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Timeline to War
 
1997: The British return Hong Kong to China.
 
2016: Amid a global monetary crisis, China unloads its US Bonds. The American banking system and stock market crashes. The ripple effect creates the Sovereign Debt Depression.
 
2020: The beginning of a new glacial age causes worldwide crop failures. Europe, Russia and China are particularly hard hit.
 
2022: The continuing Sovereign Debt Depression and intense civil war in Mexico creates political and social turmoil in America. All US military forces return home.
 
2023: The Mukden Incident sparks the Sino-Siberian War. Chinese armies invade north and defeat the Russians. China annexes the Great Northeastern Area, and eastern Siberia becomes a client state.
 
2024: China invades Taiwan. Its expanding navy now rivals the shrunken USN.
 
2027: R&D breakthroughs lead to continental ABM systems. Tests show laser effectiveness, able to knock out ninety-eight percent of incoming ICBMs.
 
2031: Harsher weather patterns cause greater food rationing in more countries. Canada, America, Argentina and Australia form a Grain Union. In retaliation, Greater China places economic sanctions on the US. The German Dominion, the South American Federation and the Iranian Hegemony follow suit. China begins sending military advisors to Mexico, aiding its side in the civil war.
 
2034: The South American Federation forces Argentina to leave the Grain Union.
 
2036: In a packed UN amidst wild applause, China lists its 13 Demands. The first is that America must distribute its abundance equally throughout a starving world. China sends an Asian “brotherhood” fleet to aid Hawaiian separatists. America sends its ageing carriers. The Chinese launch a surprise attack on American satellites, combining it with a massive cyber-assault. With their datalinks crippled, the US fleet is destroyed at the Battle of Oahu. The President declares a state of emergency, beginning construction of the Rio Grande Defensive Line due to 700,000 Chinese “advisors” in Mexico.
 
2038: Claiming American provocations, China accelerates its troop buildup. Over four million Pan-Asian Alliance soldiers occupy Mexico. The first South American Federation troops arrive. In a preemptive attack, the US destroys as many enemy satellites as its ABM lasers can reach.
 
2039: In a hungry world, US farmland is the most precious on Earth. From northern Mexico, nine million PAA and SAF soldiers invade America. The German Dominion breaks ranks—its forces are massed in Cuba. For its neutrality, the GD demands and receives Quebec.
 
2039-2040: The invasion “up the gut” between the Rockies on the west and the Mississippi River on the east falters during bitter winter fighting at the siege of Denver. American and Canadian forces drive the enemy back to Oklahoma. Spring 2040, the German Dominion launches a surprise assault from Quebec, hoping to gain the Great Lakes-Northeastern region. After initial bloody defeats, the defenders rally. Combined with new space weapons—THOR missiles—America inflicts a strategic defeat on GD forces.
 
2041: American submarines and THOR missiles devastate the PAA navy and merchant marine, disrupting enemy supplies.
 





Part I: 2041
Infamy



Prologue
USS SHERMAN
 
In the submarine’s humid control center, Captain John Winthrop studied a blue-glowing screen. It made his eyes glow with color.
He didn’t want to die. None of them did.
Condensation took that moment to drip onto the monitor. With a rag, Winthrop wiped away the moisture. The vessel’s main engine coughed, the sound loud enough to travel to the control center.
Winthrop grimaced at the noise. The Chinese must have instrumentation able to pick that up. The submarine was doomed for sure.
Why doesn’t someone tell me this is a crazy idea?
Several seconds after the engine cough, an oily taint drifted in the air. Should he order the recycling vents closed?
No. That would foul the air. Just live with what you have. It was an ironic thought and he knew it. Instead of smiling, he concentrated, focusing on the only problem that mattered for the rest of his short life.
The monitor was linked to the submarine’s periscope. It showed a Chinese fighter landing on an aircraft carrier approximately one and a half miles away. The targeting computer also pinpointed escorting cruisers and destroyers, an entire enemy task force. That meant Chinese submarines lurked nearby. They were a danger to USS Sherman, an Avenger VII-class submarine, but not nearly as bad as the combat air patrols crisscrossing the sky, hunting for subs just like his.
Winthrop raised a steady hand. Thank God for good nerves. With the rag, he wiped perspiration from his forehead. Aren’t we always talking about doing something to turn the tide of the war? Here it is. The question becomes, do I have the balls to go for it?
How many lives did a man have anyway? Reincarnation would be nice if it was true, but he didn’t believe in it.
This isn’t suicide. This is war and here’s my chance to make a difference, to take down one of their aircraft carriers, maybe an entire task force.
Through an unusual set of circumstances—stupid luck, really—and an extremely cold layer of water, the submarine had maneuvered close to the carrier. Chinese anti-torpedo systems had become fantastically difficult to penetrate. A torpedo launched from thirty miles away had become an outdated tactic. But to attack from this close…
Instead of wrestling with his thoughts about this, he should be—
One of the men cleared his throat.
Out of the corner of his eye, Winthrop saw that the Chief of the Boat, the COB, had made the noise. That surprised him. Does he have more balls than I do?
“What are your orders, sir?” the chief whispered.
It was hard, but Winthrop looked up at the man’s narrow features. Black circles and haunted eyes showed the chief’s strain.
What did the chief really think about this? With the submarine’s desperate need of repairs, did the man just want to limp home? They had done their duty this voyage. Why risk more, right? After their ordeal two days ago, who wanted to rise up to the role of sacrificial hero?
As Winthrop thought about that, another drip fell onto the screen, and the damaged engine rattled loudly. The Chinese had to hear that. Why couldn’t the enemy react and take the awful decision away from him?
Two days ago, they had crawled away while escaping from an angry convoy, having sunk several transports. Then Chinese drones had dropped atomic depth charges on them. Every American submariner hated the drones. Nothing else had sounded quite like that charge going off. Winthrop recalled the terror of watching the bulkheads as everything shook and groaned with metallic complaint. Several of the crew had thrown Petty Officer Harris to the deck plates, because the man had lost it, screaming and running amok. The crew had pummeled Harris with their fists, making meaty smacks. It had been the only remedy then. They had beaten Harris back to sanity and strapped him down afterward in the tiny infirmary.
The humidity in here, the faulty engine and the questionable pressure hull meant they could no longer dive as deeply as they used to. Maybe as bad, the submarine had become as sluggish as a tugboat.
It’s a miracle we reached this location without the Chinese spotting us. It was either dumb luck or divine providence, or maybe the Devil’s humor.
“Sir—” the chief said.
“Shhh,” Winthrop whispered. “Let me think.”
The chief blinked at him, and the man began to tremble. That had never happened before. The chief’s arms shook so his hands twitched against his legs. The sight twisted Winthrop’s gut. Panic could be infectious, he knew. For that reason, a submarine captain had to maintain a calm demeanor at all times.
Winthrop understood he should order the chief out of the control center, or say something, at least. But he couldn’t form the words, so he averted his gaze. In any event, he could not let the chief’s actions persuade him to turn away.
Don’t fool yourself. The painkillers are keeping you calm, nothing else.
Only heavy dosages of painkillers kept the continuous agony of his lower back from making him groan and twist. Was he even rational anymore? The drugs stole emotions, right? No. He didn’t want to think about that. He had a duty to his country. More than that, he had to protect his loved ones. If America could destroy the Chinese navy and merchant marine, the enemy’s North American invasion would wither on the vine.
Submarines and orbital THOR missiles were the answers to defeating the enemy. The USN lacked a surface fleet, but America churned out underwater vessels as fast as it could. The Avenger VII-class submarines were a new model specially constructed for the war. Mass-produced by sections inland, Port Seattle welders fitted the parts and launched the completed machine in days. A year ago, small American submersibles had used underwater drones that fired missiles far from the mother-sub. New Chinese countermeasures meant going back to the old, old way of slinking near the enemy with a crewed vessel to launch torpedoes while risking destruction.
The Chinese fought back every way they could. One of the enemy answers to US submarines was drone-dropped nuclear depth charges. The Chinese had to keep those weapons far from their own ships.
“We’re too close, sir,” the chief whispered.
“The last depth charge hurt us pretty bad,” Winthrop said, meaning the one two days ago.
The chief licked dry lips. Winthrop heard the rasping sound.
If you’re going to do this, now’s the moment. Don’t torture everyone with the waiting. Winthrop opened his mouth, but no words came. He closed his lips, and he almost panted. Instead, he envisioned a Chinese victory, with Chinese soldiers in his hometown raping American women and killing children. The enemy already stole enough food so people died of starvation in Texas, Arkansas and the rest of the occupied territories.
Can you let that happen to the entire country, to your friends at home?
Once again, Winthrop tried to speak. In a hoarse voice, he said, “Load the torpedo.”
No one asked him which torpedo he meant. They all knew. In honor of a different war, a different Asian foe, they called the torpedo Fat Man. That had been the name of the nuclear bomb dropped on Hiroshima at the end of WWII. The special torpedo was huge, twenty-one inches in diameter and twenty-seven feet long. It carried America’s answer to the Chinese nuclear depth charges: a ten-kiloton nuclear warhead.
The problem with firing it this close to the carrier was obvious. It was unlikely Sherman would survive the blast. By launching the torpedo, they signed their own death warrant. Surely that was better than trying to slip away and dying anyway.
“We’re going to win this war,” Winthrop told the others.
“Pardon me,” the chief said, without add “sir.” He paused, twisting the gold wedding ring on his finger, before plunging ahead, saying, “I-I don’t want to die.”
At the words, Winthrop felt cold inside. He didn’t want to die either. A lump rose in his throat. Could he even give the order? Maybe they could escape. A fluke had brought them here. Maybe it was time to use a fluke to slip back the way they had come.
“Captain,” Sonarman Stevens said. “The enemy has made contact. They know we’re here.”
The cold in Winthrop’s heart became heat. Finally, the Chinese had found them. There was no going back now. The heat squeezed in him, and in a quiet voice, he said, “Fire the torpedo.”
No one moved, including the launch officer. Winthrop glanced at the heavyset man with his skewed collar and undone buttons. Large sweat stains had spread outward from the launch officer’s underarms. The man stood frozen in place, staring at his panel.
With his jaws clenched, Winthrop strode to the launch officer’s panel. He didn’t look around at the others watching him. Panic can be infectious.
“Please,” the launch officer whispered. “Don’t do it, sir.”
Winthrop wanted to say a hundred things to them. They were good men, his brothers in arms. Each had endured terrible pressures that no one should ever have to face. Instead of making a speech, Winthrop reached out with his right hand, and he almost wished the launch officer would grab his sleeve to stop him. The man moaned instead. In silent horror, Winthrop watched the index finger of his right hand tap the red circle on the screen.
Sherman was a small submarine, especially when compared to a boomer. Although they stood in the control center, each of them heard the burst of compressed air that expelled the torpedo from its tube. The launch officer staggered backward as his legs became like jelly. The man crashed onto a chair.
“Damn them,” the chief whispered. “Damn the Chinese. Why did they have to invade us in the first place?”
With a leaden step, Captain Winthrop returned to his position by the screen. He felt his heartbeats thud with anticipation. He should give the order for them to flee, to dive, to do something. It all seemed so futile, though.
The brutal seconds ticked away as silence reigned aboard Sherman. Then a blinding flash appeared on the screen where the enemy aircraft carrier floated.
“Yes!” Winthrop said, and he found himself shaking a fist at the screen. “Helm, right fifteen degrees rudder, steady on course one seven six.”
No one moved, nor did helm respond. In that second, it felt as if the crew had become zombies and he the last man on Earth. In moments, a terrible shock wave struck the submarine. As Winthrop staggered across the chamber, he felt the hairs rise on the back of his neck. Was this the end?
Metal groaned all around him. Alarms rang. Then the sounds of gushing water announced their doom. Before he could speak, a bulkhead burst and a wall of water roared across Captain Winthrop.
Will our sacrifice help America beat the Chinese? It was his last thought as the water picked him up and hurled his body against a bulkhead, killing him instantly.
Soon, the submarine pieces and corpses of USS Sherman sank toward the bottom of the ocean, and the war between China and America continued with its brutal ugliness and destruction.
 
RENO, NEVADA
 
US Marine Master Sergeant Paul Kavanagh felt helpless as his wife clung to him in bed, weeping softly.
A scarred warrior in his early forties with broad shoulders and narrow hips, in his younger years in college, he’d been a terror on the football field, slamming running backs onto the sod with bone-jarring hits.
Cheri and he had just made love…again. He hadn’t touched his wife or been in her presence for over a year. On leave, he had another three days to go.
Paul sat up against several pillows. In his absence, Cheri had filled the bed with more and more pillows. She wrapped her thin arms around his torso, her face concealed against his chest, her long dark hair in disarray, hiding her features. His left arm lay on her skin, with his fingers rubbing the small of her back.
She snuffled and began shaking her head.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Paul…I-I can’t take it anymore. I’m so lonely all the time. Every time I turn on the TV or go on the computer I’m sure I’m going to see footage of you dead on a battlefield.”
“Hey, they can’t kill me.”
“No. Don’t say that. You’ll jinx it.”
“Cheri,” he said, and he rubbed her skin.
She raised her head, brushing aside strands of hair.
Paul gazed down into her eyes. She was beautiful, and his hunger for her grew. It was as if he was seventeen again.
“You’ve changed,” she said. Her pupils darted back and forth as she studied him.
He grinned, and he rolled her onto her back. He loved the soft feel of her skin. Bending down, he kissed her, letting his lips press and linger against hers.
“You’re the best kisser ever,” she murmured.
“No, you are,” he said. “Now what’s wrong? Tell me.”
She turned away and stared at a wall, at a photograph of them in their twenties on jet skis. He had bigger muscles then and her white bikini against her tanned skin showed—wow!
“I used to go to the Wives’ Club in the evenings,” Cheri said softly. “The other women there, the wives… Too many of them are cheaters.”
Paul frowned. He didn’t want to hear that. The Marines fought, risking life and limb, and in their absence, their wives screwed other men? What was wrong with people?
“Most of the women are lonely,” Cheri whispered. “They’re frightened, and their kids are growing up without their dads.”
Paul understood then she was talking about herself and Mikey, not the cheating on him part, but about being lonely and kids needing dads.
“I can’t very well quit the Marines in the middle of a war,” he told her.
“Honey, you’ve done your part, more than your part.” She turned to him. “How many missions have they sent you on anyway?”
“One or two,” he said.
“Paul!”
“Hey, sweetness, no Chinese soldier is going to kill me. Maybe the Germans had a shot, but not them.”
She stared into his eyes, and she threw herself at him, clutching him fiercely. “Promise me,” she whispered.
“What do you want me to say?”
“Promise me you’ll come home in one piece.”
“I do promise,” he said.
“Swear it,” she said, with great urgency.
He did swear, and he figured that would be the end of it.
No. She began to weep again and shake her head. “I know you think I’m weak,” she said.
“You love me, and you want me with you. I understand and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
“Then stay here!” she shouted. “Don’t go back.”
Something in her voice alerted Paul. It put a trickle of doubt in his gut. He hated the feeling. He pried her arms off him and stared into her puffy eyes. “Is someone hitting on you?” he asked. “Are you having trouble?”
She laughed forlornly. “Are you kidding me? Slugs hit on me all the time. It never ends.”
“You’re tempted?” he asked, with a growing tightness in his gut.
“No,” she said.
He thought about the way she said that, and he realized she was having problems. She’d always been faithful to him. Loyalty was big with Paul Kavanagh. It was one of the pillars of his life. He also knew that Cheri had a hard time standing up against persistent alpha types who knew how to play on her insecurities.
“Who is it?” he asked. “Who’s putting on the pressure? Let me pay him a visit.”
She hesitated and finally said. “Do you know the bank we use?”
“First National where I send my checks?” he asked.
She nodded miserably, and said, “The loan manager there is also in charge of food rationing.”
“You’re a Marine’s wife!”
“I know,” Cheri said. “But things got pretty rough last summer. This year they changed the law. According to the announcements, Homeland Security says everyone is making sacrifices, not just the military. To make it fair, every civilian is in the same pot.”
Paul grunted with understanding. Homeland Security had been making many changes this last year. Too many of their people acted like thugs.
“What else?” he asked. “Tell me everything.”
“The man’s a creep,” Cheri said. “He likes pushing people around, military wives in particular. You can see it in his eyes that he’s enjoying himself. And they’ve given him assistants, bodyguards. He’s grabbed me several times. I told him to back off each time. I said that my husband would get mad if he found out how he’d been treating me.”
Paul was mad now. He wished she’d told him about this earlier. “And?” he said.
She twisted her fingers together. “I’d handle it myself if it was only about me, but…he threatened me with Mikey,” Cheri whispered.
The anger in Paul began to boil. He felt heat in his chest. “Threatened how?” he asked in a soft voice.
Her eyes widened with fear. “I shouldn’t have told you. Paul, you can’t do anything about this. You know that, right?”
“Sure,” he said. “Now what about Mikey? How did this bastard threaten my boy?”
Cheri seemed to think about it. Finally, she said, “Homeland Security wants all boys Mikey’s age in the Patriotic Youth Organization, helping to train them to become future Militiamen.”
“The Patriotic Youth?” Paul asked. “They’re a bunch of fascists.”
“Paul! You can’t say things like that. Besides, it’s just a side issue. I miss you, honey. I can’t keep living like this. Your son needs you at home. I need you here.”
“We can’t let the Chinese win.”
“I know. I understand. But you’ve done your part. Let someone else do his for once.”
Paul heard the urgency in her voice, the pleading. Being alone year after year had worn her down. The squalor of this apartment, the poor food and his absence…she needed him at home. He wanted to be here. Cheri had hit upon a truth earlier. He had changed. Endless combat had worn him down, emptying him inside. This damn war with its million-man casualty lists and the frigid weather— “I can’t get discharged yet,” he said. “But I’m going to work on it.”
“Words,” she said in a small voice.
“No,” he said. “I want out of the Marines, out of the commandos. First, we have to drive the Chinese out of America, drive them and their allies out.”
“How long will that take?” Cheri asked in a hopeless voice.
Paul scowled. It was a good question. “You look tired, babe. Close your eyes; get some rest.”
“What are you going to do? You seem pretty hopped up.”
“I’m going down to the bank.”
“Paul, no, you can’t.”
“Yeah I can.”
“No,” she said. “Promise me you won’t do anything rash. Please. I have to live with these people when you’re gone. Templeton has connections with the Militia. If you try to push him too hard, he’ll find ways to push back. He’s poison. You can just see it in him.”
Paul had already slid his legs off the mattress. Her fear hit him hard, and it confirmed his decision. It was time to visit this Templeton. If corrupt people like this guy were allowed to prosper, everyone would suffer, not just Cheri and Mikey. It was his duty.
He turned to his wife and chucked her under the chin. A quick calculation caused him to see that if he promised and broke it right away, she wouldn’t believe his other promise of coming home in one piece.
“Cheri, baby,” he said. “I promise I’m going to kick the crap out of this bank manager. Believe me. He’s not going to be in any condition to mess with you again. I didn’t give a damn about his connections. With enough broken bones—”
“Please,” she said, “don’t do anything like that. They’ll throw you in military prison.”
“No. I’m too good at what I do. Uncle Sam needs me.”
“Paul.”
“You told me these things for a reason, right? Did you expect me to just ignore them?”
She looked down.
“Babe, this is what I do. I protect those I love. I put my life on the line to try to save America, to save you and Mikey. Do you think that means I’m going to let a money-sucking weasel like a Homeland Security dick bother my wife? No. It means I’m going to do what I do best. You get some sleep and let me deal with things. For a few days anyway, your husband is at home.”
“Paul…” she said.
“My promises mean something, sweets. I’m going to pound this punk and after another few missions, I’m coming home to stay.”
She didn’t say anything more, but she watched him with wide, fearful eyes.
After Paul finished lacing his boots, he walked out. He was going to ask Mr. Banker Boy some questions. If he got the wrong answers…well, the man’s answers would determine just how many broken bones Templeton had to deal with. One way or another, Paul was going to protect his own.
 
WICHITA, KANSAS
 
What’s in a nickname, or a name for that matter?
Colonel Stan Higgins crunched through the snow, crossing what must have been a used car lot many years ago. Sure. He remembered his youth when every American could afford a vehicle. That seemed like a long time ago now in a different country.
He left his fellow tank officers behind where they sat in an old movie theater sipping coffee and eating donuts. They’d all listened to General McGraw, the Joint Forces Commander of the Southern Front. McGraw had outlined their duties in the coming offensive. It was still several weeks away, maybe even two months. It depended on the weather.
No. That wasn’t completely true. The Chinese were playing games again on their side of no man’s land in Oklahoma. It had the intelligence boys worried.
Stan shivered as a cold gust whipped off the prairies, barreling down Wichita’s streets. He wore a greatcoat and a hunter’s hat with earmuffs.
Stan was approaching his mid-fifties. At five-ten, he battled with his weight, never quite letting it reach two hundred. He popped two glucosamine pills a day to help keep his joints limber. He didn’t run, but he rode a bicycle three times a week and lifted two days, keeping a nice ball of muscle in his biceps. These days, he didn’t have any time for basketball. Besides, he’d lost half a step. It irritated him when a player scored with a shot that he could have stopped even three years ago.
In his younger days, the boys called him “Money” because he made all his shots. No one called him that anymore. No. His nickname was “Professor” because he saw history lessons in everything.
Stan scowled, flipping up his collar and hunkering down. What miserable weather. Dark clouds raced across the sky, threatening to dump even more snow on Southern Front Headquarters.
Volcanism was on the rise worldwide, spewing tons of fine dust into the air. That reflected too much sunlight, the scientists said. The sun also had far fewer sunspots these days. The big orb heated the Earth less than it used to. The two factors had conspired to make this a colder, drearier planet, with constant crop failures in places that used to thrive. With the Earth’s billions, hungry people had become desperate people, willing to go to war for food.
That made perfect sense historically. Sure. Hunger had once driven the Huns off the high steppes of Asia. Well, to be precise, other nomads had done that, staking out the better grazing lands and killing those who disagreed with their choices. The displaced Huns pushed others in their wake, sending German horse barbarians in the Ukrainian prairies against the Roman Empire’s northeastern border. That had brought about the epoch-changing battle of Adrianople in 378 AD where Ostrogothic heavy cavalry shattered Roman infantry. For a thousand years afterward, cavalry ruled the battlefields.
Stan snorted, shaking his head as his thoughts shifted. He headed for an old building, a Catholic church. McGraw would meet him there so they could speak in private.
The general liked to bounce ideas off him, strategic, operational and tactical plans. Stan loved military history more than any other kind. He read about wars, battles and sieges the way other guys sat down for a few hours of sports as they drank beer. It relaxed him while it absorbed his thinking.
Stan had snorted because he felt rueful about the fact that he understood some of the Romans of Julius Caesar’s time better than people today: those patriots Cassius, Brutus and company, the ones who’d carried hidden knives into the senate to stab the would-be-king Caesar to death. They’d wanted a return to the Republic.
Yes, Stan understood them better because that’s exactly how he felt. He wanted a return to the good old American Republic, the kind that real citizens used to enjoy. By real, he meant those who could stand on their own feet without the government giving them the dole. People accepting handouts for long eventually became slaves. If you wanted freedom, you had to fend for yourself. Sure, help your fellow man when the accidents of life knocked him down. But don’t let your government give you freebies in return for tyranny that made a thousand laws concerning your everyday activities.
America had taken the low road in the years before the Chinese invasion. Socialism stole personal initiative. And speaking of senates, the American version had been losing ground to the Imperial Presidency for a long time. Now, President Sims ruled like a king. Monarchs soon developed cronies and favorites, and those people made the decisions.
Max Harold, the Director of Homeland Security, had clearly become King Sims’ favorite courtier.
Stan grunted as his right foot slipped on a patch of ice, causing his groin to twinge with pain. His hands flew out of his pockets. He lurched and almost went down. At the last moment, he caught his balance. With his hands on his knees, he panted.
Don’t be an idiot.
He went to see McGraw. The general vied for Presidential status, for courtier rank. In the last year, McGraw had gone to the White House many times to give King Sims advice. The general had become a public hero, as Erwin Rommel had during WWII to the Germans. If anyone could beat back the Chinese, it was General McGraw. That was the public feeling, and it gave everyone confidence to know that in the next big showdown, McGraw was going to run the proceedings his way, just as he had in Colorado when he broke the siege of Denver and drove the Chinese into Oklahoma.
Besides, Stan doubted his assessment of the internal situation was completely true. McGraw tugged the President in one direction while Harold tugged the President another, and Chairman Alan of the Joint Chiefs had his own ideas.
What do I want to see happen?
Stan knew the answer to that. He wanted three things. One, he wanted Homeland Security to drop all charges against his boy Jake. Two, he wanted to drive the Chinese out of America and make sure they never returned. Three, he wanted to go back to the Republic where the three branches of government checked and balanced each other, allowing a man like him to live with the least interference possible.
So far, none of the three was even close to happening. That made Stan irritable. He wore his Medal of Honor under his greatcoat. Let McGraw see it and remember that Stan had paid in blood, sweat and tears for his country.
If anyone has a right to speak out, it’s me. Hell, maybe it’s my obligation to speak out. Jake has it right. We have to start standing up for our principles or this war means nothing.
Those in power didn’t really like men of honor unless they were honorable themselves or if they could aim the men of honor like arrows against their enemies. Those in power didn’t want to hear uncomfortable truths from honest men.
Stan glanced both ways and crossed a street. The next sidewalk glittered with ice. Since he knew it was there, he compensated and kept himself from slipping again. Two blocks later, the church came into view. Several armored cars were parked in the lot, with big security soldiers standing around smoking cigars. McGraw kept up an image, which included his personal detail. No cigarettes for his boys, they had to smoke stogies.
The guards intercepted him before he could enter the building. They had submachine guns in their fists, with straps over their shoulders. The biggest checked a manifest, eyed Stan and nodded toward the church doors at the top of wide granite steps.
He took the stairs carefully. A big man opened a door for him, shutting it behind Stan. The heat struck him in the face. Stan took off his hat and nodded to the padre, a tall old man in a black robe.
“He is praying,” the priest said in a quiet voice.
The information surprised Stan. He’d never known McGraw for prayer or any religious observance for that matter. Then he spied the general pacing back and forth before the altar.
Tom McGraw stood six foot five and had to weigh a solid three-fifty. He was a bear of a man, with a thick face and a General Custer beard and mustache. In Patton style, McGraw usually wore pistols at his side. The general’s guns were old issue .45s, and he had used them on more than one occasion. For once, though, McGraw didn’t wear them.
Oh, that’s why the priest stood out here. The man guarded McGraw’s guns. Stan saw them on a nearby table.
“Would you like to place your weapons here?” the priest asked.
Silently, Stan unbuttoned the great coat and took a pistol from its holster, laying it beside McGraw’s guns and belt. Then he walked down the center aisle.
The general stopped pacing, watching Stan, finally thrusting out a meaty hand.
Stan gripped it, and McGraw yanked his hand up and down, nearly ripping the arm out of the socket. As he did so, McGraw spewed his breath in greeting, which reeked of alcohol, most likely whiskey.
“What did you think of my presentation, Professor?” McGraw asked in a hearty tone. He meant the one in the movie theater.
“Straight to the point, sir,” Stan said.
“Don’t sir me in church, son, and don’t kiss my butt either. What did you think, really?”
“Okay. I doubt the Chinese are going to fall as easily as you explained it to us.”
“Ha! There you go. That’s what I wanted to hear. You don’t trust American technology, is that it?”
“No, sir,” Stan said. “I mean, yes sir, I do. What I don’t trust is the idea that any battle plan will survive contact with the enemy.”
“You of all people can say that? You’re the master planner.”
“History shows—”
“Ah, history,” McGraw said. “I’m tired of hearing that. Director Harold spouts historical nonsense just as you like to do.”
“He does?” Stan asked, surprised to hear this.
“When it suits his purposes, of course,” the general said.
Stan glanced around.
“What’s wrong, Higgins? I thought you were a religious man. You don’t like it here?”
“I believe in God, if that’s what you’re saying.”
“I just did.”
Stan waited.
“You got something against Catholics?” McGraw asked.
“No, sir,” Stan said. “I’m just wondering why you wanted to meet here.”
“I don’t strike you as a praying man?”
“No, sir, you don’t.”
“You’re right. I’ve gotten where I’ve gotten by my own brains and guts. I haven’t asked anything from anybody, and I don’t plan to start anytime soon.”
Big Tom grinned down at him, and he extracted a slim metal container from his pocket. Unscrewing the cap, he took a slug of whiskey. He sighed, smacked his lips and took another long swallow.
“I’d offer you some, old son, but I think you’d turn me down.”
“Yes sir.”
“I don’t like being turned down these days. It hurts my feelings. So I’m not going to ask, you understand?”
Stan blinked several times, and he realized that McGraw was already drunk. The knowledge tightened his chest. The general hadn’t been drunk a half hour ago. That meant he must have been drinking heavily since the theater briefing. Why would McGraw drink so much before meeting here with him?
“I can see the wheels turning inside your head,” McGraw said. He pointed the flask at Stan. It had a dent in the side. The general scowled at the small container, glanced toward the back where the priest stood and stuffed the flask into his jacket pocket.
“Sit down,” the general muttered. “I’m tired of pacing.” Before Stan could decide where to sit, McGraw lumbered to a front pew, dropping his butt onto it so the wood creaked.
Stan moved onto the same one, with plenty of space between them.
McGraw took a deep breath, opening his mouth as he turned to Stan. The general’s gaze darted away.
It was then Stan knew things were bad. Normally, McGraw shied away from nothing. Is this why the man had gotten drunk?
“I’m speaking in confidence, old son. You do understand that, right?”
“Yes, sir.”
“That means if you breathe a word about this to anyone I’ll nail your hide to a wall, and I’ll deny everything. I’ll break you, Higgins, or circumstances will. I won’t have to do anything other than to deny I said any of this.”
“Okay.”
“I like you, Higgins. I have from the start.”
The general meant their days together in Officer Candidate School as young men a long time ago.
“Even better, I’ve learned to trust you and trust your judgment.” McGraw paused.
Stan had the feeling the general wanted to take out his flask again and sip some more whiskey.
“The war’s been hard,” McGraw said. “You’d agree to that.”
“Of course.”
“It’s hard on soldiers and even more on generals.”
“Seems like it’s hardest on the dead,” Stan said.
“Yes,” McGraw said, as he nodded. “But most of all, it’s hard on the President. To make all those decisions and know that men and women die because of it…”
Stan waited, and he didn’t like the direction this was headed. If it was so bad King Sims should step down and let the people vote for a replacement—a real election, not the rigged events they had these days. He didn’t want to hear anything that might make him sympathetic to the tyrant. Ever since Jake had told him what had really happened last year in the penal battalion, he’d become more critical of America’s highest leadership.
“The war has taken a psychological toll on Sims,” McGraw said. “He isn’t anything like the man we knew in Alaska.”
The Alaskan War in 2032 seemed like a lifetime ago. Sims had been the Joint Forces Commander back then. He’d driven the Chinese out of the frozen state. It had turned him into a national hero and won him the presidency later. The Chinese had regrouped for seven years before trying again out of Mexico, leading to their present predicament.
“We have to win the next battle,” McGraw said. “I don’t know if the President can withstand another disaster.”
“He can step down any time he wants,” Stan said.
McGraw scowled. “That’s a foolish statement. The country needs Sims. The people trust him. They’ve developed a national faith in him.
The Caesars eventually claimed to be gods. Roman policy demanded people make sacrifices to them. It’s why they burned the earliest Christians, who refused to worship anyone but God Almighty. Is that where this is headed?
The general continued to scowl, and his manner became colder.
Despite his feelings, Stan decided on restraint. What could he do about any of this anyway? “Okay, we need Sims,” he said.
“I don’t think you understand the seriousness of the situation.”
“The President is getting tired. I believe that’s what you’re saying.”
McGraw rubbed a big hand across his chin, and he seemed to measure Stan with his eyes. “There’s talk about helping him,” the general said quietly. “The President might need a rest, a vacation.”
Stan became alert, and something must have given it away.
“I’m finally getting through to you,” McGraw said. “Good. Homeland Security and the military are engaged in…talks concerning this.”
“I’m not sure what you mean, sir.”
“I think you do. If the President lacks the will to do what needs doing…then we’re duty bound to help him.”
“By staging a coup?” Stan asked, blurting the words before he could monitor himself.
McGraw’s face hardened, and the man’s gaze bored into Stan, becoming ugly, maybe even dangerous. A moment later, a grin broke out. “You’re missing my meaning, Higgins. FDR had a stroke at the end of World War II. No one said anything as those around him coped with the situation.”
“Sims is going to have a stroke?”
“Damnit, Higgins, can’t you be delicate for once? We’re talking about saving the country.”
I can’t believe what I’m hearing. McGraw is one of them, hungry for power. At least they’re getting their lingo right. No. I can’t believe McGraw is suggesting a coup, not Tom.
“Sir, if the President is unfit for duty, we should elect a new man. That’s what the Constitution says.”
“What century are you living in, son? We haven’t been following the Constitution for seventy years already. The politicians do whatever they want, making things up as they go along. When the people try to limit them in some way, that’s the only time the President or the others talk about the sacred Constitution.”
Stan sat back, stunned. “Are you talking about a triumvirate?” he asked.
“Speak English. What are you talking about?”
“Pompey, Julius Caesar and—”
“What? Caesar? Why are you talking about Roman history now? I don’t get you.”
“Back then, Caesar and the others formed a triumvirate that bypassed Roman laws. It sounds like that’s what you’re suggesting here.”
McGraw stared at him, finally shrugging. “Old son, you’re far too bold with your words. But yes, I’m talking about a triumvirate: Max Harold, me and Chairman Alan.”
“Homeland Security and the military will run the country?”
“Just until we kick the Chinese out,” McGraw said.
“And if the President fails to have a breakdown?”
McGraw gave him a hearty smile. “So much the better. We’re just talking about contingency plans.”
Sure you are.
“Well?” McGraw asked. “What do you think?”
“I’m not sure I follow you, sir.”
McGraw looked up at the ceiling as he shook his head. “You’re not stupid, Higgins. But very well, let’s make this crystal clear. Are you with me?”
“I’m not against you, sir.”
“That isn’t want I’m asking. Will you support me?”
Stan blinked several times as he ingested the general’s words. It began to dawn on him that McGraw wanted to make sure of his legions before he proceeded. If the army backed McGraw, the general could transform that into political power. Yes, if the three of them formed a triumvirate, things could become very sticky between Harold and McGraw. Homeland Security ran the police in all their variations. That was power, but nothing compared to the American military of millions.
McGraw played a dangerous game, and now the general tried to pull him into it.
No. I’m already in it. It doesn’t matter what I say. Frankly, joining him is probably the safer choice.
Stan rested his chin on his chest, feeling the stubble because he hadn’t shaved thoroughly enough this morning. He thought about Jake, how his boy had stood up for his beliefs. It had cost Jake, but he’d been a real man, an adult. The heroes of Stan’s life had stood up for their beliefs: Jesus, Martin Luther of Germany and George Washington.
This must be my hour to make a stand.
Stan expelled his breath and faced McGraw. “I believe in the Republic, sir.”
“What kind of answer is that?”
“An honest one, I suppose.”
“You’re going to buck me?”
Stan found himself in a staring contest with a three hundred and fifty pound drunkard. Tom McGraw could probably pound the crap out of him. Stan shifted in his seat. Well, okay, maybe so. But the general would know he’d been in a fight.
“Let me paint you a picture,” McGraw said. “It might help focus your thinking.”
Stan nodded as he held the general’s gaze.
“Your boy—Jake’s his name, I believe.”
Stan felt his temper slipping. Is he going to threaten me through my son? “Jake is his name,” he managed to say.
“Last year, a Militia tribunal sent him to a penal battalion.”
“That’s right,” Stan said. “Jake’s sin was that he pissed on a photograph of Max Harold while in a strip club.”
“Your boy has a morality issue, does he? Likes to watch women take off their clothes?”
“The Militia officer who pressed charges happened to be there, too. The man was quite taken with one of the strippers, I’m told.”
“That’s all dirt under the rug, Higgins. My point is that Jake went to a penal battalion. He survived the Germans, but murdered his sergeant.”
“The sergeant killed one of his men in cold blood,” Stan said. “Jake shot him in self-defense.”
“Let me finish,” McGraw said. “It’s my picture I’m painting. Your son fled into the army. Quite a feat, that. I’m wondering if you had a hand in it. I believe he’s presently in a Behemoth regiment.”
“What of it?” Stan heard himself say.
“Homeland Security wants him back to face a new tribunal for murder.”
“You mean they want to murder my son.”
“That’s an awfully unpatriotic statement, Colonel.”
How can this be happening? I have to keep calm. I have to think. I might lose my son otherwise.
“If they try to murder him, I’ll—” Stan clamped his lips together and looked away. Finally, he stood, and he faced the general. Slowly, Stan unbuttoned the rest of his coat, exposing his Medal of Honor.
“Do you see this, sir?”
“I do.”
“The medal is supposed to honor courage. There are different kinds, I know. The two most known are physical and moral. Between the two, moral courage is much rarer. My son has both. I strive for that. This is the real world. I understand. There are emergencies in every area of life. I’m not sure what I’m saying…except this. I’ll fight for my son.”
“Is that a threat?”
Suddenly Stan felt lightheaded, and he said, “Sure, why not? It’s a threat against you, sir, and against Homeland Security. If you use my boy against me so he dies, send some of your killers to my regiment and gun me down, because I’ll try to kill you and Max Harold both.”
McGraw stared at him, and Stan could see his death in the general’s eyes. He’d said too much. Jake liked to spout off. The apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree. Stan thought about taking his words back. Before he could, McGraw suddenly laughed heartily. The switch shocked Stan.
“Higgins, Higgins, Higgins, I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Look at us, old son, two old war dogs having a battle of words. I’m drunk. You know that, right?”
Stan recalled McGraw pretending to be drunk over a year ago. The general had fooled him then—not today.
“I’ve been keeping the Militia people at bay,” McGraw said. “It isn’t easy. They want your boy pretty badly. Harold even mentioned it the other day. I told him not to upset my Behemoth regiments, as they’re the answer to defeating the Chinese.”
“I just want to fight for my country, sir,” Stan said. “Not play politics.”
“Yes, I can see that. I don’t mean to drag you into political struggles. It’s a dirty business and takes a certain kind of mindset. You’re the keenest mind we have, Higgins. I thought—” The general shook his head. “Never mind, old son, I’ll let you remain as pure as the driven snow. Some of us have to take on ugly burdens so the rest of you can—”
The general’s red nostril’s flared. “You wear the Medal of Honor well. It suits you, old son. I want to ask you some questions about the coming offensive. We’ll keep this strictly military, okay?”
“Thank you, sir,” Stan said.
“Don’t think your threat frightens me, though.”
It frightens me, Stan thought. I can’t believe I said that. Aloud, he said, “I understand, sir. I get too hot under the collar sometimes when it comes to my family.”
McGraw reached into his coat and pulled out a plastic-coated map. He unrolled it and set the thing on the floor, going down onto his hands and knees.
“Come on. Look at this with me. I want your opinion on a few of my latest ideas.”
Stan Higgins soon found himself on the church floor, listening and giving his opinions. He kept wondering if this was just a cover, and he speculated what this year of fighting, political and military, was going to bring to America, the former land of the free.
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Strategic Interlude I
From Tank Wars, by B.K. Laumer III: 
The 2041 Oklahoma-Texas Offensives:
 
The greatest tank and tank destroyer on both sides fought in the coming battles, the American Behemoth and the Chinese Mobile Canopy AntiBallistic Missile system, which soldiers dubbed the laser tank. Yet these giants were always in short supply and often failed to materialize in the location needed. The far more numerous American Jefferson and Chinese T-66 multi-turreted tank provided the mainstay for the many armor brigades and divisions.
The newer American main battle tank, the MBT-8 Jefferson, was radically different in appearance from the Behemoth or even the old M1A3 Abrams. The Jefferson was five meters long and 2.4 meters tall, making it the smallest MBT on the battlefield. It had better high-tech materials than the M1, making it many times more deadly. Like the Behemoth, it had magnetically balanced hydraulic suspension and armored tracks. Unlike the Behemoth, it had inner wheels for highway movement, giving the Jefferson greater mobility. Along with its heavy armor, it had a huge 175mm main gun, which fired rocket-assisted shells: antipersonnel, antiarmor or antiair. The fire control computer could lock onto targets and direct a six-salvo round in two minutes. The tank had six beehive flechette launchers and 25mm autocannons to blast down most incoming enemy missiles or shells. It was a vast improvement over the former mainstay, the M1A3.
The Chinese T-66 was an older model by many years. It also happened to be a World War I dream: a land battleship. It had three turrets, each with a 175mm smoothbore gun. It fired hypervelocity, rocket-assisted shells. It was over one hundred tons, making it nearly twice as heavy as an Abrams. Six 30mm autocannons and twenty beehive flechette defenders made it sudden death for any infantryman out in the open and helped to knock down or deflect most enemy shells. The main gun tubes could fire Red Arrow antiair rounds, making it a deadly proposition for attack-craft trying to take it out. It had a magnetically balanced hydraulic suspension, meaning the gunners could fire with astounding accuracy while moving at top speed.
The opening battles proved the effectiveness of each tank, although the greater number of Behemoths this year became a nightmare for the Chinese and the tri-turreted crews.
 
From Military History: Past to Present, by Vance Holbrook: 
WORLD WAR III
 
OPERATIONS IN 2041
 
Global State of Affairs
 
The situation regarding Sino dominance vis-à-vis the rest of the world had changed considerably since 2039. At that time the Pan-Asian Alliance stood as the world colossus, with the South American Federation and the German Dominion as its staunch partners. Nothing seemed beyond their grasp, including a continental invasion of North America.
Two years of war brought bitter changes. Chinese arms received serious shocks in southern California and mid-America numbering in millions of casualties. Unusual for China considering its history, the losses shook the nation. Many attributed this to the one child per family policy, as every casualty now might wipe out a family line. The ensuing rebuilding of the invasion army disrupted national life and caused more than one outbreak of domestic rebellion. The Pacific War—fought on the US side with submarines, missiles and long-range drones—took a critical toll of the PAA merchant marine and surface vessels, straining the Chinese economic infrastructure.
Yet those changes failed to compare to the weakening and, in some cases, the desertion of allies. The North American War revealed the severe limitations of SAF military formations. The best Brazilian units had taken irreplaceable losses, while the remaining South American divisions began to show a decided reluctance to engage vengeful American forces. The greatest damage came with the exit of the German Dominion.
Several factors shook the GD to its foundations, bringing about a drastic realignment: 1) the annihilation of the North American Expeditionary Force in 2040 and its Atlantic Fleet; 2) the assassination of Chancellor Kleist; and 3) the discovery of Chinese backing of the “Shia” nuclear attack against the North African Desalinating Plant. A fundamental political shift took place in London, Paris, Berlin and Rome. The new European Union repudiated its Chinese alliance and signed an accord with the Russian-dominated Slavic Coalition. The EU rehabilitated General Mansfeld and sent him east with the remainder of the AI Kaisers and other robotic brigades. They would aid the Russians in the defense of the Far East.
Even China’s Pan-Asian Alliance began to creak with fatigue. In Japan particularly and throughout the Philippines, the populace had grown war-weary and sick of the casualty lists. More ominously, rumbling stomachs due to poor crop yields encouraged mass food riots and acts of sabotage. Chairman Hong’s favored status rating—where he gave some nations better food supplies than others—poisoned Sino-Japanese relations even as it solidified Korean and Vietnamese harmony.
This weakening of Greater China compared to its strongest neighbors caused a fundamental reassessment of the situation. Fear of Sino military power waned as the Russians and Indians realized two things. One, Chairman Hong had grandiose dreams and aspirations that only military force could halt. Two, this was the moment to clip Chinese wings and put an end to destabilizing Sino adventurism.
American diplomacy, which had cast about for allies for several years now, seemed about to achieve notable successes.
Stinging from defeats in 2023 in the Far Eastern provinces, Russia had carefully bided its time and rebuilt its military. The Russian High Command carefully studied the 1945 Manchurian Invasion in the final days of WWII against Japan and calculated if a Far Eastern Offensive might succeed now. However, some in the Kremlin urged caution. China was still the most powerful nation on Earth, well able to defend itself. So, while Russia continued to strengthen its western Siberian army groups, the leadership hesitated to launch such a fateful assault.
At the same time, the Indian League seethed over its loss of standing in Southeast Asia. With increasing buildups, the Indians pushed against the Myanmar-Burma border as they sought to return Malaysia, Thailand and Burma within their sphere of influence. Indian forces lacked the armor and mechanized formations of other nations, but they possessed a vast infantry army backed by sound, although short-ranged, logistics. Given Chinese over-commitment throughout the world, the limited Indian goals seemed rational to most observers.
These multiple strains stretched Chinese military resources. Chairman Hong’s recriminations against his opponents on the Ruling Committee concerning the military’s lack of effort during the GD’s North American assaults in 2040 began to chip away at their restraints to his power. Still, based on the People’s Liberation Army’s White Paper, the Ruling Committee made a fateful decision. With the loss of German forces in North America and a whittling away of SAF usefulness, they concluded that the subjugation of the United States was presently beyond their means. Therefore, they decided to use political guile instead of arms to consolidate their victories.
China granted the conquered former US territories to its protectorate of Greater Mexico: this included the southern portions of California, Arizona and New Mexico, together with Texas and parts of Oklahoma, Arkansas and Louisiana. The new stated objective of liberating “Spanish America” would, the marshals reasoned, help keep the US weak and embroiled in a long-term war with its southern neighbor.
To this end, Chinese strategists envisioned a solid Midwest defensive position behind the Oklahoma Line. In 2041, they would launch limited offensives in California, Arizona and New Mexico to keep America bleeding and to upset the country’s recovering equilibrium. Meanwhile, they would continue to resupply their invasion army as they sought to destroy America’s space assets and deadly submarine fleet.
 
