren’t back yet, and the flight deck was blessedly quiet. Cole undogged the porthole and took a deep breath of salty sea air.

The knock at the door behind him was doubtless Umbright, come to tell him he should go below and address the crew in person now that the captain had given them the good news.

“Enter!” he barked, his voice sharper than intended.

The door opened to reveal Commander Lynn Hardesty of Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania, whose voice had been constantly in his ear since the first minute of the battle.

Her cheeks were wet with tears.

“Henry,” she said quietly. “I’m so sorry, sir.”






EPILOGUEONE YEAR LATER, WEST ANTHEM, ARIZONA


Despite all Li’s time on the West Coast, she’d never been to Arizona. She found it a curious place.

The conference room off Sam’s office had floor-to-ceiling windows on all sides, giving her the impression that she was floating above the desert. The slight tint to the glass made the azure sky a darker shade of blue. While the Commerce Secretary doled out platitudes over SRC’s technical prowess at the head of the table, Li gazed out across long desert plains that seemed to go on forever.

“How long will it take?” the Secretary asked Sam. She was about fifty, Li guessed, wearing the unflattering pantsuit typical of the American female politician. Her face was long, narrow, and lined—a busy woman, probably a runner judging by her physique.

“The first shipment is in five days,” Sam said.

“The fab’s already producing?”

Sam nodded. “That one is, yes.”

All twenty people in the glass room followed Sam’s eyes toward the long, flat building. It stretched for a quarter mile, with solar reflectors, a wastewater treatment facility, and a farm of chemical tanks that made it look like it could be a self-sustaining facility on Mars. An airstrip with four gleaming business jets abutted one wall. At the building’s far end, a tall crane swung girders to erect a new wing.

The Commerce Secretary’s long face shortened with her smile. “You’re a month ahead of schedule?”

“Yes,” Sam replied. “I’ve been pushing them hard.”

“That’s wonderful, Sam. We clearly bet on the right horse.”

The old man shrugged. “Was there another horse?”

Everyone at the table laughed, including Li, though she felt no joy.

When the Taitung plant was lost to Taiwanese ROC forces backed by the United States, China’s economic leverage had swiftly reversed. The Taiwanese had officially declared independence. And the United States was the first country to recognize the new nation. Shorn of its fleet and facing new American military bases on Taiwan, the Party convened at the Great Hall of the People. Many of Li’s champions in the Ministry were gone, “sent down to the countryside” in the old euphemism of Mao’s days, as were several flag and general officers from the PLA.

During the second week of the truce, the Party’s Politburo convened at a seaside resort and announced a new Party chairman. He immediately adopted a new mandate promoting the CCP’s economic vitality and courting foreign investment. There was nothing else he could do. The Party’s claim to legitimacy in recent years had been based on economic progress. That was threatened after the Taitung operation. Changes had to be made.

Privately, Li knew the Party was simply biding its time, amassing its power. The Middle Kingdom would be restored to its rightful perch in heaven and earth. But not yet. Well, she could wait, too. Her irritation at the situation peaked at the sound of FJ’s noisy guffaws beside her, which she recognized as entirely fake.

“I’ve had a wonderful tour,” the Commerce Secretary finished, “thank you for letting me address your employees this morning. I’ll get out of your hair, Sam, so you can keep pumping out those chips.”

With her post-meeting photo op done and the soundbites from her speech embedded in the local TV broadcasts, the cabinet officer rose to leave. “I’m on my way to California,” she said as she gathered her belongings. “We’re launching a constellation of new communications satellites this afternoon. My legal team will finish all the paperwork.” She hurried toward the door with a half-dozen aides in tow. On her way out, she shook hands with Sam. She didn’t acknowledge FJ or Li, who remained seated.

Five of the Secretary’s retinue—the legal team—stayed in their seats. Sam mumbled that he needed FJ and Li to help him close the certifications on the end-users of their semiconductors. Until those certifications were done, the multi-billion-dollar American subsidy would remain in escrow.

The five lawyers at the table across from Li were a mixed bag. The one closest to Sam with the prominent nose and dark hair seemed to be in charge. He introduced the man and woman next to him as his colleagues from the State Department. At the opposite end of the table, a thin, bald man with wire-rimmed glasses was studying Li. Beside him, a young woman dressed in black looked somberly off into the desert. The lead lawyer removed papers from his briefcase.

Major Li Shiao-Ling felt a chill run down her spine when she saw two burly men take up stations outside the room. Their ill-fitting sportscoats, cropped hair, and broad shoulders put her on immediate alert.

“My name is Kevin Zaletsky,” the dark-haired man seated next to Sam said. “I’m the Special Agent in charge of the FBI’s Southwest Division.” He slid two cards across the table—one to FJ, the other to Li.

Li’s heart raced. There was a definite threat here. Her eyes darted around the room looking for anything she might use as a weapon. Perhaps she could hurl a chair through the window and jump out. But then she remembered that Sam had ordered extra thick glass to block outside noise. She saw no escape route. She considered smashing the water pitcher and using a shard to slit Sam’s throat. The two men at the door surely had guns. Could she steal one? She bit her tongue and forced herself to breathe slowly through her nose.

“I don’t understand,” FJ said after studying the FBI agent’s card. “Has a crime been committed? Has there been an illegal export?”

“I’ll get to that,” Special Agent Zaletsky answered. “First, let me introduce you to my colleagues, Jeff and Meredith. They’re from the State Department. They’ve coordinated our investigation closely with the Justice and Commerce Departments.”

When Li’s eyes shifted to Jeff and Meredith, she knew there was no chance. Jeff was lean and balding with rolled shirtsleeves and a five o’clock shadow. Meredith was an intense brunette whose eyes bored into Li’s like two gun barrels.

Agent Zaletsky gestured to the slight man with wire-rimmed spectacles and the younger woman next to him. “Mrs. Cole and Mr. Sorkin are both advisors to the Commerce Department. They have also been helpful in the Justice Department’s investigation. I’ve asked them to stick around as witnesses.”

“Witnesses!” FJ exploded. “What is this? Baba, what’s happening here?”

Sam stared down into his water glass. “The fact that you still don’t know, my son, is perhaps my greatest shame,” he said softly.
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“Well,” Sorkin said as he buckled the seatbelt in the plush Dassault Falcon 7X business jet. “I would say the shock on that evil bitch’s face made this little stopover worthwhile.”

Sarah sank into the sumptuous leather and cracked the top of a Perrier. She turned her head for a view through the oval window, noticing the long-distance SRC Gulfstream with two unmarked vans beside it. “Please, Gabe,” she said. “Let’s just get out of here.”

Nearly an hour into the flight she still hadn’t taken her eyes away from the window. A lifelong Easterner, she watched the great Mojave Desert scroll beneath the wings with a detached sense of awe. She had hoped to sleep but knew she wouldn’t. Though she and Gabe had flown from California early that morning in his firm’s jet, she wasn’t tired. The adrenaline from the dramatic arrest was receding, but she still had one more thing to do that afternoon.

“Hey, are you okay?” Gabe asked.

She continued gazing through the window. “I’m fine.”

“You should eat.”

She turned to see him leaning across the aisle offering a wrapped breakfast burrito. An empty wrapper on his own seat told her he’d already eaten his.

She shook her head. “No, thank you.”

“You forget, Sarah, I’m your boss now.”

“It’s not good to harass your only employee.”

“You’re not my only employee. I also have Ancka. But I’ll admit, you’re my rainmaker. Come on. Take it. I need you strong so you can formalize that consulting gig for us. Don’t you have a meeting with Commerce in a week?”

“I don’t feel like talking business, Gabe.”

“Okay. But you’ve got a long day ahead of you. Maybe just a bite or two?” He waggled the burrito. “While it’s hot?”

Her lips curved slightly upward at the sight of this slight, malnourished man encouraging her to eat. Sorkin wasn’t wrong. She would need strength to get through the coming afternoon. She accepted the burrito, unwrapped the foil, and bit into the steaming eggs.