The Midwestern Front
 
MCGRAW’S SPRING OFFENSIVE, APRIL-MAY
 
The third year of combat found America and its military much altered from the first. The terror and brutality of the invasion, and the initial mauling, had frightened the nation with an existential threat. This led to an increase in moral, political and military authority of the Militia Organization. The Militia leaders brought millions of former civilians to the front lines and helped to stabilize the military situation. Politically, they gained tremendously. In return, President Sims continued to grant greater authority to Homeland Security’s Max Harold. The director sought a decisive end to the war and Harold embodied the American desire to punish China for its infamy.
Sims, Harold and the Joints Chiefs sought to crush aggressor armies and drive them from US soil. Because the American surface fleet no longer existed to transport an invasion force to China, submarine, missile and space arms began to take priority in military R&D. Everyone yearned for a way to carry the war to the enemy—to China. The THOR missiles pointed the way, and Harold’s science advisor already whispered outlandish proposals to a receptive director.
Mass enlistment and training, along with upgraded weaponry, meant America finally had the means for a theatre-wide offensive. It would be several years before they could launch a continent-wide assault. Debate raged during the winter months whether to stage an offensive centering on Oklahoma or New Mexico. The first envisioned massive annihilation of enemy forces in a World War II, Kursk-style attack. Kill enough Chinese soldiers: the rest would crumble. The second plan concentrated on maneuver to split the aggressor forces into separate regions and defeat them in detail.
Oklahoma’s open terrain—once the soldiers fought through the heavy Chinese defensives—made ideal ground for the Behemoth tanks. Six regiments of the three-hundred-ton tanks existed in the spring of 2041. The average number per regiment was thirty Behemoths. Since the Chinese had yet to find an effective counter to the American super tanks, Sims, Harold and the Joint Chiefs agreed on an Oklahoma-centered assault.
 
2041, April 21-28. Chinese Withdrawal. In an effort to pull the teeth of an American offensive, Marshal Meng had prepared a “death zone”—the so-called Great Wall—some twenty miles behind the winding front line in Central Oklahoma. The Ruling Committee approved his plan and told Meng to withdraw to the new positions, which could be held with fewer divisions. This provided the invasion army a larger and more flexible reserve. Behind a mostly robotic outpost line heavily sown with automated machine guns, mortars and sleeper mines lay three successive heavily fortified defensive positions. Behind these waited the Chinese concentrated reserves prepared for counterattack. Each defensive line was so spaced in depth that, should one fall, the attacker’s artillery would have to move forward before progressing to the next. The actual withdrawal, conducted in great secrecy, began on April 21and ended on April 28.
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The Gathering Storm
BEIJING, CHINA
 
The Police Minister of Greater China’s Ruling Committee breathed so heavily from exertion that fine white mist appeared before her mouth. It was chilly down here. Lion Guardsmen marched her through underground corridors, their boots crashing against the tiles. They wore body armor and carried heavy revolvers, the Chairman’s personal guards. Each man’s thick, impassive face, showed indifference to her suffering.
Shun Li, the Police Minister, considered herself an excellent judge of character. These men were cruel and brutal, willing to commit any act at the Chairman’s orders. Three months ago, she had seen them gang rape one of Hong’s enemies as the Chairman watched. It had been a grim ordeal and had shaken her deeply. They had killed the man afterward as the Chairman slowly clapped in approval.
Shun Li was average-sized for a Chinese woman and thus dwarfed by the guards. Short dark hair barely covered her ears. She had a peasant girl’s features. They were too wide for any Han to consider her beautiful. Even so, she had a pleasing face, with incredibly dark, compelling eyes. Because of a germ phobia, she wore pigskin gloves, disliking any physical contact unless sporting with a lover.
Over a year ago, she and the head Lion Guardsman had engaged in sexual liaisons for many weeks. It had been a ploy, she now realized, the man testing her at the Chairman’s orders. She had won her position through loyalty to Chairman Hong, and because she’d helped him assassinate her predecessor. Along with the Finance Minister, Shun Li was the Chairman’s staunchest supporter on the Ruling Committee. 
Today, as usual, she wore a brown East Lightning uniform with red stripes. East Lightning was the infamous Chinese secret police of which she was the chief.
Her escorts, her personal bodyguards, were far above ground and thus couldn’t help her down here in the corridors. She didn’t even have her pistol, after surrendering it earlier. Whatever the Chairman ordered would happen to her down here.
Because of the long subterranean journey, perspiration stained her face despite the chill. How much longer would these brutes march her through the corridors?
Although she was the Police Minister of the most powerful nation on Earth, with the authority of life and death over billions, Shun Li still felt as if she was a barracuda among the sharks of the world. Chairman Hong and Marshal Chao Pin the Army Minister were monsters of the deep. No viciousness was beyond either man.
As a spot under her ribs began to knife with pain, she wondered how long a barracuda could survive in such dangerous waters. She doubted the personal loyalty of her subordinate chiefs in East Lightning, knowing that many of them yearned to take her position, as she had moved up in rank against the former Police Minister. Certainly, the Chairman secretly communicated with most of them. No. She must continue to step delicately, wary of traps and hidden plots against her.
Implicit obedience to the most dangerous beast—Chairman Hong—had extended her life and won this position. To change tack at this point would verge on madness. Yet who had the greater power now: Hong or Army Marshal Chao Pin? The Chairman appeared to hold the upper hand in most matters, although only slightly. Marshal Chao Pin ran the North American War as if it was his kingdom, and in America, at this point in history, China would stand or fall as the premier world power according to the military outcome.
Catching Shun Li by surprise, the Lion Guardsmen halted in unison. How had they signaled each other without her noticing? Her heart rate quickened. Such a lack of awareness on her part was disturbing.
You must use your eyes and ears, Shun Li. You must observe correctly and make the right correlations or you will surely die.
The highest-ranked guard knocked on an iron door. A blue light flashed above it. From behind, strong hands gripped Shun Li’s wrists. Were they going to rape her?
Stay calm, Shun Li. Whatever happens—
The first guard opened the door. She tensed. They marched within, the hands on her wrists tightening their hold.
Darkness filled the chamber. Fear swirled within Shun Li. Will the Chairman watch? How have I wronged him? I don’t understand.
She did, though. Hong was cunning and unbalanced. To call him insane would be inaccurate. He moved to his own logic, and it had won him the highest post in the world. Yet his rationality was unique to him, and had little to do with normality.
With a whomp of noise, bright lights snapped on overhead, flooding the room brighter than the noon sun. Shun Li squinted. She feared to close her eyes.
A soft chuckle let her know the Chairman indeed watched.
How can he see in this brightness?
“I will tell you a truth, Shun Li,” Hong said. “If you would maintain power, it is wise to always confound others. For instance, when deep underground where the moles dig, you must blind your enemies with light.”
Does he truly consider me an enemy? Panic threatened. She sought for calm, thinking fast. To plead for mercy would only encourage him. No, she must—ah, of course.
“I am here to serve you, China,” she said.
“Oh, I like that. You are, of course, referring to me as China.”
“Yes, Leader,” she said. “You are the heart, the very soul of our nation.”
“Hmm, you are frightened, I see. You attempt to win your way to the surface through flattery.”
The guard holding her wrists used his right thumb to rub her skin. Terror squeezed her heart and turned her mouth dry.
She wanted to banter, to show Hong that she had nothing to fear because she had a clean conscience. Instead, the words blurted out of her, “Have I ever lied to you before, Leader?”
“No,” Hong said in a silky voice. “But you are not here to question me, Shun Li. I am here to question you.”
While squinting and tilting her head just so, she was able to make out someone behind a huge desk. That must be Hong. The man wore a black suit and dark sunglasses, why he could see, no doubt. He dyed his hair black and had pale skin as if he never went outside under the sun. In most regards, he was average, although she knew he had a pot belly from eating too many ice cream cones, about ten a day.
“Stand at attention when you address your nation,” he said.
She did, even though the guardsman continued to hold her hands behind her back.
“I find it instructive addressing someone in this manner,” Hong told her. “It helps me to assess the truth about them. Sometimes, pain reveals even more. Should I order my men to inflict pain against you?”
Her throat constricted, and she found breathing difficult. Yet she managed to say in a relatively normal voice, “If China orders it, I shall happily endure it.”
“Hmm, I would like to believe you. I need someone on the Ruling Committee I can trust.”
“Let me be the one, Leader.”
“Yes, you played your part a year ago. I rewarded you well for it, did I not?”
“You rewarded me more than I deserved.”
“I do not believe that. You are a good Police Minister. I much prefer that to an excellent one. If you were a better policewoman, I would let my men tear you to pieces like bears. You are cunning and hardworking. Fortunately, you are not too devious or overly ambitious. Even better, you know how to fear the right man: me.”
Shun Li decided to take a risk. “I wish to state, Leader, that I disagree with you in one particular.”
“Yes?” he asked in a dangerous tone, making the word almost impossible to hear. Hong hated disagreements.
“I am excellent in one area,” she said. “I can—” she almost said “judge.” As in, she could judge character. Yet that would be the wrong way to say such a thing to him. Who could judge Chairman Hong? Even the implication could be deadly. “Leader,” she said, “I am able to correctly sense those who have the greatest abilities.”
“Can you indeed?” he asked.
“Yes, Leader, I most certainly can.”
“Hmm, I wonder if that’s true. Your words sound like sycophancy to me, boasting to save your skin. I must give you a test and see how well these excellent senses really are.”
The barely visible man behind the desk adjusted something. The harsh lights dimmed several degrees.
Shun Li could finally make him out. Hong had blotches on his face, making him seem unhealthy.
“Look at my guardsmen. Tell me which one I trust the most.”
Shun Li glanced from man to man. There were small variations among them, slight differences in features and in their physiques. They were all bulky and hard-eyed. Twisting around, she glanced up into the face of the guard holding her wrists. While peering into his orbs, she shuddered. Evil craziness stirred there.
“Leader, I have found him. The guard holding my wrists is your chosen instrument.”
Hong drummed his fingers on the desk, and he gave the barest of nods. “What point did you wish to make then concerning your excellence?”
“I sense your greatness, Leader. You cause China to shine like the sun. Your decisions will guide us through the difficult days ahead. It is the reason I follow you without hesitation.”
“I see. That is an interesting point. Of course, I knew this about you. I was not aware that you knew it about yourself.”
Shun Li didn’t know how to respond to that, so she remained silent.
“Release her,” Hong said.
The guard’s iron grip relented, and the man moved away from her to stand against the far wall. The others did similarly.
“Sit,” Hong told her.
There was a single chair low to the ground. Shun Li took it, feeling like a child sitting in the principal’s office. This bordered on the ridiculous. How could Chairman Hong indulge in such antics and rule the greatest nation on Earth? Part of the answer was his keen political shrewdness and deadliest of intrigues.
Hong sat back in his chair, regarding her. “Do you recall the last meeting?”
She nodded. He referred to the most recent meeting of the Ruling Committee. It had been bitter. Ever since the siege of Denver in the winter of 2039-2040, Hong had lost military control of the invasion. His dictatorial power had slipped as a military-run clique headed by Marshal Chao Pin gained ascendancy. In her opinion, Chao Pin had made a deadly mistake in letting Hong live. Maybe the marshal didn’t feel politically powerful enough to eliminate Hong or the man thought he needed Hong as a figurehead to unite the nation during a time of world war. The latest meeting concerning the pullback in Oklahoma had forced Chao Pin to put his reputation on the table for every minister to see. If the Americans achieved anything better than a tactical success there, Chao Pin’s days might well be numbered.
Hong had chipped away at the marshal’s credibility, at least in the eyes of the other ministers. Including Hong and herself, there were nine ultra-powerful men and women on the Ruling Committee.
“I have waited over a year for this day to arrive,” Hong said. “Chao Pin has overruled me for the last time. My military experts and I have war-gamed the Midwestern situation many times. The Americans will break through the so-called “death zone.” Probabilities indicate we shall suffer a serious reverse in Oklahoma.”
She had listened to Chao Pin and his chief ally, the Navy Minister, explaining the situation. American submarine attacks had been particularly devastating this last month. An entire task force destroyed by a perfectly placed nuclear-tipped torpedo. Such losses could not continue indefinitely or China would lose control of the Pacific Ocean. That would ruin the North American invasion.
“The Army’s marshals are timid fools,” Hong said. “They failed to attack last summer when the Germans ran amok in the Great Lakes region. We held our defenses when we should have gathered our resources into one critical area and struck, stretching the defenders. Only I saw clearly enough then and see clearly enough now. One doesn’t win a continent through caution and tiptoeing. Quite the opposite, in fact. One must accept risks and strike boldly.”
Hong had spoken like that before the disaster at Denver and later at Colorado Springs. The marshals had struck for that reason, winning over the others on the Ruling Committee. Everyone agreed the Army should run the war in a prudent manner. They had all feared that the Chairman’s boldness would lead to the invasion army’s annihilation. Given American disunity and the extent of its problems, the US military had fought much harder and better than anyone had predicted.
Instead of verbalizing such things, Shun Li said, “The Americans are recovering faster than our analysts had foreseen.”
“Exactly, exactly,” Hong said. He drummed his fingers on the desk. “Let me tell you a truth. The principal human emotion is envy and second is greed. The rest of the planet hates us for our strength. Such feelings have always been the case. Only terror and fear keep such base emotions in check. Any Chinese setback in America will cause the other nations to rejoice. Worse, they will begin to speak to one another and see if there is a way to pull us down to their level.”
“Do you mean Russia, Leader?” she asked.
“Russia, India, Japan—”
“Japan is our ally,” she said.
Behind his dark sunglasses, Hong stared at her as his lips thinned in anger, making the edges white.
Shun Li recognized her mistake. “My surprise made me rude, Leader. Japan is part of the Pan-Asian Alliance. What you said…I beg you to forgive me for interrupting you.”
“Of course, I grant it,” he said. “You are one of my most important friends. I must inform you, though, that the Japanese are bootlickers by nature until they find a chance to strike. Do not doubt that they bide their time to throw off what they consider as Chinese shackles. It is why I have put them near the bottom of my favored status list.”
Shun Li nodded as if ingesting great knowledge. “I had wondered at the reason, Leader.”
Despite the country’s wealth and industrial strength, China faced starvation, as did many other nations. Years of glaciation had taken its toll on world crop yields and reserves. China bought great amounts of foodstuffs on the open market, but it simply wasn’t enough to feed everyone. There were too many mouths. Hong had hit upon an idea—a favored status list for Chinese citizens and for Pan-Asian Alliance countries. Loyalists ate well. Malcontents received just enough to keep the body alive.
Starving people were weak people, begging for just a little more to eat. Thus, the poorest and most worthless Chinese—the old, the lame, the sick—received fourth class ration cards. A gradation of cards—third, second and first class—rewarded Party loyalty and usefulness. This scheme effectively divided people into strict castes. All soldiers, sailors and airmen received top-level ration cards, as did government workers and the police. A similar system graded China’s closest allies. Hong liked the Koreans, particularly the former North Koreans. They knew how to obey orders and fight fanatically on the battlefield. The Vietnamese also received first class status. The Japanese were on the bottom. That seemed strange to Shun Li, as they made the best soldiers and workers.
It appeared to her as if Hong carried old grudges against the Japanese. That was common to many Chinese people. Perhaps Hong believed this was the hour to repay Japan for the Rape of Shanghai and other World War II indignities.
“Shun Li, I have brought you here to assess your worth to me,” Hong said.
With all her heart, she tried to appear contrite and faithful.
“The time nears where I will reassert my control of the Ruling Committee,” he said.
“I am glad to hear that, Leader.”
“I would like to believe you mean those words. It is a terrible thing, you know. We lie to each other all the time. You as a secret policewoman know this to be true of people.”
“I deplore lies.”
“As do I,” Hong said. “Yet…we have both used deceit to reach our exalted positions. I am afraid—” He smiled. It was a frightful thing. “I do not fear anything. That was a poor choice of words.”
“I believe you must have spoken them for my benefit, Leader.”
“How do you mean?” he asked.
“I realize you do not fear. Your calm has given me strength on more than one occasion. Yet one as exalted as you must become annoyed at other people’s lack of understanding of your genius. You think and talk at a much higher level than the rest of us. I would imagine you use…hmm…‘common phrases’ so that simpler minds can understand you. Thus, you said ‘I fear’ not as to mean fright but to help me understand a higher concept that your mind easily comprehends.”
Lines appeared in his forehead, and he leaned toward her.
Was my logic too torturous for him to follow?
Then a smile stretched his lips. “Yes. I take your meaning. That was well said and thought out. Hmm, in any case, I have stooped to deceit once more in order to bring about a proper order of affairs. I refer to my regaining rule of all military matters, particularly in North America.”
“This is wonderful news. You are taking over the invasion army again, Leader?”
“Not quite yet,” Hong said in a soft voice. “Marshal Chao Pin must play out his part first. He will suffer defeat in Oklahoma. Of this, I am certain. America has deployed mass again, as they used to in the twentieth century, and their THOR missiles and other technological marvels will trump Chao Pin’s feeble dispositions. Our merchant marine simply cannot ship enough materiel to the front lines fast enough to offset American expansion.”
“This is terrible news.”
“No. This is what we need.”
“It is?” Shun Li asked.
“Chao Pin and his lap dogs have poisoned the soldiers’ minds against me. Fighting men are like children, easily swayed by the wrong people. I have decided therefore to employ a ruse of deeper cunning than Sun Tzu could have penned in his ancient treatise, The Art of War.”
“I am glad to hear this is so, Leader.”
Chairman Hong straightened and slapped the desk. “Shun Li, I have made my decision. You will be my hand in this.”
Relief flooded through her, and she said in a ringing voice, “I will do whatever you command.”
“Attend to my words word closely, for this is critical. Despite his supposedly defensive brilliance, Chao Pin’s deployments will fail. The Americans have too many Behemoth tanks. My experts believe the Americans will create a massive hole in our lines and pour through, surrounding and devouring our armies in Oklahoma as they did in Colorado.”
“Doesn’t Chao Pin see this danger?”
“He seeks to bring more laser tanks and greater numbers of T-66s to America. But the enemy’s submarines sink too many transports. No. I will stake my reputation on this…although it will only be between you and me that I do this.”
“Yes, Leader,” she said.
“If I am wrong, you will never speak of word of this to anyone.”
If he’s wrong, he’ll kill me. “May I ask a question, Leader?”
“Please do.”
“How does a Chinese defeat in Oklahoma help us? I mean, help you, Leader?”
A shark’s smile spread across his face. “I have borrowed your cleverest people and this without your knowledge. It is how I know you are only a good policewoman and not a great one. They have smuggled short-range nuclear missiles into northern Mexico for my purposes. No one knows about these missiles but for you, me and the selected East Lightning border formations.”
“Leader?” she whispered.
“This is interesting,” Hong said. “I can smell the fear oozing onto your skin. Why do so many people wilt at the mention of nuclear weapons?”
Because of radioactive fallout and end-of-the-world scenarios, Shun Li thought.
“The Americans have used nuclear weapons before,” he said. “I refer to the Arctic shelf ice attack against us in 2032 and the Santa Cruz bombing in 2039 and finally in the Atlantic Ocean in 2040 when they destroyed the German amphibious fleet closing in on the New Jersey shore.”
“We have used nuclear depth charges,” Shun Li pointed out.
“As we should!” he said.
“Yes, yes, I completely agree.”
“No. You say that out of fear.”
She hesitated before nodding. “You are always right, Leader. I do fear nuclear weapons. I am afraid I lack your strength of will.”
He sighed. “That is why I must rule China. Only I have the resolve to take the steps needed. In terms of my breadth of vision, I am a giant. I see far over everyone else’s head. Believe me when I say that the Americans will storm through the breach in Oklahoma. At that critical point, I will unleash the nuclear warheads and obliterate their carefully gathered armor. I will seal the breach by inflicting a massive defeat against American arms.”
“Won’t the Americans retaliate with nuclear weapons?”
“Let them. We have the ability to absorb staggering losses. They do not. Thus, they will wilt before us.”
Strength oozed from Shun Li so it felt as if her head became too heavy to hold up. This was terrible news. So far, neither side had used nuclear weapons on the land battlefields, although the Americans did destroy one of their own ports as the Chinese invaded there. The Chairman had already referred to it: Santa Cruz in northern California in the first days of the war. The attack nearly drove Hong mad with a desire for revenge. This latest idea—was it a delayed reaction to Santa Cruz? Each time someone used nuclear weapons, she feared it brought the world that much closer to the dreaded holocaust. Yet she couldn’t dwell on that now.
Another thing bothered her about this. “There’s something I don’t understand. If we’re going to use nuclear missiles in Oklahoma, why don’t we strike first? Let us smash enemy concentrations and advance against them.”
“You surprise me with such a simple question.”
“Forgive me, but I am no military strategist, merely a simple policewoman. I’m thinking of our soldiers, Leader. Don’t we need as many of them as possible?”
“My plan entails several facets. First, the Americans have tac-lasers just as we do. For our rockets to hit en masse, the enemy must move beyond their antimissile belts. My experts inform me that American commanders believe in exploitation drives deep into enemy territory. Once they break through, American armor will lunge ahead of their antimissile defenses. That is the moment we can annihilate them with nuclear warheads.”
“Ah.”
“Second, the nuclear attack used at my discretion and timing, will help to destroy Chao Pin’s credibility. With the American breakthrough, he will have failed China and the invasion army. I will save everyone from his blunder in such a way that everyone will understand my wisdom and his foolishness.”
“Yes, that makes sense,” Shun Li forced herself to say.
“Afterward, Chao Pin will die in order to pay for his insolence.”
Shun Li almost frowned in disbelief. If Hong thought unleashing nuclear war in Oklahoma and Texas would turn the military against Chao Pin…
“I see your doubts,” Hong said. “Firstly, I must admit that the marshal is wise to keep my guardsmen away from the Ruling Committee meetings. His officers flank my Lion Guardsmen man for man in Mao Square during the sessions. In other words, we have a standoff. During the meetings is the only time he’s truly vulnerable. Therefore, that is the place to strike. Secondly, you must realize that people act like sheep.”
“Yes, Leader.”
“They need someone to follow. Once I unleash the nuclear holocaust on the American military, you will perform your task for China. Shock in the meeting chamber will allow you the opportunity.”
“I do not understand.”
“You carry a service pistol with you at all times, do you not?”
“I do,” she whispered.
“Yes. The day the others on the Ruling Committee realize Chao Pin has failed China is the day you will draw your gun and shoot him down like a mad dog.”
Disbelief caused Shun Li’s mouth to drop open.
“China will call upon you,” Hong said. “You will act—”
“If I shoot Marshal Chao Pin,” she said, “the Army will demand my death.”
“Not so—for you will unleash East Lightning upon the traitors, killing everyone backing Chao Pin. Starting today, you will begin to choose special squads, your most trusted killers. I will provide you with a target list. You will use your best operatives to study their habits, deciding on the best locations to liquidate each. After you slay Chao Pin, you will help me purge the Army. Once my grip has become firm again over the military…then we will prosecute the war in such a way as to win.”
“Yes, Leader,” Shun Li said, forcing wondering admiration into her voice. This could turn into a disaster.
“Yes indeed,” Hong said. “But to achieve this masterpiece, we must work extraordinarily hard and with supreme cunning.”
Shun Li gazed at Hong, barely managing to suppress a shudder. It was possible he was quite mad. Yet she also realized that he had a rare gift at intrigue and at striking from out of the blue. In this regard, his madness was strength. One thing bothered her, though. How could he be so sure that Chinese arms would shatter before the American onslaught? Did he plan some secret treachery to ensure such a thing?
Yes, of course he does. She did shudder then. Hong would do anything for power. In that regard, the man lacked a soul. I dearly hope his plan does not bring about the end of the world.
Then she sat forward, listening as the Chairman went into detail concerning his grand idea.
 
COMMANDO TRAINING BASE, KANSAS
 
Master Sergeant Paul Kavanagh wondered what he’d gotten himself into this time.
He wore the latest American commando gear with a high-tech Chinese jetpack strapped to his back. It was a marriage of convenience, one his team had been practicing with for several months already.
Paul stood in the open bay door of an ancient Chinook helicopter. The monster hovered in the stratosphere—at least he sure felt like it did. By craning his neck, Paul peered outside. The ground was far away in the hazy distance.
He’d never been crazy about jumping out of anything. Heights made him woozy. He had to concentrate to focus his eyes.
Take it easy. This isn’t any big deal.
Within his enclosed helmet, Paul grinned tightly. Whenever he said something wasn’t a big deal that meant it was huge. Several weeks ago, he’d told the slick loan officer and part-time Militia member the same thing. The man must have lifted plenty of weights and likely injected himself with steroids. Mr. Templeton had muscles, ones he enjoyed flexing, his biceps and pectorals particularly. The more Paul explained the facts of life to the guy, the twitchier he’d become. Maybe the loan officer had thought of himself as Mr. America and wanted to oil up. In the end, the no-big-deal talk had turned into a fight, as Paul had known it would.
I wonder if he’s out of the hospital yet. At least he can’t bother Cheri anymore.
Paul looked out of the Chinook again, forcing himself to focus on the distant target. This was crazy. Why had he volunteered for this again?
Even though he was a Recon Marine, he belonged to SOCOM, the special operations arm of the US military. Most of the war, he’d been behind enemy lines in a Long Range Surveillance Unit or LRSU. He was still going to go behind enemy lines, but this time as a shock commando to take out enemy headquarters.
He knew himself well enough to know that he didn’t belong in a line company. He had a special ops mentality, liking to do things his way. Unfortunately, at his age, the long-distance conditioning had finally begun to wear him down. LRSU teams did a lot of fast trekking from one place to the other. These days, he was ready to ride into battle. Besides, by joining an experimental unit, he figured to save himself from fighting all the time. He was tired of killing, of seeing blood and guts and listening to young men scream. His boy Mikey would be their age soon. He didn’t like to think of some Chinese killer stalking his boy and doing to him what Paul did to the invaders.
“Jump in two minutes,” the colonel said over the battle-net.
Paul’s throat tightened. They had jumped before, but not from this high up.
The Chinese had developed a rugged jetpack, with enough fuel for several minutes of flight time. Instead of building their own jetpacks, US engineers had scoured various battlefields and stripped the dead Chinese of theirs. Afterward, the techs fidgeted with the packs, improving the machines. The straight Chinese model demanded precision execution from its soldier. The upgraded pack used computer-assisted, stabilized flight. You could make more mistakes with the American-modified pack and still survive. That was the theory anyway. In practice, jetpack flying took intense concentration no matter which model you used.
One thing was clear. A flyer in the air made an easy target. After plenty of tests, US doctrine told the soldier to get down fast. Fight from the ground, not while hanging up there trying to do two things at once: flying and firing. The jetpack provided extra mobility, kind of like an armored personal carrier bringing soldiers to the battlefield, but without the armored protection of an APC.
The battlesuit Paul wore was the second partner in the marriage. It had several parameters. One, the suit had various computers, giving the commando greater situational awareness, linkage with headquarters and his fellow soldiers. The computers also helped the wearer target his weapons better. Body armor was vital to the suit. Like the medieval plate a knight used to wear, Paul had a complete outer shell of Kevlar and other fiber-ceramic protection. With the suit’s filters, he could supposedly live through chemical, biological and nuclear warzones—for a few hours anyway. The helmet’s inner visor gave him a HUD, but the suit lacked any integral weapons systems. He had to carry those, the latest assault rifle, grenade launcher, air-dart tube and a satchel charge to open any enemy bunker.
“Ten seconds,” the colonel said over the headphones.
A tap on Paul’s shoulder caused him to turn. A commando in a full battlesuit stared at him. With a whirr, the faceplate lifted. His best friend Romo stared out at him.
The man used to be an assassin for the Mexico Free Army, working for Colonel Valdez, the leader of the southern resistance. Romo was part Apache and part Spanish-Mexican. He happened to have the darkest eyes Paul had ever seen—those of a cold stone killer. During the California campaign, they had become friends. At first, Romo’s assignment had to been to kill Paul. It was a long story, but Colonel Valdez hated the Master Sergeant for personal reasons. Caught behind enemy lines, Paul and Romo had worked together to survive. After the ordeal, they had become inseparable. Later, Paul saved Romo’s life from another Valdez assassin, sent as a lesson to any who supposedly deserted the colonel.
Paul didn’t know a better soldier than Romo, but the man lacked something essential, a soul or heart maybe. Romo had lost any purpose in life other than killing Chinese. After two years of witnessing what unchecked bitterness could do to a man, Paul knew he didn’t want to fall into the same pit. If there was a way to save his friend, he wished he knew it. Maybe there was still time to save himself.
“Why isn’t the colonel jumping with us?” Romo asked.
Paul shrugged, making his body armor creak. Some men were too important to risk. You could tell who they were, because the important ones worked overtime staying out of danger.
“Jump,” the colonel said over the battle-net.
Paul chinned a control. His visor closed. He faced the open bay door, rested his right elbow on the adjustable control pad and clutched the upright throttle on the end. He twisted the rubber-coated grip and listened to the jetpack’s engine rev. It made the entire battlesuit shiver with power. Then he took two steps and launched himself out of the opening.
He plummeted. Because cameras and a computer let him see the Chinook on the HUD, he didn’t have to crane his neck to check his position. Three seconds of drop gave him plenty of distance from the big machine. Paul twisted the throttle and power roared out of his nozzles. It gave him lift, and he felt the thrust most around his shoulders. A computer and gyros helped him remain vertical during flight, with his head aimed at the clouds and his feet aimed at the Earth.
All right, I have the hang of this.
Even as he thought that, a battlesuited commando plunged past him, gaining speed as the man fell headfirst. Soon, he’d be at terminal velocity.
“Ned’s gyro quit working,” Romo radioed.
Paul cursed, and he cut power, letting himself drop after Corporal Ned Tarleton. In an instant, he realized he couldn’t fall fast enough to catch up to Ned.
What if I rotated around and flew down like Superman?
Paul didn’t remember the override codes to cut his own gyro program. None of them had practiced that type of flying yet. It was incredibly risky.
“Ned, you have to kick your legs,” Paul said. “You have to get your nozzles pointed at the ground.”
Paul heard hard breathing and bitter curses in his headphones. It sounded as if Ned struggled to regain control but couldn’t do it.
“Sergeant Kavanagh, engage your jetpack,” the colonel said. He was in the Chinook monitoring the situation.
“I’m going to try to catch Ned,” Paul said.
“Negative,” the colonel said. “You can’t.”
“If I dive after him—”
“Kavanagh, you son of a bitch,” the colonel said. “You will not attempt any heroics. I forbid you to dive.”
The order tasted bitter to Paul, but he knew the colonel was right. He’d lose control, crash, die and break his promise to Cheri.
“Ned,” he radioed. “Restart your flight computer. You might have time for it to reboot and kick start the gyro program.”
“Master Sergeant?” Ned asked. He sounded frightened.
“You have time to reboot,” Paul told him. Would the corporal even try?
“I’m all out of time, Sergeant. You tell my boy— Promise me you’ll tell my boy I died fighting the Chinese.”
“I will,” Paul said. “Now you listen to me, Ned.”
“This jetpack is lousy piece of junk, Sarge. I never should have joined up for this.”
Instead of using a camera, Paul peered down. Despite their initial height, the ground rushed up with ridiculous speed. His stomach lurched, and he twisted his throttle. Power roared into his jetpack and out the nozzles. Thrust slowed his sickening drop. He twisted the throttle harder, and now he floated toward the earth. This was the wrong way to do it, he knew. A flying commando was supposed to drop fast and land lightly at the last second. Get onto the ground as fast as you could was the idea.
Watching Ned plummet stole some of Kavanagh’s courage.
The corporal struck the ground. The body armor didn’t help in the slightest. Part of the jetpack flew one way and computer pieces the other. Ned bounced like a ball, and the ways his arms and legs flopped, the corporal was already dead.
Paul closed his eyes. How was he supposed to keep his promise to Cheri when he had so little control over his destiny? Maybe a glitch would kill his gyro program. Maybe dirt would plug the turbofans during flight. A hundred little things could go wrong. Maybe he should leave the outfit and return to the LRSU teams.
Keep your two feet on the ground. Less can go wrong that way.
Thirty seconds later, Paul landed gently beside Ned’s corpse. He stared at the broken suit as blood leaked out. This was a rotten war.
One by one, the other commandos landed nearby. No one shed his jetpack and raced for the next part of the exercise.
Paul knew he should give the order. Instead, he knelt on one knee and bent his head. A friend had died today. More of them would die a few weeks from now.
I’m going to try to come home to you, Cheri. I want to hug you again. But I don’t know if I’m strong enough to defeat every challenge and screw-up, so that I can keep my promise.
The colonel shouted at them over the battle-net. Romo put a hand on Paul’s shoulder. Stirring himself, Paul stood, and he gave the order for them to move. A moment later, he shed his jetpack. The others did likewise. Then they continued with their training exercise.
 
WINFIELD, KANSAS
 
With frank admiration, Stan Higgins eyed the major as she got up from her desk. The woman had large breasts straining against her uniform, shapely legs and definitely knew how to walk. She opened the door to General Tom McGraw’s office.
“Colonel Higgins is here to see you, sir,” she said.
“Send him in,” McGraw said in a gruff voice.
The major turned around and smiled at Stan, motioning for him to walk in.
He felt guilty then for having eyed the major because technically, he was still married. His wife and he were estranged. It had started several years ago with Jake’s interment in the Colorado Detention Center. That had been before the start of the California invasion. The Militia people ran the center. Jake had gone because he’d protested some of President Sims’ most dictatorial laws. Jake had been in college then, and had lost the right to attend. Since the interment, things had deteriorated between Stan and his wife. She talked about divorce, but had never filed. Until she actually cheated on him, Stan didn’t feel he could divorce her. The marriage oath meant something to him. The only out to him would be if his wife committed adultery. So, he endured, but it was hard sometimes, especially seeing women like the major. Clearly, McGraw had no such qualms. How many great military men, now and in the past, kept mistresses? The vast majority of them, no doubt.
Stan entered the office as the major closed the door behind him.
“Sit,” McGraw said, without looking up from his desk.
It was a large office, with boxes piled to the sides with white patches on them and words in block letters describing the contents. Southern Front Headquarters had only recently moved from Wichita to Winfield. The general had already put up several photographs. They showed him shaking hands with President Sims in one, with Director Harold in another and with Jennifer Love the movie actress in a third. There were citations too, a shelf with several mementos and a computer screen on the desk. McGraw typed on a keyboard, grunting as he finished with a flourish. His fingers looked too big for the keys, but somehow he managed.
McGraw now sat back in his swivel chair, eyeing Stan.
Higgins had driven from his assembly area twenty-three miles away. The winter snow had almost finished melting, but the land was soggy, poor terrain for the three hundred ton monster known as the Behemoth tank. The mass Chinese withdrawal had caught just about everyone by surprise, although Stan recalled reading several Army intelligence reports warning about such a move. No one had taken them seriously, least of all McGraw.
Moving the troops, tanks, artillery and supply depots closer to the new enemy line had taken several weeks of hard work. Laying out new roads, tracks—it hadn’t been a nightmare, but it had meant grueling days of drudgery.
Stan sat in a chair with armrests. He hadn’t spoken with the general since the day in Wichita almost a month ago. That was unusual for the two of them. In the past, he had worked closely with McGraw. Clearly, the church conversation had poisoned the general against him.
He shouldn’t have threatened my boy.
“Been a while, old son,” McGraw said, using a hearty tone.
“Yes, sir,” Stan said.
McGraw lurched forward and slammed both meaty fists onto the desk, making the computer screen jump. “Damnit, Higgins, are we going to let a little misunderstanding come between us?”
“I hope not, sir.”
“Good. I feel the same way.”
Stan nodded but was far from convinced. Words without actions meant little. For one thing, he noticed the general hadn’t stood as he entered. The man had not come around the desk and extended a hand so they could shake. Had that been an oversight on the general’s part? He doubted it.
“I drank too much that day,” McGraw was saying. “Can’t even remember what we were talking about.”
Stan wanted to say, “Me neither,” but he’d be lying through his teeth. Many a night he’d lain awake, going over the meeting in his mind. Therefore, he said nothing, waiting.
McGraw regarded him, and a smile might have played along the corners of his lips. Then the possibility vanished as the general’s mouth firmed. The corners of his eyes tightened.
“Colonel, I have some bad news, I’m afraid.”
Stan continued waiting.
First clearing his throat, McGraw opened a drawer and took out a tablet, setting it on the desk. “It says here that three of your Behemoths are having engine trouble. I’m sure you realize that’s over the acceptable limit.”
Stan couldn’t believe McGraw would personally worry or act upon something like this. Had the general been searching for dirt on him? Is that the best you can do?
Instead of vocalizing his thoughts, Stan said, “The Chinese caught us all by surprise, sir. We had to move the regiment before the three received their scheduled overhauls. I don’t know if the report shows it, but those are my three oldest Behemoths. They fought in California. Tenth HQ told us they were going to farm out two of them to the newer regiments and replace those with the latest model.”
“Let me interrupt you, Colonel. I’m not interested in excuses. I’m concerned that my best Behemoth regiment will be understrength before we’ve even fired the first shot.”
Stan wasn’t sure how to take that.
The thing with the super tanks was that everyone wanted more of them. That meant constructing more assembly plants. The first Behemoth manufacturing plant had been in Denver, but the Chinese siege had ruined it. The government had built a new one in Detroit.
The secret to making hordes of tanks was a gargantuan plant, maybe two or three of them. It’s what the Soviets had done during WWII. A vast plant allowed the easiest concentration of effort and the best way to mass-produce something, at least from an economic standpoint. With three shifts working morning, noon and night, tanks poured off the assembly lines.
Although it made the best economic sense to have one or two huge plants versus many smaller ones, there was a drawback. The enemy only had to destroy a few places to halt production. Detroit had seemed like a safe place until the German Dominion launched its surprise attack out of Quebec. In the end, the military stopped the German advance and saved the plant as it continued to churn out tanks.
That meant more Behemoths, enough to fill six entire regiments of them. Most of the regiments fielded thirty super tanks. The United States Army therefore had one hundred and ninety of them, with ten held in reserve. Until this year, America had only fielded one regiment and performed miracles with them. With six regiments concentrated in one area, hopes ran high for the coming offensive. Yet with only one hundred and eighty super tanks in all, concentrated in six formations, three tanks out of thirty represented a ten percent loss to his regiment before hostilities began. That might reasonably trouble the Southern Front Joint Forces Commander enough to call him in. Okay. Stan could see that.
“I’m not making excuses, sir,” he said.
McGraw snorted. “Son, I know an excuse when I hear one. You just made it, and I already told you I’m not interested in any. I want to know how soon those three tanks can be ready.”
“I’m short on engine parts, sir. These aren’t ordinary tanks.”
“I’m quite aware of that.”
“Yes, sir,” Stan said.
“You’ve done well in the past, Colonel. I’m very aware of that. The President is aware and so is Director Harold. Yet as I’m sure you know: a man only has a short time when he’s fit for battle.”
So that’s how they’re going to play it—old Stan Higgins is washed up.
“Do you feel you’re still capable to command a Behemoth regiment, Colonel?”
“Yes, sir, I do.”
“You’ve seen my operational plan. Hell, you’ve even added a few flourishes. The Behemoths will have to drive deep and smash Chinese formations attempting to counterattack. That means the tanks have to move. The super tanks have a fantastic arsenal of weaponry. But that means jack squat if the Behemoth can’t be in the right place at the right time.”
“I totally agree with you on their importance. What I need then is priority supply status.”
McGraw stared at him as if measuring his worth. “I can give you that. Everything must work like clockwork in the coming offensive. America has gathered its strength for this one. It’s taken a year of effort to collect the tanks, the artillery, the jamming gear and soldiers. We have to start taking back territory before the Mexican government begins to believe their overlords about claiming California, Arizona and Texas as their birthright.”
“Yes sir,” Stan said, wondering why McGraw was saying any of this.
“What I’m driving at is that I’m limited in what I can do for you as a personal favor. America is counting on me to win, and win spectacularly. That means I have to play this one straight up.”
“I’m not sure I understand.”
“Why should I give your regiment priority over others?” McGraw asked, raising an eyebrow.
“I suppose because the Behemoths are the arm of the decision.”
“Yes. That’s exactly what I’m going to say if anyone asks.”
“Why would they ask, sir?”
McGraw looked away. “I’m limited in my sphere of actions, Stan. What I told you a month ago in Wichita…I was drunker than you can believe. I serve the government. I took an oath on the Constitution, and I’m a man of my word.”
“I’ve never doubted your word, General.”
“Good. Then believe me when I say that I’m going to do everything I can to protect Jake.”
Stan felt the heat rise in him. We’re back to that, are we? He’d been following the general’s comings and goings since Wichita. McGraw had been to the White House twice in the past few weeks. What had the general talked about back there?
Stan had few illusions about his importance in the larger scheme of things. He was a mere colonel. But he also happened to be the colonel who had fought in three decisive engagements, beginning in Alaska back in 2032. He wasn’t a military superstar like McGraw, but more than a few people had read about him, and he had won the Medal of Honor.
Do they think I’m dangerous politically?
A knock at the door startled Stan. It opened, and the pretty major poked in her head. “I’m sorry to interrupt you, sir. But Militia General Williamson is here to see you.”
“Tell him I’m talking with Colonel Higgins.”
“I will, sir,” and she hesitated.
“Is there something else?” McGraw asked.
“Well, sir, the general wishes to speak to you about Corporal Jake Higgins of the Sixth Behemoth Regiment.”
“Ah,” McGraw said. “Maybe this is providential. I’m speaking with Jake’s father. Send the general in, please.”
The major retreated and spoke quietly with someone in the outer office.
McGraw leaned forward, whispering to Stan. “They’re pushing me about your boy. I remember what you told me in Wichita, and I believe you. More than that, I think you’re important to the war effort. Let’s—”
McGraw stopped short as he looked up.
Stan turned in time to witness the major ushering in a tall Militia general. This Williamson wore an odd pair of glasses, two small circles before his eyes. They enlarged his pupils. He had a thin neck and narrow arms. Stan recognized him. Yes, a reputation for ruthless efficiency preceded the man. Rumors suggested he had shot several cowardly Militia generals and colonels in the Great Lakes region last year. In fact, Williamson reminded Stan of Russian Marshal Georgi Zhukov under Stalin. Zhukov had been stout instead of tall but equally ruthless.
“General Williamson,” McGraw said, standing, coming around the desk. He thrust out a big hand. “I’m glad you’re here.”
The two men shook hands, and Stan noticed that McGraw shook civilly for once.
“This is Colonel Higgins,” McGraw said.
“Indeed,” Williamson said, “how fortuitous.”
Stan stood and shook hands with the Militia general. The skin was cold, the grip firm. He could feel the man’s intelligence, although the glasses made it difficult to assess the general’s gaze. There did seem to be something reptilian about Williamson.
“Would you like some coffee, refreshments?” McGraw asked.
“No thank you,” Williamson said.
McGraw nodded to the major, and she retreated, closing the door behind her.
The three men sat, Stan stiffly. Because of his words last month, he was aware of the gun in his holster. If it came down to it, could he draw the weapon and kill two high-ranking officers? That wouldn’t save Jake. It would be an act of premeditated revenge.
You’d better start thinking. Otherwise, your boy is dead.
“This is a surprise,” McGraw told Williamson.
A precise smile stretched across the Militia general’s face, and he twitched his head. “No. I don’t think so. I notice Colonel Higgins sitting beside me. That is quite deliberate on your part, and I understand. You Army people hang together. You’ve known about my request for several weeks now, and I’m sure you’ve been notified of my coming.”
“I have a war to run,” McGraw said. “These petty problems—” 
“Allow me to cut to the chase,” Williamson said. “You are the Southern Front Joint Forces Commander. I’m quite aware of that. You should be aware of this, however.” The Militia general took a wallet out of his jacket and flipped it open, setting it on the desk and sliding it across.
McGraw peered down at it as if the thing was poisonous.
“My commission comes directly from the President,” Williamson said. “I work under his authority.”
“But still under Homeland Security auspices,” McGraw said.
“For matters of form, yes, Director Harold is my superior. But my authority to act derives from the President.” Williamson paused as if for effect, and he turned to Stan. “Your son has committed an act of treason.”
“Defending his life was treason?” Stan asked.
“Murdering his superior sergeant was treason, yes.”
“He shot the sergeant in self-defense.”
“If you are correct, you should be willing for him to face a tribunal in order to clear his record.”
“Should I?” Stan asked.
“Colonel Higgins,” McGraw said. “I suggest you speak in a softer tone with—”
“No, no,” Williamson said. “Let the father speak his mind. I’m interested in what he has to say against the lawful organization defending our country.”
Stan recognized the threat but refused to let it intimidate him. “You sent my son to a penal battalion because he pissed on a portrait of your boss. The Militia response shows a gross misuse of power. Before that, Jake was a hero in the siege of Denver. Let him die for his country but don’t allow him any opinion but for the ones you give him? Is that it?”
“I am aware of his questionable record,” Williamson said.
Stan opened his mouth to retort.
“Hold it, Colonel,” McGraw said in a stern voice. “General, if I could have your attention.”
Both Stan and Williamson faced big Tom.
“I respect your office and your record,” McGraw told Williamson. “What I don’t respect is your interference with my coming offensive. Corporal Jake Higgins belongs to a Behemoth tank crew. Those tanks are the key to our coming success—if we’re going to have one. I don’t care if Jake Higgins raped your mother. He stays with his tank until the offensive is over.”
“He is officially a Militia member,” Williamson said coldly. “You do not have the authority to stop me. If I call the President, he will order you to hand Jake Higgins into my custody.”
“Then make your call,” McGraw said. “You can do it right here. But know this. By doing that, you will make a personal enemy out of me. Is that really what you want?”
Williamson laughed softly. “Please, General, don’t attempt any melodramatics with me. I am a patriot.”
“So am I,” McGraw said hotly. “So is Stan Higgins, a Medal of Honor recipient.”
“I follow the law,” Williamson said.
“And aid and abet the enemy through your actions,” McGraw said.
Williamson stiffened as his neck flushed red.
“Now see here, old son,” McGraw said. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said that. We’re both supposed to be on the same side. I know you believe you’re right, and I believe I’m right. Neither matters now. The coming offensive is all that counts. That means you shouldn’t interfere with my tank divisions. By taking Jake, you’ll hurt the morale of his entire regiment. I only have six of them—six to defeat the Chinese.”
Through his ridiculous lenses, Williamson glowered at McGraw. “I will have the traitor one way or another. You know that, don’t you?”
“I’m asking you to wait,” McGraw said. “Let the man fight for his country. At this stage in the war, isn’t that more important?”
“I will make that call to DC,” Williamson said.
“You’re a hard man, General, but a smart one, too,” McGraw said. “I run Southern Front. If you make that call, I’ll make one of my own. Who do you think the President will listen to right now, you or me?”
Militia General Williamson shot to his feet so several of his bones popped with sound. He swiped the wallet off McGraw’s desk. Without a word, he slipped the wallet into his jacket and marched for the door.
“One way or another,” he muttered. Then he was out the door, leaving it ajar.
A moment later, the major looked in, with her plucked eyebrows raised. McGraw gestured, and she shut the door softly.
“Damn Militia bastards,” McGraw muttered.
Stan’s blood pressure still ran high. He didn’t know if the two generals had staged that or not. Why bother pretending such a thing for his benefit? It didn’t make sense. He was a colonel, not a general. Maybe McGraw was for real.
“Thanks,” Stan said.
“I’d do it for any of my men.”
Stan didn’t want to say the words, but he did. “I owe you one.”
McGraw gave him a hearty smile, and he stood, coming around the desk. Holding out his hand, the general pumped Stan’s arm and slapped him on the shoulder.
“It’s good to have you back, old son.”
Stan looked down. He didn’t know what to make of all this. Had McGraw truly been drunk the other night? He found it hard to believe.
“Stick around for a while,” McGraw said. “I’ll buy you a beer later at the officers’ club.”
“I should be getting back to my regiment and seeing to those three tanks.”
McGraw nodded, and he slapped Stan on the shoulder once more. “Maybe you’re right. The offensive is coming soon, and I mean to win this one big. We’re going to drive the Chinese out of Oklahoma and through Texas into Mexico.”
“I hope you’re right, sir.”
“We’ll have to think of something for your boy.”
“Yes, sir,” Stan said.
“Until then, make sure he sticks close to base. Who knows what these goons will try next? Williamson is as tough as nails. He’s not going to back down long.”
Stan silently agreed, and soon he found himself saying goodbye to the major. Did McGraw and Harold still have ideas of unseating the President? Stan hoped not. But even more importantly, what did General Williamson plan to do about Jake?
 