Gabe returned his attention to a thick technical manual in his lap, munching on a second burrito. Sarah noticed the color in his cheeks.

“Are you actually hungry enough to eat two, Gabe?”

“Yeah,” he said distractedly.

“That’s a good sign, isn’t it?”

Sorkin rested the book on his bony chest and surveyed her through his round glasses. “I never thought I’d say this again—but I’m ravenous. Maybe it was watching the Chinese spies get hauled off in cuffs.”

“Does that also mean your latest chemo course is over?”

He crossed his long, bony fingers. “The doc said I’m in remission.”

“That’s wonderful news! You should take some time off to celebrate.”

“What would I do?”

“You could visit that place you’re always talking about. Ulithi.”

Sorkin flashed his smile. “Nah. I’ve got that sub skipper Briny Deep running things for us out there, testing Ancka’s drones. I wouldn’t want to get in his way. And besides, with every American tech-manufacturing company sourcing components from countries outside China, there’s a lot of money to be made right now. I’m thinking of putting 2 percent of my reserves in a factory in Vietnam.” He buried his nose in his book.

“You should maybe invest more in Taiwan.”

“Well, I’m looking at that, too.”

“Are you looking at investing in a certain little inn at Hawkes Bay?”

Sorkin grinned. “I’ll invest in Afra and Nick’s inn when I travel back there for a little R&R. She’s still fixing the place up.”

“Can I come with you? I want to see the famous Japanese bunkers.”

“You can definitely come. You should wait until our Aussie friends in Melbourne are visiting as well, though. They’re planning to return. But I warn you—they can be a handful.”

Sarah nodded. “I would like to do that,” she concluded.

When the pilot strode down the narrow aisle to use the restroom, Sarah figured they must be close to their destination. On his way back to the cockpit, he told them they were on the outer edge of the San Diego air traffic area.

“How are we getting from the San Diego airport to Coronado?” Sarah asked Gabe.

“We’re landing at North Island. A driver will meet us at the Base Ops building.”

“Isn’t there some kind of regulation against a civilian aircraft landing on a Navy base?”

“Not when the jet has been leased to the government—for one dollar, I should add—and lands with the guest of honor aboard,” Sorkin replied.

Sarah took a deep breath and smoothed a wrinkle on her navy-blue suit.

“I need to change into my uniform,” Sorkin said. He hoisted himself from his chair and went to the back of the jet. He returned five minutes later decked out in his service dress white uniform with the choker collar. The four gold stripes of a captain were on each of his shoulders. The three rows of colorful ribbons on his chest were topped by one with a white stripe on a dark blue field—the Navy Cross, the highest decoration awarded by the sea service.

Before Gabe was back in his seat, the Falcon banked, affording a panoramic view of Point Loma, Coronado Island, and the twinkling waters of San Diego Bay.

Gabe leaned into the vacant row behind her, propped on his knee. “Just look at her, Sarah. Isn’t she the most beautiful ship in the world?”
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Will and Kelly Cole watched the Falcon circle into the North Island landing pattern from their vantage at the top of Point Loma.

“Could that be them?” Kelly asked.

“That’s Gabe’s jet,” he replied. “The airfield is closed to traffic right now. It could only be them.”

Kelly’s eyes swept the Naval Air Station across the channel, less than a mile away as the crow flies. “Do we have time for this?”

Will held her hand. “We have time. They’re not going to start without us. I’ve ordered my gig over to the sub base to take us by water. Come on. The memorial’s this way.”

He led her past row upon row of white markers shining in the sun. Most bore a Christian cross, Jewish star, or Muslim crescent. Several sported small American flags no larger than a postcard. The aroma of fresh-cut grass and cedar bark wafted through the trees. The distant sea hissed at the base of the cliff, reminding Cole of how his mother used to tell him to hold a conch shell to his ear and listen for the ocean.

When he looked west, Cole gazed at the vast Pacific. To the south lay the channel between Point Loma and North Island with its honking buoys and crying gulls. The sea air at the top of the peninsula retained a unique saltiness refined by wind, sun, and cypress.