SIXTH BEHEMOTH REGIMENT ASSEMBLY AREA, OKLAHOMA
 
Corporal Jake Higgins found the answer to his father’s question nine days before the start of Operation Reclamation.
It was early morning, with the monster tanks hidden under camouflage netting and surrounded by trees. Twenty inflatable fake Army trucks with huge inflatable stacks of boxes gave the impression this was a growing forward supply dump. It was part of McGraw’s deception techniques to fool Chinese surveillance drones. Neither side maintained recon satellites, as the other side beamed them down as fast as they reached operational orbit. That meant each side used high-flying stealth drones. Various tents provided sleeping quarters for the crews. A larger tent served the function of mess hall.
Several late risers ate breakfast inside the tent, Jake Higgins among them.
As soldiers went about their duties, a large black four-door sedan roared over a hill to the north, kicking up dust from the dirt road. The big car had tinted windows, making it impossible for anyone to see who rode inside.
A dug-in sentry squad watched the vehicle, tracking it with a heavy machine gun. The dirt road led to a shack and a crossbar. By the weight of the four-door, it looked as if it would have no problem smashing through the crossbar.
Brakes squealed nonetheless, and the car crunched across gravel as it came to a stop beside the guard shack.
A sergeant approached the vehicle. With a soft purr, the driver’s window descended, revealing a burly Detention Center MP. The driver’s ID in his hand showed he belonged to Homeland Security.
“This is Army territory,” the sergeant told him.
“Look at this,” the driver said, and he showed the guard a Presidential crest. “This gives us the authorization to go wherever we want. Right now, General Williamson told us to come here. Are you going to interfere? If so, I’ll need your name and ID.”
The sergeant squinted at the Presidential crest. He bit his lower lip and finally shrugged. “I don’t know what you want here.”
“Where’s Jake Higgins?” the driver asked.
“I don’t know. You’ll have to ask around.”
The driver sneered, and the window purred as it shut.
The sergeant stepped back, signaled the private in charge of the crossbar and hurried to the shack, reaching for the field phone there. Colonel Higgins was visiting Sixth Behemoth’s colonel. It seemed like Colonel Higgins would want to know about this.
Meanwhile, the black car accelerated to the biggest tent, the mess hall. Several tankers stopped to watch. Soon enough, the car parked beside the tent and all four doors opened. Five big Militia MPs got out. They wore brown uniforms and carried nine-millimeter pistols in leather holsters, along with other police gear: mace, tasers, handcuffs and even batons.
The driver stopped a soldier, and muttered a question. The soldier pointed at the tent. The five headed there, three of them drawing their batons.
The first Jake Higgins knew about this, the tent flap opened and five Detention MPs stepped within. They looked around, spotting him and heading his way.
Jake was an image of his dad, only a lot younger and with thicker, blonder hair. He had handsome features and weighed a solid one eighty. He watched the five military police march toward him. At the moment, he gripped a spoon and had a mouthful of Cheerios, with a half-finished bowl before him on a foldup table.
Although the five surprised him, Jake knew this day was coming, at least this type of day, though not the exact sequence. He’d learned far too much about the world these last few years. What seemed like a lifetime ago, he’d attended college in California. He didn’t read history like his father, but he knew a few things about the old United States. Men of honor had built it, believing in freedom of expression and natural rights bequeathed by God, not by the state. He had protested against President Sims, went to a Detention Center because of it and learned prisoners did best there when they kept their mouth shut and did as they were told. His dad went to bat for him, and the Detention people finally allowed Jake to volunteer for a Militia battalion. He fought in Texas and watched just about everyone in his unit die. Along with seven other survivors, he escaped from the Amarillo Pocket where Chinese armor butchered American formations.
Alone, he reached Colorado and turned himself in. There, Detention Center people accused him of desertion. By some hard talking, he managed to join a new Militia unit in Denver. There, he survived the terrible siege, only to soon find himself in a Militia penal battalion in New York. That had been bad.
“Jake Higgins?” the MP driver asked.
The other four fanned out. The ones with batons glared at him.
Jake swallowed his Cheerios and set the spoon on the table. His dad had told him about General Williamson. Usually, Jake wore a gun, but not today. He’d gotten up late and hurried here before they closed down breakfast.
“We know you’re Jake Higgins,” the MP said.
“I’m not in a Detention Center cell just yet,” Jake said. “If you start swinging at me, others are going to jump in and help me kick the crap out of you.”
“Are you resisting arrest?” the MP asked.
Jake drew a lungful of air. A rule of life was never to let criminals take you to a secondary scene of a crime. Fight where the criminals first appeared in public to accost you. If you allowed the criminals to take you to a quiet spot and tie you up, they could do anything to you and you would be screwed. After his penal battalion days, Jake viewed Detention Center people as flat-out thugs.
If this is my last fight, let’s make it a good one.
Jake pushed away from the table so his chair went flying.
One of the MPs drew a nine millimeter, aiming at his stomach.
“If you fire, you’re dead,” a man said who stood behind the military police.
The five MPs glanced back to see who’d spoken.
A hard-breathing colonel stood inside the tent, with an assault rifle aimed at them. Behind Stan Higgins, hulking tankers filed into the tent. They looked determined.
“We’re here under Presidential authority,” the driver said. “You have no right to aim that weapon at us.”
“Your lawyer can explain that at my court martial,” Stan said. “You won’t be there, though, but in a pine box six feet underground.”
“Are you threatening us, Colonel?” the MP asked.
Stan Higgins pointed the assault rifle at the ground and let bullets rip near their feet. The sound was shockingly loud within the tent.
One MP dropped his baton and jumped back, although the others held their spots. They were tough men.
“I’m not going to tell you to leave again,” Stan told them.
“I don’t think so,” the driver said. “We’re under—”
Stan’s features hardened, and he aimed the assault rifle at the driver’s face.
“Dad, wait!” Jake shouted. He went wide around the MPs, and he took an assault rifle from one of the tankers. Cocking it, he aimed the weapon at the five. “I don’t want you to do down, sir. If anyone’s going to kill them, it will be me.”
The driver paled as he stared at the gun barrel pointing at him and then peered into Jake’s eyes.
“You and me,” the driver said. He paused, and it seemed as if he used his tongue to swab the inside of his mouth—maybe it lacked enough moisture. Finally, he added, “Someday, we’re going to go around and around.”
“Sure, big talk,” Jake said. “All you mean is that your buddies will hold me down while you kick me in the face. I know. I’ve been there with your brothers.” His trigger finger began to squeeze. “So you know what—”
“Jake!” his dad said. Old man Higgins pulled his son’s arm down. “Let them go.”
It took Jake several seconds, but at last, he nodded.
The five Detention Center MPs left the tent and headed for their car. They climbed into the black vehicle, started it up and headed for the dirt road.
Father and son watched them leave.
“They’re never going to stop,” Jake said. “You know that, right?”
Colonel Stan Higgins didn’t say anything to that.
“Sometimes,” Jake said, “I wonder what I’m really fighting for.”
“I know,” Stan said, “me, too.”
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Operation Reclamation
From A Secret History of the North American War, by Captain Fan Kai: 
2041: The Spring Offensive
 
The next actions of Chairman Hong harkened back to the emperors of old who believed themselves protected by a heavenly mandate. Such men conceived an action in relation to their position and power, never considering the results in human suffering for others.
The military clique headed by Marshal Chao Pin thwarted what Hong considered his birthright. The fierce desire to topple the marshal and his supporters guided the Chairman’s actions. In this case, a devastating Chinese defeat in North America meant nothing, as long as it helped catapult Hong back to supreme power.
The intermediate-range nuclear missiles hidden in northern Mexico would stem the Americans later. At least, so Hong envisioned. Some have suggested he already lived in a dream world of his own devising. If the Chairman willed a thing, these people say, it became reality to him. Yet the cunning and success of his murder squads suggest otherwise. Hong still maintained a keen grasp on reality.
As the Americans unleashed their fated offensive in Oklahoma, twenty, perhaps as many as twenty-three teams of East Lightning operatives headed for various Chinese frontline Army Headquarters. From May 11 to May 14, the murder squads killed seven Chinese generals, nineteen colonels, forty-three majors and their accompanying aides and security personnel. The victims were some of the best tactical leaders and logistics experts. Several EL teams blew up critical depots or rail lines. They sowed confusion during the initial desperate days, and gave the Americans incredible aid. The ensuing enemy destruction also hid the activity from the vast majority of PAA soldiers.
Yet such a scheme proved impossible to hide altogether. Chinese Army personnel captured members of five different murder squads. Several of the East Lightning operatives immediately ingested poison. They died before anyone could interrogate them. Several others cracked under torture, telling wild stories of Chinese secret police sabotage. The Army personal refused to believe the truth, shooting the operatives instead as American spies.
Two of the captured assassins survived the battle and left a gory account of their wartime activities. (See: We Worked for Police Minister Shun Li, 2045.) These stories substantiate the Chinese belief that underhanded forces worked against them during the McGraw Offensive. These forces paved the way for the stunning American victory. Otherwise, the ensuing combat lacks sense. Chinese arms had driven the Americans headlong only two short years ago. Such a US turnaround could only be understood by the devilish interference of Chairman Hong and his villainous Police Chief, Shun Li.
 
From Military History: Past to Present, by Vance Holbrook: 
MCGRAW’S SPRING OFFENSIVE, APRIL-MAY
 
2041, May 9. The First Offensive. American preparation, carefully assembled men, materiel, and improved technology, proved devastating to the Chinese. In heavy fog, the Americans began their drive at dawn, using the latest jamming equipment to render forward Chinese robotics inert.
The proceeding “avalanche assault” against the “Great Wall” surprised the Chinese. Special Marine shock brigades and Militia penal battalions stunned the enemy by their savagery and bitter determination. The succeeding Chinese lines collapsed in days. The cost in American lives—particularly to the penal battalions—proved staggering, at times approaching seventy-five percent casualties.
This was the bloodiest phase for the Americans, recalling Civil War battles two hundred years earlier.
McGraw now proved his brilliance and resolve in two areas. First, the ability to move the exhausted breaching divisions out of the way without stalling the next wave showed exquisite staff work and execution. Second, while others urged caution—saying America should husband its painfully reconstructed armies—McGraw recognized the chaotic enemy situation and boldly unleashed the exploration formations much earlier and far deeper than planned. The massed Behemoths spearheading the attacks proved shattering against Chinese counter assaults.
Four American armies—Tenth, Second Militia, Fifteenth and Eighteenth—burst through the enemy right flank—the First, Third and Seventh PAA armies—on a sixty-mile front. They rolled up and pulverized Army Group Zhen, splitting the Chinese from the Brazilians to their east. Driving into open country, American Behemoths, Jeffersons, heavily modified M1A3s and other tracked vehicles spread havoc and destruction. The great battle of annihilation Americans had dreamed of for years seemed on the verge of success as the entire Chinese First Front threatened to collapse.
The mass of Chinese and allied armies on the front line—on either side of the sixty-mile breakthrough—faced encirclement as American forces swung around them from behind. The Chinese and allied formations were uncommonly sluggish to react to American vigor. It surprised McGraw. Many of his officers suggested this was a trap. Brushing aside such talk, McGraw told his men that this gave US armor the chance to inflict a historically strategic victory, possibly netting 700,000 to 1,200,000 enemy soldiers.
“The end of the invasion is near,” he said. And in those heady days, his words certainly seemed prophetic.
 
THIRTY-FIVE MILES NORTHWEST OF OKLAHOMA CITY
 
Corporal Jake Higgins wore goggles and a jacket. The goggles pressed against his skin. They hurt his head after a while. He clutched the sides of the commander’s hatch of his Behemoth tank while sticking halfway out of the turret. He enjoyed the view, shivering at the cold rush of air.
The deceptively flat ground with its riot of spring flowers was perfect terrain for his three-hundred-ton tank. But it was also the right place for the enemy’s Mobile Canopy AntiBallistic Missile vehicle, or MC ABM for short. The Chinese laser tank outraged them, and that was bad out here on the prairies. Any day now, the enemy would deploy the feared weapon system, and the Behemoths would have to face them.
Jake’s Behemoth was like the others stretched out on either side of him. Fifteen monsters in a row clanked for Oklahoma City. There waited Chinese First Front HQ, a mountain of supplies to destroy, a railroad nexus node and the last enemy armor concentration along with the dreaded MC ABMs. Their task was to demolish everything, the fifteen of them and the following Jefferson tanks and infantry carriers behind them on the horizon.
In four days of intense exploitation battles against Chinese reserves—the eighth day since the beginning of the offensive—five Behemoths of their regiment had eaten it or developed mechanical problems and dropped behind. Other Behemoth regiments had their own objectives. Oklahoma City was their personal El Dorado of martial glory.
There was a reason why nearly one hundred and eighty Behemoths had torn the Chinese a new one.
Jake’s monster was fifteen meters by six by four and mounted 260cm of armor. It had nine autocannons, seven auto-machine guns, and an onboard radar and AI to track enemy missiles and shells. Given enough flight time—like out here on the Great Plains—this baby could knock down incoming projectiles. Whatever ordnance slipped through had to survive forty beehive launchers. They fired tungsten flechettes, a shotgun-like spray of hooks that deflected enemy shells enough to skew their impact against the heavy armor. The super-thick armor and the sheer number of beehives made the Behemoth more than a big, expensive target. It made it the King Kong of the battlefield.
From his spot high on the turret, Jake winched as the tracks squealed. The Behemoth made a terrible racket while on the move. The land whale creaked, clanged, squealed and rumbled: a symphony of metal. Yet for all that, it was the frontline marvel of the war.
Two days ago, the lieutenant—their regular tank commander—had smashed his forehead too hard against a steel bulkhead in the main compartment. The captain had bumped Jake into the vacated slot and airlifted the lieutenant back to base.
Jake still worried about making a mistake and costing the crew their lives.
I did okay an hour ago.
The massive tracked vehicle rolled past a wrecked tri-turreted tank lying on its side. Oil leaked from the Chinese monster, staining a nearby snow-patch a dirty color. There were more of the one-hundred-ton, tri-barreled T-66 wrecks around, close to eighty enemy tanks, some of them still funneling smoke into the clear sky.
We did this. I did this.
Easily outranging the enemy, the Behemoths had taken out the entire Chinese tank brigade. It had been like America’s glory days during Desert Storm, when Iraqi Republican Guards in their Russian T-72s learned a deadly lesson about the First US Armored Division.
Jake couldn’t help but grin. Even when he saw dead Chinese tankers in grotesque postures, the grin remained. Death to the invaders—they should have stayed on their side of the Pacific if they wanted to live to a ripe old age.
Yes. It felt good to win, to defeat the enemy so decisively. No, damnit, it felt glorious. Yet a riot of emotions seethed through Jake, a mixture of not only elation but also anger and worry.
He took a phone from his pocket. With his left thumb, he brought up the text. A new order for his arrest had come from Washington, from the Militia Command Center itself. From on top of the turret of his rumbling Behemoth, Jake reread the text. The message came from the Director of Homeland Security, Max Harold. It was an arrest order and fixed with a Presidential Seal and signature.
Why can’t they leave me alone? I’m willing to die for my country. Isn’t that enough? Do they want me to lick their boots, too?
A loud beep from within the tank’s main compartment brought Jake out of his reverie.
“Corporal,” the gunner shouted from inside. “You’d better look at this.”
Jake shoved the phone into his jacket pocket and slipped into the main compartment. He closed the hatch with a clang and let his eyes adjust to the soft green light. Despite the Behemoth’s size, it was tight in here, with him, a gunner, driver and a tech.
“We got some real-time data,” the gunner was saying, a thin kid from Iowa. His name was Chet. He was a video gaming virtuoso, and even though he was younger than Jake, he was already balding, with wisps of hair on his forehead.
As Jake settled into the commander’s seat, he flipped on his screen. Images began to appear. The Air Force used a high-flying stealth UAV to provide real-time intelligence. The Chinese usually found such drones soon enough and shot them down. This was a lucky break to have one up now.
“Looks like enemy laser tanks,” Chet, the gunner, said, his voice raising an octave.
Jake swallowed. He saw them down there from the UAV’s vantage. The six hundred ton, multi-trailered vehicles were unmistakable. Normally, the Chinese used the MC ABMs for antiair and antimissile coverage. In a pinch, like the famous German 88s during WWII, they could employ their cannons against land targets. The powerful lasers had fantastic range. According to the data, the enemy vehicles were a little over thirty miles away. At that range, the lasers could slice-the-e of a Behemoth’s outer lettering.
“Why aren’t they firing at us?” Jake asked.
“Look at the grid numbers, at 22-A-4,” Chet said. “There’s a rise of land in the way. Don’t want to call it a hill. It’s too low for that. But once we top that rise, the fireworks will start. We’re too far ahead of our artillery to call in support to help us with them.”
“Do you think they know we’re here?” Jake asked.
“Ask the captain,” Chet suggested.
Jake didn’t like asking the captain anything. It made it look as if he didn’t know how to run his tank.
“They must know about us if they’re lining up like that,” Jake said.
“Agreed,” Chet said. “That’s what I think.”
Sweat slicked Jake’s underarms. He hated when that happened. Why couldn’t he remain calm and collected at times like this? Why did his gut knot and twist as if he was afraid? He’d done this before, an hour ago, in fact.
Breathing through his nostrils, Jake sought for calm, for visible confidence in front of the crew. Being in charge definitely made things harder and he wasn’t sure why.
The laser could strike the distance, but so could they. The rail gun was the heart of the Behemoth system. Unlike conventional tanks, the main weapon didn’t use gunpowder shells. Instead, the rail gun had two magnetized rods lining the inner cannon. The projectile or “shell” completed the current between the two rods. The direction of the current expelled the round, firing the shell and breaking the current. It gave the projectile incredible speed, one of its greatest powers.
Like a regular tank’s sabot, it used kinetic energy, the same kind of energy that sent a bullet smashing through a man’s body. An M16 rifle fired a bullet at the muzzle velocity of 930 meters per second. The Behemoth’s cannon fired its round at 3,500 meters per second, over three times as fast. That was approximately Mach 10 at sea level.
The rail gun had much greater range than a gunpowder shell, less bullet drop, faster time on target and less wind drift. In other words, it bypassed the physical limitations of conventional firearms. In fact, the rounds flew so fast they ionized the air around them. The Behemoth rail gun theoretically fired farther, faster and with greater penetrating power than any comparable conventional weapon. Its range was also much greater than the tank’s targeting precision, meaning it was easily possible to fire a Behemoth round over one hundred miles. At half that range—fifty miles—most rail gun rounds missed. At twenty-five miles, the cannons achieved great accuracy. The Chinese were over thirty miles away: near enough to hit some of the time, but not every time.
“Looks like we’re about to have a quick-draw contest,” Jake said, trying to keep his voice from cracking.
“They’re sitting still and have likely already sighted in,” Chet said. “They have the advantage.”
Jake kept himself from glancing at Chet. Having been in combat many times in the last few years, he was the veteran here. Thus, it galled Jake that Chet sounded more relaxed than he did. Jake had a few years on the others. Yet the truth was that they were all young enough that games of cool took on monumental importance.
“Higgins!” a man said on the screen.
Jake twitched at the voice. Some might even have said he jumped or started in his seat. He didn’t dare look to see if the others frowned at each other as if to say, “Look how jumpy Jake is. The corporal’s gotta settle down.”
“Yes, sir,” Jake said, as he clicked a button on his chair, having to press harder than normal. The thing was sticky because he’d set too many peanut butter and jelly sandwiches on the arm. On the screen, the drone’s data imaging disappeared and the captain’s face took its place.
The captain had a thick mustache curving down to his chin. He wore his tanker’s cap at an angle as if he were some Confederate cavalry commander from the War Between the States. The captain was from Alabama and had a twang that wouldn’t quit.
“You see laser tank number five?” the captain asked in his slow drawl.
“Starting from the right, sir?” Jake asked.
“Of course from the right, son,” the captain said. “We’ve been over that.”
“Yes, sir,” Jake said, as his neck prickled with embarrassment.
“I know you’re the colonel’s son…”
Jake swallowed. Colonel Higgins didn’t run this regiment. His dad attacked farther to the east. Colonel Nelson ran the show for the Sixth Behemoth Regiment. But Jake knew the captain meant his dad.
Through the screen, the captain’s eyes bored into Jake. “You done fine so far, son. You keep paying attention, hear?”
“Yes, sir,” Jake said.
“Number five laser tank,” the captain said. “That one’s yours. I want it dead before it damages anyone else.”
“Yes, sir,” Jake said. He wanted to assure the captain that everything would be all right. But he knew the captain hated boasting. Doing counted with this man, not saying.
“This is where we earn our money,” the captain said. “If we smash them, Oklahoma City is going burn with enemy dead.” The captain squinted. “If we burn Oklahoma City, we might end up smashing the entire front. It’s time to fry us some laser tanks. Good hunting, Higgins.”
“Yes, sir,” Jake said. “Good hunting to you, too.”
 
TEN MILES NORTHWEST OF OKLAHOMA CITY
 
First Rank Lon Lu of MC ABM #5 sat at his controls. He was the engine tech in charge of the magnetic-propulsion turbine. Without the great generating plant, the laser cannon would be useless.
Lon Lu was small, dark-haired and studiously serious. He had arrived from China, from a suburb of Beijing, a little over two months ago. He should have gone to Wei Mining in northern Manchuria, but the Army had drafted him for service in this land of savage barbarians. The stories coming from America had frightened many of the men his age in China. A few better-connected or richer souls had already escaped possible conscription by finding office jobs in Korea or Indonesia. Lon Lu hadn’t been so lucky.
Still, this was exciting technology, and the commander of the MC ABM #5 implicitly trusted him and his judgment—Lon received honor and accompanying letters to his mother and father because of it.
First Rank Lon Lu took pride in his work. Their MPT— magnetic propulsion turbine—was the quietest in the brigade, and their cannon continually fired the hottest beam. The only troubling thing so far about the assignment was American women.
Lon was fiercely Han centric, proud of Greater China and xenophobic of foreigners to a high although rather ordinary degree for someone from Beijing. He planned to marry a Chinese woman when he received a marriage permit from the Ministry of Matrimony. His honors and letters here would greatly aid in that regard.
The trouble with American women was their ready availability in Oklahoma City. China had a gross gender imbalance with too few women. It came from the one-child-per-family policy. Many more girls than boys were aborted because a high percentage of parents desired the family name to continue and wanted a son.
“Warm the turbine,” the commander said from his chair.
This was the main compartment to the three-trailer vehicle—that number didn’t include the giant tractor to move them. Driving the vehicle took careful preparation and route coordination. Mobility was a relative term. They could move, but weren’t mobile like a Behemoth tank.
Lon sat at the engine section, and he reached up and began to tap controls. He watched gauges and heat levels, and like a master pianist, he made his instrument purr with excellence.
Others worked the laser coils, the bin-washers and coolant radiator, while officers matched UAV-gathered intelligence with the cannon’s precise elevation.
Lon Lu sat alertly even though his crotch itched and stung. Han were superior to North American barbarians. The obviousness of the statement made it a truism. Lon Lu meant to marry a proper Han woman and produce a superior child. He did not have a preference and would accept fate’s call, boy or girl.
The problem was the availability of hungry American women. Naturally, East Lightning and Occupation Authority police rigorously applied Chinese law here. Much of Texas and Oklahoma’s agricultural produce went to China. That meant Americans went hungry for a change. That brought consequences. Too many American women bartered sex for food. Before the oceanic voyage, Lon had planned to remain chaste throughout his term of North American service. He would save himself for Han sexual encounters with his future wife.
The problem was that some American women were incredibly alluring, with their long luxurious hair, skimpy clothing and provocative ways of strutting and pouting when they looked at him. After three weeks of abstaining, Lon Lu bought extra loaves of bread at the commissary and went to the brothel he passed every day during his duties.
He wanted a particular American woman, a small thing with dark hair like a Han and thrusting breasts of intoxicating stiffness.
In the main compartment, Lon glanced both ways to make sure no one watched him. Then he reached down and rubbed his itching groin. The writhing on the silk sheets had been divine. Why had he waited so long to do it? Unfortunately, the dark-haired beauty had given him a venereal disease. He had used her many times these past weeks, discovering that his appetite grew with exposure. His shame at contracting VD meant he’d remained silent about it for some time. He did not want a reprimand on his record. He wanted a Han wife—he had to have a woman more than ever now. He had become accustomed to sexual intimacy. He was, in fact, unsure he could live without it.
“First Rank,” the commander said from his chair. “Give me energizing power.”
Lon Lu thrust his arms upward as his fingers played upon the controls. He might have VD, but he would bring honor to his family name and victory to Chinese arms. High Command counted on their MC ABM brigade to halt the American drive toward First Front HQ in Oklahoma City.
“Now we shall show these Americans the deadliness of Chinese technology,” the commander said. “We will destroy these Behemoths and bring serenity to our broken line.”
Lon Lu reached down to his neck, grasping the padded headphones there. He secured the protective covering over his ears, switching on his link to the commander. His gaze flickered to a screen showing the enemy Behemoths from a high-flying UAV.
The giant US tanks clanked toward the last blocking ridge. Each one had a flag waving on the highest antenna. Once the monsters crested the ridge…
The commander’s voice crackled over the headphones. In obedience to the words, Lon Lu tapped the final sequence.
The MPT whined with power, its song climbing higher and higher with dreadful noise. The command compartment shook and Lon’s groin flared with pain.
Lon winced at the MPT’s howl, but he spoke into his microphone. “Energy levels rising, Commander. In fifteen seconds we will be at maximum.”
The commander stood, and he held his right hand high. The main gunner nodded in understanding. The seconds ticked by as the MPT roared.
Lon Lu heard over his headphones, “Fire!” And the commander’s hand came down sharply.
The MPT pumped massive power into the laser coils. The energy rerouted into the chambers and drove the laser. The incredibly heavy beam struck the first focusing mirror, and then shot out of the cannon in a tight ray, traveling at the speed of light and crossing the many kilometers.
“Hit!” the gunner shouted.
Lon Lu exposed his teeth in a smile. He hated this land with its diseased whores, with its bloody-minded barbarians. But now the world would see once again that Han expertise trumped everything. Civilization would beat back the screaming hordes and bring order to a dark world.
On the screen, he could see the beam strike its targeted Behemoth. The giant tank kept moving as the laser began to boil through the incredible armor. Some heat dissipated and the enemy glacis began to glow. Liquid metal dripped as the beam chewed deeper.
Lon rubbed his groin again. Once he returned to base, he needed to see a doctor.
 
THIRTY-FIVE MILES NORTHWEST OF OKLAHOMA CITY
 
“Fire!” Jake shouted from the commander’s seat.
For the second time, the mighty engine revved and supplied power to the rail gun. A surge shook the tank. The penetrator roared from the cannon and sped at Mach 10 for the targeted laser vehicle.
Seconds later, with his forehead pressed against the padded gunner’s sight, Chet said, “It’s another miss.” His right hand knuckles tightened around the pistol-grip firing mechanism.
“We’re heating up outside!” the driver shouted.
Jake heard the ominous, bubbling sound of a heavy laser chewing through the frontal armor.
“Go left!” Jake shouted. “Chet! Get ready for another shot.”
The air conditioners hummed as sweat beaded down Jake’s face. It was worse than driving a motorcycle through Death Valley in midsummer. Jake had done that once. He never would again.
The driver worked the controls. One tread spun forward and the other went backward. The great beast of a tank swung to the left. Then both treads churned the spring soil, ripping away flowers and spewing them behind. The laser beam flashed past the tank, no longer eating into the armor.
Almost immediately, the terrible heat lessened as the air conditioners did their work.
Without waiting for Jake’s command, Chet pulled the trigger.
The engine revved to give the power plant enough juice. The surge came and yet another penetrator roared across the distance at Mach 10.
While holding his breath, Jake watched on his screen. The UAV still fed him data.
This round hammered into the MPT trailer of MC ABM number five. With pathetic ease, the penetrator blasted through the hull armor. A microsecond later, a fantastic explosion turned the compartment into a trailer-sized bomb, shedding metal in every direction. That flipped the rest of the linked vehicles.
Unknown to Jake, inside the MC ABM command compartment, a chunk of bulkhead the size of a chair seat decapitated First Rank Lon Lu. Blood gushed before more pieces crushed the body into a smear.
Not all the Behemoths escaped death or killed their targeted laser tank. Two vehicles to the left of Jake’s, a giant tank had a glowing red glacis with two fist-sized burn holes. Clumps of melted drops like lava had already cooled and frozen in place. That Behemoth halted suddenly. A side hatch blew, shooting the metal like a bullet to bounce off the ground a quarter mile away. Flames roared from the compartment—the entire crew had roasted to death.
Despite the kill, and another on the other side of Jake, twelve Behemoths survived the laser tank onslaught. One tank still partly worked, but its engine died with a squeal of metal parts. The battle was over for that Behemoth.
Twelve great American beasts relentlessly continued their trek to Oklahoma City and First Front HQ.
We’re doing it, Jake thought. Aloud he said, “The enemy doesn’t have anything that can stop us now. We’re going to crush them.” He laughed. “We’re making history, gents. It’s possible we’re ending the war right here.”
 
BEIJING, CHINA
 
Police Minister Shun Li watched in horror as real-time footage played upon the left wall. They met on the second floor in the War Room of the Cho En Li Building in Mao Square.
On the wall, a huge MC ABM blew up, the first of many, victims to the hated American Behemoths. The wall showed it all: the jagged metal shards sailing through the air, exploding dirt as they hit and pieces of bloody uniforms fluttering in the wind.
Every member of the Ruling Committee watched the destruction, nine ultra-powerful men and women. At the head of the conference table, Chairman Hong folded his hands across his black-suited stomach. He had a small potbelly, but acted today like a calm Buddha, with every emotion under control.
“Marshal Meng wishes to report,” a communications major told them.
“Yes,” Chairman Hong said. “By all means, let us hear the worst.”
Tall Marshal Chao Pin—a sixty-year-old with white hair—gave the Chairman an unreadable glance. A week ago, the old man had eagle eyes of flashing pride. Today, the orbs could have been carved out of glass. His vaunted plan to defang the Americans had failed miserably, leaving him dazed.
A moment later, Marshal Meng’s image appeared on the wall. He looked like a giant talking to pygmies, his head ten times the size of any of their bodies. He had a mole on his right upper lip and another one over his left eyelid. His skin looked wan and slack, and his eyes were haunted.
“I attempted to coordinate the laser tank attack with a flight of bombers,” Meng said in a shaken voice. “American stealth drones in the stratosphere provided pinpoint intel for their newest weapon system, a particle beam tac-vehicle. It’s a new American machine, a tracked platform able to keep up with their deepest penetration units, giving them antiair coverage.”
“You still have several reserves left,” Chao Pin said. “The 34th and 15th Mechanized and the 9th Armor Division—”
“I beg your pardon, sir,” Marshal Meng said. His teeth were far too yellow. The wall screen was unkind in its precision details. “The Eighth Corps is too far away from Oklahoma City to affect—”
“No, no,” Chao Pin said. “If you drive into the American flank from the west, you can upset their resupply schedule. We have learned from past battles that the Behemoths devour a massive amount of fuel and need continuous maintenance. If you can destroy the following Jeffersons—”
Something stiffened on Marshal Meng’s face. Shun Li realized it was hope.
“Yes!” Meng said. “With a coordinated Brazilian strike—ladies and gentlemen, if you will permit my temporary absence—”
“Yes,” Chao Pin said, without asking Chairman Hong. “See to it. We will await the outcome.”
As Meng’s image disappeared from the wall, Shun Li cast a sly glance at Chairman Hong. His thumbnails plucked idly a button on his tunic. Clearly, he bided his time.
Nervously, Shun Li licked her lips. She didn’t like this one bit. Early this morning, she had discovered the reality of the East Lightning murder squads. The idea of killing Chinese generals in the forward divisions appalled her. Her people had aided the Americans. If the truth ever got out, the world would blame her. Never mind her name in the history books—she dreaded torture.
Hong has made me his tool. By using my people, he forces me to obey his will, or I will die hideously. No matter which way I turn, I’m doomed.
 
OKLAHOMA, FORWARD EDGE OF THE BATTLE AREA
 
A mixture of worry and growing battle anger seethed through Paul Kavanagh.
He sat beside the open bay door of a tri-jet-assisted Cherokee helicopter. A dozen sleek machines painted prairie brown and yellow flashed through a surviving enemy antiair belt. This maneuver was risky. High Command was putting all its chips down on the board and rolling the dice. General McGraw obviously sought a strategic victory in one bold stroke, and this was simply another part of it.
Paul swore under his breath.
A Chinese missile streaked into the sky, leaving a dirty trail of fumes. The gunmetal-colored object zeroed in on the helicopter to Paul’s right. In a moment, the missile connected like a fist to the face, and a fiery explosion obliterated the craft. Smoke billowed thickly and parts rained out of the cloud. Something swishing end-over-end burst out of the haze and sped like an arrow at Paul’s helo.
A computer-slaved fifty-caliber machine gun sent tracers at the man-sized length of shrapnel. The bullets missed in a long line of what looked like red sparks.
A lurch of Paul’s stomach told him their pilot saw the danger. The man yanked the Cherokee up. The pilot was a twitchy boy with fantastic reflexes, a punk who flew as if the helicopter was a bucking bronco. The action saved their lives.
A hot concussion of force struck Paul’s face then—the aftereffects of the missile’s warhead. It let him know how close he’d come to dying and breaking his promise.
What the—?
Leaning out of the bay door, feeling the restraints press against his chest, Paul saw the spinning piece of shrapnel flash underneath them. Sparks showered and Paul felt a jarring vibration as the rotating shrapnel knifed the helicopter’s undercarriage. He expected a beehive-pod to burst open or them to ignite in flames. Instead, the ex-helo blade ricocheted away, heading for the ground.
Paul exhaled, only then realizing he’d been holding his breath. That had been too close. The pilots flew in close formation and far too low to the ground. Platform-launched missiles weren’t supposed to have time for lock-on.
“Amigo!” Romo shouted. “You’ll get your head blown off leaning out like that.”
Paul pulled himself back into the helo, glancing at his best friend and the others piled in here like metallic gorillas. Before he could respond to his friend, a voice crackled in his ear-link. The pilot gave them a warning.
Many of the suited gorillas shifted positions. Some leaned forward. Paul leaned back, resting his head against a cushion. He curled his fingers under the seat, hanging on tight. A second later, the machine’s tri-jets ignited. The Cherokee leapt forward like a cougar jumping off a rock. The helicopter nosed downward as it raced like a NASCAR maniac.
“The pilot’s crazy!” Romo shouted.
The damp Oklahoma ground with its gopher holes and yellow prairie flowers flashed past them outside. The surface was fifty feet away. That was bad enough. The pilot lurched left, went hard right and the tri-jets screamed with noise. The Cherokee hauled butt over enemy territory. They still had twenty, maybe twenty-five miles to go.
For a second, Paul witnessed the muzzle flashes of surprised Chinese soldiers firing up out of their trenches. A different man tucked his shlong away, zipped up his pants and dove for his rifle. To the left, another missile lofted after them.
Would the missile chase the Cherokees? Maybe. He knew their pilot or one of the others deployed chaff. Computers certainly tracked the missile with radar, using fifty-calibers or beehive flechettes to try to knock it down.
With these sorts of things—the mission—the wait to get into action drove a man crazy with anxiety.
Kavanagh knew the Chinese 34th Mechanized Division belonged to the enemy’s final reserve. According to the briefing officer twenty minutes ago, the 34th had received orders to counterattack the leading American formations.
“Ten minutes to drop,” the colonel said over the battle-net.
“Roger,” Paul vocalized into his throat microphone. His stomach did a flip. It would squeeze now until he jumped. No matter how many times he fought, he had to go through the ritual of fear. What? Did he want to live forever?
Yeah I do. Forever and ever and ever. I’m going to kiss you again, baby.
He grinned, and several commandos glancing his way, tough hombres each one, paled and looked elsewhere.
Paul released the bottom of his seat and picked up his headgear. It was heavy and bulky, just like a knight’s pot helm back in the Middle Ages. He fit the helmet over his head and locked it onto the battlesuit. Chinning a lever, he opened the visor, listening to tiny gears whine.
“ETA, five minutes,” the colonel said.
The landscape looked the same: flat with flowers. Paul licked his lips and closed the visor. Immediately, he could hear himself breathe.
He closed his eyes tight and opened them wide.
Flat with flowers, and filled with death. Oklahoma had it all: rifles, grenades, flamethrowers, mortars, artillery, infantry fighting vehicles, tanks, laser-cannons, drones, UAVs, fighters, bombers and EMP missiles. The only thing missing were nuclear warheads, and who knew? Maybe they would rain down, too.
“ETA, one minute,” the colonel radioed.
With a gloved hand, Paul unhooked his buckles and forced himself to stand. His gut shriveled and he blinked several times. This was the first battle where he wore a jetpack into the fight.
With a sigh, Paul flipped on the Chinese generator and listened to it purr. The thing vibrated against his back. Using his throttle hand, he revved the engine.
With a lurching step, Paul brought himself to the open bay door. Using his free hand, he grabbed a handhold and leaned out, feeling the wind push his body. He looked ahead and saw Chinese vehicles in the prairie. They’d circled like old-time pioneers used to against Comanche raiders. That must be the divisional HQ, a mobile group and their chosen target. In the distance, a dust cloud billowed. Those would be tri-turreted tanks, maybe several dozen of them churning up dirt.
“Enemy rockets coming!” the colonel shouted into Paul’s ear. “Start your drops.”
Paul almost vocalized his objections. The pilot was supposed to take them up first, give them some maneuvering, some flying room. There were too many enemy vehicles nearby, and he saw Chinese soldiers running to a firing line. Most of them held weapons.
He saw rockets and missiles zooming in the air for them, a deadly flock launched from mobile platforms: trucks and jeeps mostly. Counter-fire blazed as Cherokee chainguns and beehive flechettes filled the air with metal.
“Today I take scalps,” Romo said.
It was hard to force his fingers loose of the handhold. Paul did it anyway as he leaned out of the bay door. He’d already folded open the jetpack’s flying arm. He rested his right elbow on it and grasped the maneuverable joystick throttle. The thing was tricky to work right. Then Paul found himself falling, with the ground rushing up to greet him.
He revved the engine to get it ready. At the same time, he violently kicked his legs to the right. Jetpack flying took strong abs to do correctly. He aligned the nozzles just so and opened the throttle wide. If the engine didn’t kick in precisely now— It did, and it hurled him forward so he rushed over the nearing ground. He had seconds to gain vertical lift. He should be out of range of the Cherokee’s spinning blades by now. Violently, he swung his legs again. G forces slammed against him and forced his head low. He lifted, though. He went up and up, and he saved his life by doing it then.
Other commandos lacked his gifts. A black-clad trooper plowed against prairie dirt, throwing up flowers and grass divots. The soldier tumbled and his arms and legs flopped wildly. The impact must have snapped the man’s spine. He became a broken doll, another mindless statistic in a savage war for global supremacy.
The knot in Paul’s gut loosed at that precise instant. The fear vanished and anger pulled his lips back. Paul’s college teammates of many years ago would have recognized the look as he sprinted to tackle a running back.
The colonel barked orders through their headphones. Then the talk didn’t matter anymore. Explosions and wild concussions made everything confusion. Chinese trunks flipped as Cherokee missiles slammed home. Impacted helicopters rained metal parts and dead men, and followed the junk to crash onto the prairie. There must have been enemy jets up there. Or maybe the Chinese HQ people had better antiair hardware than the SOCOM experts had realized.
It became a balls-up, maybe a complete disaster. Nothing went right.
Paul no longer cared or even consciously thought about much of anything. Cheri had seen the look before. Once, in their garage, she had put her hands to her mouth at the crazy number of wasps boiling around a monster nest. Paul had taken three quick steps and pressed his finger on a Raid nozzle, spraying until foam covered every inch of moving mass.
Same concept here, different wasps was all.
With his grenade launcher tucked against his side, Paul fired the shells in timed succession. He didn’t aim. Just pull the trigger, baby, while he flew the jetpack. That took all his concentration. That he could use his left trigger finger at all was amazing, what made him one among ten thousand.
He flew at the circled vehicles. The magnetically propelled grenades sailed in beautiful parabolic arcs. He let go of the launcher, letting it drop. When it hit the ground, the first egg-shaped explosive detonated, soon followed by the others.
A Chinese soldier lying on the firing line, getting a bead on Paul, screamed and rolled over. Most of his scalp disappeared as blood jetted. Paul hadn’t aimed a grenade at the man. He hadn’t even seen the enemy. It was just good luck, battle mojo of the best kind.
Throttling wide open, his jetpack whining like an out-of-control lawn mower, Paul zoomed toward the hard ground. It inched closer, closer to meet him.
“Son of a bitch!” he roared. Then Paul churned his legs as fast as he could go, running over the ground. He tripped, and might have plowed face-first into the sod, but he reflexively gave himself lift. His legs dangled for an instant and an enemy rocket-propelled grenade flew beneath him. It exploded fifty feet behind, a harmless expenditure of ordnance.
Paul tried it again, easing down. He ran faster than any hound, laughed crazily and quickly brought his speed to a manageable rate. This was the trickiest moment of all. He sprinted in his body armor as his arms roved about his body, fingers unbuckling clasps. He shed momentum fast, and then the jetpack fell away, striking the ground and raising dust behind him.
At that moment, enemy bullets scored. Their high-velocity impact killed much of his forward momentum, striking him hard against the chest. If he’d been standing still, the bullets would have knocked him down for sure. He lost his breath, and the impacts hurt, making him swear. When he’d played football, his opponents had quickly learned that giving pain to Paul Kavanagh gave him maddened strength. It was the same on the battlefield.
He didn’t know how it happened. Probably, the enemy soldier hidden in a fold of ground wasn’t sure either. Paul had his assault rifle in his hands. It was as if it just appeared. The rifle bucked each time he pulled the trigger. The Chinese major trying to line up another shot never got the chance for a repeat. A hole in his face ended the war for the major.
“They’re cutting us down!” the US commando colonel shouted over the link. “Go to ground. Go to ground.”
“We have to leave you, Colonel,” a Cherokee pilot said. “It’s too hot for us here, and the coordinator says bogies are on their way. We need air cover and we ain’t got any here.”
“Go!” the colonel shouted. “Save the helos.”
Paul heard the words. He didn’t check his HUD to watch the Cherokees book it out of there. He had backward-aiming cameras slaved to his computers. Every ounce of his concentration was focused on his task.
Even so, some part of his brain calculated. If the colonel told the men to go to ground, it meant the enemy had them under heavy fire. In a phrase, the Chinese had the commandos pinned, ducking for cover. All that the enemy needed to do then was wait for some air assets to eliminate the problem for them. That meant someone had to suppress the enemy fire so the boys could get moving again.
Paul’s HUD pinpointed the strongpoints: two IFVs poured 12.5mm machine gun fire and 30mm autocannons with fragmentation shells at the commandos. They would kill the team in short order.
The thoughts raced through Paul as he sprinted for a truck with a dead driver. A Chinese rifle lay just outside the door. Paul was far ahead of the pack. Speed happened to be his MO. Hit ’em fast and hit ’em hard.
Paul flipped his weapon’s selector switch to full auto. He jumped onto the running board, yanked open the door and crawled into the truck cabin. A back portal opened that led into the comm-vehicle’s interior. Paul’s burst caught the surprised Chinese soldier in the chest, hurling the skinny man backward. Paul followed, reaching the portal and looking in. Techs with headsets turned on their swivel chairs to stare at him, at the American. Several Chinese mouths dropped open. With quick bursts, Paul cut each of them down so they flopped and sprayed gore. Space was tight in here. It likely stank worse than an outhouse now. Good thing he wore his NBC helmet and integral mask.
Paul fixed a short bayonet on the end of his rifle and stabbed bodies. He didn’t want anyone jumping up and coming from behind once he passed the corpse.
For three seconds, he paused. He took deep breaths and held the last one. That helped cycle down his racing thoughts, allowing his tactical mind to take over.
“Give me a picture, sir,” he whispered over the battle-net.
“Where are you, Master Sergeant?” the colonel asked.
Paul gave him the position. With a split HUD, he spied the situation from the colonel’s vantage. Yeah, it was just as he thought. The enemy IFVs had the boys pinned out there on the prairie.
They needed a drone: a small, airmobile, robot warrior. Next time—if there ever was going to be a—
Paul shook his head. Forget distractions, just sweet concentration and action.
He kicked open the rear door. Three Chinese soldiers ran toward the truck. Paul didn’t have any time for niceties. Pulling the trigger, he hosed fire, cutting them down as if the enemy were part of the crew of a B-movie.
He found himself airborne—a leap—and then landed hard with a grunt, racing for the first IFV. The thing was a workhorse for the Chinese Army. It had a powerful rotary engine and carried space in its belly for six fully armed infantrymen. The IFV also boasted 73mm of ceramic and ultra-aluminum armor. The lightness of the armor shell together with the rotary gave the machine its speed.
Like good little boys that wanted to live forever, the crew inside were buttoned up tight. Every hatch must be sealed and locked. The autocannons and the machine guns belched and chattered at the commandos out there. One part of Paul’s brain doubted any of his buddies had survived: the impressive IFV firepower gave that feel. The cool part of Paul’s mind knew better. Bullets and shrapnel had to hit to wound or kill. Ground gave protection. That’s why infantrymen hugged it so enthusiastically.
Wish I still had my grenade launcher. Life was a bitch and combat made it worse. What were you going to do, huh?
Paul ran. Speed, baby, make it work for you. He emptied the assault rifle’s magazine and didn’t have time to put in another. He reached the IFV and slapped his satchel charge to its side. He was one of the few commandos to carry one. Normally, the team used them to breach bunkers, not vehicles.
He dropped to the dirt and crawled away. As he did, he switched magazines, leaving the empty one on the ground. A loud explosion made the IFV rock so its springs squealed, and black smoke drifted.
Paul stood, and exploding enemy bullets hitting his body armor made him stagger sideways. If they had been depleted uranium penetrators, he’d already be dead. A ricochet off his helmet made his ears ring. He didn’t have time to return fire.
Reaching the IFV breach, he tossed a fragmentation grenade inside and slammed his back against the vehicle’s armor. He heard a crump of sound from within. Men screamed. Paul came off the armor, poked his assault rifle through the beach and shot everyone inside the machine. He crawled through as more Chinese bullets whanged off IFV armor and struck his body armor with shrapnel.
Fierce elation filled him. A crazy laugh bubbled out of his throat. He shot the corpses and stabbed them. He was like a blood-maddened weasel killing chickens and couldn’t stop.
“Kavanagh!”
Paul snarled, twirling around, emptying another magazine in the close confines.
“Sergeant Kavanagh, are you in an IFV? Is it still operational?” the colonel asked through the battle-net.
That brought Paul back to sanity. Gore plugged the rifle’s orifice and Chinese blood dripped from the bayonet. He’d done this before, used enemy weaponry against them. Now he was going to do it again.
In seconds, he realigned the IFV’s heavy machine gun and the autocannons. He poured ordnance against Chinese targets, concentrating on vehicles.
“Use Kavanagh’s IFV as the rally point,” the colonel said over the radio. “Now move. This is our chance.”
The commandos out on the prairie did one of the hardest things in combat. They got up and moved under enemy fire. Because they were the best and knew the odds, they attacked.
The others were only a little less lethal than Kavanagh was, and the commandos used every advantage he gave them. Another ten minutes of combat ended the fight, with every Chinese soldier dead, dying or running away onto the prairie. At great cost to the SOCOM commando team, the enemy HQ had been neutralized and the rest of the Chinese 34th Mechanized Division thrown into confusion. There was no more brain to tell them what to do and when to do it.
It didn’t look as if the last Chinese reserves were going to hit the lead Americans with any kind of coordination.
 





 
-4—
The Event
 
BEIJING, CHINA
 
Shun Li watched on the wall as a giant-imaged Marshal Meng informed the Ruling Committee of the failure of Eighth Corps. Meng used to stare boldly at them as if to challenge the entire body. Now, as he reported, the marshal gazed down.
“Someone in my command must have betrayed their formation,” Meng said in a low voice, his lips barely moving. “Helicopter-borne commando teams and surprise missile assaults struck Eighth Corps’ various headquarter battalions. After their destruction, it became impossible to coordinate our assaults. Piecemeal, the formations…” Meng straightened his shoulders, and for a moment, his gaze darted upward, showing bloodshot eyes.
This is a defeated soldier, Shun Li realized.
Meng looked down again, and his voice continued to drone. “I feel I must inform you that the three divisions attacked valiantly, at times charging headlong against Behemoth regiments. It…” His voice cracked and he breathed deeply like a bull about to face the butcher. “The Americans have finally mastered the art of combined arms. It has long been one of our secret weapons—”
“Stick to the issue,” Chairman Hong snapped. The medium-sized man in the black suit no longer tapped his stomach with his thumbs. He sat up, acting the part of the Leader as he used to do.
As if slapped, Meng stopped speaking. Lines appeared in his forehead.
He wonders if he can be angry at the interruption. Shun Li realized. The Chairman would never have interjected like this even four days ago.
“None of the three divisions respond to my calls,” Meng whispered. “As a fighting formation, Eighth Corps is gone, although I would hasten to add that no doubt many of their soldiers remain.”
“Yet you have just told us that only coordinated formations count, and disorganized corps, divisions and brigades are useless,” Hong said.
Meng didn’t answer.
“Hmm…” Hong said. “Marshal Meng, you will await the Ruling Committee’s orders.”
Meng glanced at Marshal Chao Pin. The tall old man said nothing.
“Not for your benefit,” Hong said, “but for China’s brave soldiers, I will add that the battle is not yet over. It is, however, unfortunate that you have allowed the army entrusted to you to die so miserably.”
Meng looked on with astonishment. Shun Li could see now that he had golden flecks in his eyes. Clearly, Chinese marshals were no longer used to this sort of talk.
Marshal Chao Pin stirred and raised his white-haired head. “I must protest your last comment,” he said.
Hong ignored the old man as he stared at Meng’s image on the wall. “I will speak to you again soon. What I say then will give your shattered army renewed life.” The Chairman made a dismissive gesture.
The major in charge of communications hesitated. A second later, Meng’s image disappeared.
That’s interesting, Shun Li thought. The major didn’t even glance at Chao Pin for confirmation.
“What hope can you possibly give them?” Chao Pin asked.
As he stood, Chairman Hong ignored the Army Minister. Instead, he gazed as the other assembled members. There was something different in Hong’s eyes. They were dark indeed and glittered with authority.
“Police Minister,” Hong said.
Shun Li’s head snapped up. She couldn’t believe this was actually happening. Those murder squads…
“Yes, Chairman,” she answered.
“Come stand by me,” Hong ordered.
Shun Li slid back her chair, stood and stepped to him. She noted how the two military ministers eyed her. They were wary and— They’re afraid, she realized. They should be.
“Stand here,” Hong said, pointing at the floor beside him.
Shun Li obeyed, standing on the spot like a young police cadet at attention.
“Draw your sidearm,” the Chairman told her.
“This is unseemly conduct,” Chao Pin said. “Yet if you insist on a demonstration, I also have a gun.” The old man unlatched a holster flap at his side and drew a heavy revolver. With a clunk, he set it on the conference table.
Hong ignored Chao Pin as he stared at Shun Li. “I have given you an order,” he told her.
She had to decide now, this second, where her final loyalty lay. If she drew her pistol, she must act decisively and go all the way for the madman who had implicated her with treasonous conduct. Hong was cunning, and he could strike fast and ruthlessly. The others were overmatched.
Shun Li drew her nine millimeter pistol, letting her arm hang down so the weapon rested against her leg. She knew that if Chao Pin touched his revolver, she would empty her magazine into him. She’d have no other choice.
“Excellent,” Hong told her.
“We have important matters to discuss,” Chao Pin said in an angry voice. “The Americans—”
“Have smashed our armies in Oklahoma,” Hong said. “We have no one to blame for this but ourselves. We waited behind our defensive lines last year. The Germans fought savagely in the Great Lakes region. If we would have attacked then—”
Chao Pin snapped his fingers. “The Germans deserted us in our hour of need the year before that in 2039. We lost face then and lost the battle because of their treachery.”
“Perhaps you’re right,” Hong said. “But they certainly fought in 2040. If we would have taken advantage of that and attacked in coordination with them—”
“No,” Chao Pin said. “Last year we lacked supplies to make meaningful assaults. We also lacked tanks, hovercraft, MC ABMs: all devoured in your ill-considered offensives into Colorado and Nebraska.”
Hong’s lips stretched into a devious smile. “And by waiting, as you have done, we have enough today?” he asked.
Chao Pin bristled. “I am not a schoolboy. I am the leader of the Army. I took our military that you had squandered—”
“Shun Li!” Hong said.
She could feel everyone staring at her. Warm and cold sensations surged through her body.
“Shun Li,” Hong said, “you lack formal military training. Yet you are an excellent police leader. Tell me, in your opinion, in Oklahoma, can we turn defeat into victory?”
“I do not know how,” Shun Li said.
“Army Minister, how can we salvage this disaster?” Hong asked.
“We must retreat,” Chao Pin said. “We must trade space for time as we rush reinforcements from Mexico and Arizona. We can possibly stabilize the line in middle Texas.”
“You mean to run away with the Americans on our heels?” Hong asked. “Is that not inviting an even worse disaster, a total defeat everywhere?”
“This is a bitter day,” Chao Pin said, as his lips twisted with distaste.
“No,” Hong said. “This is the day we will smash the Americans and teach them a lesson they will never forget.”
Shun Li couldn’t help herself. She’d been listening to him but keeping her gaze focused ahead. Now she glanced at Hong. His dark eyes glowed with a strange power as evil stirred in him. He frightened her, and yet, she held the gun.
“I am forced to question your reading of the situation,” Chao Pin said.
“Can you solve our dilemma?” Hong asked the marshal.
“Sometimes, as painful as it is, the enemy outfights one,” Chao Pin said. “This has happened here. Now we must deal with it.”
“The answer is no, you cannot solve the dilemma,” Hong said. “But I can solve it.” The devious smile became sinister. “Tell me, Army Minister. What good are you if you can only grant us lost opportunities and defeats?”
“How can you possibly change what has happened in Oklahoma?” Chao Pin asked.
Hong turned his gaze onto the other Ruling Committee members. “Did you hear that? Chao Pin has finally broken down and asked the only one here with an answer to our problem. I find that illuminating. He claims to be a military expert, yet has nothing to offer us.”
“You spout rhetoric but fail to give us your vaunted solution,” Chao Pin said.
“Of course there is a solution. But I doubt anyone has the resolve to carry it out except for me.”
Chao Pin frowned, and understanding lit his eyes. “I hope you do not mean to say nuclear weapons.”
“Yes!” Hong said. “That is exactly what I mean.”
“The American ABM systems—”
“Bah!” Hong said. “Unless they can scramble hundreds of Reflex interceptors, the Americans cannot strike enough low-flying cruise missiles fired from northern Mexico.”
“There are no such cruise missiles in northern Mexico,” Chao Pin said, “certainly not in the abundance you’re implying.”
“But of course there are,” Hong said, “for I have foreseen the Army’s failure. Secretly, under East Lightning guidance, I have smuggled vast quantities of cruise missiles into North America.”
“You spout madness,” Chao Pin said. “Firstly, one or two warheads might get through the American antimissile screen. That wouldn’t be enough for your purposes.”
“You are wrong. Most would get through.”
“I must inform you that the Americans have mass produced tac-lasers and mobile particle beam platforms. Surely, you are aware that the new systems have driven our air force from the front lines. It is one of the reasons the enemy has made these breakthroughs and extended their penetration drives.”
“You surprise me, Marshal. Do you not know by now that I understand these things perfectly? You are, of course, quite correct. If we let the antimissile systems operate freely, they might destroy the majority of the cruise missiles. Those systems, however, will be too busy to focus on the nuclear attack.”
“Busy doing what?” Chao Pin asked.
“Why, destroying what remains of our air force as they make a close assault, letting nothing deter them. The Japanese had to train special units to make kamikaze attacks. Our pilots will sacrifice themselves simply because we order it.”
“This is madness,” Chao Pin said.
“You know it isn’t. Instead, why don’t you admit that you lack the resolve for the hard choices, Army Minister? What good is an air force if it cannot achieve air superiority? Why, nothing, of course—except as decoys. They will attack en masse, diving against the tac-lasers, the Patriot missile batteries and the particle beam platforms. The cruise missiles will follow from behind, detonating and destroying everything, including the American air units.”
Shun Li could hardly believe what she heard. From the shocked expressions around her, neither could the other ministers. Hong suggested vast butchery, and yet…as plans went, it sounded better than a horrible defeat.
Chao Pin shook his head. “What you’re suggesting would need large numbers of nuclear weapons. I wonder if you understand the magnitude of what you’re saying. To halt the onrushing American armor, you would condemn hundreds of thousands of Chinese soldiers to death. Perhaps as bad, the nuclear warheads would irradiate wide swaths of agricultural land. That would defeat the purpose of our invasion.”
“The enemy has already killed masses of Chinese soldiers,” Hong said. “The enemy has also used nuclear weapons on more than one occasion.”
“True,” Chao Pin said, “but the Americans have never used such weapons in abundance on land.”
“Santa Cruz wasn’t on land?” Hong asked.
“That was different,” Chao Pin said.
“You are wrong. Santa Cruz was just like Oklahoma. We face a disaster as they once did. They did not hesitate to solve the problem with nuclear missiles.”
“This is a matter of scale,” Chao Pin said. “The Americans used a single nuclear warhead, maybe two on Santa Cruz, wrecking the port facilities and our amphibious landers all bunched together there. You would have to use hundreds in Oklahoma against the dispersed enemy.”
“Scale, scale,” Hong scoffed. “It is a matter of usage. Today, I resolve to smash the Americans with atomic weapons in order to fix our problem as they once used a thermonuclear device against Chinese arms. Yet you are right in one regard. With this strike, I propose to kill a million enemy soldiers at a blow, maybe more.”
Silence reigned in the room. It was almost painful to Shun Li. The pistol threatened to slip out of her weakened grip. She had to make a conscious effort to tighten her hold.
Army Minister Chao Pin looked older, seeming to grope for words. “Why…for your outcome… We would need to saturate the battlefield with nuclear weapons. Doing so would murder millions of our soldiers and those of our SAF allies.”
“Why am I the only one able to see the logic of our situation?” Hong asked. “Perhaps I alone have the breadth of vision and the resolve to make the hard decisions. Can’t you understand that most of our soldiers are already enemy captives or will surrender in the next few days? In other words, they are already dead to our cause—they cannot die a second time to us. Therefore, we lose nothing by the nuclear weapons that we haven’t already lost. The choice is clear. Do we accept our present losses and run with our tails between our legs? Or do we expend our air force and use the cruise missiles and kill American armies? In fact, such a vicious strike might well end the war in stalemate in North America. That will give us time to deal with the Indians and Russians.”
Chao Pin sat in his chair blinking. Finally, he stirred, shaking his head. “I cannot agree with you. We have fought and lost in Oklahoma. Now it is time to retreat, save our armies and regroup for another battle. Unleashing these cruise missiles—in the mass you suggest—could well lead to a strategic nuclear exchange—and that would be the end of the world.”
“Your timidity startles me,” Hong said. “It shouldn’t, but it does. The Americans have shown the resolve needed for these decisions. Why, last year they destroyed the GD Atlantic fleet with nuclear weapons.”
“Yes,” Chao Pin said, “they used nuclear weapons in the ocean, leaving no holes in the water. We have done likewise with nuclear depth charges. What you’re suggesting…it will change the nature of the war. Tactical nuclear usage will quickly turn into strategic exchanges, which is mutual suicide. We must find a different solution or face possible human extinction.”
“What solution do you suggest?”
“I do not know yet,” Chao Pin admitted.
Chairman Hong faced the other ministers and his forehead gleamed. “We have come to a crossroads. We cannot follow Chao Pin in accepting this bitter defeat. I believe that will begin a chain reaction all along the line against us. The entire North American war effort might collapse in a mass rout. If that happens, the nine of us in this room will not survive in power. I guarantee you that. In fact, some in China might well put us before firing squads. I do not think we nine have a choice. We must see this through to the end even if that involves a nuclear war.
“Agricultural Minister,” Hong said. “You have heard rice rioters asking for your head on a pike. The clamor for that will broaden once word of this defeat grows. The people will realize that no more wheat or beef will arrive from Texas. Many more than before will go hungry in China.”
The Agricultural Minister rubbed his throat as if he could feel a rope tightening there. “Use the cruise missiles,” he said.
Hong nodded. “Yes. You understand. Now the rest of you must decide. Fail to act and die. It is your choice.”
“No, no,” Chao Pin said. “We have a moral obligation. We cannot just—”
Hong laughed scornfully. “Does that obligate our soldiers to die because of your shameful handling of them? I say no. I can save them, well, some of them. Fortunately, for China, I have foreseen this disaster. If you had listened to me last year, none of this would have happened. If you do not listen to me today…”
“Use the missiles,” the Manufacturing Minister said.
“Finance, Transport,” Hong said, “How do you advise?”
“Use the missiles,” the Finance Minister whispered.
“It is a hard choice,” the Transport Minister said, as sweat made her skin glisten.
“Do you wish to die horribly?” Hong asked her.
“No.”
“Then support me,” he said in what sounded like a reasonable tone.
The Transport Minister looked down at the table. A moment later, she nodded, although without looking up.
Hong’s eyes gleamed and he pointed at old Chao Pin. “The man is a traitor to China, in the pay of the CIA. Shun Li, shoot him.”
“You’re mad,” Chao Pin said, and he reached for his revolver.
In a daze, Shun Li raised her nine millimeter and pulled the trigger three times. The gun barked with awful sounds as she fired into his face. The old man blew backward as pieces of his skull rained against the wall. Blood smeared the Navy Minister’s shoulder and neck. He cringed away from Chao Pin beside him.
Shun Li stood frozen as smoke drifted from her barrel. “What about the Navy Minister?” she heard herself ask Hong.
The minister’s eyes widened with terror.
“How do you vote?” Hong asked the Navy Minister.
“F-Fire the cruise missiles,” the man stammered.
“Excellent,” Hong said. “I am going to need your aid for this. Many of the fighters and drones belong to the Navy. They will follow your direct orders. Will you help China in this grim hour?”
“Freely and gladly, Leader,” the Navy Minister said.
Leader? Shun Li thought. We are returning to the old ways. She holstered her pistol and headed for the door. It was time to unleash her own murder squads against former Chao Pin’s closest supporters in and around Beijing.
It was happening. They were doing it.
 
SIERRA MADRE ORIENTAL, MEXICO
 
First Rank Fu Tao of East Lightning was smoking a cigarette when the order to launch came through. He stood beside the Army major of the five missile platforms.
The Mexican mountains were cold, with snow on the ground. Stunted trees grew nearby, and an icy wind made Tao shiver. Far in the distance, he spied the ribbon of the Rio Grande River. Beyond was Texas, the newest province of Greater Mexico.
Tao was young, a mere twenty-three years old. He had a round face and a wisp of a black mustache. Small for his age—four foot eleven in English measurements—he smoked three packs of cigarettes a day. Despite his slight frame, he had lightning reflexes. More importantly, he killed without remorse.
Tao had gone hungry the first sixteen years of his life. He came from the border region near Tibet, growing up in various orphanages. The sexual abuse and beatings had scarred him physically, mentally and spiritually. He ate well these days, but preferred his smokes.
Killing in cold blood was easy for Tao. He simply imagined his target was one of several rapists he’d known. After joining the secret police, he’d had the privilege of returning to the border region. There, he hunted his old tormenters. The talks with the men had proven long, exhausting and strangely unfulfilling. Finally, he realized the problem. The pain of their shot-out kneecaps prevented them from savoring the terror of their deaths.
The last man, Mr. Yuen—
As the order to launch came through from the Ruling Committee in Beijing, First Rank Fu Tao grinned around the dangling cigarette between his lips. He remembered Mr. Yuen, the shivering, the pleading and finally the hopelessness in the man’s eyes. Yes. That session had been rewarding.
Afterward, Tao had used a knife, and the amount of blood in ancient Mr. Yuen amazed Tao. He would never have suspected the old rapist would have so much gore inside his sickly body.
The Army major, a man in his forties, blinked at the screen. “Is this accurate?” he asked the person in Beijing.
“Fire your missiles at the designated coordinates,” the woman in the screen said.
“Do you realize our missiles carry nuclear warheads?” the Army major asked.
“Is there an East Lightning operative nearby?” the woman asked in an exasperated tone. She had shortcut hair and dark eyes of a compelling nature.
Of course, Tao recognized her. He threw his cigarette into a snowy patch. The cigarette hissed, guttering out. “First Rank Tao speaking, Police Minister,” he said.
“Instruct the major that he must obey at once,” she said.
Tao hated looking up at anyone—the major was five nine. Still, orders were orders. Tao drew his gun, and he gave the major a flat-eyed stare. “You must obey.”
“I realize that,” the major said. “Yet I’m not sure—”
First Rank Tao had a callus on his trigger finger. It pressed against the metal, and he heard a click as he shot the man in the stomach. He delighted in the look of shock. Oh, this was good. The major might have fallen backward. Instead, he thudded onto his knees, and he cradled his stomach as blood began to drip between his fingers.
Now you’re shorter than me. Controlling his urge to laugh, Tao stepped up to the man. He shoved the barrel of his gun into the major’s mouth. Suck on that, you whore.
He pulled the trigger three times. The corpse toppled into the snow as it began to twist and jerk.
Every Army officer and specialist of the missile unit turned to stare. The rest of the East Lightning operatives drew their weapons, training them on the nearest individual.
“Was that truly necessary?”
Tao spun around in surprise. “Yes, Police Minister. He disobeyed your direct order. My instructions were clear. Kill without hesitation any who fail to obey.”
“I see,” she said. “How long will it be until you can find the new man in charge?”
“In less than three minutes.”
“See to it,” she said.
It took Tao less time than that. He crunched through the snow to the nearest Army man. “Where is the second in command?” he asked.
The man stammered; his eyes were still on his former commander.
Tao shot him, too. The next Army man pointed at a slack-faced captain. With a shout, Tao forced the man to sprint to him. The First Rank pointed at the screen, following as the man ran to it.
He arrived in time to hear the captain say, “Yes, Police Minister. At once, Police Minister. Yes, we have the coordinates.”
The only piece of self-awareness that Tao possessed was the realization that once he started killing, he found it difficult to stop. If it were up to him, he would shoot every Army soldier in the unit. He could not do that, however. Well, he could, but he wouldn’t continue in his East Lightning post then.
Therefore, he had to look down. If he saw their frightened faces, the urge to kill would overpower his resolve.
First Rank Tao understood that few people could kill in cold blood as quickly as he could. It’s why he’d become a First Rank—a sergeant in American terms—at twenty-three years of age. Sometimes, Tao wondered if the sexual abuse in his youth had aged him before his time.
Maybe, but he didn’t like to think about that. Instead, he shook another cigarette from his pack. He lit it and inhaled. The smoke felt good in his lungs.
At the Army captain’s orders, the missile personal ran to their platforms. They worked in haste, and most of them had stiff, unbelieving faces.
Five minutes later, they were ready to launch the missiles. Fu Tao knew that nuclear missiles made bigger bangs than other types. He didn’t care otherwise or really understand the significance of what he witnessed here today.
The Army captain shouted at him. That made Tao angry. With startling swiftness, he drew his gun and marched at the man. How dare the captain take that tone with him?
“You whore!” Tao yelled. “I will show—”
“No, no,” the captain pleaded, pressing the palms of his hands together in front of his chest. “You misunderstand me, sir.”
“I’m a First Rank, not an officer,” Tao said angrily.
“Of course, of course,” the captain said. “The missiles will launch in seconds.”
“They’re supposed to.”
“I shouted at you to move because the exhaust flames might harm you.”
Tao squinted at the Army captain. Finally, he motioned to the other East Lightning operatives. Then he followed the captain to a safer location.
Thirty seconds later, the missiles ignited. One after another, the rockets roared with power. Flames melted snow and created great billowing clouds of smoke.
Impressed and frightened, Tao watched them climb into the sky. The higher they flew, the faster they went. In seconds, each missile sped out of sight, heading for America.
“We did it,” the captain whispered. “We’ve launched nuclear warheads at the terrible Americans.”
Tao wondered why the man sweated as he did. Tao noticed the gun in his hand then. With a grin, he thought about putting the barrel against the man’s forehead and pulling the trigger. Sighing, Tao holstered the weapon. Not today. No, it was time to report to the Police Minister that the Army personnel had done exactly as instructed.
 
TEXAS
 
Turbofans roared as the Red Dragon cruise missiles reached maximum velocity at a little over eight hundred kilometers per hour. Each missile was seven meters long, weighing 1600 kilograms at liftoff and carrying a Z13 nuclear device.
Countless cruise missile brigades launched from the mountains of northern Mexico. At first, five, then ten, fifteen, twenty Red Dragons crossed the Rio Grande River, entering Texas airspace. More kept coming, masses like a bee swarm, flying low to the ground, at treetop level.
Their internal navigation systems unerringly sped them for Oklahoma, for their specific destinations. Within the span of fifteen minutes, nearly five hundred cruise missiles fanned out, carrying destiny in their nosecones.
 
FORWARD EDGE OF THE BATTLEFIELD, OKLAHOMA
 
Captain Penner of the Canadian Air Force was on loan to the Americans in the Southern Front. He’d survived the Germans last year in New York, and now faced the Chinese and their allies on the Great Plains.
Penner flew an F-35A2, with advanced air-to-air missiles attached. He and Lieutenant Aachen, his wingman, provided air cover for the exploitation tanks down below. Far to the rear flew American AWACS, giving them tactical instructions.
The captain looked down out of the cockpit and saw giant Behemoth tanks. They were dots on the landscape heading for Oklahoma City.
His radio crackled, and the air controller told him, “Twenty enemy fighters approaching, bearing one eight zero at three hundred knots, fifty-three miles out.” Then the air controller swore.
“What’s wrong?” Penner asked. There were several moments of static, as he strained to listen.
I don’t think the Chinese are jamming our communications. 
Then the air controller said, “Don’t know what this means, but it looks like the Chinese are throwing every air asset they have left against us. It’s a blizzard. Drones, fighters, bombers—maybe everything the Chinese have been saving—are coming out to play. This must be an all-out air offensive.” He swore again. “They’re attacking all down the line, everywhere. Okay, okay. We’re sending twelve, no, eight V-10s your way, Captain; not as many as first planned, but let’s hope it’s enough.”
“Roger that,” Penner said.
“You’re on your own for several minutes.”
“We can handle it.”
“Whatever else happens, Captain…”
“I know,” Penner said. “Don’t let them touch the Behemoths.” He knew the mantra. The super tanks were supposed to be the war-winning weapon. He received more data on the approaching enemy and began to arm his missiles.
This was going to get hairy real soon.
 
WASHINGTON, DC
 
Anna Chen watched the President as he fixated on the giant screen. It showed thousands of Chinese fighters and drones heading for the front lines.
They were in Underground Bunker #5, several hundred feet below and to the side of the White House. A huge circular conference table dominated the chamber, with two armed Marine guards standing at the only exit.
President Sims had aged this past year. He had thinning hair and sad eyes, and let his shoulders hunch far too much. He wasn’t eating or sleeping well these days. The toll of responsibility told on him physically. She’d thought defeating the German Dominion would have cheered him. Instead, the President fretted about the coming casualties of the summer battles in Texas and New Mexico. China, Brazil and their allies would wrestle with US and Canadian forces for control of southern America. So far, Operation Reclamation had succeeded far better than anyone could have foreseen. Even that hadn’t made David Sims smile. She knew he felt a disaster building.
Anna knew these things because she was the President’s lover, as well as one of his chief aides. In her mid-forties, Anna remained beautiful and sharp-eyed. She had a mixed heritage, half white and half Chinese in a country that loathed China.
Max Harold of Homeland Security stood as he watched the big screen. Harold was like an encyclopedia, able to spout facts at will. He displayed little emotion but ironclad logic. Physically unremarkable, Max was balding with liver spots on his head. He wore a rumpled suit and had a distracted air like a preoccupied professor.
In the past few years, Homeland Security’s director had amassed great power. His genius and ability to outwork any three people had been instrumental in creating the vast Militia organization. They had gone a long way toward ensuring that America had enough soldiers to fight the invaders.
“I’m not sure I understand this,” the President was saying. “We drove Chinese aircraft from the battlefield over a week ago. Why are they attempting an air offensive now?”
“Is that a precise statement, sir?” Harold asked. “We gained local air superiority over the breakthrough nodes. But if our drones attempted deep penetration raids, the Chinese always rose up to meet them. Their rarity over the front has been artificial, solely due to Chinese decisions.”
“I remember the initial battles,” the President said testily. “We drove them away.”
Anna remembered them too. American fighters and drones hadn’t proven extraordinarily deadly this time. New mobile particle beam platforms and other battlefield systems like tactical lasers had devastated Chinese air assets. Mainly, though, despite their paltry numbers, the new particle beams did most of the damage. There was a reason for that. Tac-lasers needed to be on target several seconds longer than the particle beams did to destroy an enemy vehicle.
“Why are the Chinese attacking like this now?” President Sims asked.
Harold crossed his arms, studying the big screen, pursing his lips thoughtfully.
“This looks like a wave assault,” Sims said.
“I imagine our Behemoths are the issue,” Harold said. “Marshal Meng must have decided to trade his air force for our super tanks, hoping to destroy as many of them as possible. We’ve been waiting for something like that. General McGraw told us two weeks ago his tankers have been preparing for mass missile or air assaults. He plans to turn such an attack into a trap. The rail guns make excellent antiair weapons.”
“Sir,” the communications captain said in a shaky voice. “I believe I should switch data. I think you’re going to want to see this.”
Without waiting for the President’s confirmation, the captain tapped her screen, changing the view. Now instead of just Oklahoma, the big screen showed northern Mexico, Texas and Oklahoma. The air symbols disappeared. In their place were bright red dots. They moved fast, fanning out across Texas, heading toward the Oklahoma Front.
“What are those supposed to be?” the President asked.
“Missiles,” the captain said.
“Blue Swan EMP missiles?” the President asked.
Director Harold shook his head. “That won’t help the Chinese this time. Ever since California, we’ve hardened most of our electronics against electromagnetic pulses.”
A portion of the red dots disappeared from the big screen.
“What just happened?” the President asked.
The communications captain checked her equipment, looking up several seconds later. “They knocked out one of our SR drones, sir, eliminated out one of our high-flying eyes.”
“What kind of missiles are those?” the President asked.
“What?” the captain asked, as if talking to herself. Stricken, she looked up. “Mr. President, I don’t think this can be right.”
“What is it?” Sims asked. “What’s wrong?”
“The missiles—cruise missiles—appear to be Red Dragons.”
“And?” the President asked. “What is that supposed to mean?”
Harold turned from the big screen. “Sir,” he said, with an edge to his voice. “Red Dragons are nuclear-tipped cruise missiles.”
“Are you sure?” Sims asked.
Anna was sure. Harold had a mind like an encyclopedia. He was seldom wrong when he rattled off facts.
“Where are the Red Dragons headed?” the President asked.
Harold pointed at the big screen. “It looks as if those cruise missiles are headed for the Oklahoma Front.”
“Nukes?” Sims asked. “That’s crazy. That’s…alert the defenses!” he shouted. “Scramble every Reflex interceptor we have.”
“Everyone is already on high alert, sir,” the captain said. “SAC just informed me they’re scrambling more interceptors now. Several are already on station.”
“Will the rest of them get into position in time?” Sims asked.
“A few will, sir,” the captain said.
Anna watched the President. He grew pale, and then short of breath. “What’s their plan?” he asked in a quiet voice. “Nuclear weapons in that number will kill tens of thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands of ground pounders.”
Maybe millions, Anna told herself. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing.
“Now we know why the Chinese planes are attacking,” Harold said. “They’re running interference for the cruise missiles.”
“But…” Sims said. “Won’t that mean the deaths of their pilots?”
“I don’t think the Chinese leadership cares about them at this point,” Harold said. “They mean to win here whatever way they can.”
“But…” the President said, seeming to grope for words.
Max Harold balled one of his hands into a fist and smacked his other palm.
The angry gesture surprised Anna. Normally, Harold kept himself under perfect control. She watched him, wondering if she was getting a glimpse into his soul.
Rage blazed in his eyes as the Director of Homeland Security grounded his teeth together. “They’re going to pay for this,” he said.
“Lord help us,” whispered Sims, slumping back in his chair. “It’s really happening. I can’t believe this is really happening.”
“Yes!” Harold shouted. “We must retaliate now.”
The President stared at him.
“I demand an immediate retaliation!” Harold said.
“No,” Sims said.
As many watched the big screen in horror, the leaders began to argue about how to save the situation.
 
FORWARD EDGE OF THE BATTLEFIELD, OKLAHOMA
 
Captain Penner banked sharply as his anti-G suit inflated, helping to keep the blood in his head so he wouldn’t black out. A Chinese antiair missile flashed past his F35A2. He concentrated as the edges of his vision began to go dark.
“Retreat,” the air controller officer told him. “You’re fighting too far forward.”
A fiery explosion a quarter mile away from the canopy showed him that Lieutenant Aachen had just bought it.
Chinese combat UAVs filled the sky, black forms like evil bats, with glowing “eyes” showing where the video cameras had been installed. They were fast and maneuverable suckers, with deadly missiles leaving rocket trails.
As his F35A2 completed the banking turn, straightening, Penner kicked in the afterburners. A roar of sound filled his ears and his fighter seemed to leap forward. G forces pressed him against his seat. Pushing the controls, he dove to build velocity. His destination was the particle beam platforms toiling to catch up to the forward Behemoths, hoping for their covering fire.
A growing noise in the cockpit told him the Chinese jammed hard.
“Captain,” the air controller said.
Penner didn’t like the tone of the man’s voice.
“I have bad news for you,” the controller said. “Cruise missiles are heading your way.”
“They’re not my worry,” Penner said.
“I’m afraid they are. They’re Red Dragon cruise missiles. They carry nuclear warheads.”
“What?” Penner asked, with a sinking feeling in his gut.
“You have to engage the UAVs now. Command doesn’t want those craft near the PBT-2 systems so they can have a clear field of fire against the Red Dragons.”
In that second, Penner realized he wasn’t going to survive the battle. This wasn’t like facing the GD naval air last year. The Chinese were going nuclear—the bastards. That meant— Forget what it means. Let’s just do this.
He’d joined the Canadian Air Force to stop foreign aggressors. He could do that just as well down here as up north. The world ganged up on Canada and America. Okay. It was his turn to pay the piper. He’d made it through the Germans. The Chinese played a different game, more rugged. No. That wasn’t right, more brutal.
With a knot in his gut, Penner cut speed and banked hard. His anti-G suit barely kept him from blacking out. The growling in his headphones was louder than ever.
He saw an enemy drone. He hated their very shape, looking like little flying saucers with weird alien wings. With a flick of his thumb, he activated his cannon. He kicked in the afterburners once more, roaring at the enemy, centering the drone on his targeting grid. He felt his fighter shake as several shells exited the cannon.
An explosion in the air made him snarl. “Got you, you little prick.”
More drones appeared. They just kept on coming. They were maneuverable little devils, able to turn tighter and faster because AI systems didn’t have to worry about blacking out. He retargeted, and the cannon spewed shells.
The growling quit for a moment, and he tracked on his radar. Something fast flew down low below him.
He cursed. It was a cruise missile, a Red Dragon. It was happening. He hoped a particle beam could nail it. Then he didn’t have any more time to worry about that. He was too busy fighting for his life, hoping some American V-10s would arrive and give him a hand.
 
TOPEKA, KANSAS
 
As the Chinese cruise missiles sped toward destiny, Captain Bo Green’s Reflex interceptor settled into attack position miles above the ground.
A couple of years ago, the North American Defense Net kept the interceptors in groups of three. Now the interceptors worked alone, since there was so much extra area to cover.
Thirty such craft remained up at all times around the continental US and here in the gut in the Midwest. Each interceptor loomed larger than a C-5 Galaxy cargo plane. Each carried an ultra-hardened mirror on the bottom of the aircraft, the reflex of the strategic battle system.
Giant antiballistic missile posts ringed the country and now dotted the center too. Their task was to stab the heavens with powerful lasers and burn down incoming warheads. The stations made an ICBM exchange between the North American Alliance and China nearly impossible.
In 2038, President Sims had used the strategic ABMs to destroy every enemy satellite the lasers could reach. No one was going to monitor the US or use space mirrors to fire enemy lasers down into America if he could help it.
Instead of ICBMs, the danger these days came from cruise missiles and low-level stealth bombers. The strategic ABMs could not hit those unless the enemies were in direct line of sight to the particular station. The Reflex interceptor changed the equation, as the ABM station could bounce the laser off the plane’s mirror and hit a low-flying target. The trick was making precise calculations and getting the Reflex high enough and in exactly the right position.
“We have target acquisition,” Captain Green said.
“You are weapons free, I say again, weapons free,” a NORAD major ordered.
The strategic ABM station in Topeka aimed its giant laser at Green’s belly mirror and fired its pulse. The powerful beam flashed upward. Like a banking billiard ball, the ray struck the airborne mirror and sped toward Oklahoma. The first pulse stabbed the lead Red Dragon cruise missile, destroying it with intense heat.
“Good work, Captain,” the NORAD major said. “Reposition now.”
Thirty seconds later, another pulse-beam from the Topeka station struck his reflex mirror. The ray bounced and traveled at the speed of light, missing the next Chinese cruise missile.
Before NORAD could comment, a warning light flashed on his control panel. Green studied the readings. The mirror had taken damage, too much according to instrument. With each extra pulse-strike, the odds would increase of a burn-through against the plane.
“My mirror had degraded seven percent beyond the safety limit,” Green said.
“There’s no one else to take your place, Captain,” the NORAD major said. “I don’t have to remind you that this is a nuclear attack.”
Green nodded. He used to wonder if this day would ever come. Now the wondering was over. “Moving into position,” he said. After a full minute had passed, he said, “Ready.”
For a third time, the Topeka ABM station fired at the Reflex mirror on the belly of the interceptor. The instrumentation proved faulty, or maybe Captain Green’s odds were just bad today. The ABM laser struck the belly mirror and reached out, destroying another Red Dragon. Then the laser burned through the degraded mirror and stabbed into the guts of the interceptor.
Alarms rang in the cockpit. In Topeka, they shut down the laser, but it was too late. The giant interceptor split in half, sliced apart by the giant beam. Captain Green didn’t have the opportunity to eject, as the laser burned his body, killing him with intense heat.
His sacrifice helped take down an extra nuclear-tipped missile, but the remaining Red Dragons continued their attack.
 