This had always been a sacred place to Will Cole. The Pacific lived up to the promise of its name here, allowing its fallen guardians to rest in its bosom—as though returning the favor.

“I think that’s it over there,” Kelly said.

Will squeezed her hand. “Yes,” he replied. “That’s it.”

The arched white monument was etched with six thousand names, grouped according to the ships in which they rested at the bottom of the sea. Will relinquished Kelly’s hand to remove his white cover. He took a few steps toward the arch’s center and bowed his head with his eyes tightly shut.

When he opened them, he found Kelly standing before USS Higgins and the etching for Kyle Wallace, Captain, USN, Destroyer Squadron 15. Though the sun was warm, she hugged her arms like she was cold.

“I’m sorry,” Will whispered beside her. He hooked his arm across her back and pulled her tightly to his side. “I’m sorry for all of it.”

“Don’t,” she said.

“But, Kel, I never owned up to it. Triple-A sent Kyle out there because—”

She pressed her finger to his lips. “Don’t.” She stepped back and gestured at the arch. “Wilson Grant Cole, if there’s one thing I know about you, it’s that you’re bound by duty. Every person named on this arch was as well, including Kyle Wallace.” She tugged him down the two steps. “Come on, Admiral. It’s time for me to do my duty now.”
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A staff car carrying a four-star admiral’s flag took Kelly and Will down the switchbacks to the submarine base on the channel across from North Island. Will’s aide led them over the long pier to board his bobbing gig, a forty-foot yacht decked out in signal flags and crewed by sailors in Cracker Jack whites.

As the gig motored up-channel into San Diego Bay, Coast Guard boats with flashing blue lights joined them on either side, guiding them through a floating security cordon. The overhang of America’s newest aircraft carrier blotted out the sun, casting the Coles into her shade. The gig sailors leaped to the pier, tied the lines, and lowered a board for Will and Kelly to cross.

Kelly gazed up at the massive steel cliff that formed the carrier’s port side. Still off balance from the boat ride, she felt her knees wobble and took Will’s elbow. She noticed that he had donned his immaculate white gloves, saber, and cover.

“Nervous?” he asked.

A few stray voices from the crowd floated down to the pier from the edge of the flight deck. “Actually,” she said, “yes, I am.”

A phalanx of white-coated officers closed around them for the trip up the stairs to the carrier’s gangway. Will stepped to the quarterdeck and saluted while Kelly bowed her head. The voice over the 1MC boomed, “Chief of Naval Operations, arriving.” The bell clanged eight times.

The brilliant sun on the flight deck forced Will to squint. Twenty rows of white folding chairs were filled with men and women in dress military uniforms or semi-formal civilian attire. When they saw Will and Kelly, they stood.

“I feel like we’re getting married again,” she whispered as they walked to the front row, nodding to old friends and professional acquaintances.

When they reached the front, Will found the seats reserved for the Cole family. The invited dignitaries on the dais relaxed into their chairs while the sailors and Marines manning the ship’s rails assumed parade rest.

“Captain Tate,” Cole said, shaking Marshal’s hand. The big Marine stood ramrod stiff in his dress blue tunic and snowy white trousers, gleaming saber at his side. Beneath the golden parachute wings that marked him as a Recon Marine he displayed a Navy Cross.

“Good afternoon, Admiral,” Tate said. “You look beautiful, Mrs. Cole.”

Lucy swatted his chest. “Knock it off, Tate. You’re a guest at this show. He’s Will and she’s Kelly.”

Tate blushed as Kelly kissed his cheek.

“Hi, Dad,” Jamie said, tugging at Will’s sleeve to get his attention.

Cole was surprised to see his son dressed in choker whites. “Jamie,” he said. “I’m so glad to see you. We weren’t sure your ship would get into Tokyo in time for you to catch a flight.”

Jamie grinned. “Come on, Dad. I would have swum here.”

Ignoring the rules against public displays of affection in uniform, Cole hugged his son tightly, nearly knocking the cover off his head. “Will you stay with us for a bit here in Coronado? It would probably be good … for your mother.”