FORWARD EDGE OF THE BATTLEFIELD, OKLAHOMA
 
Captain Penner glanced at a gauge. He was running low on cannon shells.
The rest of his teammates were gone, dead or drifting to the Earth as they dangled from their parachutes. The American V-10s were almost here, but that wasn’t going to matter to him.
Even as Penner lined up another Chinese UAV, the rest raced for the Behemoths and particle beam platforms.
An annoying beep told him the enemy had guidance radar lock-on. A Chinese antiair missile zoomed at his plane.
Penner turned on afterburners, expelled chaff and tried to break the radar lock. None of it helped. He watched his HUD. The damn missile barreled for him. Nothing should fly so fast. Why couldn’t it all be cannons and gunnery like the aces of WWI? That would have been a war. The Canadians had been on the winning side that time.
Will we win this one? Not if the other side is nuking us.
Barely before the antiair missile stuck, Penner reached down and grasped the twin ejection handles, pulling hard. The canopy blew away so wind howled around his helmet, and his seat violently ejected from the aircraft. It felt as if a giant shoved him down into his chair. As he lofted, he witnessed the strike. The enemy missile took out the rear of his fighter as it exploded. Shrapnel billowed in a deadly cloud. Any of those pieces could kill him. He watched, watched— This time his anti-G suit couldn’t keep him from blacking out. He came to…maybe seconds later, drifting down on his seat, with a gigantic parachute overhead. For him, the battle was over.
Guess none of the shrapnel got me. That’s something, at least. I’m still alive and kicking.
He began watching the ground. It was still far away. He hoped he could make a soft landing.
 
PARTICLE BEAM BATTERY I-35, OKLAHOMA
 
Far below the air battle of Captain Penner and many miles south, a PBT-2 battery on I-35 targeted the lead Red Dragon cruise missile.
Data from a SR drone fed its Waylander tracking system. The Waylander AI reviewed the speed, altitude and behavior of the target.
In seconds, in the Engagement Control Station, the TCO analyzed the speed, altitude and trajectory of the track. He authorized engagement and told his TCA to go from “standby” to “operate” mode.
At that point, automated systems took over. The computer determined which battery’s beam cannon had the highest kill probability. Generators roared, pumping power to the plant.
The nearest Red Dragon’s internal systems realized the enemy had radar lock-on. Its AI could learn, and it had from the Reflex lasers, radioing the data between missiles. The other Red Dragons deployed chaff and began to jink.
The Waylander system quit relying on the SR pickup as the cruise missile flew into its line of sight. The radar gave ratios to the various imagines, highlighting the highest probabilities. Alarms sounded in the PBT-2 command center. A second and third Red Dragon now appeared.
“Are they’re saturating us?” the TCO asked.
As the latest cruise missile headed for Sixth Behemoth Regiment, a PBT-2 system accelerated particles. Then it fired a burst, which raced at nearly the speed of light. The particles struck, and then heated the targeted Red Dragon to an intolerable degree. The cruise missile exploded.
At the same time, the second battery fired at the second cruise missile, taking it down.
The third battery malfunctioned, whining out of control as it accelerated particles, unable to fire them.
The first battery targeted the next Red Dragon. The second PBT-2 cannon took that moment to destroy another missile.
“We’re doing it,” the TCO said.
More cruise missiles kept coming. The initial Chinese targeting chief must have realized the Americans would go to extraordinary lengths to guard their prized Behemoth regiments. It seemed the Chinese used blizzard tactics.
Now, however, the Behemoth tanks got into the action. Their fire control systems were just as good as the particle beam platforms, and could hit at longer ranges.
“The Chinese don’t know who they’re messing with,” the TCO said.
Maybe he was right.
 
BEMEHOTH TANK, OKLAHOMA
 
It was hot inside the green glowing insides of the tank. With the outer hatch shut and the heaters pouring, there was no cold air at all.
Jake Higgins unbuttoned the top of his shirt. He sat in the commander’s chair, his underarms slick with sweat. He knew the odds. They all did. The colonel had just radioed them with the information. The Chinese sent nuclear cruise missiles, and they were almost here.
The super tanks no longer traveled for Oklahoma City. HQ had radioed for them to circle into a defensive laager, with their rail guns elevated skyward. The colonel had other ideas.
“I don’t care what nuclear defensive strategy says. We split apart to present fewer targets.”
The Behemoths did exactly that, radiating outward, traveling away from the central particle beam platforms. Each tank was still plugged in the PBT-2 net, their radar systems providing linked coverage.
“The farther apart we are, the wider our radar net,” the colonel said.
Jake didn’t know if that was right or not. Maybe it was just good BS for doing what they already did.
The Red Dragons roared at them from treetop level. Chinese UAVs barreled down out of the sky. Some US V-10s tried to engage them. The Chinese drones weren’t playing along. Obviously, their objective was the particle beam platforms. The drones also added to the number of enemy targets. Only one set counted now—the cruise missiles.
Jake swayed in his seat as he watched his crew going about their tasks. With his regular intensity, Chet tracked. Grant kept up a constant chatter with the PBT-2 net and Simons drove fast, with a white-knuckled grip on the controls. Jake kept debating whether he should tell Simons to take it easy. Despite the advanced hydraulics, at this speed, the rail gun would lack precise stability.
There were no two ways about this. Nukes frightened Jake. Sitting here, waiting—If I’d let the Detention Center goons take me away, I wouldn’t be in this mess.
 “Corporal,” Chet said.
“I see it,” Jake said. “Simons, slow it down.”
The driver ignored or didn’t hear him.
“Simons!” Jake said.
“What?” the driver said.
“Slow it down, I said.”
The long-faced Simons cast Jake an angry look, but he slowed the tank.
Jake shook his head. The nukes were wrong, maybe even evil. They’d beaten the Chinese fairly. This tank could take anything the enemy could throw at them…conventionally speaking, of course.
Is this what it had felt like for Comanche warriors back in the day? The Comanches had been the best light cavalry in the world. No one could compare to their horsemanship and daring. Imagine thundering at US soldiers the first time. A brave would have yelled at the top of his voice, shaking his lance with battle joy. Then US soldiers would have stood up, raised their Winchesters and shot down the brave with advanced technology.
I guess nukes trump Behemoth tanks. Actually, I’m surprised the toe to toe fighting lasted this long. Jake scowled. He should have talked to his mom more often, phoned or written a letter at least. No one wrote letters these days, just sent texts or emails. He hadn’t even done that much with her.
Jake couldn’t believe this was the end of his life. How in the world were they going to stop every cruise missile? Ha! They wouldn’t stop anything if he played Hamlet in his commander’s chair.
“Let’s do this,” Jake said. “Simons, stop the tank. It’s time to shoot.”
“Are you crazy?” Simon shouted. “We’ve got to get out of here.”
Jake stood, moved to Simons and grabbed the back of the man’s jacket. “Stop now, damnit. I’m giving you an order.”
Simons scowled at him.
Jake shifted his stance, ready to cock a fist and smash Simons in the face. I need to buy some heavy metal rings, leave an impression in the man’s face. When he gave an order, he meant it.
“You’re crazy,” Simons muttered. But he slowed the tank. “We’re supposed to have a lieutenant or at least a sergeant in charge. Whoever heard of a corporal running a tank?
“Yeah, that’s the breaks,” Jake said.
Soon, the monster tank squealed to a halt. Chet raised the cannon. Jake listened as Grant talked to the battle-net operator. Thirty seconds later, it was their turn. They were a mile and a half from the PBT-2. In rail gun range, that made no difference.
On his screen, Jake watched the targeted cruise missile flash toward the center of the formation. Man, the thing moved fast.
“Fire!” he shouted.
Chet pulled the trigger, although he didn’t actually fire. With the way it was set up, the trigger-pull gave the internal AI tracking system the green light to do its thing.
Five seconds later, the engine revved with power. A red firing light blinked on Jake’s screen. “Here it goes,” he said.
A surge went through the super tank, making the entire three hundred tons shake. The rail gun sent a penetrator screaming through the cannon.
They weren’t the only ones relying on computer AI technology, though. A Chinese UAV dropped at precisely the wrong moment. The saucer-shaped craft with its alien wings took the penetrator meant for the Red Dragon.
“Son of a bitch!” Jake shouted.
“Corporal Higgins,” the PBT-2 captain said over the data-net.
“I can’t believe it either,” Jake said. “We’re getting ready to fire again.”
“Negative,” the captain said. “I have it.”
He was wrong. The selected particle beam weapon system took that moment to overheat. Automatic safety programs began a shutdown procedure.
Jake watched his screen. Others watched on theirs. Chinese UAVs dove at them, jamming and expelling chaff.
A Red Dragon cruise missile sped low over the Earth. Its internal systems categorized the giant tanks for what they were. Did it recognize the increased distance between machines? Whatever the case, the cruise missile headed up for the maximum blast value.
Corporal Jake Higgins leaned forward in his commander’s chair. Sweat pooled on his face, with his eyes glued to the screen. His mouth turned dry. “Take it down, Chet.”
Chet pulled the trigger. As the AI made its calculations, Simons shouted in terror. The engine revved, building power for a launch. He engaged the gears. With a lurch, the mighty machine shot forward.
It caught Jake by surprise. He hadn’t buckled in. As he yelled, he launched headfirst at the screen, smacking his forehead against it.
A penetrator roared out of the cannon, but it lacked accuracy.
“Simons!” Jake shouted.
Onscreen, another enemy UAV disintegrated. They were thick around this Red Dragon.
Blood dripped across Jake’s face. At the same time, the Chinese Z13 thermonuclear warhead detonated with 300 kilotons of power. It was located at the forward edge of the spread-out Behemoths, making ground zero over two miles away.
The blast, heat and radiation struck the nearest tanks. Incredibly, a Behemoth flipped. As if a giant smashed its fist, dents and then torn rents appeared on the hardened armor of others. Farther away, the PBT-2 platforms disappeared in a flash of heat.
Simons wept bitterly as he put the pedal to the metal. Their tank squealed and swayed as it fled the mushroom cloud billowing into existence.
“Are we buttoned up?” Jake shouted. They couldn’t survive from this close. That was common sense. Yet the desire to live was too powerful for mere logic. “Button up!” Jake roared. He lurched to a panel and began flipping buttons. Locks snapped shut on the hatches. They were going NBC, seeing if they truly could survive a nuclear strike.
Then gale force winds shrieked over the tank. Jake froze. Once, he’d had to box a sick cat to take to the vet. It had howled like a demon inside the enclosed box. The radioactive wind outside the Behemoth sounded worse, a thousand demons demanding entrance.
Tears streamed down Simons’ face, but he kept driving the tank.
The three hundred ton Behemoth rose like a speeding car lifting as it hit a large bump in the road. Jake couldn’t believe this. They were father away from the blast than that, right? No. The machine rose, and heat washed over them. The conditioners began to hum.
From his gunner’s location, Chet stared at Jake.
“We’ve got two hundred and sixty centimeters of armor!” Jake shouted. “It will stop some of the radiation. Maybe that will give us time to get out of here.”
Outside, over two miles away, the mushroom cloud grew as Oklahoman grass, flowers and dirt blew over the fleeing Behemoth.
The winds lessened, and the tank sank onto its hydraulics, making them rock. The giant treads kept ripping up soil, propelling them away from ground zero.
Jake laughed. It appeared they had survived the initial blast and now the heat. If this had been a different tank…
Are we taking a killing dose of radiation?
Jake swallowed in a parched throat. This was insane. The Chinese were lighting off nuclear warheads, and he had survived one because this was the heaviest armored vehicle in the world.
Maybe they were going to stay alive after all.
 
FORWARD EDGE OF THE BATTLEFIELD, OKLAHOMA
 
Captain Penner’s parachute had almost reached the ground when he spied the mushroom cloud. Terror coursed through him.
I can’t believe it. This is happening.
His helmet’s visor saved his eyesight from the flash. As his pilot’s seat struck the ground, the blast reached him. It hurled his chair like a toy and vaporized the parachute like onion paper in a roaring furnace. His seat slammed against the Earth so he tumbled end over end. During the second roll, Penner’s neck snapped, killing him, making the Canadian Air Force captain simply another casualty of the war.
 
STILLWATER, OKLAHOMA
 
Although Kavanagh’s Cherokee was still three miles out of Stillwater, it began descending fast. The helos had picked up the survivors after the mission’s success. Paul, Romo and others returned to base after the raid against the 34th Mechanized Headquarters Battalion.
The Master Sergeant sat slumped in his seat. Like a Viking berserker of old, Paul felt drained after combat. His mind drifted now as he stared off into space.
“How many more of those do we fight before the war is over?” Romo shouted.
Paul stirred, and he noticed the city in the distance. They had survived yet another battle against the Chinese. Given enough of these, none of them would live to see the end of the war. There had to be a better way to do this.
“I’m surprised we survived this one,” Romo said. “Actually, I’m more surprised you live. You’re too aggressive, my friend.”
Paul wasn’t sure that was true. The aggressive person didn’t hang back. He gave it one hundred percent. Paul grinned to himself. He’d never liked it when someone said he gave it one hundred and ten percent. That was impossible. A person could only give one hundred percent. If you were going to go over that, why stop at one hundred and ten? Why not say, “One hundred and twelve, or one hundred and fifty-six?” Heck. Why not say, “I’m going to give it three thousand percent.”
His headphones crackled. Although his eyes remained vacant, he listened.
“You’d better hang on,” the pilot told them. “We’re landing now and we’re going to do it hard.”
Something about that—Paul sat up, glancing at Romo. “Did the kid sound shaky to you?”
Romo raised his eyebrows. “Now that you mention it, yes, he did.”
“What’s the problem?” Paul radioed. “Are enemy aircraft heading for us?”
“Look outside to the south,” the pilot radioed. “But be sure you have your visors down first or you risk blinding yourself.”
Chinning a helmet lever, Paul caused his visor to close with a whirr of noise. Then he peered south.
“What am I supposed to see?” Romo asked over the link.
Paul saw it then. He couldn’t miss it. He doubted anyone could. As he watched, his gut curdled. A distant mushroom cloud billowed into existence, climbing higher and higher. Intense orange light bloomed everywhere under the cloud.
Romo swore in Spanish, while other men began to shout.
“Nuclear war,” Paul whispered.
“Hang on,” the pilot shouted over the link. “I want to get down before the atmospheric shockwave reaches us.”
Paul hung on as tightly as he could. So did the other commandos. He kept watching the horizon, and he saw another mushroom cloud climb into existence…maybe twenty miles to the east of the first one. How many had the Chinese launched?
Before anyone could answer, he saw a third mushroom cloud. He knew nothing would be the same after this. Was there even another “after” for him?
Have I just broken my promise to Cheri? Should I have gone AWOL?
The ground rushed up. The Cherokee struck the earth, bounced up, hit again, skidded and lofted a few feet. The third bounce threw Paul against the restraints. He heard metallic groaning and hard thuds.
Then men shouted around him. Mechanically, Paul unbuckled, jumped out of the Cherokee and hit the dirt. His knees gave out and he fell down face first. Paul crawled. Romo crawled beside him. One man ran.
Wind struck then, a gale force. It knocked down the running man.
“Button up,” Paul radioed. “Go NBC with your suits. We can survive this.”
Most of the commandos listened to him. The wind began to shriek as dust whipped up. It howled over them. Paul hugged the ground and closed his eyes.
Don’t let me die. I have a promise to my wife. I’m supposed to get home.
An eternity later, the wind’s howl died down. Paul waited. Beside him, a man pushed up to his hands and knees.
The radio crackled, but nothing made sense.
Time passed. Finally, Paul rose to his hands and knees. The helo lay on its side. Some men in uniforms stood up nearby. They looked dazed.
He went near Romo and tried the radio. There was nothing but static. He was afraid that Romo might risk opening his visor to talk. That would ruin the reason for using the NBC filters.
Paul raised his right hand. Romo nodded. Then Paul clunked his helmet against Romo’s and kept it there. “Can you hear me?” he shouted.
“Yes,” a small voice said through the helmets.
“We’re going to walk back to Stillwater,” Paul said. “Start telling the others.”
Romo nodded and clumped to the nearest commando.
Paul turned north. How many nukes had the Chinese lit? A grim feeling worked its way through him. Yeah. This was going to change everything.
 
WASHINGTON, DC
 
Anna Chen sat beside the President and gripped his right arm. He sat stricken, staring at the big screen. SR drones recorded the growing number of Chinese nuclear strikes. The number kept climbing, having reached three hundred and twelve so far.
“We must launch a massive retaliatory strike,” Harold said softly.
Anna focused on the Director of Homeland Security. He faced the President, his features tight and controlled. Harold spoke in a soft, even voice, but there was fury there, and his eyes were wet with rage.
“The bastards are murdering us,” Harold said. “We must pay them back, Mr. President. We must give them compound interest to what they’ve done today.”
The President seemed incapable of speech. He kept staring at the big screen.
Then Anna felt his biceps quiver, and heat radiated from his arm.
“It’s over three hundred and fifty strikes now,” Harold said. “They’re poisoning our land. This is madness.”
The President opened his mouth, perhaps trying to speak. He kept staring at the big screen, and his shaking grew worse.
“The strikes have hurt their own people,” Chairman Alan of the Joint Chiefs said. “It’s possibly destroyed their air force—”
“They’re not holding back,” Harold said. “So we can no longer afford to hold back—unless we want to wage a gun battle with a knife.”
“What are you suggesting?” Anna asked. “That we saturate our country with yet more nuclear weapons?”
“Not our land,” Harold said. “This is the sacred country, and these demons have spoiled it. No,” he said quietly. “It’s time to strike the Chinese homeland and teach them a lesson they won’t forget for a thousand years.”
“If we launch our ICBMs, they’ll launch theirs at us,” Anna said. “How does that help us?”
Harold focused on her. “In case you haven’t noticed, Ms. Chen, they’ve already struck with nuclear weapons.”
“They can still strike us again, with heavier nuclear weapons,” she said.
They locked stares, and it must have been clear to both of them that they each thought differently from the other.
“Mr. President,” Harold said, “what do you suggest we do? Should we wait for their ICBMs to launch?”
David Sims continued to stare at the big screen. A small line of saliva trickled down his open mouth. Anna was the first to notice. As she did, the first heart attack struck the President of the United States, and his torso collapsed onto the table.
For a few minutes at least, no one could order a nuclear retaliation. Meanwhile, the number of Chinese thermonuclear explosions grew to three hundred and sixty-three.
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The Aftermath
STILLWATER, OKLAHOMA
 
Jake proved to be one of the lucky ones, although very sick. He was alive, and he lay on a cot under a warm quilt. There were hundreds upon hundreds of beds pushed side by side in long rows. Giant heaters roared at either end of the circus-sized tent.
Nurses pushed carts and doctors checked victims. The endless gaging and moaning sounds didn’t induce sleep or a feeling of well-being. Someone always seemed to be vomiting, and many of the acute victims wept quietly. Maybe the worst part was the smell. Behind the strong odor of ammonia lingered worse stenches.
Jake clenched his teeth, trying to suppress any noise. He’d vomited so much in the past few days that he was seriously losing weight. There wasn’t anything left in his stomach to hurl.
More radiation had hit the crew then Jake had realized at the time. Patches of hair kept falling out and his eyesight had become blurry.
Chet, Simon and Grant had similar symptoms. Like Jake, each of them had received blood transfusions. Unfortunately, the Army had already run out of antibiotics in the state, although more were on the way. The doctor also told him the Militia had started a nationwide blood drive. There was more blood coming, too.
Jake hoped so. Otherwise, he doubted he or the others would make it. The Chinese had gone crazy, changing the nature of the war. Why did they have to use nuclear weapons?
“Hey,” a man whispered with a raspy voice.
Jake turned his head to see Simon staring at him. The man had horribly red eyes and blotches on his skin. As the driver, Simon seemed to have gotten the worst of it. Jake wasn’t sure how or why that happened. Maybe Simon had just been in the wrong place in the tank.
“I’m sorry, Corporal,” Simon whispered. “I’m so sorry. I-I panicked.”
“It’s oaky,” Jake said. “It happens.”
“I’m really sorry,” Simon whispered, as tears began to leak from his eyes, leaving wet trails on his cheeks. “I screwed us bad, huh Jake?”
“Forget it,” Jake said. “We wouldn’t have shot down the missile anyway. We have a fighting chance at living now because you took us out of there so fast.”
The tears flowed more freely.
Jake wished he could believe what he said. In his heart, he did blame Simon, but he couldn’t tell the man that, not now. Simon apologized about once an hour. Either the driver didn’t remember he’d already apologized or the guilt of their predicament tore at him too much.
“It was just our turn to be screwed,” Jake said.
Simon nodded.
Closing his eyes, Jake tried to get some sleep. He felt achy and cold. He wished they would crank up the heat in here.
He must have fallen asleep, because he opened his eyes as a nurse rolled back a sleeve.
“What’s wrong?” he asked groggily.
She smiled down at him. She was so beautiful, with a heart-shaped face. If he felt better— “We just received a mass transshipment of blood,” she said. “That’s good, too. You boys need another transfusion.”
Jake watched her swab his arm. As she did, an orderly rolled a bag of blood near. The plastic-encased blood was life. Even though his hair was falling out, he wasn’t as bad off as many others. He— “What are you doing to him?” a hard-voiced man asked.
The nurse looked up, and she frowned.
Jake didn’t like that. He concentrated, craning his head to look up where she did. He spied three Militia MPs at the end of his bed. One of them looked familiar. He was a flat-faced man.
“We’re moving him,” the MP said.
“It’s time for his next blood transfusion,” the nurse said.
“No, not just yet,” the MP said.
The nurse turned around to face the man.
“Don’t worry about it, sister,” the MP said. He took out his wallet and showed her a badge. “We’re under Presidential orders.”
“Oh,” she said. Then her eyes lit up as she glanced down the row. “Doctor,” she called out, “these men are trying to take one of our patients. Couldn’t we give him a blood transfusion first?”
Jake watched the doctor walk up to them. The bald man’s hangdog look didn’t give him any confidence. “It won’t matter,” the doctor told the nurse.
“Shut your mouth,” the MP told him.
The nurse’s eyes widened with surprised. Then she stared at Jake. “What did he do?”
“He’s a traitor,” the MP said. “He shouldn’t get good American blood before these others.”
“Is that what you think?” Jake said.
“I told you to shut up,” the MP said. “If you say another word—”
“Is that necessary?” the doctor asked.
The MP glared at the doctor. The man in the white coat wilted, nodded and turned away.
“Move aside,” the MP said, and he bumped the nurse, making her stagger against Simon’s cot.
Jake wanted to be angry, but he felt too cold and achy. “Can’t you see I’m sick?” he whispered.
“My heart bleeds for you,” the MP said. “Come on,” he told the other two. “Give me a hand.”
Jake sucked in his breath. At least he could say goodbye to his friends.
The MP had palmed a small stunner into his hand. With big horse-sized teeth, he grinned down at Jake, and the Militia cop pressed the stunner against his neck.
Jake heard it buzz as he arched in pain. In a fog, he heard the nurse ask what they were doing. Then he fell into a deeper fog, slipping away into unconsciousness.
 
STILLWATER, OKLAHOMA
 
In his jeep, Stan Higgins screeched to a halt before an Army checkpoint. For the last three weeks, he had maneuvered what remained of the original penetrating armor against the formerly trapped Chinese and SAF forces. It had been a nightmare, with radiation counters in selected vehicles helping the units avoid highly radiated zones.
Combined with a few fresh divisions along the front, they had captured hundreds of thousands of nuclear-shocked SAF soldiers and starved into submission as many PAA forces. The post-Red Dragon operation had catapulted Stan into national fame. The praise tasted like ashes in his mouth. What had happened to his boy? Several hours ago, he’d found out Jake had survived the nuclear strike, and had been brought here. Now no one could put him in touch with his son.
The vast tent city rose to the north of Stillwater, a huge area where medical personnel tried to cope with the hundreds of thousands of cases of the radiation poisoned.
In the weeks since the attack, several things had become clear. Despite the success of the latest operation, the front was in shambles on both sides. The nuclear warheads had thrown everything into turmoil. Casualties numbered in the millions. This tent city was one among many, and it was far too near the fallout zones.
The good thing was that the South American Federation forces had panicked en masse. They had never signed up for nuclear war. The nukes had also enraged the American people. This was far uglier than the September 11 attack on the Twin Towers and much worse than Pearl Harbor, when the Japanese made their sneak attack.
It’s universal. Everyone wants to nuke China in retaliation.
Stan showed his credentials. The guard snapped to attention, saluting. “Yes, sir, Colonel Higgins, I can have a man park your jeep over there.”
“I’ll do it.”
“Sir—”
“Where’s administration?”
“Over there, the central tent.”
“Thanks.”
“Yes, sir, Colonel Higgins,” the guard said, saluting again.
With an aching chest, Stan turned the steering wheel and crunched over gravel. He parked, jumped out and hurried to the central tent. Big Army trucks moved down a narrow lane. No doubt, they carried precious blood and newly made antibiotics.
Stan glanced up at the sky at moving clouds. They would have to relocate these tents—well, relocate the sick. The weather patterns were finally changing. The wind might blow radioactive contaminants over Stillwater.
Fallout had been raining onto areas of northern Mexico, and it had made the people there furious with their Chinese overlords.
This is halftime. The side that can regroup faster will have a huge advantage.
A loud noise caused Stan to glance east. A big Chinook helicopter flew low toward the tents. It must be transporting more sick people.
Stan scowled. The Red Dragons had changed more than just the battlefield. The President had a heart attack and those vultures, Harold and McGraw, had used it to step into Sims’ place. After all these years, it was finally happening to the United States of America. The Caesars had finally appeared, the men on the white horses who would supposedly save the country from disaster.
Would David Sims recover from his heart attack? Stan had his doubts. McGraw played a dangerous game. At the moment, though, Stan didn’t care about that. What happened to Jake?
It took an hour of red tape and checking, and Stan began getting angry. Finally, he cornered a balding doctor with shifty eyes. Stan found him in a tent full of sick people with horrible sores. The doctor wore a white lab coat and checked a slate at the end of a bed.
“I’m talking to you,” Stan said.
The doctor ignored him as he continued to study the chart.
Stan grabbed an arm, and he spun the doctor around to face him. A nurse watched, and she didn’t even raise an eyebrow. Maybe this happened too much around here lately.
“Do you know who I am?” Stan asked.
“I heard you the first time you spoke,” the doctor said, who wouldn’t meet his eyes.
“My son was here.”
The doctor made a bleak gesture. “Do you see how many patients we’re processing?”
“Where is he? What happened to Corporal Jake Higgins?”
“I’m sure I don’t know,” the doctor said.
Stan’s grip tightened. “What kind of doctor are you?”
“A weary one, Colonel Higgins—this is monstrous. Why do you folks insist on butchering each other? Isn’t there enough despair in the world that you people have to excel at killing?”
Stan let that pass; the man was a healer, after all. “There isn’t a discharge paper for Jake and I haven’t found a death certificate. What happened to my son? I know he was here. The records prove it.”
The doctor frowned. “I’ve been very busy, as I’m sure you see. I must have forgotten to write out his death certificate.”
“He died?” Stan asked, his voice turning hollow.
The doctor paused for just a moment. He seemed to cringe, which was odd. Then the man jutted his chin, and said, “Yes, he must have died. I don’t believe he was discharged.”
The words almost struck like physical blows. Stan let go of the doctor’s arm. It felt as if a giant ghost reached through his chest and squeezed his heart, which constricted his throat. He found it difficult to talk, difficult to gather his thoughts. Yet he said, “You seemed uncertain.”
“No…”
“What aren’t you telling me?”
The doctor brought up the chart in his hands, scanning it. “I’m very busy, Colonel. I’m sorry about your loss. I truly am.”
“What about his friends?”
“I’m sure I don’t—”
With a fierceness that seemed natural now, Stan grabbed the man’s arm again and yanked him closer. “You’d better start being a little more helpful. Where are his friends?”
“Let me check.”
The anger drained away, and Stan released the doctor. With slumped shoulders, he followed the man.
A half hour later, Stan spoke with Simon. Chet and Grant had already been discharged.
Stan knelt beside Simon’s cot. The boy was thin and hollow-eyed, clearly dying. First touching the soldier’s arm, Stan let go as Simon winced in pain. He spoke pleasantries to the soldier, but the boy proved delirious. Finally, Stan couldn’t help himself. “Do you remember seeing Jake?”
It must have been the urgency in Stan’s voice. Simon blinked several times, and he focused. “Yes, Jake. He commanded our tank.”
“Jake was my son.”
“He was a good tank commander.”
“I’m glad to hear it.”
“I’m sorry, sir.” Simon’s lower lip trembled. “I panicked. I took off too soon. It must have upset the calibrations of our last shot.”
Stan almost patted the boy’s arm. He was in obvious misery about something. “What happened to Jake?” Stan asked softly.
“Jake?”
“He was your commander. It says here you slept beside him for a while.”
“Oh, yes, Jake. I woke up one morning and he was gone. He died.”
“You’re sure of that?”
“Poor Jake,” Simon said. “He was a good tank commander.” Simon frowned, and he looked up at Stan. “I’m sorry I panicked.”
“God be with you son. He forgives you. Don’t worry about it anymore.”
“Really?” Simon asked.
“Yes.”
“Thank you, sir, thank you.”
Gingerly, Stan patted the soldier’s arm. Then he got up and slowly walked outside. This damn war. Those damn nukes. They had killed his boy. A hollow sensation in his heart gave Stan an empty feeling.
He wanted to sit down and weep. His boy was dead. What was he going to do now? Stan shook his head. With blurry vision, he headed for his jeep. The Chinese had killed his boy. He wanted to hate them with a vengeance, but sorrow and sadness filled him. A part of him died, and his shoulders slumped.
His boy was dead.
 
From Military History: Past to Present, by Vance Holbrook: 
WORLD WAR III
 
OPERATIONS IN 2041
 
The Red Dragon Cruise Missile Strike
 
A fundamental shift in the war took place as American armor threatened to engulf the PAA First Front in Oklahoma. Chairman Hong’s notorious “tactical” nuclear strike order destroyed two-thirds of the Behemoth tanks and immediately annihilated approximately 233,000 US soldiers. As the days progressed, that number rose to well over one million casualties including the wounded and radiation poisoned.
This did not free the encircled PAA and SAF forces as anticipated by the Chinese, but rendered most of them impotent. SAF morale sank to zero and entire divisions surrendered to the Americans without another shot fired in anger. A small number of Chinese brigades fought their way into Texas, marching to the new PAA front in the middle of the Lone Star State. The rest of the nuclear shocked divisions surrendered after McGraw hurried reinforcements south. Colonel Stan Higgins rose to national fame in those dark days, skillfully maneuvering the remaining armor in conjunction with McGraw’s moves.
During the six weeks that followed, each side hastily reorganized and refitted their fronts with new levies and equipment and as the US attempted to decontaminate large portions of Oklahoma. The unofficial armistice benefited the Americans more, as US submarines and THOR missile took their toll against the Chinese merchant marine along the PAA Pacific Ocean route.
In retrospect, the nuclear attack helped the American war effort and its diplomacy in a number of vital ways. One, it devastated the morale of the remaining SAF troops in North America. Two, it dismayed the ruling junta in Brazil. They began to drag their feet, reluctant to send more soldiers into a possible atomic meat-grinder in Texas and New Mexico. Three, it angered many Mexican citizens as fallout drifted into the northern half of the country. That in turn began to shift the puppet government away from China as revolt and rebellion simmered. Four, Japanese leaders protested the nuclear usage, further souring relations with Beijing. Five, Berlin, Paris, London and New Delhi drew up plans for PAA economic sanctions.
Premier Konev of Russia played a cagier game. As his military beefed up the armies in western Siberia, he began secret talks with Chairman Hong, offering neutrality for massive food shipments. Russians had been tightening their belts for quite some time, and needed Chinese rice.
However, it would be wrong to suggest the strike did not have positive value for Greater China and Chairman Hong, at least in several areas. The Iranian Hegemony leaders congratulated him on his fortitude in facing the Americans. This helped cement relations between Beijing and Tehran. In an ancient Assyrian sense, it also shocked many people by the ruthlessness of the action, and it gave them pause. Brutality often engendered passivity in others, and possibly Hong had counted on this effect. People understood that one did not trifle with him lightly. Many American troops now began to show severe signs of strain, as the thermonuclear attack blunted the edge of their aggressiveness.
That said, except for most of the Pan-Asian Alliance countries and the ayatollahs of Iran, the world recoiled in horror at the act. Not since Adolf Hitler had the majority of the planet agreed on a leader’s villainy.
 
American Leadership
 
President Sims’ heart attack and subsequent illness meant he was bedridden and often delirious for the rest of 2041 and throughout 2042.
Disregarding the Constitution, a triumvirate of personalities took over presidential duties. The senior partner was Director Harold, with the full backing of Homeland Security, including the entire Militia Organization. General McGraw provided inspirational military leadership, while Chairman Alan of the Joint Chiefs of Staff brought the full force of the US military behind the triad.
Director Harold proved more adroit at the political and domestic maneuvering, although General McGraw caught the public’s eye as the hero of the hour. The interim triumvirate governed as the President recuperated. Harold led the country through this time with one phrase: “We will have our revenge.”
Americans—particularly those on the home front—burned with fierce resolve and determination, longing to strike back at China. Not since WWII against Japan had such animosity so fully exhibited itself in a social and cultural sense.
 
The conditions of the Summer Offensives
 
The nuclear strike with its immense casualties had a debilitating effect on the morale and fighting stamina of each side. SAF troops could garrison quiet areas, but proved unequal to any form of heavy combat, often fleeing or surrendering as the first artillery barrages fell. Non-Chinese PAA units would fight to defend their sectors, but they could no longer be relied on to advance against the enemy. Elite Chinese units could still attack with vigor, although their commanders noticed what they termed quick fatigue syndrome. It meant that any Chinese offensive would have to be of short duration.
American forces became notably more cautious. The most grueling battles were fought with Militia penal battalions, where the savagery of the MPs became infamous. Instead of dashing armor exploits, Army tankers tiptoed into enemy rear areas. The phenomenon accelerated the American trend toward extreme artillery dependency. US industry finally gave the Army mountains of munitions, and the commanders expended them at a prodigious rate.
The shaken formations on each side found bold or even aggressive endeavors beyond their capacities. It turned the summer battles into shoving matches, where weight of shells and political maneuvering often gave greater gains than any hard fighting.
 
From An Idiots Guide to the Sino-America War, by Robert E. Wagner: 
The Summer Offensives of 2041:
 
After a six-week refit, America finally won the jackpot from Colonel Valdez of the Mexico Free Army. His soldiers had fought courageously throughout the war, and his freedom fighters had played havoc with the Chinese and their puppets in Mexico.
In June of 2041, Colonel Valdez secretly entered southern California. He met with the Mexican Army generals garrisoning SoCal for the Pan-Asian Alliance. They represented three hundred thousand Mexican Army soldiers. Valdez’s impassioned speech combined with American guarantees and cash bribes won over the generals, who claimed to burn with hatred against the barbaric Chinese nukers.
Five days later, in an act of North American brotherhood, the Mexican SoCal Occupation Army defected to the US-Canadian side. The SoCal Front collapsed for the PAA.
This led to anti-Chinese uprisings in Mexico and had a dramatic effect on the summer offensives. On top of the first wave of troop replacements, Chairman Hong shipped emergency reinforcements across the Pacific. At the same time, Marshal Meng withdrew his best divisions from the fronts in Texas and Arizona. These divisions disarmed the Mexican Army in Mexico and began patrol duty to secure the largest cities and the road routes from the ports to the Texan fronts.
The Mexican revolt gained strength and drew off yet more Chinese strength. This led to a grave weakening in Texas, New Mexico and Arizona. Throughout July and August, American forces pushed the weakened PAA south.
By September, at the cost of bloody massacres, the Chinese regained full control of Mexico. By October, the PAA fortified their final long slice of America. It stretched from Houston-Austin-Odessa, Texas to Carlsbad, New Mexico to Phoenix, Arizona.
According to Chairman Hong, the doctrine was simple. Better to fight the Americans in North America than to fight them elsewhere. To that end, from spring to autumn, over two million new soldiers crossed the Pacific to Mexico, with more on the way.
The American problem of what to do with the PAA Fortress Mexico led to the Chicago Conference and the decisions reached there.
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The Chicago Conference
CHICAGO, ILLINOIS



13 October 2041
Strategic conference minutes, 2.39 P.M.
 
Participants: Harold, McGraw, Levin (Director of the CIA) Caliato (Director of Industry), O’Hara (Admiral, Pacific Fleet), Danner (Air Marshal, Strategic Air Command).
 
HAROLD: Gentlemen, I have called this meeting for a specific reason. Not to put too fine a point on it, I believe this is a historic occasion. Perhaps that sounds melodramatic to some of you. After you’ve heard my proposal, I doubt you’ll think so.
First, it is my opinion that the United States has reached a crisis point. For three years, we have faced the onslaught of the world, absorbing incredible blows. No other nation on Earth could have withstood two thirds of Asia, South America and United Europe hammering against us in tandem. In fact, the United States is such a unique country, that we not only withstood the attacks, but we have essentially thrown the invader off our sacred soil. Now we must decide how to proceed. A wrong choice here could have debilitating consequences for our country’s future.
INDUSTRY DIRECTOR CALIATO: Perhaps this isn’t my place, Director. I’m the last person to complain, believe me. Yet I feel that I should point out that the Chinese still hold parts of Texas, New Mexico and Arizona. In other words, the job isn’t finished. I know the President expects us to clear the entire country.
HAROLD: The enemy still holds a sliver of land. You’re correct in pointing this out. And yes, I agree with you. The President wants every acre cleansed of even a taint of the invader. Yet we’re not remiss in recognizing that this sliver is barely enough land to contain China’s forward defenses. In many ways, we can wait to regain this last strip. The real problem is continued Chinese proximity to our heartland. This spring, Hong showed us with fearful brutality what he could and would do with tactical nuclear weapons. As long as China maintains heavy concentrations of troops on or near our border, we are in danger of a second nuclear strike.
CALIATO: I thought the general explained yesterday how the Army has built a nearly impenetrable antimissile belt along our forward defenses. General McGraw told us Hong could not repeat this spring’s performance. You’ve gone on TV more than once to assure the populace of this.
HAROLD: Granted, it would be difficult for the Chinese to duplicate their performance. I told the public we’re safe from a repeat in order to calm their worries, not necessarily because it was true. I fear that the Chinese might gather a tremendous number of drones and use a similar swarming tactic against our defenses before unleashing another cruise missile wave. No. While I applaud the military’s efforts, the war has shown that—over time anyway—a determined attacker with plenty of materiel can penetrate any defensive zone.
CALIATO: Then we’ll never be safe as long as the Chinese are in Mexico.
HAROLD: Those are my thoughts exactly.
LEVIN: Please excuse my interruption, Director.
HAROLD: Doctor Levin, I’ve asked you to attend this meeting precisely because I desire your input. The CIA has, hmm, foreign and other hidden assets the rest of us can only envy at this stage.
LEVIN: I’ll take that as a compliment.
HAROLD: I mean it as such.
LEVIN: Thank you. The CIA has worked hard to maintain its foreign connections. My point is otherwise. In listening to you, I believe you’re suggesting…well, a much longer war than the American people will sustain.
HAROLD: This is interesting. Go on, please.
LEVIN: Let’s put aside any word games. We here know the score. We’re intelligent men. Today, and likely tomorrow, too, the Homeland Security slogans will continue to stir people’s blood. “Free America!” and “Drive the Chinese into the sea,” are rousing chants. A continuing American death toll from a fierce and drawn out war in Mexico, however, will eventually rob the catchphrases of their power. I do not mean any disrespect to the military, but the summer offensives have shown the Army, the Marines and the Militia’s weakening resolve for protracted combat.
HAROLD: I believe you state the situation accurately.
LEVIN: Then in your opinion, the United States cannot sustain a long war in Mexico as we attempt to oust the Chinese from North America.
HAROLD: We would need South American Federation help for that.
LEVIN: According to the reports I’ve read, the junta leaders have lost their taste for North American adventures. They are, however, still firm allies of the PAA. I’m not sure why you would suggest they might help us against the Chinese.
HAROLD: They’re still PAA allies. I’ll agree with you there. Clearly, though, their unwillingness to engage in further combat shows a lack of firmness toward China.
LEVIN: I suppose one could make that argument. That’s a long way from their helping us oust the Chinese.
HAROLD: I made no such claim. I merely said we would need massive military assistance to drive the Chinese out of Mexico, such as from the SAF. Otherwise, it would take greater causalities than Americans are likely willing to accept.
LEVIN: That’s my point exactly.
HAROLD: We’re here to examine options and possibilities and see where they lead. As I’ve just said, Doctor Levin is quite correct in pointing out that a protracted war in Mexico would exhaust our country. Likely, it would unify the Mexican people against America. The majority of Mexicans presently hate the Chinese occupier. Yet the Mexican people have a longstanding antipathy toward the US military in their country. No. Hong is correct in pouring massive PAA troops and materiel into Mexico, to ensure it remains a bulwark against us. As long as Mexico remains a Chinese fortress, we will live under the shadow of Chairman Hong. It will severely restrict what we can do elsewhere.
MCGRAW: That obviously leaves us at an impasse. We cannot allow the Chinese to stay in Mexico, but we cannot go in and dig them out. Therefore, we need a new strategy, as we’ve reached the end of our primary goal, namely—driving the aggressors out of our country.
LEVIN: Here’s an option I wonder if anyone has pondered. We could send out peace feelers to Beijing. Maybe it’s time to end this war. Let’s call it even.
HAROLD: No! That is unacceptable. After witnessing Chinese perfidy these past three years, America cannot stomach a China-allied or China-friendly Mexico. We must drive China out of Mexico and then we must humble the Chinese, hurt them badly. We must teach them and the world what it means to attack us.
LEVIN: Are you suggesting another Mexican civil war, with Colonel Valdez’s expanded army as the kernel?
HAROLD: That would be a third tier option, not a first.
LEVIN: Then I don’t understand. Director, General McGraw, I agree with the analysis about America being at an impasse. We cannot allow the Chinese in Mexico, and yet we cannot pay the butcher’s bill to drive them out of the country. Peace seems like the only solution.
HAROLD: You’re forgetting the best option of all.
LEVIN: Which is?
HAROLD: That we knock China out of the war by defeating her utterly, by forcing her into a supine position.
LEVIN: (laughs). If driving Chinese soldiers out of Mexico is beyond our strength, how do you expect to defeat the Chinese in their own country? Can we ferry an amphibious force to the Chinese coast?
ADMIRAL O’HARA: I admit we still have transports—if we scrape every port and call home those ships that have remained in foreign harbors these last three years. We may even have several destroyers for escort duty. But that’s not enough to ferry an amphibious force big enough to take China. Hell, we’d be lucky to have enough to storm Taiwan. Not that they’d make it there—the Chinese navy would sink them before that.
LEVIN: Then invading China is impossible, which means knocking it out of the war…is a pipe dream.
HAROLD: By ourselves, yes. We need allies, the Indian League or the Slavic Coalition, or preferably both. 
LEVIN: How could you persuade either power bloc to do this?
HAROLD: The key is food, which means reviving the old Grain Union.
LEVIN: The Chinese captured Australia and the Brazilians overran Argentina. Without those two countries, we and Canada are the totality of the Grain Union.
HAROLD: Obviously. That’s one of the reasons we’re holding secret talks with the South American Federation. If the SAF exits Argentina, we will return their POWs, over one and a half million men.
LEVIN: Your results?
HAROLD: So far, we haven’t convinced the junta leaders. Australia looks more promising.
LEVIN: I don’t see how. Chinese troops garrison the continent.
HAROLD: I’m sure you’ve read the latest intelligence reports. Chairman Hong is in the process of pouring vast number of troops into Mexico. He has to get them from somewhere. We believe the PAA forces sustained over two million casualties during the spring and summer offensives and the Red Dragon attack. The bulk of those losses were Chinese soldiers, not Japanese or Vietnamese. Hong has raised new levies, of course, but less than one million in number. The rest of the soldiers are coming from China’s strategic reserve and from their various occupation forces. These troops were stationed in Siberia, Kazakhstan, Japan, Korea, Vietnam, Indonesia, the Philippines, Australia and New Zealand.
LEVIN: That’s interesting, certainly. How many PAA soldiers are in Australia now?
HAROLD: There used to be three hundred thousand A-category troops. Now it is closer to one hundred and fifty thousand.
LEVIN: He took half out of the country?
HAROLD: Why not? China controls the Pacific. According to our estimates, Hong has also shifted five hundred thousand A-category forces to Burma, raising the numbers to one and a half million, possibly two million.
LEVIN: You’re suggesting we make an amphibious invasion of Australia?
HAROLD: A liberation, let’s call it. As one of our moves, yes.
LEVIN: How? China controls the Pacific, remember?
HAROLD: A stealth invasion coming up from Antarctica to hit the bottom of Australia. We would bypass the Pacific and Indian Oceans.
LEVIN: That would be a pure gamble, a wild throw of the dice.
HAROLD: Not altogether—General McGraw, if you would tell them, please…
MCGRAW: Gentlemen, we have reached a new era in war. In part for us, it’s because we must. Our boys have fought hard for three years, and we’ve taken bitter losses. The young ones who joined up to take the veterans’ places don’t have the same stomach for a fight, nor are they as skilled. To encourage our divisions to keep driving this summer, we had to supply them with more artillery tubes per one hundred thousand soldiers than ever before. I should point out, that’s a common feature of protracted warfare. It even happened to Napoleon Bonaparte and his Grande Armee.
What that means for us is that we need to go high tech to defeat the Chinese. We’re going to comb our divisions and take our best soldiers, concentrating them into elite formations. We’re also working on several new technologies. One of them is the hypervelocity missile. Tests suggest that they would fly too fast for lasers to knock them down. The laser beam could not stay on target long enough to impart enough heat to destroy the missile.
LEVIN: That sounds like a war-winning weapon to me.
MCGRAW: Unfortunately, the hypervelocity missiles are only in the first experimental stages, so we cannot count on them just yet. What we are doing as of now is increasing our number of THOR missiles. Nothing can knock them down once they’re raining toward Earth. I should add, though, the Chinese are hard at work on stealth satellite detection and killer satellites of their own to take out our THOR launch vehicles once they find them in orbit. Still, if we can manufacture enough THOR missiles and get them over the battlefield, we should be able to destroy any critical enemy component at precisely the right time to do the most damage.
LEVIN: The Chinese will have other countermeasures you haven’t thought of yet.
MCGRAW: That’s another reason we have to find other baskets.
LEVIN: Excuse me?
MCGRAW: Don’t put all your eggs in one basket.
LEVON: Oh, of course.
MCGRAW: Clearly, the THOR missiles point the way. We must gain control of orbital space and learn to use it with pinpoint accuracy.
LEVIN: It sounds as if you already have systems in mind.
MCGRAW: I do. It also happens to be one of our key inducements we could offer any allies, be they Russian or Indian.
LEVIN: I feel I should point out that Premier Konev is engaged in secret talks with Chairman Hong. They have come to an accord.
HAROLD: I realize that. But the Russians have also received German Dominion AI Kaisers. It seems the new European Union people don’t like those smart tanks and want to send the entire stock of them as far away as possible. Perhaps as interesting, the Europeans have released General Mansfeld, sending him to the Russians.
LEVIN: All true. Yet that is a long way toward convincing Konev to fight China. While the Russians would like to regain Siberia, they must realize the cost in blood would be too high.
HAROLD: It’s one of the reasons we’re working so closely with the Indian League. Still, we cannot leave any stone unturned. Which is why we need your help, Doctor. I realize the CIA knows much more about Russia and India’s internal workings than Homeland Security does. We’re gathering a team. I—we plan to send a Presidential representative to Moscow to offer Konev whatever American help it will take to get him to move.
LEVIN: Who’s your representative?
HAROLD: An old colleague of yours, Doctor. Anna Chen.
LEVIN: Anna? I’m surprised you’ve let her live.
HAROLD: Excuse me?
LEVIN: Just a slip of the tongue, I’m afraid, and in poor taste.
HAROLD: We work for the President.
MCGRAW: David Sims will recover. I answer directly to him.
LEVIN: We all work for the President. I salute his health.
HAROLD: We wish him a quick recovery.
(The members pause for a moment of silence.)
LEVIN: I’ll admit you’ve made me curious, Director. Yes, we’re at an impasse, as you say. America cannot allow Chinese armies in Mexico. Yet we can’t go in and defeat them…well, the cost in blood would be too high to go in with millions of US soldiers. You’re hoping to use Russia and India to start a ground war in Asia, which would no doubt pull the PAA troops out of Mexico. I’m wondering if we have more than THOR missiles to offer our allies. (Looks at McGraw.) A minute ago, you were talking about taking over orbital space.
MCGRAW: Suppose the Indian League drove into Southeast Asia. They’re building up to do that. They have enough infantry, but lack the armor. What could we offer the Indians short of massive reinforcements? Some of my experts looked back to Afghanistan for the answer, to the time we invaded in the 1990s. There, a handful of elite Special Forces, on the ground, called down Air Force smart bombs. Those bombs fell on the enemy’s head, driving them out of their defenses and back onto the road as they fled. That let the Northern Alliance soldiers defeat them.
LEVIN: I’m not sure I understand. You plan to put Special Forces on the ground in China?
MCGRAW: Yes and no.
LEVIN: That doesn’t make sense.
MCGRAW: Yes, they’ll be on the ground in Southeast Asia. No, they won’t be Special Forces.
LEVIN: What will they be?
MCGRAW: Powered armored Marines.
LEVIN: Is this a joke?
MCGRAW: I assure you, this is reality.
LEVIN: But we don’t have powered armored Marines, whatever they are.
MCGRAW: Not yet, we don’t. We’re working on it even now.
LEVIN: What does powered armored Marine even mean?
MCGRAW: Men in special battlesuits able to deploy directly from space to anywhere on Earth—we’re hoping to have them within a year.
LEVIN: From space?
MCGRAW: From near orbital space, that is correct.
LEVIN: How do they help us exactly?
MCGRAW: Admittedly, we’re developing and manufacturing the prototype armor suits as we speak. Most of the design features already work. The tactical nuclear weapons are proving the most difficult.
LEVIN: I envision problems with your plan.
HAROLD: (Clears his throat.) That’s one of the reasons I requested your presence, Doctor. We want to hear your objections.
LEVIN: Well, you haven’t said how you’re going to put these Marines into orbit in any kind of meaningful numbers.
HAROLD: Have you ever heard about Project Orion?
LEVIN: No.
HAROLD: General, if you would be so kind…
MCGRAW: The Air Force worked on the basic concept and design from 1957 to 1965.
LEVIN: This is old technology then?
MCGRAW: In one sense, you’re right. What we’re suggesting is off the shelf technology, although we can do it better than what the scientists conceived in 1957 could do. By 1965, they were making feasibility studies for a trip to Mars.
LEVIN: Project Orion concerns building a spaceship?
MCGRAW: Back in the 1950s, there were all kinds of ideas about exploring the Solar System. The trouble was their engines and propellants. Chemical rockets need vast size to loft tiny payloads into orbit. Our ICBMs are an example of that. If we used chemical rockets, we could only lift a handful of Marines into orbit. For useful combat purposes, we need at least a battalion, over one thousand men. Luckily for us, Project Orion involved lifting tons instead of mere pounds into space.
LEVIN: I get the feeling I’m not going to like your answer.
MCGRAW: Some might consider it extreme, but it is scientifically feasible. The answer is a lift vehicle powered by nuclear bombs.
LEVIN: Bombs?
MCGRAW: They will be the propellant.
LEVIN: You’re serious?
MCGRAW: As I said, this was a feasible project with 1950’s technology. We will construct the Orion ship to absorb the tremendous blasts. The power of the bombs gives the vessel incredible liftoff capability. By building several such Orion ships, we will be able by next year to put a battalion of powered armored Marines into orbit. From there, they could reach anywhere in the world.
LEVIN: A thousand men…you’d need big haulers.
MCGRAW: Each Orion ship—what we can put in orbit—will roughly be the size of a five-story hotel.
LEVIN: That big? I don’t see how one bomb gives it enough boost to get into orbit.
MCGRAW: One bomb can’t.
LEVIN: Then—
MCGRAW: Every few seconds, a bomb drops into the blast bay, explodes and accelerates the massive ship higher. It will take many bombs per ship.
LEVIN: You say “many.” You’re talking about thermonuclear explosions. That means in order to lift our ships we will be bombing ourselves.
MCGRAW: In an empty, already damaged part of the country, yes, that’s true.
LEVIN: This is too farfetched to believe.
HAROLD: I assure you it is not. Project Orion was always feasible. America lost her will in 1965, and shelved the idea. Now the will has returned, out of desperation.
MCGRAW: That isn’t entirely true—I mean about shelving the idea. NASA kept blueprints and specs in case they needed to build an Orion ship fast.
LEVIN: For what possible reason?
MCGRAW: In case a killer asteroid headed toward Earth. They would quickly build an Orion ship and send it out to deflect the world destroyer.
LEVIN: You can’t be serious.
MCGRAW: It’s in the history books, Doctor, although it isn’t a well-known fact.
LEVIN: Hmm…I’m beginning to see. The THOR missiles give us tremendous advantages. Orbital space is a new battleground. High technology combined with elite soldiers—your plan sounds insane, and yet, I can see how it could work with Indian allies.
HAROLD: It isn’t our only solution. Reviving the Grain Union could help us leverage others. If we can get India or Russia to attack China, Hong will have to withdraw his forces from Mexico.
LEVIN: If we see that, others will too.
HAROLD: Which is why we need Argentina and Australia. If we can corner the food market in a starving world…
LEVIN: You have ambitious plans.
HAROLD: We are Americans. What we need from you, sir, is help with Premier Konev.
LEVIN: Yes, I can see that. Well, first, let me suggest…
 
THE STRATOSPHERE
 
Master Sergeant Paul Kavanagh felt nauseous as the stratospheric balloon continued to ascend at one thousand feet per minute. The back of his throat burned, and it felt as if his stomach would erupt. He hadn’t taken his anti-nausea pill earlier, and now he realized that had been a mistake.
He and four fellow powered armor Marine trainees waited in pressure suits, although they had yet to don their helmets. They sat inside a special capsule that dangled from the polyethylene balloon. This was to be their latest free fall drop, the first one from the stratosphere and the first one from a balloon-carried capsule.
Paul checked the monitor. The five of them faced inward, staring at a tri-screen. Their great enemy had been wind earlier. It could have literally torn the balloon apart. The worst time had been during their ascent through the troposphere—30,000 to 60,000 feet—where turbulence was common.
At the secret launch site in Montana, the helium inflatable had been tall and thin, stretching fifty-five stories high. As the giant balloon rose, it slowly filled out, and would reach an almost completely round shape at 120,000 feet, or twenty-three miles from sea level, their destination.
“We’re slowing down,” Romo said.
Paul checked the numbers at the bottom of the tri-screen. Yeah. They were leveling off as they approached their float height, now rising at approximately 750 feet per minute.
They were in near space, still part of Earth’s atmosphere. Here, though, there was very little air. Still, it was enough resistance that it generated too much drag for satellites to remain in orbit. Those flew much higher.
It was dark outside, with the great blue of Earth spreading in every direction below. This was space, near space, and it made the planet more precious than ever. What had the Chinese been thinking, using nearly four hundred nuclear devices in Oklahoma? The world was huge, sure, but to poison it like that…
Paul shook his head. They weren’t in outer space, in vacuum yet. Just the same, none of them could survive outside here.
He recalled some data about their capsule and the stratosphere. The outer shell of this little pod was fiberglass and paint, with heavy foam insulation. That protected them from the current temperature: minus 70 degrees Fahrenheit. Nor could they breathe outside on their own here. The pressure would be so low that the liquids in their body tissues would turn to gas and expand dangerously. The symptom was called embolism.
Nausea hit again, although Paul masked it from the others. Keeping his face like stone, he pretended nothing was wrong.
Crazy orbital dropping Marines—what was I thinking joining up?
He peered at the monitor, at the blue curvature of the Earth. It was so beautiful. Cheri is down there. I’m coming home, babe. I promise you that, by God, I do.
Yeah. He knew what he’d been thinking. For one thing, that he’d had enough of nuclear war. He didn’t want to be running outside on the ground again when the Chinese popped off another round of atomic strikes. Forget that garbage!
In Oklahoma near Stillwater, watching the mushroom clouds climb into the horizon, five different columns spread across the horizon—whew! It had done something to him. He’d been fighting the Chinese for some time. He didn’t like the damn invaders, but in his mind, the Chinese and Brazilians were no worse than the Germans of last year. Until that moment lying on the ground, watching the radiation clouds rise, it hadn’t been personal in a gut-check way. With his NBC equipment working, listening to the filters cycle his air, watching the end of the world— Yeah. That’s what it had felt like. The Chinese wanted to end the world. Lighting off those babies made it a different ballgame. He couldn’t defend his wife anymore by fighting on the front lines, or behind enemy lines. He fought to keep the enemy far away from his home. But if the Chinese deployed thermonuclear weapons…there was no protecting people from that while running around on the battlefield as a Recon Marine.
As Paul stared at the Earthly blue of his planet, he realized something else, too. He’d refused to think about it before this.
A grin tightened his lips.
This was better than talking to a shrink—contemplation time as he floated into position while riding a stratospheric balloon. Seeing the curve of the Earth, the sheer beauty, the uniqueness of the planet—it gave him perspective. It let him admit some things to himself that otherwise he’d kept buried deep inside.
Back near Stillwater, Oklahoma, as he’d been stretched on the ground watching those mushroom clouds grow, terror had coursed through his body. He’d been scared before, but never like that. It had been worse than the time against the AI Kaiser in Toronto, Ontario against the GD. How did one fight nukes? At least a guy could find a way to take out a smart tank.
Yeah, the terror had changed his thinking. Paul hated hopelessness. Feeling his gut tighten like that…
As he sat in the capsule, the grin turned into a silent snarl. To be hopeless made him angry. There had to be a way to hit back against the Chinese. Until that moment in Oklahoma, he would have been content to drive the invaders out of the country. Lying there, with his guts sick with terror, Paul had wanted to strike back at them. The Chinese wanted to come to America and play their filthy games, well baby, they were going to learn what a pissed-off, angry American could do.
Paul had volunteered when a general asked him if he wanted to join an elite team to take the war overseas. Hell yeah, he jumped on that bandwagon. If the enemy wanted to drop nukes— Now you’re fighting me, Mr. Chinaman. Now you’re pissing in my face and calling it Cool Aid, and laughing about it.
That’s why he was sitting in this capsule, with nausea threatening to make him puke. That’s why he wanted to be a powered armored Marine, one of the first. He didn’t know the exact plan, but he knew it meant an orbital drop into enemy territory. He knew it meant exotic science fiction weapons and some kind of funky new battle armor.
This was the worst kind of war, more brutal than a knife fight. He’d made his promise to Cheri. With all his might, he would try to come home. First, he had to finish the war and make it safe for his wife and boy. Otherwise, what was the point anyway, right?
Paul exhaled, and tried not to squirm. The capsule continued to rise at 750 feet per minute. How much longer was this going to take?
Ten minutes later, the ground controller radioed, “You’re approaching deployment height.”
Romo picked up his helmet. Paul grabbed his.
“Seeing this,” Romo said, as he indicted Earth. “It makes you think.”
“Yeah,” Paul said. “It does at that.”
“Where is Mexico and where is America?”
“Down there.”
“Si. Down there, together, one.”
The other three trainees glanced at Romo.
“You’re turning into a romantic,” Paul said.
“Maybe I am,” Romo said, with a thoughtful look on his hard features. “I’ve never seen the Earth like this. I have been thinking.”
“I suppose we all have,” Paul said.
The others nodded in agreement.
“It is too bad we must war on each other,” Romo said.
“It is what it is,” Paul said.
“Will men always fight and kill each other?” Romo asked, with uncharacteristic lines appearing in the man’s forehead.
“Seems like it to me. We’re not angels, although sometimes I wonder if we’re devils.”
“Si. I suppose you are right: men will always fight. It is too bad.” The former assassin sighed.
Paul wanted to needle Romo about his reflective moment, but he didn’t have it in him, not up here floating above Earth.
Quietly, with the clunk of metal, the five trainees donned their helmets.
Paul twisted his until he heard it latch. Then he began to check his suit’s seals. After he finished the rundown, he turned on the pressure unit, listening to it hiss. Once he opened the capsule’s hatch, the full-pressure suit would be his only protection until he reached the lower, safer levels of the atmosphere. The suit could protect him from extreme variations: from plus 100 degrees Fahrenheit to minus 90.
Checking a gauge, he saw that it had pressurized to 3.5 pounds per square inch, the rough equivalent of the atmospheric pressure at 35,000 feet. The suit would protect him from embolism, and it would prevent decompression sickness, or the “bends,” as he plummeted back to Earth.
He continued to check his equipment, making sure the chutes were in place and ready to deploy. The five of them were thick bundles now, in this small compartment, five mortals in a place men had no right to be.
I’m not even an astronaut, a spaceman. I’m just an orbital dropping wannabe. He’d never expected something like this. Even though he was in his forties, it brought back some of that feeling of his twenties when he’d first joined the Marines. It was good to feel that, made him seem alive.
“Sergeant Kavanagh,” the ground controller said. “You will move to the hatch.”
Working on his suit and chutes had kept him busy. That had kept the nausea at bay. The order triggered it again. Could fear be doing that? He didn’t want to admit such a thing, not even to himself.
Paul began to unbuckle. Try as he might not to, he dry heaved as he did it.
You should have taken the anti-nausea pill. He didn’t like them. They made him feel achy and sleepy. Yet the DIs and other trainers had relentlessly drummed one thing into them. They must listen exactly to the instructions.
Paul recalled the first time they’d told him that. “This is a brand new endeavor, recruit. You’re trying to become a new kind of Marine in the space age. There’s never been an orbital drop before. You live by our rules, or we flush you like an unwanted goldfish. Do you understand?”
How many times had they asked him that? He’d signed forms, etc., etc. They still harped on perfect obedience.
I’m not a dog. I’m a man.
Yeah. They wouldn’t care about that. If he threw up in his pressure suit…they would know he hadn’t taken the anti-nausea pill. He didn’t want them to know, because they might flush Paul Kavanagh out of the program. He couldn’t fail. He had to pass. He had to become a space-dropping specialist so he could pay back the Chinese for making him scared in Oklahoma.
“Sergeant Kavanagh?” the ground controller asked.
He chinned on his communit. “Getting to the hatch now,” he muttered.
“Your pulse rate is higher than normal.”
“What?”
“We’re monitoring your pulse rate. Are you feeling well?”
“I’m feeling super,” he said.
“Sergeant Kavanagh, strict honesty is the policy. If you cannot comply—”
“Your systems must be goofy,” Paul said. “I’ve never felt better.”
“Return to your seat, Sergeant.”
“Negative,” Paul said. “I’m doing this.”
The other four candidates swiveled their visors to watch him.
Paul stood, taking the step to the hatch. He dry heaved once more.
“Did you take your anti-nausea pill?” the ground controller asked.
Paul realized his internal communit was still broadcasting. A trickle of sweat beaded down his forehead. He felt awful. With his chin, he turned off the comm and dry heaved so vomit burned the back of his throat.
Ignore it. Get on with the job.
He couldn’t ignore it. He dry heaved again and feelings of claustrophobia struck. So, he pressed a switch and his visor slid opened. He exhaled, saw the others watching him and closed the visor. Slowly, as the suit re-pressurized, he reached the hatch.
“Sergeant Kavanagh, you must know we have a visual of the capsule. Are you vomiting?”
“It’s no big deal,” he radioed. “A few dry heaves.”
“Did you forget to take the anti-nausea pill?”
“No, I didn’t forget. I just didn’t do it.”
“You disobeyed a direct order?”
“Yeah, I guess I did.”
“At least he’s being honest,” someone down there said.
“You will sit down—”
“No,” Paul said. “If I’ve just flushed out of the program, I’m at least going to do one drop.”
“No,” the ground controller said. “If you—”
“Let him do it,” another man said. “I’m curious if someone in his condition can do it without a pill.”
Despite the nausea, the next few minutes were amazing. First, Paul decompressed the compartment. It wouldn’t do for him to open the hatch and have the escaping air expel outside before he was ready.
“Are you in position?” the ground controller asked.
“Roger that,” Paul said. He moved a lever, turned a wheel and swung open the hatch. Then he looked outside. The Earth was below in its glorious panorama. He could see the curvature of the planet and marveled once more at its bluish atmosphere. Far down below was the United States of America. He was going to land down there in Montana, if he could summon the guts to leap.
He heard the harsh sound of his breathing. This was awesome, like the highest high dive on the planet. He remembered his youth when he used to cliff dive forty feet or more.
Sergeant Kavanagh laughed as he forgot about being sick.
“Why is he laughing?” someone down there asked.
“This is great,” Paul whispered. Then he pushed off. It was just like cliff diving. He pushed away, and he dropped from the capsule. A rear camera on his helmet let him view the round balloon and the capsule holding his blood brother. In seconds, he lost sight of the balloon.
At that point, it felt as if he just hung in space. He recalled a time surfing, the most serene moment in his life. It had been in Oceanside near Camp Pendleton, the California Marine training base. Winter surfing demanded a wet suit. The gray sky made it impossible to tell, as he lay on his surfboard, to see where the ocean ended and where the sky began. The ocean waves just rolled in. The waves sucked for surfing that day, but they had been perfect for just lying there, serene. It had been the one moment in his life where he went Zen peaceful.
This was like that, floating in the stratosphere. Actually, he dropped, gaining speed as he went. He grinned. That lasted a minute. Slowly, the grin began slipping away as the nausea returned. 
“How are you feeling?” the ground controller asked.
“Like I twirled around too many times doing ring-around-the—rosie.”
“You do that often, Sergeant?” the other man asked.
“I did as a kid. What, you never did?”
“Watch your mouth,” the ground controller said. “The general is talking to you.”
Paul might have said he was sorry about that. He wasn’t. Screw them anyway. He was a speck of nothing, picking up speed. Look at the Earth, just look at it. This was crazy. According to the briefing, he’d be going supersonic soon.
As he free fell, Paul wondered why no one had tried inserting Special Forces personnel into China already like this. Maybe they had. Maybe SEALs used exotic equipment, gliding across the Pacific Ocean and quietly dropping into China to commit acts of sabotage. That would be the ultimate. Well…no…being an orbital-dropping Marine was going to be the ultimate.
How was that going to work anyway? The candidates had already gone through grueling tests. They were looking for the best of the best. Paul figured he was one, but was that really true?
He knew one thing. He was the oldest candidate. Talk about working overtime to stay in shape…
Oh wow, he began to notice movement. It was no longer quite so dark around him. He couldn’t see the curvature of the planet, either.
“He’s at four hundred and fifteen miles per hour, sir.”
Paul groaned. He couldn’t help it as his stomach gurgled. Clenching his teeth, he ran a litany in his mind: You will not vomit; you will not vomit. One time, the throat burn before, that’s all you’re allowed.
The struggle took all his concentration. By the time the nausea passed, the world had turned fully normal again.
“Six hundred and seventy-five miles per hour,” the ground controller said in his headphones.
Paul had already assumed the skydiving position. As he reached seven hundred miles per hour, he moved incorrectly, putting his arm in the wrong place. He rolled, tried to correct and only made it worse. Now he began to spin, and it accelerated faster than he could believe.
His trainers had warned him about this. His special pressure suit had all kinds of gauges. Among them was a G-meter that monitored his drop. He also had a drogue deployment button in his right glove. If he held it down for three seconds, it would fire the drogue stabilization chute. That was a special chute to stop whatever evil—destabilizing—was happening. The G-meter flashed red in his helmet. That meant he experienced over 3.5 Gs for a continuous period six seconds or longer.
With a loud clap of noise, the drogue stabilization chute deployed. Paul grunted, the wind knocked out of him, but he quit spinning.
Fighting it so he wouldn’t restart, he remembered all the skydiving lessons. He stretched himself, arching his back, and he fought to hold it, hold it…he sucked down air. His lungs unlocked. Even better, he held his position. The G-meter went green.
“He’s going to make it, sir,” the ground controller said.
“Once he deploys his main parachute I’ll believe it. Until then, let’s wait and see.”
Paul grinned. He liked the general, kind of. For a brass hat, the man was okay. He scanned the scene and continued to breathe pure oxygen from his two bottles. He carried enough for ten minutes of air.
Checking a gauge, Paul saw he dropped at 713 miles per hour. He was supersonic, baby. Except for the extreme speed, this was just like skydiving now.
He watched his height as measured from sea level: 20,000 feet, 18,000 feet, 16,000 feet.
“Get ready to deploy your main parachute,” the ground controller said.
“Roger,” Paul said, who watched the gauge closely.
At six thousand feet, with a Montana pine forest below, Paul gripped the handle, feeling the molding for his fingers. At five thousand feet, he pulled.
“It’s time to deploy,” the ground controller said a second later.
A louder clapping sound than before and a vicious yank against his shoulders told him the parachute deployed. If it hadn’t, he had an emergency reserve chute.
Paul’s speed slowed. Soon, he began to float down to the ground. He was going to make it. Now he would find out if they were going to wash him out of the program or not.
 
ABILENE, TEXAS
 
In the brisk morning air, three hundred yards from an old car lot, Colonel Higgins walked past parked Behemoth tanks. These were new vehicles from Detroit, painted with desert colors.
This happened to be the newly reconstructed Sixth Regiment. Jake had belonged to the original sixth. Stan sighed. He dearly missed his boy. It still didn’t sit well with him. He’d buried the sadness, though, and now he took it out on the Chinese. It was an unhealthy thing to do, and every time he destroyed a Chinese tank or truck, he waited for a good feeling to emerge.
Why doesn’t killing the enemy make me feel better?
The Behemoth tank crews stood at attention before their vehicles. They were sharp-eyed young men in black uniforms and angled caps. How many of them would die before this damn war ended? After three years of grueling fighting, they had finally fenced off the Chinese invaders. Another campaign should push them all the way into northern Mexico. Then what would happen?
Will we invade Mexico to drive out the Chinese? We have to. If we don’t, we’ll have to worry about the Pan-Asian Alliance for the rest of our lives.
One tanker caught his eye. He was a tall lad with sucked in cheeks. Stan stopped before him.
“What’s your name, soldier?”
“Corporal Chet Bretnor, sir.”
“Chet?”
“Yes, sir?”
“Why do you seem familiar?”
“I was part of Jake’s crew, sir. We survived the Red Dragon attack together.”
Stan frowned, and he turned away. But he was the colonel, the hero to some of these lads. He forced himself to look once more at Chet.
“That was a bad day,” Stan said. “I’m glad to see you make it.”
The boy’s face screwed up, as if he was trying to gin up the courage to say something. Stan didn’t want to hear it, whatever the boy had to say. He sighed, and he almost walked on, almost…
“Yes?” Stan asked.
“Sir,” Chet blurted. “I haven’t heard from Jake, sir. Do you happen to know where he’s stationed?”
Stan froze for several seconds. Then he shook his head. “Jake died, I’m afraid.”
“I’m very sorry to hear that, sir. How did it happen?”
Stan frowned. That seemed like an odd question. “Radiation poisoning,” he said.
“Didn’t he get the bone marrow treatment?”
“No.”
“Then why did those men take him away?”
“He was dead.”
“What?” Chet asked. “No. I don’t think so, sir.”
Stan stared at the soldier. Finally, he asked, “What do you mean?”
“Jake resisted them, I’m not sure why, and the man gave him a sedative.”
“Resisted?”
“From where I lay, it sure sounded like that. I was pretty out of it at the time, sir. Maybe I don’t remember it very well.”
A worm of suspicion crept into Stan’s heart. “What did the men look like who took him?”
Chet cocked his head, and he gave Stan a funny look. “You know, I’ve never really thought about it before. You know what. They were MPs.”
“Come again?” Stan asked, sharply.
“Militia MPs, sir,” Chet said. “I’m sure of it.”
“Son of a bitch!”
Chet recoiled, and he paled. “Did I say something wrong, sir?”
Stan had to come back from the place he’d gone in his mind. He saw the boy’s fright. So, he put his hand on Chet’s shoulder. “Come with me. I want to hear more about this.”
“Sir?”
“I’m an idiot. I should have realized when the doctor wouldn’t look at me.” He faced Chet. “Militia MPs took him. I can’t believe it. They took a sick, possibly dying man. They’d better hope he’s still alive—or heaven help them.”
 
MARINE TRAINING BASE, MONTANA
 
Paul sat quietly before General Allenby. The holding cell made him uneasy. The obvious two-way mirrors didn’t help him relax.
A wooden table stood between them. Paul sat on one side, the general on the other.
General Allenby didn’t look like anything special. He was average height with a narrow mustache and bland features. He had intense brown eyes, the only giveaway that something extra might be going on with the man.
Allenby stared at him. Paul stared back. He didn’t know what else he was supposed to do. If the general thought he was going to wilt before a brass hat…the man could think again.
Paul had landed, waited for pickup and soon ridden back in a jeep. They took him straight to the brig. He’d waited here…he didn’t know for how long. There were no clocks on the walls. He felt hungry, so maybe three hours had passed since landing.
A few minutes ago, the door opened. Big MPs stood outside. They were the hard types who would beat you down with billy clubs if the general ordered it. Allenby walked in, sat down and the MPs shut the door.
Now the general just sat there, staring. Because of the mirror behind the man, Paul could see the balding spot on the back of the general’s head.
Internally, Paul shrugged. Screw them anyway. He was good at what he did. He’d stopped kissing butt a long time ago. Actually, he’d never done it. That’s why he’d been discharged from the Marines the first time after Quebec when he’d still been a kid.
“You didn’t take your anti-nausea pill,” Allenby said.
“That’s right.”
“Why not?”
“They don’t agree with me.”
“You’re going to have to take one…when you combat deploy.”
“Okay.”
“We’ll need our Marines at peak efficiency,” Allenby said. “We’re only going to do this once and you have to do it at your best.”
“Do what, sir?”
“That’s classified for the moment.”
“It’s special ops. That much is clear.”
“Sergeant, I want the best men in my unit. What we have planned…” Allenby shook his head. “You’re going to learn about it soon enough. The point I want you to understand is that I intend to win.”
“Me too, sir.”
“Yes, I’m aware of your record. I like it. When the going gets tough, you come through, Kavanagh. What’s more, you’re unconventional. You think for yourself. That’s the kind of man I want, the kind our country is going need. You have to listen to instructions, though.”
“I understand, sir,”
“No, you don’t. As I’ve said, I’ve read your record. You’re not only a good soldier—a great soldier—but you’re also a born troublemaker. What’s lucky for you is that there’s a war on.”
“Sir?”
“You’re a killer, Kavanagh, a natural. Your friend Romo is one, too. America needs its killers right now. We’re going to put the best of you—or the worst—into one unit of super soldiers. You are going to kill like no one has done before.”
“Sir?”
Allenby smiled, and his brown eyes seemed to shine. “I know. You expected me to reprimand you for not taking your anti-nausea pill, maybe flush you out of the program. Well, I’m not going to do that. It just so happens that I’m a killer myself. I get things done. I’m going to get this one done, and I’m going to keep the most dangerous men with me. You’re one of the elite. Your record says as much.”
“Why am I here in this holding cell, then, sir?”
“Because I’m chewing you out for the sake of my DIs and trainers. They’re not naturals like the rest of you men.”
“This is chewing me out, sir?”
“Don’t play stupid with me, Kavanagh. When people ask, or if they hint at it, you let them know that I chewed you out good. You finally get it now, you tell them. You’re going to toe the line from now on.”
“But really?”
Allenby leaned forward. “You will toe the line, Marine.”
“Yes sir,” Paul said.
Allenby sat back. “Good. I’m not going to kid you, son. This mission is going to be tough. It will kill an awful lot of you. I’m figuring three-quarters to half of you aren’t coming back.”
Paul didn’t like the sound of that.
“This one is going to be for everything,” Allenby said. “We’re going to kick ass and end the war our way, with China laid out on its back. Now tell me, even though its dangerous, positively deadly, do you want to back out?”
“I don’t feel like dying, sir.”
“That isn’t want I’m asking.”
Paul thought about it. He’d promised Cheri. But he was fighting mad, and he’d made up his mind as he watched those mushroom clouds in Oklahoma. “I’m in, sir.”
“I knew you’d say that. You’re my kind of man, Kavanagh. Just so you know, from now on, I’m going to ride you hard. We’re going to have one throw of the dice with this mission. The Chinese—well, never mind that for now. This is one is going to be bad. It’s also going to be the craziest, wildest mission any Marine has ever been a part of. Just how big are your balls, son?”
Paul stared at the general, and something burned behind the Marine’s eyeballs. “Bigger than yours, sir,” he said.
Allenby leaned forward, and his features became like a mask. “If you ever say that to me again, you won’t survive your training.”
Paul said nothing more, but he might have smiled. Just the faintest bit. He waited.
The general stood, nodded at Paul. The door opened. “That will be all, Marine. You’re dismissed.”
The general went out first. Paul followed. It was then Kavanagh decided the general was a nut job. Three quarters causalities on this mission—just what did the brass hats have planned for them?
 
MOSCOW, RUSSIA
 
With an umbrella over her head, Anna Chen negotiated the slick steps of the Hotel Saint Peter. Freezing drops pelted her, mingled with pellets of hail. They lay at her booted feet, expended white shot of the horrible new glaciation.
The world starved to death. So what did humanity do? They formed giant leagues and fought over the most precious resource on the planet: prime farmland to feed their peoples.
Now I’m pretending to try to convince the Russians to join the fun. If ever there was a time to do this, it’s now. Hong has overextended China’s military, with the bulk of in Mexico and the rest in Burma against the Indians. How has Hong convinced Konev to back off? I still don’t understand it.
Anna sighed. It had been a long journey from Washington to Moscow. Max Harold had told her she was going as their envoy. The good of the country demanded it. Everyone knew the President trusted her. It would show Russia that David Sims still sat in the driver’s seat.
Harold had lied to her, but she’d pretended to believe him. David lay in a semi-coma, induced by his physicians she believed. Harold’s guards sealed David off from those who wanted to help him recover. Thus, the Director of Homeland Security wanted her out of Washington. That was the real reason for the trip. She spoke to the Russian president. It made good TV coverage, she supposed, but that was it. The Russians were too scared to move against China.
The wind chose that moment to pick up, and the hail no longer rained straight down, but slanted at an angle. Particles struck her in the face. She repositioned the umbrella, and saw Demetrius, her bodyguard, get out of a big Chinese-manufactured car.
It surprised her that Harold had let Demetrius stay with her. There was no one else she trusted nowadays. The big black man wore a hat and turned up the collar of his coat. Otherwise, he endured the hail. He was a true stoic.
Is the Chinese-manufactured car a not so subtle slap in the face by Konev’s people?
It was big and heavy, a Tiger Fang, she believed the company had named the model. It was top-of-the-line luxurious, armored for official use. The presidents, prime ministers and other rulers in most countries had a right to fear their people. Most went hungry, but not the rich or politically powerful.
Anna wondered where she fit in the scheme of things now. I represent the United States, but I’m afraid to speak the truth to my own countrymen.
Harold had sent her across the Pacific Ocean in the USS Colorado, a Virginia-class submarine. He’d told her he didn’t trust air travel. The Chinese might try to shoot down her plane. East Lightning was frightfully good at what they did, prying secrets out of people. No doubt, she topped one of their kill lists. She’d always been able to ferret out Chinese secrets.
A lifetime ago, she’d written the seminal work on the Chinese: National-Socialist China. People still read the book to understand how the leadership thought.
What if I’d picked a different topic back then? How would my life be different today?
“Ma’am,” Demetrius said by way of greeting as he held open the car door. Each of his fingers was twice as long and three times as thick as one of hers.
“Thank you,” she said. She began to fold her umbrella. Demetrius plucked it out of her hands. With a gentle push as he guided her head so it wouldn’t bump, he propelled her into the back seat.
“I’ll take the other car,” he said in his deep voice. “I’ll see you at Catherine’s.”
Before she could ask him about the change in plans, the car door slammed shut. She was supposed to go to the Kremlin first. Afterward, they would eat at Catherine’s. Usually, Demetrius sat with her. It was odd he hadn’t gotten in.
A moment of panic flared. Have Harold’s men finally bought off Demetrius? No, no, that’s foolish. Demetrius is loyal. I have to trust someone. Otherwise, I’d be all alone.
The warm air felt good. Chinese heaters always worked, and they were excellent designers of big cars.
The engine purred smoothly and the car pulled away from the curb. She glanced through the rear window, observing her bodyguard watch the car. Demetrius didn’t even shield himself from the hail. He watched the vehicle as if he’d never see her again.
“Hello Anna,” a man beside her said.
In alarm, Anna twisted around. She blinked in shock. A wizened old man with uncombed white hair sat beside her. Despite the car’s heat, Doctor Samuel Levin, the Director of the CIA, wore a bulky coat in keeping with Russian customs.
Anna glanced at the driver, a nondescript operative.
“What are you doing here?” she asked Levin. “Why did you pick me up?”
Anna used to work for the CIA as an analyst. That seemed like a lifetime ago. After she transferred to the White House during the Californian invasion, Levin and she had had a falling out.
Is he Harold’s man? I thought Levin was loyal to David. He was once…before the heart attack, at least.
“I’m here on business just like you,” Levin said smoothly.
“You mean you’re a figurehead just like me?”
“Bitterness doesn’t become you, Anna.”
She didn’t need his reproof. It made her bristle. Before she could stop herself, she said, “Treason never was your talent.”
Levin frowned, putting more wrinkles in his skin.
“I have a question before you tell me whatever your message happens to be,” Anna said. “Did Demetrius sell me out or did you trick him?”
“You’re working under false assumptions. I’m on your side, Anna. Or said more appropriately, we’re on the same side.”
“What side is that?”
“Time is short,” he said, becoming businesslike. “We’re headed for the Kremlin and—”
“Demetrius said I’m headed for the Catherine Royal Restaurant.”
“That’s what he was supposed to say, in case anyone was listening.”
“It was raining outside,” she said. “No one else stood near us.”
“I know you’ve heard about parabolic guns, listening devices.”
“Harold’s men are spying on me?”
“Of course,” Levin said. “So are Russian, Chinese and Iranian agents. You’re in grave danger, as I’m sure you know.”
“You think that’s why Harold sent me, as a target? Let East Lighting assassins kill me?”
“No. I feel as you do. Harold wants you away from the President, at least for a time.”
Levin’s words tightened her stomach. How did he know what she’d been thinking? It meant he’d been spying on her for some time. And David— I will not be afraid, she told herself, as a panic-attack threatened. Ever since her husband Tanaka’s death in Obama Park, she’d taken defensive training. Pulling her purse closer, she clicked it opened and put her right hand inside. Her fingers gripped a small pistol. If she shot Levin and the driver— “I’m not your enemy,” Levin told her. “So you can keep the gun in your purse.”
Heat expanded across her cheeks. “You like to think you’re clever, Doctor. You think you know what everyone is thinking.”
He gave a depreciating chuckle. “I am the spymaster, after all. The government pays me to know what dangerous people think.”
“I’m dangerous?”
“To some.”
“Who?”
“Harold and McGraw obviously head the list.”
“If you’re trying to draw me out—”
“Please, Anna, we don’t have much time. This is all so needless.”
She frowned, and she did some thinking. The conclusion startled her. “Are you suggesting that the only place you and I can talk privately is in a Chinese luxury car in Moscow?”
“You always were a smart girl. Now please, take your hand off the gun. You’re beginning to make me nervous.”
As the driver took a sharp turn, and she saw the Kremlin spires in the distance, she decided to trust Levin. With a sigh, she let go of the .22, removed her hand and snapped the purse closed.
“Much better,” he said.
“Why the cloak and dagger routine? We’re too old for this sort of thing.”
“My dear, you are far from old. You’re quite beautiful. Still, yours is a reasonable question. We practice these cautions because Director Harold is a dangerous man, both to us and to our country.”
“He claims to love America.”
“I believe he does—his version of it anyway, with him in charge, righting perceived wrongs.”
“You stopped his coup attempt last year,” Anna said.
“If you mean that little play under the White House—”
 “It was more than a play. You forestalled his guards and possibly saved my life.”
“I suppose that’s true. It’s strange that the President refused to see Harold’s action for what it was.” Levin’s coat rustled as he shrugged. “For the sake of the country, perhaps the President made the correct decision that day. Harold is the Militia Organization, and his tireless work has helped stave off defeat.”
“Does that mean we allow him to rule as a dictator?”
“No,” Levin said quietly. “However, at the moment, there is little we can do about it.”
“Will the Russians join us?” Anna asked.
“No,” Levin said. “But I begin to wonder if Konev is playing a deeper game than I realize. The man desires Siberia.”
“I’m confused. If he grabs Siberia, isn’t that joining us?”
A soft smile appeared on Levin’s face. “Konev is canny. I’m not sure what he’s after. Like Putin before him, Konev yearns to revive the Russian Empire of old. Yet he does not want a bloodbath on the scale of World War II. A war with China would be that.”
“So what happens next?”
“That’s a good question,” Levin said. “Harold is willing to give away the moon in order to induce the Russians to attack Siberia. America needs a second front. Frankly, I’m torn about what we should do.”
“I’m not sure there’s anything I can do either way.”
“Yes there is. For now at least, you must placate Harold.”
“Why?”
“After your trip ends, stay by David’s side, fight to keep him alive. For a time, at least, Harold and McGraw need the President as a symbol. It’s after their victory…”
“You mean in Mexico?” Anna asked.
Levin cocked his head as if surprised at her. “There will be no war in Mexico.”
“We have to go in eventually. We can’t allow Hong to keep his soldiers on our border. It’s not over until we remove them.”
Levin pursed his lips. “I’m your friend, Anna. I’m the President’s friend. Will you remember that?”
She nodded, and she decided that whatever else happened, she was going to save David Sims from the power-hungry trio presently running the country.
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Power Politics
DETENTION CENTER WEST, COLORADO
 
Jake picked at his Militia uniform. It hung loosely on his scrawny frame, as he’d lost a lot of weight since the Red Dragon nuclear explosion. His hair had fallen out, too. Finally, a new growth prickled from his scalp. Insanely, he felt a surge of renewed hope with his growing hair.
Oklahoma had been a little over six months ago. After the Red Dragon strike, he’d been very sick with radiation poisoning, and he’d gotten sicker. He believed, due to the poor medical facilities here in the Detention Center West.
The place was in Central Colorado, hidden in a bleak, Rocky Mountain valley. It was a hundred acres of electrified fencing with blockhouses, barracks, punishment cells and a small hospital facility. There must be several thousand detainees here with hundreds of guards. Jake wasn’t sure of the exact numbers. He never had been.
As he had once before two years ago, he sat on a hard plastic chair in the processing hall. The wheels of fate had turned full circle, and he was right back where he’d started from before the terrible siege of Denver. Just like then, the door to the director’s office opened.
Jake knew a moment of shock. He recognized the person, although it wasn’t the old director with an iron-colored buzz cut. He wished it were. This person was a woman, the judge who had sentenced him to a penal battalion in New York last year.
She wore a Detention Center uniform, white with brown stripes. A large woman with shortcut red hair, she had a mole on her left nostril and stern features. She was a Public Safety Monitor, First Class. Why was she in charge of the Detention Center then? Militia officers had run it last time he was here.
Two sitting guards flanked him. They stood, heavyset men in black uniforms. On their thick belts dangled batons, tasers, handcuffs, you name it.
The director gave them a meaningful glance before retreating into the office. Before Jake could follow, each guard grabbed a biceps, hauling him after her. He hated his own sticklike arms. Once, he might have put up a good fight, not anymore.
They dragged him into the office, to a chair, pushing him into it. Then they flanked him once more.
The monitor already sat behind a large desk. Behind her were huge photographs of Director Harold. Those of President Sims, which had been up there last time Jake was here, were no longer in evidence. Just like old times, though, Detention Center slogans in block letters adorned the walls: UNITY BRINGS VICTORY. WE ARE ONE, WE ARE STRONG. PATRIOTS FIGHT FOR THEIR COUNTRY! TRAITORS PROTEST THEIR LEADERS.
The Public Safety Monitor cleared her throat. She held a tablet in her hands. No doubt it held Jake’s records.
Jake had learned hard lessons. He sat straight, and he kept his gaze down in a subordinate manner, although he watched her through peripheral vision. Last time he’d been here, he’d seethed with indignation. Today he played a different game—for good reason.
One, he was weak and frail, hardly recovered from his latest illness. Two, months of ill treatment had broken some of his resolve. Three, despair had claimed his spirit. He’d fought the Chinese, survived a nuclear strike, and this was how they thanked him?
What a load of crap.
“I thought I recognized your mulish face,” the monitor said. “I sentenced you to a penal battalion last year. Incredibly, you survived the Germans, but murdered one of the Militia sergeants. Ah, it says here you even resisted arrest and threated to kill other Militia MPs.”
Jake kept his mouth shut. Sometimes it didn’t pay to defend your actions.
“Humph,” the monitor said. “I’m not sure I care for your silence. Do you think you’re too good to speak to me?”
“No, Monitor,” Jake said.
“Do you have anything to say then before I pass judgment?”
The words tightened Jake’s chest. That sounded ominous. Anger flared then, but he suppressed it. He had to use his head for once. This verbal confrontation was simply another form of combat. In war, if the enemy had superior force, one retreated or maneuvered with cunning. He must maneuver now.
“Monitor,” Jake said, trying to speak with deference. “I don’t defend my wrongful actions. If you would allow me, though…?”
“Yes, speak, speak, by all means. Haven’t I asked you to?”
“I fought the enemy in defense of my country. I helped kill German soldiers and later Chinese soldiers. In the latter case, I helped to drive PAA formations back.”
“Hmm,” she said.
“I’m asking for leniency, Monitor, for you to take my military service into consideration.”
Letting the tablet thump onto the desk, she leaned back in her chair, eyeing Jake, finally smiling frostily.
“Oh, you are a clever ferret of a traitor. You’ve learned to mouth platitudes, thinking in your heart to outfox us. I warn you, Traitor Higgins, I am not fooled.”
Outrage bubbled up and threatened to pour from his mouth. Jake closed his eyes, fighting to keep silent. It was so difficult to do. That surprised him.
“Unless…” the monitor said in an oily tone, “you would like to show us that you truly feel contrition.”
He opened his eyes, and he raised an eyebrow.
“I have it on good authority that your father, Colonel Stan Higgins, has spoken out against Homeland Security. If you could elaborate on his treasonous words, type out a document and sign it…that would show us your sincerity.”
He couldn’t believe it. “You’re asking me to denounce my father?”
“Exactly,” the monitor said. “He plays the war hero very well, even though he plots against the present leadership.”
Jake stared at her in disbelief.
That made her frown, and she snapped her fingers.
Out of the corner of his eye, Jake spied moment. Then the right-hand guard touched a shock baton against his neck.
Jake cried out in pain, and he slid from the chair, to lie panting on the floor.
“Pick him up,” the monitor said.
Jake felt strong hands haul him back into the chair. Nausea threatened and his mouth tasted bloody. Oh. He’d bitten his tongue hard enough to make it bleed. Were they going to torture him now? Had they been waiting for him to get better? Maybe it would have been better if he’d died in Oklahoma.
“Mr. Higgins,” the monitor said. “You must realize the precariousness of your position. As a murderer, you have killed lawful members of the Militia Organization, and this while in the face of the enemy. That is treason. If that wasn’t enough, you have also resisted arrest and threatened lawful police with death. Frankly, in my opinion, you deserve death in turn. I also suspect you of continued political malice. No doubt, there is a conspiracy afoot, with your father at the heart of it. I’m sure you’ve been privy to some of his high crimes.”
Jake loathed his physical weakness. If he rose up to fight, they would swat him down like a puppy. No. It would be worse than that. One of them would use one hand and using their fingertips to shove against his chest, pushing him down. What should he do?
“Let us begin anew,” the monitor said. “It is much more than you deserve. I feel soiled even treating with a traitor. Frankly, if it were just up to me, I’d have these men take you outside and have you shot. Yet, for the sake of our country, I am giving you this chance. Will you admit to your father’s treason?”
Jake took a deep breath, and he almost told her to go to hell. Yet that would be like charging enemy tanks on foot. It would be suicide.
You have to maneuver, Jake.
That meant he had to think. Yes. Why had they kept him alive? Was this the reason? He didn’t know, but he needed a plan. To plan wisely, he needed time to think.
Play for time.
“I have asked you a question,” the monitor said. “I demand an answer. We will tolerate no more games.”
Jake felt nauseous, and he’d been fighting it the whole time. Now he stopped fighting. Instead, he thought of cold sausages. Long ago, when he’d been ten years old in Alaska, his mom had served deer sausages from an animal his father had hunted. The sight of those greasy things had made him feel ill. He’d made a big production about how awful they looked, and he’d let them sit there on his dinner plate. Finally, as everyone else rose from the table, his dad had told him he couldn’t leave until he finished what was in his plate. For a half hour he sat there, too stubborn to eat them. Finally, his dad looked in, and Stan Higgins touched his belt. Jake had understood. Eat the sausage or get a spanking. He’d eaten, and the cold thing had made him gag back then.
His stomach gurgled now as he thought about the time—cold greasy sausage sitting in his plate.
“Mr. Higgins—”
He vomited, the gunk dribbling onto the floor. Grabbing his stomach, he curled over and vomited once more, making it sound worse than it was.
“Disgusting,” the monitor said. “I thought he was supposed to be better.”
“Maybe he’s having a relapse,” a guard said.
“Take him to the infirmary,” the monitor said. “Tell them I don’t want to talk to the traitor until he’s strong enough to withstand some persuasion.”
Jake kept his head down as the guards each grabbed an arm, lifting him off the chair and heading for the door. He had a few hours reprieve, maybe a few days. How could he turn that to his advantage? He didn’t know, but he’d better come up with a plan fast, or he faced being tortured to death—because there was no way he was going to denounce his dad.
 