“Absolutely,” Jamie said, adjusting his hat. “I stayed with Tate and Lucy up in San Clemente last night. I’m going to knock out some Reserve duty while I’m here.”

“Excellent. Please don’t let Tate talk you into joining the Marines.”

“I took the aptitude test for the Corps,” Jamie said loudly enough for Tate to hear. “They said I was too smart.”

“Well, well, well. Look what the cat dragged in,” Gabe Sorkin said, snagging Will’s wrist. Sarah stood beside him, her red lipstick striking against her pale face.

Cole stepped closer to them, shaking Gabe’s hand and hugging Sarah. “How was it?” he asked quietly. “Are you both all right?”

“All right?” Gabe shot back. “You kidding me? It was beautiful. Karma. The Chinese have a word for it: Fènghuáng.”

“What about you, Sarah? Are you glad you went?”

“I had my doubts,” she replied. “But Gabe’s right. The two CIA people said they were taking her back to Virginia for quote unquote enhanced interrogation. I hope she’s a hundred gallons into her waterboarding by now.”

“Whoa, careful,” Gabe said. “Your father-in-law is the Chief of Naval Operations. He can’t condone that sort of thing. You didn’t hear any of that, sir.”

“Hear what?”

“That’s the spirit.”

Before Will could say more, his aide—Captain Lynn Hardesty of Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania—appeared at his side. “Sir, is it okay if we begin? Admiral Adams is asking. He told me to check with you.”

“You should ask the ladies, Captain Hardesty,” Cole answered with a gesture to Kelly and Sarah. “This is their show.”

When Kelly and Sarah nodded assent, Captain Hardesty climbed to the dais.

“Attention on deck!” she said into the microphone. “To all present, greetings. On behalf of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, I bring these proceedings to order.”

The sailors manning the rails and the Marine platoon came to stiff attention. Admiral Avery Alan Adams, old Triple-A, the newly promoted Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, ascended the stage. “At ease,” he said before launching into his remarks.

Will was grateful that Triple-A was there. As the most senior officer, he spared Will from a speaking role that would have surely broken his voice. From his seat next to Kelly he watched the signal flags fluttering over Triple-A’s head, wondering just how much effort he put into looking like Chester Nimitz. He had the slick white hair, the jutting chin, the ruddy complexion. Cole was so lost in the comparison that he was caught unaware when Triple-A asked Kelly and Sarah Cole to rise and come forward. He stood along with them and touched their hands before they walked from the front row to the ceremonial position on the bow.

The Australian government had donated the marble-and-brass platform. The arch above it was carved mahogany, a gift from the Philippines. The gold leaf that adorned the mahogany was from New Zealand. The governor of French Polynesia had signed the magnum of Moët champagne that hung on a golden braid at the arch’s center.

Kelly stood in front of the hanging bottle with Sarah at her side. She looked back over her shoulder at the rows of uniforms and then up at the mighty ship’s superstructure where officers stood at attention along a bridge wing. The ship’s circular seal was painted below the elevated platform, large as a billboard. The new ship’s nickname was engraved beneath the seal in bold red letters: HAMMERIN’ HANK.

Kelly tore her eyes away from the red letters when she heard the jets coming. She spotted them over Coronado beach—two Marine F-35s and two Navy F-18s in a tight diamond flying just a few hundred feet above the waves. As they passed directly over her head, the lead F-18 rocketed straight up into the heavens. The three remaining aircraft roared over the channel and Fort Rosecrans Cemetery. They stayed in the missing-man formation until they disappeared behind Point Loma.

When the echoes of their engines had faded, Kelly and Sarah lifted the heavy champagne bottle. Beside them, the ship’s chief boatswain untied the pulley line to lengthen it. A Marine standing nearby struck a gleaming silver bell.

Together, the two women hoisted the bottle and sent it back into a broad, swinging arc. It cracked and broke against the bow’s edge on its return. Kelly and Sarah looked at one another and inhaled deeply, filling their lungs so that their voices would ring out clear and steady, and said as one:

“We christen thee the United States Ship Henry Cole.”

The End
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