DALLAS, TEXAS
 
Colonel Stan Higgins sat in an auditorium at Southern Front Headquarters. Along with the other colonels and generals, he listened to Tom McGraw outline the winter plans against the PAA, the incremental approach to pushing them completely into northern Mexico.
When the talk ended, Stan mingled with the field grade officers afterward. He worked his way toward McGraw, the big man surrounded by generals. Stan waited, although impatience seethed through him.
For over six months, he’d believed Jake had died in Stillwater. Since talking with Chet, Stan had hunted down the original doctor. He’d spoken at length with the man a second time, finally learning the truth. Homeland Security had indeed taken Jake.
As Stan stood in the gymnasium, listening to people talk, a fierce sense of betrayal filled him as it had been doing for the past weeks. How many times had he put his life on the line for his country? He’d lost count. His country had rewarded him with rank, medals and some honor. Yet it had taken his son, possibly killed him.
How should I react to that? What did he owe his country? His old dead friend Bill would have told him a man’s allegiance followed a strict ranking: God, family, country, in that order. If one’s country affronted God—demanded he disobey the Divine Ruler by accepting things God hated—one must rebel against that. If his country attacked his family…one must also rebel. After that, if someone attacked his country, he would fight to the death for it.
Homeland Security has taken my son. One arm of it has, anyway. Am I honor-bound to obey Max Harold or to obey those who help him?
Stan didn’t believe so. He had a small derringer in his jacket pocket, a tiny thing with two shells. He’d told McGraw some time ago what would happen if they took his boy. A lethal level of bitterness consumed Stan. After years of war, of fighting for his country, how could it come to this? He didn’t understand.
“Stan!”
Higgins looked up. McGraw filled his vision. The big man reached out, clapping him on the shoulder. It made Stan flinch.
“What’s wrong, old son?” McGraw asked. “You’re looking peaked. You’re standing here all by yourself as if the devil is pestering you.”
Despite the others around them, Stan blurted, “They have my son, Tom. Homeland Security plucked him out of a radiation treatment center. They’re holding him captive, likely in one of their detention facilities.”
At the bleakness of his voice, several officers turned toward Stan. He felt their staring eyes, the silent questions.
McGraw’s head swayed back. He seemed surprised. “But I thought…”
Stan opened his mouth to accuse the general, and he let his right hand drop into his jacket pocket.
“Colonel,” McGraw said, becoming serious. “I-I need to have a word with you.”
Stan’s fingers curled around the derringer. Then he palmed it. All he had to do was lift it out of his pocket, push it in McGraw’s face, and pull the trigger twice.
“Colonel!” McGraw boomed.
Stan became aware of many officers watching him. The stupor that had consumed him left, and he realized he had almost murdered Tom McGraw. The general’s words finally penetrated his fogged thoughts.
“When do you want to talk?” Stan asked.
“I’d like a word with you right this minute,” McGraw said.
“In private?”
“Of course. I have a message for you personally.”
Stan nodded, and he felt the weight of the derringer in his pocketed hand. Finally, he was about to get some old-time justice.
McGraw spoke to an aide, a major. The aide spoke to a three-star general. Soon, Stan found himself following McGraw as the man pushed through the crowd. They stepped outside the gymnasium. Cold bit Stan’s cheeks, and he shivered. They crunched through snow, reaching an office building.
Stan glanced at the icy moon. He might never see it again. He gripped the derringer to shoot. As he did, McGraw accelerated up a short ramp. Two bodyguards appeared. McGraw put his right hand on a doorknob, standing twelve feet away. The derringer had no accuracy. Stan had practiced with it before. To hit, he needed to be standing right beside the general.
“Excuse me, Colonel,” the lead bodyguard said.
For an instant, Stan decided to risk it. The bodyguard must have sensed something, because he stepped between Stan and the general.
Annoyance flashed across Stan’s face. Then he realized the chance had passed. He let go of the derringer, taking his hand out of his pocket.
“What’s the meaning of this?” Stan asked the approaching guard.
“Can’t take any chances, old son,” McGraw said. “It’s nothing personal.”
Stan opened his mouth, and shut it. He’d lost his chance.
The bodyguards became four as two more appeared. Before Stan knew it, they were frisking him—strong hands lifting his arms, patting against his ribs. His heart sank as a guard patted his pocket and gave him a sharp look. Stan knew better than to fight the bodyguard.
The man reached in and plucked the derringer from Stan’s pocket. “You’d better see this, General,” the bodyguard said, facing McGraw.
In the starlight, McGraw glanced at the derringer and then peered at Stan.
“Did you mean to murder me with that little toy, old son?”
“I don’t know,” Stan whispered. “Maybe.”
All four bodyguards stiffened. One reached for Stan while the others drew their sidearms.
“No,” McGraw said. “Let him be.”
“But sir—”
“I just gave you an order. Search him again. Tell me what more you find.”
They searched Stan more thoroughly. In silence, he endured the indignity. What did it matter anyway? He should have taken his chance when he had it. He’d blown it. Shortly thereafter, the chief bodyguard told the general they hadn’t found anything else, as there was nothing else to discover.
“Inside, Colonel,” McGraw said. “I want to hear what you have to say about this.”
Stan moved up the ramp as if walking to his gallows. Inside, McGraw flicked on the lights. It was a schoolroom. It surprised Stan none of the bodyguards entered. The big man sat on the edge of the teacher’s desk. Wearily, Stan sank into a chair beside a cluttered table. He sat there staring, trying to collect his thoughts.
“Higgins, were you really going to shoot me?”
“They have my son,” Stan said, as he continued to stare at the carpet.
“I’ve read the report. Jake is dead.”
“That’s what I thought, too.” Stan looked up and he told McGraw what he’d discovered.
Afterward, McGraw said, “I had nothing to do with any of that. I had no idea.”
Stan wanted to believe him but— “You’ve taken over, Tom. You did exactly as you told me you’d do.”
“No. The President had a heart attack. It took all of us by surprise.”
“And after all this time, the President isn’t better yet?” Stan asked.
“I know what you’re implying—”
“Don’t tell me I’m wrong. It’s clear what happened. You and Harold have taken over.”
“Chairman Alan is also part of the triad. Who else could have done as we have these past months? We’re finally winning the war.”
Stan studied McGraw. “Why are you bothering to talk to me now? I don’t get it.”
“I want to know if you were really going to shoot me.”
“I was thinking about it. I even had the derringer in my hand, planning how I’d do it. They have my son, Tom, my son! The bastards went into a hospital and hauled out a sick man. They must know he didn’t murder that sergeant—that man was the real traitor.”
“So you were going to shoot me? Why?”
“I told you six months ago what I would do if they took my son. Well, they have. Is he dead or alive? If he’s alive, I want him back.”
“Damnit, Higgins, I can’t trust a man who thinks about killing me.”
“Can I trust you?”
“What kind of question is that?” McGraw asked. “Whatever I do, I do for my country.”
“Is that the lie you tell yourself every morning?”
Anger flashed across McGraw’s features. He’d gained weight since taking over and his face had become puffier. “How can you expect my help if I know you plan to kill me?”
“Listen to me, Tom. I’m a loyal man: God first, family second and my country third. You can trust me because I do exactly what I say I’m going to do. Help me get my son back, and you won’t have a more loyal man.”
“And if I don’t?”
Stan stared at McGraw. He could see the belligerence on the general’s face, the surprise and hurt as well. Stan hadn’t expected that. “I’ll tell you what you can do. Aim me at Harold and I’ll kill him for you.”
“Treason,” McGraw said in a clipped voice.
Stan laughed bleakly. “Don’t you understand what kind of situation you’re in? You’ve staged a coup, or at least you personally allowed one to take place. Maybe it was fortuitous that Sims had his heart attack. I don’t know. Heck, maybe he still is sick. I’m telling you that you’re in a very dangerous situation. Triumvirates don’t last. One man becomes more powerful than the other two. I’ve been watching the news. Harold wields the real power. You’re a figurehead, and Alan supplies the muscle. The people love you, just as they loved Marc Anthony once. Harold is more like Octavian, who became Caesar Augustus. Harold is already outmaneuvering you.”
“We’ve had our arguments,” McGraw said. “I won’t deny that.”
“Who won the arguments?”
“We went his way most of the time…”
“There you are,” Stan said.
“No. We’re winning this war. We’ve driven the Chinese out of America, or almost out. We have plans now for a coming Burma offensive.”
“I thought it might be something like that. The Indians are going to make a move, eh?”
“I’m supposed to be gathering an American Expeditionary Force.”
“Interesting,” Stan said. He thought about it before shaking his head. “Look, Tom, about Jake, if anyone deserved better, it’s my boy. He’s fought in some tough spots: Denver, Buffalo and he survived the nuclear assault.”
“Are you absolutely sure about your information?”
“I spoke to the doctor the Homeland Security people threatened. The doc didn’t realize it, but I recorded our conversation, just in case I ever need it as evidence.”
“That’s against the law,” McGraw said.
“Oh, that’s rich. You’re very law abiding, you and Harold, aren’t you?”
McGraw’s face turned crimson.
“At least you can still blush about it,” Stan said. “I doubt Harold can.”
“Has anyone ever told you that you’re too prissy for your own good?”
“I know,” Stan said. “You’re going to tell me how you’re a realist, a man of the world. Let me tell you something. Once we throw away our principles, there’s no telling where it stops.”
“Do you want my help or not?”
Stan looked into McGraw’s eyes. He didn’t know what the general was thinking, but… “I want your help,” Stan said.
“For doing this, there might be something I’ll ask of you in return.”
“What’s that?” Stan asked.
“If I free your boy, you’ll owe me one.”
“I would,” Stan said.
“And if that meant going to Burma…?”
“I’d go even if you weren’t bargaining for my son.”
McGraw slid off the desk, and he began to pace. “I’m due in Washington in a few days. I’ll mention your son to Harold.”
“You might need to be firm. Jake isn’t going to last—”
“I know how to make my arguments,” McGraw said, with bite to his words. He paused, fingering his chin. He clipped his fingernails far too closely.
Why haven’t I ever noticed that before? Stan asked himself.
“What you need to do,” McGraw said, “is to start looking for a replacement in your regiment.”
“No Behemoths in Burma?”
“Three-hundred-ton tanks? How would we get them there?” asked McGraw.
“Hmm, right,” Stan said. “They’re better used here, seeing we’re still in short supply of them. If the Chinese make a sudden surge out of Mexico—if the South Americans suddenly grow a new pair—”
“Just do as I ask, and be prepared to leave for a secret training base. We have to surprise the Chinese.”
“I don’t know if we’ll do that, but sure, I’ll do as you ask. Don’t let them keep Jake, Tom. If they do, I won’t be any good to you.”
“Is that a threat?” McGraw asked.
“No, sir. Just a fact.”
McGraw nodded, and the meeting was over.
 
WASHINGTON, DC
 
Director Max Harold sat in the oval office in the White House. He reclined behind the President’s desk with an old ballpoint pen in his hand. He kept clicking it as he scanned a tablet. He liked keeping his fingers busy as he read. It helped relax him, and he’d read somewhere that it helped keep the blood flowing better.
On his desk, an intercom buzzed.
“Yes?” Harold asked, without looking up.
“General Williamson is here to see you, sir.”
“Ah, good,” Harold said. “Send him in.” The director clicked his pen a few more times, finishing the report. Then he pocketed the pen and set the tablet on the desk.
The door opened shortly, and tall Militia General Williamson marched in. He wore Himmler-style glasses over pinched features. The man was a stickler for protocol, and dedicated to the new regime. He had another quality Harold admired: a high capacity for toil.
That was one of Harold’s secrets to success: plain hard work. “I hope you’ve had a pleasant journey,” he said.
“Yes, sir,” Williamson replied, as he stood at attention.
“Please, sit down.”
“Thank you, sir,” Williamson said, taking the nearest chair.
Harold liked to keep things formal, so he remained seated behind the President’s desk. He realized he played a risky game taking over like this. In essence, he’d become a dictator. Long ago in school, he’d read about Cincinnatus the Roman patriot. In ancient times, the Romans had needed a dictator. They came to Cincinnatus as he plowed his field. He took up the sword and he led his countrymen to victory. After the war, he returned to his farm and his plow, giving up supreme power as easily as he’d taken it.
I’m not a farmer, but my country needs a clearheaded man to end this terrible war. Even more, my country needs a man who can return America to its rightful place in the world as the premier nation.
Greater China stood in the way. Therefore, he had to destroy it. It was that simple. Harold noted Williamson’s patience, another fine quality, although it potentially made the Militiaman dangerous. Harold trusted the general…but he would have to keep an eye on Williamson.
First clearing his throat, Harold asked, “Have you spoken with General McGraw?”
“Yes, sir,” Williamson said, taking out a tablet of his own.
“Don’t read me your notes. Just give me the essentials of the meeting.”
“He’s backing out of the Australia operation,” Williamson said.
“I’m not surprised, even though it seemed suited to his tastes: flashy and potentially earthshattering.”
Williamson waited.
Harold liked that about the Militiaman. The general didn’t offer an opinion unless asked directly. Too many people liked to run off at the mouth, and without really saying anything useful. Harold found such people tedious, which meant the majority of the population.
“Did he give any reasons for backing out?” Harold asked.
“No sir.”
“Hmm, that’s interesting. I wonder what changed his mind.”
“There was something else, sir.”
“Oh?”
Williamson didn’t bother glancing at the tablet perched on his bony knees. “The general asked about Jake Higgins.”
“The tank colonel?” Harold asked.
“No sir, his son, the traitor.”
“Refresh my memory.”
Williamson told him the story, including how his Militia MPs had finally apprehended the traitor in the Stillwater hospital tent.”
“Is this younger Higgins still alive?” Harold asked.
“I checked. He is.”
“Hmm. Go on. What did McGraw say about the younger Higgins?”
“The general wants him released, sir.”
“Did he say why?”
“Yes sir. McGraw wants Colonel Higgins in Burma. The general feels…that the senior Higgins might prove troublesome if his son remains in a detention center.”
“Ah… Then McGraw will go to Burma? He said that?”
“He implied it, sir, although he didn’t commit himself.”
“In your opinion, how serious was he concerning Jake Higgins?”
“I found him intent on the matter,” Williamson said. “If you’ll recall, sir, many months ago, General McGraw stalled me about Jake Higgins.”
“Explain.”
General Williamson did so.
“I see, I see,” Harold said. He took out the ballpoint pen and clicked it several times. Swiveling around, looking at the Rose Garden, Harold wondered what he should do. It might be good for McGraw to taste defeat on this, to sow discord among his supporters. On the other hand, why alert his enemy…his potential enemy…in the bid for supreme power, over such a minor matter?
“In your opinion, how close are Colonel Higgins and McGraw?”
Williamson picked up his notepad, clicking the pager, scanning text. “I’m sure you’re aware of their close affiliation during the siege of Denver and Operation Washington.”
“Ah, yes,” Harold said, “I remember. They worked well together.”
“They used to, sir. Several of my operatives believe there has been a falling out between them.”
“That doesn’t make sense. Why otherwise would McGraw ask for Jake Higgins? Why would he risk my displeasure? He knows I back Homeland Security to the hilt.”
Williamson clicked the notepad to another page. Behind his lenses, his eyes shifted back and forth, as he read. “There’s something else I think you should know, sir.”
“I’m listening.”
“Our psychologist is uncertain about the root reasons, sir. Yet I think the action is more important than the reason. Colonel Higgins has a taste for…unpatriotic speech.”
“Of what nature?” Harold asked, still staring at the Rose Garden. He saw a wasp land on a leaf, crawling to the edge of it.
“He speaks out against you and General McGraw, sir. He has compared you unfavorably to the Caesars of old.”
“Interesting,” Harold said. “It’s an apt analogy, I suppose, although foolish to say aloud. I’m intrigued why McGraw would help Higgins if he’s become a political gadfly to us.”
With his back to the Militia general, Harold smiled. Another man might give his subordinate assurances, saying he wasn’t really a Caesar, as Colonel Higgins put it. Williamson wouldn’t care one way another about apt analogies. The Militiaman worked to get the job done and left higher-level thoughts to his superior.
Harold clicked his pen. Finally, he asked, “Colonel Higgins and the general are at odds, is that right?”
“Several months ago, I sat in an office together with them. I sensed displeasure in Colonel Higgins, more against us but also against McGraw. I would agree: they are at odds.”
Harold clicked the pen again, rocking in his chair. “If I recall correctly, Colonel Higgins is something of a war hero.”
“Yes, sir, the newscasts have made him one.”
“That’s only partly correct, but never mind,” Harold said. The man’s valor and hard fighting had made Higgins the hero. Harold swiveled around, facing Williamson.
“If this Colonel Higgins were McGraw’s good friend, I would deny the request. But seeing that Colonel Higgins is a gadfly…”
Williamson’s mouth became more pinched.
“You do not approve of me releasing Jake Higgins?” Harold asked.
“My opinion doesn’t matter, sir.”
“That isn’t what I asked you.”
“Very well, sir. No. I do not approve. We must stamp out the traitorous scum so we can build a strong America for the future.”
“That is exactly what I plan to do. However, sometimes one should use traitorous scum, particularly if they are good soldiers.”
Williamson actually moved on his chair, a possible squirm.
“We mustn’t fool ourselves, General. That is the worst sin of all. Jake Higgins, Stan Higgins and General McGraw are all fighting men. They’re good at what they do.”
There was no response from Williamson.
“Let us send these fighters to Burma to help the Indians. In fact, I’ve just had a brainstorm.” Harold grinned, putting crows’ feet at the corners of his eyes. “We’re going to send every troublemaker we have left to Burma. Yes, write that down.”
Williamson set the notepad on his knees, with his fingers poised.
“We’re going to comb the US Army and Marines of subversive elements and transfer them into the Expeditionary Force. They can fight for the United States as they take enemy bullets and artillery shells that might otherwise kill loyal citizens.”
Williamson typed as the director spoke.
“Remember, General, a wise man wastes nothing. We have used many subversive elements in the penal battalions. They served as a warning to others, even as they made useful shock troops. We’ll have to hide our intention this time, as we rid our country of the malcontents.”
Williamson looked up as he cleared his throat.
“You have a comment to make?” Harold asked.
“I don’t usually like to do so, sir.”
“I’m quite aware of that, General.”
“But in my opinion, sir…”
“Yes?” Harold asked.
“Yours is a brilliant idea.”
Harold nodded. He knew it was a great idea. It’s why he ran America and why, at the end of the day, he would still be in power to remake the United States of America the right way when the war ended.
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The Australian Situation
From Military History: Past to Present, by Vance Holbrook: 
WORLD WAR III
 
OPERATIONS IN 2042
 
The Strategic Balance
 
This was the year of Chairman Hong’s greatest gamble. He yearned to return to three years ago when Greater China strode the globe as the world power without peer.
Since then, the German Dominion had dropped away. It had become the European Union, with close ties with the Russian-run Slavic Coalition. The South American Federation also defected. American resurgence combined with the nuclear strike unhinged SAF forces to an incredible degree, demoralizing all but the toughest Brazilian units. Effectively, by the end of the summer of ‘41, the SAF dropped out of the war except for supplying the PAA army with food and clothing. This represented a thirty-eight percent loss for aggressor forces.
The Chairman had several options regarding Mexico. He could abandon the country and admit defeat, concentrating on the Asian Pacific Basin, he could defend with the forces in place or he could reinforce Mexico and continue the war.
Believing his and China’s prestige hung on Mexico—if he lost the nation, he thought some PAA countries might defect—Hong chose the third option. He believed America was under tremendous strain, and that he could defeat them through attrition. The Chinese merchant marine shipped division after division into the country, along with new tanks, planes and artillery. Increased American submarine strength and activity took a growing toll of PAA shipping, further straining supply.
Incredibly, Hong not only repaired the staggering losses of last year—over two million casualties—but increased North American PAA forces. To achieve these numbers took harsher draft methods due to increasing reluctance among China’s youth to fight, and it took drastic reductions elsewhere. A simple look at A and B category units in PAA countries shows the difference.
 
Beginning in 2041:
 
Interior Reserves 600,000
Kazakhstan 300,000
Siberia 500,000
Korea 200,000
Japan 200,000
Philippines 100,000
Australia 300,000
Vietnam 100,000
Indonesia 200,000
New Zealand 25,000
Hawaii 50,000
 
Beginning in 2042:
 
Interior Reserves 100,000
Kazakhstan 200,000
Siberia 400,000
Korea 100,000
Japan 100,000
Philippines 50,000
Australia 150,000
Vietnam 50,000
Indonesia 100,000
New Zealand 15,000
Hawaii 30,000
 
By depleting these garrison troops, letting the interior reserves drop to almost nothing and by recruiting well over one million more men, China maximized its navy, brought the Invasion Army in Mexico back to full strength and increased the defending forces in Burma from one million soldiers to one and a half million.
China also added half a million PAA-allied forces to the army in Mexico. These drafts primarily came from Korea, Japan and Vietnam.
The gamble came in three areas. At this point, China could ill afford a war with the Indian League. Hong attempted to buy off the Indians with a similar deal as he’d made with Konev of Russia. The Indians showed interest, but played for time to see what the Americans could do.
The second gamble Hong believed his least worrisome. Hong trusted Konev because he understood the man’s authoritarian nature. The analysts assured the Chairman the Russians still smarted from the grim World Wars of the twentieth century. They would not willingly involve themselves in a bloodbath with China. With massive food shipments to Russia, Hong bought peace.
The Chairman had good reason to wish for tranquility with the Slavic Coalition. Counting Sino forces in Kazakhstan, Siberia and Interior China the differences went from 1,400,000 in 2041 to 700,000 in 2042. The rugged terrain combined with terrible winter weather and China’s vast resources behind the army in place convinced Hong the Russians would be mad to begin a land war in northeast Asia.
The Chinese food shipments meant even more belt tightening in selected PAA countries. Thus, Hong was ready to reinforce whatever nation became restless. He particularly kept his eye on Japan and the Philippines.
The last gamble was in North America. To invade anew and keep his army supplied over time, China would have to destroy the growing American submarine fleet. It was quickly becoming a priority issue.
As for the Indian League, the Red Dragon attack came as a frightening shock. Earlier, Hong and his High Command had discounted the Indian League military, believing their inferior antimissile abilities would give them pause. The Indian General Staff certainly recognized their deficiency. Instead of reacting as Hong wished, they prevailed upon the Prime Minister to seek Israeli help. For a stiff price, Israeli companies with accompanying advisors rushed the latest Iron Dome IIIs and other ballistic and cruise missile defenses to India in great number. The subcontinent was starving to death. They had to do something.
The Indian General Staff put three million soldiers near the Burmese border, and they anticipated an American Expeditionary Force. The Prime Minister put one proviso on the Americans—food. India needed massive amounts. Therefore, before the Indian League committed itself, it wanted to make sure America could live up to its commitments. That meant the Australian breadbasket. Much would hinge on the coming amphibious invasion.
Greater China with its Pan-Asian Alliance possessed the economic and military strength to face the combined Indian-American challenge. Given time to arm and train more of their people, the PAA would likely win an extended war of attrition.
The American Joint Chiefs and the Indians realized they needed to strike while the PAA forces remained in the wrong places—far away in Mexico. The time to act was now.
 
Around the Periphery of the Pan-Asian Alliance
 
Strategy and Buildup. Indian-American planning recognized the need for speed. Beginning in December of 2041, America gathered what remained of its merchant marine and Atlantic-based submarines. One of the riskiest ventures America had ever attempted was about to begin.
 
INVASION OF AUSTRALIA, 2042
 
2042, January-February. Preparations for Operation “Outback.” The invasion was planned for seizing Brisbane, Sydney and Melbourne in southeastern Australia as bases for further operations in the liberation of the country. The bulk of China’s occupation force—a mere 150,000—resided in central and northern Australia, while the remnants of the Australian Army—83,000—held the southeast under the puppet regime.
This was the farthest amphibious operation in terms of port to beach ever planned. The Joint Forces Commander was Lieutenant General Daryl C. Forbes, formerly the commander of Ninth Army in Operation Reclamation. Admiral Spruce was the naval commander. This would be the first American operation of the war without any Militia units present.
The invasion fleet was divided into three main elements. From New York Harbor came Major General Frank Puffer’s Task Force A—45,000 men in 42 vessels, escorted by a submarine squadron under Rear Admiral Henry Knots. Its main target was the city of Brisbane. Major General Dwayne Rice—Task Force B, 39,000 men in 37 ships, from Miami—was escorted by a submarine squadron under Vice-Admiral Jeff Hodges. Its objective was Sydney. Task Force C sailed out of New Orleans. Major General Tony Trento, 41,000 men in 44 ships, would have the only surface vessels as escorts, three destroyers with accompanying submarines. Its objective was Melbourne.
Prepared and staged in the greatest secrecy, all three assault forces headed southeast toward Africa, trying to stay as far as possible from South America. Their first goal was the coast of Antarctica, to crawl down-under past the Indian Ocean without Chinese or Chinese allied surveillance drones spotting them. Despite prior clandestine contacts and agreements, Levin of the CIA suggested the Australian Army might not boil out of their barracks to resist the PAA occupation force once the Americans landed, but the amphibious commanders expected Aussie cooperation.
 
2042, March 1-6. The Swing Under. The voyage past the western coast of Africa and south to Antarctica proved extraordinarily successful. The bitter crawl along the frozen continent cost two troopships sunk and thousands of cases of frostbite. Despite these setbacks, the American amphibious personnel believed they headed for the proverbial rendezvous with destiny. Routine Chinese patrol planes spotted the first ships of Task Force A on March 5. An emergency Ruling Council meeting resulted in Admiral Niu Ling’s carrier group being dispatched from the Coral Sea to the Tasman Sea between Australia and New Zealand.
This encounter turned out to be the oddest naval battle of the war.
 
USS GRANT
 
Captain Darius Green was huge, a solid two-sixty in weight and six-nine in height. In 2040, he’d fought in a carbon fiber submergible in Lake Ontario against German Dominion forces. Now, he cruised the Tasman Sea in an Avenger VII-class submarine, part of Task Force A under Major General Puffer.
In the control center, Darius’s bulk filled the command chair. They submerged, having just launched a tiny surveillance drone. After reaching the desired depth, Darius would expel a small float radio with a wire trailing down to the submarine so they could receive data from the drone.
The only familiar face from Lake Ontario was the radio operator, Sulu Khan, a short man and a practicing Muslim like Darius. A small gold chain hung around Khan’s brown-skinned neck, the crescent moon on the end tucked out of sight under his uniform. In those days on Lake Ontario, it had just been the two of them. Now they had was an entire submarine of people. It still took some getting used to, as most of the crew was white.
Darius Green was a black man who had been born in the concrete, bankrupt jungle of Detroit. His father had run with the drug gangs, his grandfathers on both sides had been gangbangers. One died early in a turf war. The other died in prison. Darius Green had never met either of his grandfathers. He’d also never met his father, as the man had disappeared one night, presumed dead. His mother would have raised Darius if she’d been given the chance, but his uncle hadn’t let her. His dad’s brother had joined the Black Muslims of the Mustafa School. The man had known far too much about the ghettoes of Detroit to let his nephew grow up there.
So one day, Uncle Cyrus Green put Darius on his shoulder and marched outside to a waiting Harley. Darius held onto his uncle’s back the entire trip to Chicago. The gangs had been just as bad there, but Uncle Cyrus had moved into a Black Muslim compound. He’d been a foot soldier in the Mustafa School movement. From Darius’s youth on, Uncle Cyrus made sure he had discipline.
Darius practiced karate, read the Koran and studied math. Uncle Cyrus liberally used a leather belt on him to beat the lying and slothfulness out of Darius. Uncle Cyrus died several years later, never getting to see his nephew graduate from the compound’s high school.
His uncle’s death and the graduation had been many years ago. At this point in the war, Darius Green was thirty—four, a giant of a man with fierce convictions. He believed in the Mustafa School movement, and he believed in the betterment of the black man through his own hard work. He also knew that invaders had come to steal his country. In 2040, he’d worked with American white men to defend their united home. Now, they had him way out here to help other whites of another country.
Sometimes, it surprised Darius he commanded an Avenger VII submarine. He’d come to realize that America had to drive the Chinese back into their hole. The invaders used mass nuclear weapons. Black, white, whatever color, people had to unite against that.
Besides, Darius commanded the USS Grant. He liked it, and he’d found that his fellow officers were dedicated and skilled just like he was. He kept watching them, though, waiting for signs of disrespect. If anyone dared to dis him—but no, these sailors were honorable men, he’d found. Because of that, he gave respect in turn. That didn’t mean he agreed with what the white man had done to the black man, but he would join forces with them to defeat a worse aggressor.
Darius shifted in his seat. It had been a long voyage with too many icebergs to dodge. So far— “Oh, oh,” Sulu Khan said.
Everyone in the control center became quiet and still. The small radio operator in his white uniform tapped his screen.
“Report,” Darius said in his deep voice.
“Captain,” Khan said. “I’m not sure about this. It’s a long visual. I could turn on the radar—”
“No,” Darius said.
Khan bobbed his head in agreement. “I’m at extreme magnification. I can’t tell one hundred percent, but that sure looks like a carrier to me, which would make it Chinese.”
With a grunt, Darius heaved himself to his feet. He walked to Khan’s screen. How the little man thought he saw a carrier, Darius had no idea.
“That’s a dot,” Darius said.
It was a small black dot in the great blue ocean. Even lighter specks might have appeared beside the distant dot.
“You have to understand the range, Captain,” Khan explained. “This isn’t Lake Ontario.”
Darius scowled. He excelled at it, and no one aboard the Grant dared to stand in his way when he looked like that.
Khan bobbed his head again. “In my humble opinion, that’s a carrier and those are its escort vessels. Ah, look, there’s another carrier.”
“Where?” Darius asked, baffled.
Khan pointed to the upper left part of the screen.
Darius bent lower, squinting. He saw it now, a barely visible dot, but darker than the former specs. “You think it’s Chinese?” he asked.
“I don’t know yet one hundred percent. I’d bet my savings it’s Chinese. Should I use the drone’s radar in order to make sure?”
“The enemy would detect radar in an instant.”
“I agree with you there, Captain, sir,” Khan said.
“Take the drone down closer. We need visual confirmation of this.”
Khan twisted around to look up at Darius. “Begging your pardon, Captain…”
“What is it?” Darius snapped. He hated hints and innuendos.
“The drone is on a preplanned flight. It’s giving these aimed signals in our direction using tiny bursts, changing its frequency all the time in tandem with our receiver. If I broadcast a signal, rerouting the small craft…”
“Go on,” Darius said. “Finish your thought.”
“A Chinese electronics officer might pick up our signal. In other words, it increases their chance of detection.”
Darius didn’t look around at the others in the control center. That might indicate he didn’t know what to do or couldn’t decide. It had been different in Lake Ontario. Then it had just been Khan and him. Those days had been like playing one on one basketball. You didn’t have worry about shooting too much, because there was only you. Here, as in regular basketball, it was a team effort. His wrong choices could hurt other people.
“Where will the drone go if it stays on its preselected route?” Darius asked.
“The range we’re seeing this at…” Khan shrugged. “The drone might drift off in a different direction. The program should cause it to veer toward those carriers. But you can never be sure when the sighting is so slight. These drones have a built-in glitch—”
“We’re the eyes and ears of Task Force A,” Darius muttered.
“Yes, sir,” Khan said. “But if the Chinese know we’re here…”
Darius chewed his lower lip. What was the correct decision? He wasn’t sure. He could ask the Chief of the Boat, an ancient enlisted man with by far the most experience. In fact, he should ask for opinions. But would that make him look weak-willed?
Allah, grant me wisdom, he prayed silently.
Darius squinted at the screen, and he felt more confident. He was the eyes and ears of Task Force A. He needed to do his job. “Give the drone a short burst command,” he said in a soft voice. “I want a closer look at those ships.”
“Yes, Captain,” Khan said, although the small man hesitated.
Darius noticed, and he waited for someone to tell him he was wrong. No one did, and Khan sent the transmission.
 
PRCN SUNG
 
Old Admiral Niu Ling commanded the carrier group from the supercarrier Sung. There were two flattops under his orders, together with their escorts of one battleship, some cruisers, more destroyers and various supply ships, submarines, helicopter tenders and other necessary vessels.
Sung was massive, displacing one hundred and eight thousand tons. She had fought in the Alaskan War in 2032 and helped launch the amphibious assault at Santa Cruz, California in 2039. The supercarrier had missed the Battle of Oahu in the Hawaiian Islands where the Chinese had annihilated the last American flattops. Instead, the super-ship had been near the coast of Australia with the waiting Chinese invasion fleet.
In 2032 during the Alaskan War, Sung held ninety modern fighters, bombers, tankers and electronic warfare planes. Now she had one hundred and sixty smaller UCAVs, giving her nearly double the punch. Her sister carrier had half as many drones. The North American War had devoured Chinese air power, just as the war kept eating the nation’s carriers.
Ling had been old during the Alaskan invasion. As always, he was missing his left arm, as he’d rejected a prosthetic replacement. He had the empty sleeve pinned against his uniform so it wouldn’t flap around at inopportune times. He’d lost the arm many years ago in a flight accident while attempting to land a plane on a carrier. The left side of his face was frozen flesh, although he had a new eye that gleamed with hideous life. Ling found that the artificial eye intimidated people more than his rank or age ever did.
He stood in the ship’s command center, once again off the coast of Australia. The Americans had finally come out with a fleet. It amazed him. They fought well enough on land. On the sea, however, their time had passed. This was still China’s hour.
Oh, he admitted to himself the Americans had come up with technological surprises. Even during the Alaskan invasion, his fleet had been forced to withstand anti-ship ballistic missiles. What a terrifying experience that had been. Fortunately, superior Chinese technology had blunted the attack. Two years ago, the crafty Americans used THOR missiles and ICBMs against the powerful GD Atlantic fleet. Combined with US airpower, the North Americans had annihilated the GD vessels. That had been impressive, although Ling wouldn’t allow that here.
Yes, the Americans knew how to use submarines. Grudgingly, Admiral Ling admitted that to himself. The Japanese during World War II had learned a similar lesson.
He had some surprises in case the Americans dared to attempt THOR attacks against his carrier group. The sole battleship had an experimental particle beam cannon, able, the technicians said, to knock down the THOR crowbars. The carrier group also possessed tested, laser-armed cruisers, while destroyers carried SM-4B missiles.
Despite that, Ling’s stomach churned. He admitted to worry. He was also far too old for any of this. Why couldn’t the Leader let him lay down his command? He did not care for nuclear depth charges or the nuclear-tipped torpedoes. The Americans used those, and now so did China.
In truth, Admiral Ling feared for his land. They had played the Game of Great Nations too boldly. Perhaps it would have been better in the beginning to tie down American forces with a powerful Mexico. Then the Chinese navy could have snatched up the entire Pacific basin. With Australia under their belt…
Could the Americans really believe they could lift Australia out of China’s hands? That was so preposterous. Yet sometimes, there was power in doing the unexpected.
He studied the command center personnel. No one seemed to watch him, but that didn’t fool Ling. They always watched him, usually out of the corner of their eyes. His electronic orb recorded everything for him. Even a year ago, he would sit alone in his office and study the videos from his mechanical eye. The sessions had taught him much about human nature. Now he no longer bothered to watch the videos. He knew all he wanted to know about human proclivities.
Despite the knowledge that everyone watched him, he touched his artificial eye. Yes, the doctors had told him the thing would not hurt, but it often did during times of increased stress. Did several officers recoil at his touch of it? That was possible. He could check recordings later, but why bother. How would it help him to know if they found him repugnant or not?
He was too old for this. He knew the depth of human depravity, and—
“Sir!” one of the ratings said, a young boy with such smooth skin.
Admiral Ling made an easy gesture. He might look and act as an ancient wreck, but he still had strength in his withered muscles.
“I’ve just picked up a radio signal,” the rating said.
Ling clapped his hands. It’s all he needed to do.
The command center burst into life. He had a well-oiled machine in these men. He was old enough to appreciate something well oiled.
That was another age. Electronics dominate this one.
“Sir,” a deck captain said. “I believe we can pinpoint the signal’s origin.”
“Please do so,” Ling said quietly.
Three minutes later, the captain put his discovery on the big screen. With an electric pointer, the meticulous man circled an area of sea.
“The signal must have originated from somewhere in there,” he said.
He means submarines, likely American ones. “Launch several drones,” Ling said. “Scour the area for underwater vessels.”
“I’ve spotted an enemy drone, sir!” the smooth-skinned rating shouted.
Ling allowed the boy this breach of protocol. These days, he hated it when others shouted. Everything should be done with decorum.
“Show me,” Ling said quietly, trying to teach by example.
“Transferring it to the big screen, sir,” the deck captain said.
Ling leaned forward. Oh yes, he saw it, a tiny thing really. “What am I seeing?” he asked.
“That is a Seagull-3,” the captain explained. “They are usually launched from Avenger VII submarines, using stealth broadcasts so we cannot pinpoint the location of the mother ship.”
“What did the signal you picked up earlier tell us?” Ling asked.
“The submarine captain must have sent the drone a movement order. In my opinion, Admiral…”
“Please, tell me,” Ling said.
“The Americans have spotted us.”
“Yes, that must be true. So we must spot and destroy him before he launches a nuclear torpedo. Afterward, we will find the American transports and annihilate the lot of them.”
“What about the American drone, sir?” the captain asked.
“I fail to understand your question,” Ling said.
“We can destroy it.”
“Yes,” Ling said.
“Perhaps we should wait, Admiral,” the captain said. “We might make them think we don’t know it’s there.”
“I doubt it,” Ling said. “It seldom pays to act with delicacy in these affairs. Brute force prevails. Hmm…I should think the Americans would deploy their THOR missiles soon.”
“Because of one small drone, sir?” the captain dared ask.
Ling allowed himself a soft chuckle. It made the command center personnel uneasy. He recognized the signs.
“Consider,” he told the captain, speaking to all of them now. “The Americans are attempting an amphibious invasion. How can they do that when we have the superior fleet? Because they have another weapon system. Yet what system could they employ so far from home? Their anti-ship ballistic missiles? No, I doubt that. What then? Why, their vaunted THOR missiles. Captain, destroy the drone and alert Chinese Space Command. We must stop the THOR missiles before they begin to fall on us.”
“And the American submarine?” the captain asked.
“We will begin using nuclear depth charges,” Ling said. He hated them, but they were useful. He could not allow China to lose any more of its precious aircraft carriers.
 
USS GRANT
 
Darius’s head dipped as his eyelids drooped. He was tired. He’d been up for two watches already. He knew he should—
“Captain Green!” Khan shouted.
Darius’s head snapped up. A smaller man might have lurched to his feet. Darius found that his bulk helped keep him calm. He’d never told anyone else his secret, but he was sure it was true.
“At ease, mister,” Darius said.
Khan faced him. “The Chinese took out our drone, sir.”
“It was bound to happen sooner or later.”
“They must know we’re here,” Khan said.
“I agree, sir,” the Chief said, a square-faced fellow from Kansas.
Darius dug sleep from his eyes with this knuckles. They were big and scarred from fistfights in his youth, with visible skin cracks in them. He nodded. What they said made sense. “Listen closely,” he said. “We’ll launch…three hunter-seekers. Then we turn around and—”
“We can’t lead them to the Task Force, sir,” the Chief said.
Darius’s eyes opened wider. What was this? Did the Chief second-guess him in front of the crew? Why did the man do it now all of a sudden?
He didn’t like my order earlier. Was it a mistake?
He couldn’t take it back, so there was no use worrying about it. Darius locked stares with the Chief. The man wasn’t backing down, though, and stared right back at him. Instead of getting angry, Darius turned away and thought deeply.
This was more than face, more than black and white animosity. He captained a submarine. Before Allah, that was an important responsibility. He wondered what his uncle would have done.
“Thank you, Chief,” Darius said. “I have considered your words.”
The crew watched him. His next order would determine many things.
“We have to launch our data, both to the Task Force and to Space Command. Afterward, we dive as deep as we can go. Then we crawl toward the enemy. If I’m right, there’s a shooting match starting. We have to work in and pop up later, and put a nuke up their Chinese asses.”
No one smiled. It was too grim a topic. If they could do that, launch the nuclear-tipped torpedo…none of them might live to talk about it.
“We joined the service to fight the enemy, gentlemen,” Darius said. “Sometimes, that means risking everything.” He watched them. Khan and he were Muslims. Allah could help a man die well, particularly during a fight. What about the others? Could they die well?
“Carry out my orders,” Darius said, and he stood. If anyone tried to second-guess him now—no, the crewmembers went about their tasks. Therefore, he opened his fist and let his fingers relax.
 
LEXINGTON, KENTUCKY
 
Alarms rang underground as General Foxx of the C and C THOR Missile Station burst through the door. They were deep in an abandoned mine shaft, the chamber well lit and cooled by massive air conditioners.
Men and women sat at their terminals, studying incoming data and checking with Space Command.
Foxx studied his tablet, rereading the latest text. The data links were tenuous, from a destroyer on the edge of the Tasman Sea, back to a message ship, to Antarctica and then to a relay station in South Africa.
“What code is—?” General Foxx never had a chance to finish his words. It was Code Red, ultra-priority. “You know what this means, people. We’re going to burn up satellites to get a fix on the Chinese carriers. This one is for real. Harris, how many are in range of—” 
“One bundle, sir,” Harris said.
“Just one? That’s too bad. How long until its—”
“Two hours, sir,” Harris said.
Foxx nodded. He was a slender man. A year and a half ago, he’d been a colonel running an experimental unit. Now he was a general with a war-winning weapons system. It was time to get to work.
 
AUTOMATED ORBITING SENSORS, SPACE
 
Two American sensor satellites packed in stealth sheathing were passing Australia west to east at longitude south 30 degrees and 45 degrees respectively. The signal from Lexington, Kentucky bounced along towers to a hidden relay satellite over the mid-Atlantic to Senegal. From there, through various towers, it reached South Africa and shot to another hidden satellite over the middle of the Indian Ocean.
Once they acted—revealing themselves—the space assets would have a short shelf life. Whatever they had to do, they had to do quickly.
One sensor satellite moved over the curvature of the Earth before the signal originating in Lexington could reach it. So it remained hidden in its stealth material. The other satellite at 30 degrees south received the message. Its AI recognized the code and ordered the satellite to burst out of its sheathing. Immediately, it used powerful radar and other sensor arrays and found the Chinese carrier group in the middle of the Tasman Sea.
The satellite used a communications laser, sending the data back to the object that had woken it. Seconds turned into minutes. Then the carrier group down below reacted to the intruding satellite.
Chinese destroyers Rose Petal and Green Lily activated their defense grids, arming MIR-616 Standard Missile 4Bs. Fifteen seconds later, two weapons blasted off, one from each destroyer.
Each improved SM-4B was seven meters long. Each had a wingspan of two meters and an operational range of seven hundred kilometers. Its flight ceiling was one hundred and eighty kilometers—twenty more kilometers than its previous version, deployed in 2032.
INS semi-active radar from the Sung tracked the American satellite.
Each SM-4B missile used a solid-fuel Aerojet booster. The first one roared out of human eyesight, heading for space. As the first stage rocket fell away, the second stage dual thrust rocket motor took over. More targeting data reached the missile as it rapidly climbed out of the atmosphere. Once in space, the third stage MK 136 solid-fueled rocket motor used pulse power.
The American satellite lacked defensive measures. It merely collected data on the fleet, sending it west toward the middle of the Indian Ocean.
On the first SM-4B missile, the third stage separated. The lightweight exo-atmospheric projectile sent the kinetic warhead at the target. Seconds ticked away, and the warhead struck the sensor satellite. The SM-4B transferred one hundred and thirty megajoules of kinetic energy to the object, more than enough to obliterate it.
It hardly mattered. The original telemetry data had already reached C and C THOR Missile Station under Lexington, and the attack order to the single THOR bundle heading into position went out.
 
LOW EARTH ORBIT
 
The THOR launch vehicle hidden in stealth cladding expelled cold gas propulsion as instructed by a burst of orders originating from C and C Lexington. As long as the vehicle stayed cool, Chinese sensors would have a difficult time finding it.
The only trouble was that time was critical. Even now, the Chinese carrier group would likely be racing elsewhere. The original data was extremely time sensitive.
The vehicle’s AI took over after the initial burst of orders. It expelled more cold gas, beginning to deorbit into attack position. A regular rocket exhaust would have created a bright plume—a beacon—for the enemy to see. Instead, the stealth vehicle continued to maneuver with a minimum signature. This was its most vulnerable stage. If the Chinese could find it now, they could destroy the weapons system.
Luckily, the THOR missiles did not need maximum penetration for their current objectives. Enemy silos or underground bunkers—hardened targets—demanded a nearly vertical attack from space. Ships were different. The THOR missiles could attack at a shallower angle. It meant the missiles could come from many different directions, making them harder to spot and defeat.
Unlike the attack against the GD Atlantic fleet in 2040, a single launch vehicle maneuvered into position, not many.
The Americans lacked high-flying UAVs or any over-the-horizon radar. Instead, several Seagull-3 drones converged on the enemy carrier group.
It seemed the Chinese understood the danger. Enemy attack UCAVs flew thick on combat air patrol, or CAP. They destroyed the small Seagull-3 drones as quickly as they spotted them. Fortunately for the THOR Launch Vehicle, its AI-enhanced receivers picked up the data needed. Another AI relayed the targeting intelligence to the individual missiles, giving them their priority objectives.
At high speed, miniaturized onboard computers went about their tasks. Finally, the vehicle burst apart, as a cloud of cold white vapor escaped. Sleek tungsten rods—fifty of them—separated from each other. Gravity did the rest, tugging at the crowbar-sized missiles. In moments, they sped Earthward, heading for the individual ships of the Chinese carrier group.
 
PRCN SUNG
 
Alarms rang in the command center aboard the supercarrier.
“Sir!”
Admiral Ling saw it on the big screen. A hated American satellite had just launched a bundle of THOR missiles.
“They’re headed down, sir, coming straight at us.”
“Alert the rest of the ships,” Ling said in a calm voice. “Begin emergency evasive actions. We have to make it harder on then.”
“Sir—”
“Listen to me,” Ling said.
The deck captain snapped to attention.
“We have the battleship. Use the particle beam. Now would be an excellent time to see if it can truly destroy these wasps. Use the SM-4Bs too, and use the lasers. Throw whatever we have at these things. Now!”
The command center personnel went about their business with excited efficiency. This felt far too much like Alaska those many years ago. Then it had been ship-killing ballistic missiles coming at them. How the Americans loved missiles and loved using outer space.
Admiral Ling watched the big screen. The fleet bolted in every direction like frightened mice. That was good. The Americans were getting their chance. Once it was over, he would exact a fierce revenge on their invasion fleet. The Americans thought to bring ships into these waters, the arrogant devils. No, their day was over. China would yet prevail.
“Engage the hologram generators,” Ling said.
“Yes, sir,” the deck captain said.
From the Sung’s command center, the order dispersed to the fleet.
Each capital ship possessed a hologram generator, meaning the two aircraft carriers, the battleship and the cruisers. The limiting factors were power and the size of the machinery. The hologram generator sucked up power. That meant it could be on for only short amounts of time.
As Ling waited, Sung’s holo-imagers aimed at the sea, and a giant supercarrier ghost appeared. On the other side, a second ghost carrier came into existence. One after another, new Chinese capital ships shimmered into existence on the water.
A careful observer would have noticed important differences. The sea didn’t wash against a hologram’s hull, but swept through it and disappeared. Would that matter to small THOR missiles hunting for targets?
Admiral Ling knew that they were about to find out.
 
LOW EARTH ORBIT
 
A twenty-pound tungsten THOR missile—one of fifty just like it—began its descent into the atmosphere. At the start of its rapid fall, the missile had an ablative nose tip.
As the rod plunged down through the atmosphere at meteor speeds, heating up by friction, the ablative nose tip wore away until finally it was gone. It had done its job as a mini-heat shield. Instead of a blunt nose or even a rounded one showing, the THOR missile had a sharp point and an arrow-like design. It sliced through the increasingly dense atmosphere, losing only a fraction of its terrific velocity.
Despite the intense heat, the internal guts of the tungsten rod began to work. At three miles above the Tasman Sea, the nose cap popped off. That exposed the sensors. They were high-grade and rugged, and this particular missile spotted the PRCN Sung supercarrier, its priority target. Small flanges at the rear of the rod steered the projectile, adjusting as the supercarrier churned through the sea.
At twenty pounds, the tungsten rod was less than an inch in diameter and four feet long. A luminous trail appeared behind it, as straight as a line.
Traveling at the incredible velocity, the THOR missile neared its target.
At that moment, the great Chinese battleship aimed its particle beam cannon at the speeding meteor. Giant generators roared with power, accelerating particles. A flash appeared for a microsecond. It was all that let anyone know the cannon fired its contents.
The accelerated particles struck the crowbar-shaped THOR missile. Despite the missile’s ruggedness, the beam weakened the twenty-pound tungsten rod. Incredibly, it snapped in half. At these speeds, the atmosphere caused it to glow with molten colors. Friction began destroying the rod, eating it away.
The battleship switched targets, tracking another THOR missile, destroying it too. It started on the third projectile…
From many of the destroyers, SM-4B missiles launched. They roared toward the fiery objects as the battle now approached the critical few minutes.
The sky was filled with downward streaking lines, glowing trails of the THOR missiles. From Chinese destroyers, more smoky lines appeared: the trails of the SM-4Bs.
Several spectacular collisions took place as the SM-4Bs struck descending THORs. The Chinese rockets did little damage to those they hit, but they did knock them off course.
The battleship destroyed its last THOR projectile. Now the space crowbars reached sea level.
One THOR missile struck Sung’s sister carrier. The projectile had become a molten, orange-glowing meteor. It punched through metal and sliced down through deck after deck as if it were a Titan’s dagger. Then it tore a hole out of the bottom. Fuel storage tanks began to blow. Terrific friction caused munitions to explode with tremendous force. The stricken vessel shuddered.
As the Chinese carrier tipped sideways, spilling drones and screaming sailors into the sea, the rest of the THOR missiles struck.
Many orange meteors plowed through ghosts, making them waver. The sea hissed and boiled, but no one saw that because the holoimages hid the sight. Other molten THOR bars destroyed cruisers, destroyers and a fuel transport. A gigantic fireball billowed skyward.
Ships exploded, turning into grenades, sprinkling the sea with shrapnel and other debris. Others sank, simply sliding into the deep and disappearing. One ship limped along with its aft area missing.
It happened incredibly fast and then it was over. Fifty luminous trails showed in the sky, but they began to dissipate almost right away.
 
PRCN SUNG
 
Admiral Ling took stock of the situation. He’d lost a carrier, four cruisers and seven destroyers. Without the ghost imaging he would probably have lost the Sung and the battleship, too. Without enough destroyers as carrier guards…
I have plenty of drones. They can hunt for enemy submarines.
“Admiral Ling,” the deck captain said, saluting. “The carrier group awaits your orders, sir.”
Old Admiral Ling eased up out of his chair. With a trembling hand, he touched his artificial eye. It always felt strange, foreign, the way a foot did when it went to sleep and he felt it. The ship losses hurt him deeply. Those were his vessels, and the damned Americans had once again struck a telling blow through space power.
He had a glorious reputation as a ship commander. Well, he’d had one until Santa Cruz Harbor. Even that hadn’t really been his fault. He’d saved the fighting ships. Yet since then, the Americans had tarnished his reputation due to trickery.
Space power is trickery. This is a sea battle. Can I let the Americans land their amphibious forces?
He knew his history. The Pacific War during World War II had always interested him. The Japanese had often thrown away important naval victories by failing to take into account the strategic importance of an action.
Ling fingered the artificial eye. It itched. Yet he didn’t want to horrify the command center personnel by scratching it all the time. Thus, he endured. At times like this, though, the itchiness became nearly unbearable.
I must destroy the invasion fleet. I must keep Australia in the PAA. Yet if we lose too many of our oceangoing ships…
“South,” Ling said.
“Sir?” the deck captain asked.
“We are going to head south and find the American invasion fleet. We are going to destroy them.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Half the air will patrol for submarines,” Ling said. “They’re our greatest danger now.”
“What kind of armaments should the drones carry, sir?”
Yes, that was the question. Protocol demanded a careful sequence for using nuclear depth charges. But they didn’t have time for such niceties now.
“They’re to go armed with nuclear depth charges,” Ling said.
“Sir?”
“Do not question me, Captain.”
The man bowed deeply, no doubt shamed by the last statement. Ling knew he’d just spoken too sternly. The space attack had strained his nerves. Well, he was too old to worry about a deck captain’s shame now. He must destroy the invasion fleet.
 
USS GRANT
 
Through tersely given orders, Captain Darius Green maneuvered the USS Grant as he trailed the Chinese battleship. Destroying it would gravely weaken the enemy’s carrier group.
Several hours ago, they’d detected nuclear depth charges. The bombs had their own horrifying signature sounds. Likely, everyone felt as he did that it would be good to go anywhere but here, but he had a job to do. If they could take out a rare Chinese battleship…under his breath, Darius kept begging Allah for that prize.
The air had grown close in the control center. Wide-eyed and silent, the crew watched sensors and waited for his next orders. It was a cat and mouse game now, and Darius used every trick he knew. Above the surface, Chinese planes crisscrossed the sky, no doubt hunting for a sign of them. Helicopters dropped sonar buoys. They heard the distant splashes. As bad, the occasional destroyer plowed through the ocean, mostly heading elsewhere, sometimes getting too near the sub’s position.
Darius lusted to kill the giant battleship. He couldn’t risk going in any closer, though. They would have to launch now or break off.
He stood, and he spoke as calmly as possible. “Lock solution into the torpedo special and prepare to fire.”
“Solution locked, sir. Ready to fire.”
In the old days, Darius would have needed the XO to fire a nuclear-tipped torpedo. It didn’t work that way anymore.
“Select torpedo special, tube one,” Darius said.
“Torpedo special, tube one selected.”
Darius hesitated before saying, “Fire one.”
A thud and whoosh sounded as the torpedo was ejected from its tube by compressed air. It began its ten-mile run toward the Chinese battleship.
“Left full rudder, all ahead flank. Come to course zero, zero, zero.”
It was time to leave. The sensors showed a salty layer. It should shield them from enemy sonar. Should was a terrible word, though. If he guessed wrong…
Time ticked by. Soon, at a station, a young operator sat up sharply. He wore headphones.
The Chief of the Boat stood by the youngster. The bluff man from Kansas spoke a quiet word to the operator. The operator looked up, answering the Chief.
The white man grew pale, and he turned, shouting, “Weapon in the water, Captain!”
“Identify!” Darius snapped.
“We have to dive now!” The Chief was clearly panicking, almost losing it.
“Pull yourself together, man,” Darius growled. “Report!”
Instead, the Chief pressed a button on the operator’s screen. It increased the thing’s volume. Then he tapped another spot on the screen. An unmistakable splash sounded from it, and the sonar analysis screen lit up with the code for a Chinese nuke.
“Crash dive, now!” Darius shouted.
A fantastic explosion cut him off. A Yellow Swan drone had dropped it at a precise location. In this instance, a regular depth charge would likely have proven good enough.
The USS Grant had no chance. The nuclear warhead exploded, and first it crumpled and then tore the Avenger submarine in half. Like a fisherman’s lead, the wrecked vessel plunged toward the bottom of the Tasman Sea.
Captain Darius Green, Sulu Khan, the Chief and the sensor operator—the entire crew—were all dead. Their last torpedo avenged them, however, detonating and taking out two Chinese destroyers. The torpedo failed to kill the battleship, but at least Darius had taken some of the enemy to the grave with him.
 
From Military History: Past to Present, by Vance Holbrook: 
INVASION OF AUSTRALIA, 2042
 
2042, March 9-10. The Massacre of Tasman Sea. Admiral Ling’s Carrier Group consisting of the Supercarrier Sung, Battleship Canton and handful of cruisers, survived the THOR missile strike and raced toward Task Force A. Using air power Ling fixed the task force’s position and annihilated every vessel. There were few survivors.
Now the utility of separating the American invasion fleet into three separate task forces became apparent. The two commanders wanted to turn around and head home. The game was up, they claimed. Chairman Alan of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff gave his famous, “You will invade, sir,” order. Tepidly, the remaining task forces headed for Australia. Their submarines searched for Admiral Ling’s carrier group. Where had it gone?
 
BEIJING, CHINA
 
Escorted by three Lion Guardsmen, Shun Li walked past large pigeon coops. Inside were amazing, exotic creatures that hardly deserved the name “pigeon.”
She was used to the nuisance creatures that made a mess on public statues or strutted in the biggest cities beside open-air restaurants, pecking for crumbs.
The pigeons in the coops had feathers on their feet, feather crests, and one kind called fantail was like a mini-peacock. They were extraordinary.
Since the turn of Chinese fortunes in North America, the Leader had lost interest in his polar bears. She’d heard rumors about his new interest, but this was her first time experiencing it in person.
The pigeon coops were on his estate outside Beijing. Then she saw him. The Leader sat in a chair before several show cages on a table. He wore blue flowing robes like some ancient emperor, with golden swirls sewn on it. That was most exotic, yes, just like his strange pigeons.
The Leader studied several large birds as big as chickens. They stood in the metal cages on the table.
The guards brought her near and came to a halt. The biggest guard cleared his throat.
Without turning to look at them, Chairman Hong raised an arm, beckoning them near with a flick of his fingers.
“Go,” a guard whispered, pushing Shun Li in the back, propelling her toward him. “And remember to bow.”
Shun Li timidly approached the Leader. She still ran the Police Ministry, but it felt as if Hong watched her every move, and second-guessed most of her key decisions. The Indian-American alliance had been the final straw, it seemed, pushing Hong into these unusual antics.
As the Leader lifted a metal door, releasing a bird into its cage, Shun Li dropped to her knees. Then she bowed low, letting her forehead press against the cool grass.
“Ah, Shun Li,” Hong said. “This is a pleasant surprise. Please, rise, come sit beside me.”
She stood, startled at his agreeable voice and manners. He patted a chair beside him. She took it, sitting on the edge.
“What do you think?” he asked, indicating the pigeons.
“I’ve never seen them so large,” she said.
Hong smiled in a tolerant manner. “Clearly, you are not a pigeon fancier.”
“Should I be, Leader?”
“No, no, this is a gentleman’s hobby. You are a killer, Shun Li, a wader in blood. The world hates you for your part in the Red Dragon assault, among other atrocities.”
She had discovered that for herself on many occasions. To her, the accusations from those in the world felt terribly unfair. But there was nothing she could do about it. The rest of the world—at least outside the Pan-Asian Alliance—considered her a war criminal. No doubt, that had been Hong’s intent from the beginning.
“I do what I must for China’s glory,” she said.
“I understand, and I applaud your efforts. But it means you cannot enjoy the finer things in life such as pigeon breeding. You are too coarse to appreciate such beauty.”
She studied the bird, watching it coo. The thing was beautiful? Could the Chairman be right about her? Was she too coarse to see its beauty?
“Shun Li,” he said, “I have a mission for you, a sacred task.”
She dreaded hearing that, but smiled, nodding. I am a barracuda swimming with the world’s most dangerous shark. It is best to avoid his teeth.
“No doubt, you have heard of Admiral Ling’s decisive victory in the Tasman Sea.”
“I’m afraid not, Leader.”
“That’s right. You missed the Ruling Committee meeting yesterday.”
She’d missed it because she had been following the Chairman’s orders. Several days ago, she’d flown to Japan, studying the situation there. The country had become restless. The mass nuclear strike had something to do with that. Hong also disliked the Japanese, and the country’s displeasure had hardened him against them. He’d lowered their rank on the food chain, putting them on hard rations. The Japanese had become angry, rebellious and finally publicly outspoken.
Two days ago, Shun Li had personally witnessed the execution of fifty-three high-ranking Japanese, including politicians, business leaders and police commissioners. Foreign news sources already laid the blame at her feet. They gave her credit for far more power than she deserved. Hong ran China through people like her. The important decisions were always his.
“You dealt with the Japanese, did you not?”
“Yes, Leader,” she said.
“They are a stubborn people and understand a strong hand.” With a stick, Hong poked the pigeon, making it strut about the cage. “Once, many thought of the Japanese as a warrior people. They roamed the seas as we do now, but they only reached the Coral Sea at the height of their glory. We have gone beyond to the Tasman Sea, gone even farther south than the South West Cape of New Zealand. There, Admiral Ling smashed the American armada. His drone operators counted forty-five vessels, and he sank them.”
“That is wonderful news, Leader.”
“Over one hundred years ago, the Japanese fought the battle of Coral Sea. They suffered some minor losses and pulled back. The Americans struck at us in the Tasman Sea with THOR missiles, and inflicted losses against us.”
“This is terrible news.”
“No,” the Chairman said. “We survived, and Ling destroyed the invasion fleet and has been sinking American submarines at a prodigious rate. It is very gratifying. However—”
Hong pointed the pigeon stick at Shun Li.
She sat erect, waiting for the worst.
“There are hints that more American task forces slink around the area,” Hong said.
“Will Admiral Ling sink them too, Leader?”
Hong stared at her, and she wondered in what manner she had misspoken.
“Are you faithful to me?” Hong asked.
“With all my heart, Leader,” she said.
“I want to believe you. Yes, I’ve sent you to do many unpleasant tasks. Yet isn’t that the lot of a Police Minister?”
“It is, Leader.”
“Would you like a different post, Shun Li?”
She hesitated for just a fraction of a moment. Indeed, she would. The bloodletting wearied her soul. It stained her, she knew, and she’d become afraid of an accounting someday.
With her hesitation, something changed behind Hong’s dark eyes. They seemed to glitter, and it wasn’t good, but a dark evil.
“No,” Shun Li said. “I am what I am. Your question so startled me, that for a moment I could not speak.”
Those wet eyes watched her, and she felt the furnace heat of his wickedness. Yes, it was evil the things he’d done. Murdering his foes, unleashing nuclear war—the Leader had become a human devil.
What are you thinking? Shun Li asked herself in alarm. It’s possible he can read thoughts, or sense emotions like an empath. Some of his guesses and political moves were uncanny, unnatural, possibly supernatural.
“You are lying to me,” he said in a quiet voice.
She wanted to shudder, but suppressed it. Instead, as calmly as possible, she parted her lips and laughed gently. This was a gamble, but she felt the need to do something.
At first, the shine in his eyes intensified, and she knew the guards would throttle her soon at his orders. Then he smiled, and he, too, chuckled.
Shun Li stopped, letting herself listen to his laughter. It was frightening.
“You speak truth, Police Minister. You are a killer, my killer. You will do exactly as I tell you, won’t you?”
“With all my heart, Leader,” she said. “I live to obey China.”
“It is good to have at least one person you can rely on. I won’t say I fully trust you. That is too difficult to mouth, and who would believe it? But I can rely on you to carry through chilling tasks.”
“That is why I am here,” she said. And that is what I must escape, she thought.
“Yes. I ordered Admiral Ling back to the Coral Sea. We have lost too many carriers, and I cannot risk his in the submarine-laced Tasman Sea. Nor can I risk losing the battleship. Its particle beam cannon performed prodigiously during the THOR strike.”
“That is wonderful news.”
“Indeed, we have found an answer to them. And the construction of more PBW stations around the country continues. Unfortunately, the Americans still possess a few tricks. But we shall overcome them through our superior technology. Once our new particle beams stations can defend every area of China from THOR missile attacks, then we will unleash a new nuclear strike. The Americans are going to learn a harsh lesson.”
“They deserve nothing better,” Shun Li said.
The Chairman grunted an affirmative. “As I said, you perform chilling tasks. I have another one for you. It is possible the Americans will try to land a few amphibious troops onto Australia. Some of the Australians might be foolish enough to throw in their lot with America. Most of our occupation forces are in the northern and central parts of the continent. The deserts have bloomed, and the grain shipments are everything. I have promised the Indians and Russians much, and I need Australia’s bounty. Shun Li, you will take East Lightning operatives and cull the Australian herd for China.”
“Leader?”
“You must risk going to the continent, finding and killing those who love America, or hate China. I have ordered several elite divisions there. If the Americans land…” Hong poked the pigeon in the cage. It flapped its wings, hopping away from him.
“When do I leave?” she asked.
“In an hour,” he said. “I have already chosen the East Lighting police battalions that will accompany you. There is one other thing, Police Minister.”
“Yes?”
“Make Australia scream for mercy,” Hong said. He took a pistachio nut out of a small brown paper bag at the foot of his chair. With his thumbnails, he broke the shell, popping the kernel into his mouth. “Make an example of them, so the rest of the Pan-Asian Alliance becomes terrified at the thought of helping our hated enemies.”
Shun Li’s heart sank—yet more mass killing—but she nodded. “It will be done as you ask.”
“No,” he said, frowning.
“Leader?” What had she done wrong now?
“I haven’t asked you to do this. I order it.”
“Leader,” she said, propelling herself off the chair and falling face-first onto the grass before him. For a moment, she felt the sole of his shoe on her back, and he sighed. Then he removed his shoe and told her to stand.
“Go, Shun Li, and make me proud.”
She saluted, bowed low, and kept her tears inward. He was a devil, and in the eyes of the rest of the world, he was turning her into one, too.
 
From Military History: Past to Present, by Vance Holbrook: 
INVASION OF AUSTRALIA, 2042
 
2042, March 13. The Sydney Landings.
Task Force B. The landings east and west of Sydney met unenthusiastic resistance from Australian military forces. They had no choice but to fight with Chinese political police guns to their heads. Three submarines attempted to storm the main port. Chinese bombers sunk two. The third submarine launched a nuclear-tipped torpedo, creating awful havoc and mass evacuation of the irradiated city. In the turmoil, the American forces forced a beachhead and began broadcasting stories of Chinese perfidy, blaming them for exploding the nuclear device. The propaganda trick worked, and units of the Australian military began defecting to join the Americans.
Task Force C. Brigades landing on both sides of Melbourne Harbor converged on the city. The outrage of the “Death of Sydney” produced immediate results. En masse, the defending Australian military joined the Americans.
 
2042, March 15-20. Consolidation. Australia quickly divided into Chinese and American-allied camps. Reinforcements flowed in from China, strengthening PAA forces on the continent. Lieutenant General Daryl C. Forbes requested immediate reinforcements from North America. The US government gathered another fleet.
 
2042, March 20-28. Chinese Blitz. Australian enthusiasm for the American liberators and freedom from Chinese domination brought a massive response from the people. Ad hoc Militia battalions formed, swelling allied numbers so they exceeded Chinese strength. Despite this, on March 20, Marshal Yang unleashed the Chinese assault.
The new divisions from China were rich in tanks and artillery. This gave the PAA forces a three to one advantage in armor and a two to one advantage in artillery. The biggest difference was in air forces. With the drones from the Sung, the Chinese possessed a five to one advantage. Even so, the conclusion was far from certain. The American-Australian forces had high morale and many veteran soldiers.
The Battle of Brisbane proved decisive, as Yang outmaneuvered the allied divisions, falling upon them with his armor. It was a debacle for Australian Militia battalions and saw 20,000 American casualties.
Although the remaining allied formations retreated in good order, the conventional portion of the Australian campaign was over. Now would see the bloody city siege war and the later guerilla conflict, fought with unrelenting savagery on both sides.
COMMENT: In retrospect, the Americans brought enough soldiers—if Task Force A had landed—but not enough heavy equipment and too few arms for Australian volunteers. The loss of Task Force A proved critical and the lack of tanks was never rectified. Slowly, brutally, the PAA military machine hunted down allied soldiers, burning the southeastern cities in the process. However, the Chinese divisions sent to Australia critically weakened China for the coming perfidy, and their absence would be sorely missed. Two nuclear explosions, the first in Sydney Harbor and the second at the South Wales Military Installation, had negative results for China as world opinion continued to shift against them for what many considered Hong’s unleashing the genie of nuclear war.
 
MELBOURNE, AUSTRALIA
 
Shun Li walked through the city’s police ministry building. There were blue tiles on the floor with little black flecks in them. Her eyes were haggard and her shoulders slumped. For weeks, she’d been in this bleeding wreck of a country. Her task had been to lead the liquidation. In this instance, it wasn’t through death squads, but a killing machine process that methodically butchered the Australian people.
Chairman Hong wanted to punish them for siding with the Americans. He desired…a lesson.
Shun Li wore a long leather coat, with a pistol at her side. She no longer felt like the Police Minister of Greater China, but a Guardian Inspector again.
It meant she lived with killers, the men and women who pulled the triggers. She’d watched convicted Australian “terrorists” dig a mass grave. Then East Lighting personnel rounded up North Korean soldiers. Those soldiers manned the machine guns and did the actual murder. If they failed, the East Lightning operatives would pull the triggers and blow out North Korean brains. The soldiers never failed to perform the butchery. Bulldozers pushed the dirt over the holes. Shun Li was certain some people yet lived in the gory piles, buried alive.
It was ghastly, all of it, and Shun Li was sick of doing this.
She marched down a corridor, flanked by East Lighting officers. They were Hong’s creatures, body and soul. She knew they reported to him about her.
The world believes I delight in this. I can’t believe what Hong has done to me.
As she passed an open door, with a naked woman screaming in pain while strapped down on a table, her mind went inward. Had that been Hong’s plan all along for her? Had he wanted to paint her as a monster?
On, Hong was a genius on these matters. He didn’t do as well running a war, but on secret police matters, no one was his equal. It’s why he remained in power.
I’m a figurehead without real authority. That must change.
Yet how could she effect such a transfer? He knew how to buy the loyalty of damaged individuals, the kind who became government killers.
I need to buy loyalty, if even that of a single killer. That would be her beginning.
“This way, Police Minister,” the man behind her said.
He was Colonel Lu, a misshapen monster with a lump on his right shoulder. It gave him a cockeyed walked. Couldn’t surgery correct such a thing?
Probably, it no longer mattered. The lump on his shoulder had misshapen his soul. Others might have tormented him as a youth, and he had let that seep deep within, poisoning his thoughts. Now, he murdered others to his heart’s delight because he was warped.
She feared Colonel Lu. Yes, she wondered if Hong groomed the man to take her place on the Ruling Committee. It was more than possible.
“Where are we going?” she asked.
“There’s a matter for you to decide.” Lu said cryptically.
“What form of matter?”
“You’ll see,” he said, turning down a narrower hall.
Does he mean to kill me? Has Hong given him the order? It won’t be a simple shot to the head, either, but prolonged torture. I must leave Australia; the pretext doesn’t matter. I’m dying inside, becoming too paranoid. This is hollowing me into a shell of a person.
They reached a place where two big Mongolians stood before a heavy iron door. The two looked abnormal, with stumpy features.
“Who are they?” Shun Li asked.
“My personal attendants,” Colonel Lu said. He signaled them.
One opened a door, and drool spilled from the man’s lips.
She hid her disgust. Lu picked subnormal humans as his personal attendants, people to do his bidding unquestioningly. Should she draw her pistol and fire? No, no, that was absurd. Lu couldn’t really mean to murder her. She had to get a grip on her imagination.
The door shut behind her, and she gave a little start. Glancing up, she saw that Lu watched her. He’d seen her fear. He gave her a little smile. It was enraging and shaming.
“Have no fear, Police Minister,” the colonel said.
You enjoyed saying that. She would remember this…if she managed to leave the police ministry alive. Why am I so paranoid?
“Down this hall,” Lu said.
She followed him to a two-way mirror. On the other side was small man in a cell. He sat at a table. With a frown, she made a reassessment. The man wasn’t simply small; he was tiny. Was this another of Lu’s freaks?
“Why is that man wearing an East Lightning uniform?” Shun Li asked.
“Because he’s one of ours, of course,” Lu said.
Shun Li glanced at the colonel.
“Oh, yes, I’m telling you the truth.”
Shun Li’s frown grew. The man seemed familiar to her, but that was preposterous. Where could she have seen such a diminutive East Lightning officer before?
“Do you have his record?” she asked.
The colonel unlatched a tablet from his belt, holding it out to her.
“Just give me a summary,” she said.
“He is First Rank Fu Tao, a field operative,” Lu said.
“A gunman?” Shun Li asked.
“One of our better marksman,” the colonel said. “He also kills without remorse.”
That was high praise for an East Lightning field operative. In truth, very few people could kill in cold blood without remorse and still maintain a façade of normality. Such people were considered gems in secret police work.
“He’s so small,” Shun Li said.
“He looks like a rabbit but strikes like a leopard.”
“Why is he locked up in here then?” Shun Li asked, intrigued.
“Maybe I should tell you something about his history.” Colonel Lu told her about the rapists in his youth, how Tao often went berserk when he killed, unable to stop until everyone around him was dead.
Hmmm, so Tao is a flawed gem.
“That’s why he’s here,” the colonel said. “He’s blood-mad. He was high on methamphetamines last time. He killed an entire community and then turned on his partners, murdering them too.”
“Did he say why they killed them?”
“Oh yes,” Colonel Lu said with a laugh. “It seems his companions raped a few of their victims. That didn’t sit well with our little killer.”
“I see,” Shun Li said.
“He’s warped,” the colonel said, “a broken instrument. Most here believe East Lightning cannot use him anymore.”
She’d been studying the small man sitting so peacefully at the table. Now she turned and looked at Lu.
“Let me rephrase that, Police Minister. We’re waiting for your judgment on the matter. As you know, we cannot execute our own people without your authority.”
Shun Li nodded slowly, as an idea formed in her mind. She needed a gunman loyal to her alone. This First Rank Fu Tao, he looked more like a rabbit than any field operative she’d ever known. That was an extremely valuable trait, for who would suspect the rabbit of being a killer? Ah! Now she recognized him. Yes, during the Red Dragon launch—this little killer had been in northern Mexico. He had gut-shot a launch officer who hadn’t obeyed quickly enough.
“You suggest we kill him?” she asked Lu.
“Of course,” the colonel said. “He’s too unpredictable.”
“True, true,” she said. I am a barracuda and Chairman Hong is a Great White of the depths. Barracuda have teeth, and they can kill. I wonder what Colonel Lu is?
Shun Li forced herself to laugh.
The colonel gave her a questioning look.
“He should die,” she said. “But does that mean we cannot, hmm…enjoy ourselves with some light entertainment.”
“What do you have in mind?” he asked.
“You say this Tao hates rape?”
“Indeed.”
“Why don’t you call your two Mongolians,” Shun Li said. “They’re big fellows.”
“Ah,” Lu said, and his eyes become bright. “That is an excellent idea.” He turned to go. Then he paused, looking back at her. “I had begun to wonder about you, Police Minister. Some of the others…they don’t think you’re suited for the task.”
“Sheer nonsense,” she said.
He nodded. “Give me a moment.” The colonel headed down the hall out of sight, soon opening the iron door, the bottom scraping against the floor.
Shun Li moved fast. She unlocked the door to Tao’s cell, opening it.
The First Rank looked up. He was only a boy.
“Listen well, Fu Tao. You are about to die. First, the colonel is summoning his guards. They plan to rape you.”
Tao’s face became like a mask.
“I am the Police Minister.”
He nodded. It appeared he recognized her.
“If I save you, will you obey me, body and soul?”
Tao cocked his head, and he nodded. “Save me from this, and I will do whatever you say.”
She drew her gun and pitched it too him. He caught it, and he cocked his head again, asking a question without speaking.
“Wait until I give you the signal,” she said. “Then kill everyone in the room but for me.”
Without a word, he put the gun out of sight on his lap.
Shun Li barely closed the cell door in time. The colonel appeared with his two idiot guards.
“I explained the situation to them,” Lu said.
Shun Li could see that. Both guards had hard-ons pressing against their trousers as excitement shone on their lumpy faces. She had heard rumors about Colonel Lu, and could see now that they were true.
“One moment,” she said. “I must inform you that I’ve witnessed the Chairman’s Lion Guardsmen in similar action. They prolonged the…hmmm, encounter to provide maximum intensity.”
Lu glanced at his large and eager guards. “That might be difficult today.”
“Oh,” she said, as if crestfallen.
“But I have an idea or two,” Lu said, winking at her. “We will make it agony for the small one.”
“Excellent,” Shun Li said. She noticed a hint of suspicion in Lu’s eyes, and she wondered how she’d given herself away. To cover, she said, “I will go in first. Follow me.”
“Ah,” Colonel Lu said.
Shun Li opened the door to the cell. She wondered if Fu Tao would start shooting immediately, killing all of them. No, the young man looked up as if wondering what would happen to him. He must be wiser than he appeared.
Shun Li stepped to the side. The first Mongolian entered the cell, then the second and finally Colonel Lu. The heavy door closed behind him.
“I give you the honor,” Shun Li told the colonel.
Lu clicked his heels, and he addressed the seated man. He told Fu Tao how China had paid for his training and he had rewarded them by his shameful actions.
“Therefore,” Colonel Lu said in a ringing voice. “You will be punished. Can you imagine how you will be punished?”
Fu Tao simply watched and waited. He didn’t even shake his head.
The first Mongolian giggled as he unbuckled his belt and zipped open his fly. He shoved his pants down, to reveal a massive, straining sex organ.
“You will be raped many times, Fu Tao,” the colonel said. “You will—”
The small East Lightning operative lifted the pistol off his lap.
“What?” Lu asked. “How did you get that?”
The gun barked with deafening sound in the small confines of the cell. Colonel Lu flew back, groin-shot. He slid down the wall as he began to scream in agony.
Fu Tao pulled the trigger three more times. He shot each Mongol in the forehead, dropping the two like oat sacks. The third shot he put in Colonel Lu’s left kneecap. The man howled with renewed zeal.
Shun Li began shaking inside, but steeled herself. She watched Fu Tao the entire time. The man terrified her. He shot without emotion, without the slightest remorse. His eyes showed emptiness, a black hole.
He approached her, with the gun in his hand. He reversed the grip and handed it to her.
With the greatest concentration, she took the pistol with a steady hand.
Colonel Lu continued to scream.
“Thank you, Police Minister,” Tao said in an ordinary voice. “I will never forget this.”
“I take you at your word. Now—”
“Excuse me, Police Minister, but shouldn’t I finish the task?”
“You mean killing Colonel Lu?”
Tao nodded.
“Please do,” she said.
Fu Tao approached Colonel Lu, and he proceeded to kick the man in the head until the colonel died. Then it was over, and Shun Li had her first loyalist.
She wondered why she had not thought of this before.
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Betrayal
From Tank Wars, by B.K. Laumer III: 
The Russian Sneak Attack of 2042:
 
Seen from a strategic prospective, Premier Konev’s deception proved as brilliant as Hitler’s ability to fool Stalin in 1941 before Operation Barbarossa.
The Russian blitzkrieg, starting April 10, caught the Chinese flatfooted in Kazakhstan and Siberia. The best divisions of the Sino Interior Reserve were far away in Australia, while both regions lacked their former number of troops.
The Russians had several aces in these fast-moving battles. One, the Artificial Intelligence Kaisers and “Terminator” drones of General Mansfeld took the brunt of the head-to-head clashes along the Trans-Siberia Highway. Massed airmobile and paratroops—the second ace—swung around and over the fixed Chinese formations, often inducing wholesale surrender. The third ace was American THOR missiles, annihilating onrushing reinforcements, destroying parked drones, fighters and bombers and obliterating Chinese rocket batteries. Finally, Russian hovercraft proved second to none, and made astounding advances. The most famous was their sweep across Lake Baikal, isolating the Chinese Fifth Army in and around Irkutsk.
Russian supply difficulties were mastered through airborne transport, both engine-powered and lighter-than-air helium airships, a risky but profitable exercise in the rear areas.
Twenty-one days of breathtaking warfare won the Russians Kazakhstan and the Trans-Siberian road and rail net. They killed, captured and incapacitated over 600,000 Chinese troops for a loss of 183,000 killed, missing and wounded. They passed the northern Mongolian border and reached Northeast China—Manchuria—finally halting in sheer exhaustion.
Several factors now aided Hong, including a breathing spell as the Russians regrouped behind the Amur River on the Chinese border. By defeating the Americans-Australians in Australia and keeping the breadbasket country, Chairman Hong convinced the Indian League to resume neutrality. The food convoys from Australia to India began immediately. This allowed the Chinese to begin transferring entire corps from Burma to northern Manchuria.
In the waning days of the blitzkrieg, more Sino particle beam weapon stations came online. With their highly accurate and powerful beams, these strategic centers succeeded in destroying seventy-three percent of the next wave of THOR missile attacks. The Chinese answer to the space weapons had finally arrived, and none too soon. This greatly encouraged the Northeast Sino Army and the guerilla forces training under East Lightning guidance.
As Konev rushed supplies east along the Trans-Siberian rail net, building up for a Manchurian offensive, a call went out to America. Director Harold, Chairman Alan and General McGraw all agreed with the proposal. The American Expeditionary Force earmarked for India would reroute to eastern Siberia, using Russian transports. They would take the long way: the Atlantic Ocean to Petersburg, the Trans-Siberian rail to the Manchurian border. Although the troops were geared for jungle warfare, they went as armed to the rugged north. Time was of the essence. The India-Burma venture had fizzled, but now a new opportunity presented itself.
The Russian-European-American alliance realized the need for speed. They had to knock out China’s ability to fight before Hong could bring enough army units home and before he trained the populace for extended resistance.
The invasion of China was about to begin, and American hearts leaped with joy at the idea of finally paying the Chinese back in their own coin.
 
WASHINGTON, DC
 
Anna Chen shivered as she looked out of the limousine’s tinted windows. Rain slicked the city streets. It was another cold and dreary day. There were few cars moving, but plenty of bicyclists getting soaked to the skin.
Most of the cars belonged to government employees, the only people who could afford them these days. Most of those workers belonged to either Homeland Security or the Militia Organization.
It’s different with Director Harold running the city. Things are more regimented, although more efficient. But something has gone out of the American people, or is that just my imagination?
These days, she worked in a CIA annex, far removed from the seat of power. For over five months now, she hadn’t had a glimpse of David, not even a word. It ate at her. That’s why she’d agreed so readily to Harold’s conditions—anything to get a look at David.
Why does Harold want to see me now? Why is he going to let me talk to David? What’s happened?
The limousine slowed as it approached the White House entrance. Instead of Marines, Militia guards stood at the main gate. A Militiaman in his red dress uniform checked the driver’s papers and waved them on.
Soon enough, Anna found herself escorted down familiar halls. When she’d been with David—
No, she refused to think about old times. She was finally going to see him. She should concentrate on that.
Big Militia guards walked before her and others brought up the rear. Did they fear what she might see or do while at the White House? That seemed ridiculous.
The guards brought her to a door, and her heart rate sped up as the knob turned. Director Max Harold stepped through.
“Anna,” he said. “It was so good of you to come. Please, follow me.”
They moved several doors down from the Oval Office. She hadn’t believed he would take her there. Too many meetings had happened in that room, with David running the show and Anna taking notes.
Max wore a stylish brown suit, she observed. He’d gained weight and he walked with greater assurance than before. As they entered a room, he indicated a green sofa with red cushions. Each had a green M stenciled on it.
“Thank you,” she said, sitting, tucking the edges of her skirt under her legs. She wore nylons because David liked them. After all this time, she wanted to be appealing to him. Despite the hard months of loneliness, of not knowing if he lived or died, she’d kept herself fit and trim. She wore the precise amount of makeup that David liked.
“Where is he?” she asked.
Harold sat in a chair, putting his elbows on the rests. The Militia guards closed the doors, and the director and she were alone.
I wonder if snipers are watching us through hidden cameras. Probably. Harold would record everything. It’s his way. I have to be careful what I say.
Harold crossed his legs. “I afraid we’re going to have to go over a few ground rules first.”
“He’s all right, isn’t he?”
Harold smiled. “That depends on your definitions. It always has.”
“Yes…?”
“Anna,” he said, as if they had been longtime friends. “This is a delicate situation. I’ve debated for some time the right way to go about this. I want to make this as easy as I can on you. But…certain realities must be noted and followed.”
“Okay,” she said.
His smile broadened. “Some might say…that I’ve acted with haste in taking over.”
“I don’t say that.”
“You don’t do so openly, and that’s one of the reasons I decided to bring you in on this.” The smile disappeared, showing it had only been mechanical. “I realize you don’t approve of me, you never have. I suppose I’ve never approved of you, either. Your presence softened the President at the times he needed to be hard. That weakened him—and it allowed me to do what had to be done.”
“David was your friend.”
“Please, Anna, let’s not be melodramatic. This is the pinnacle of power, once the most important position in the world. Now the United States vies with many other nations for dominance. At the moment, China has the first seat. We must tear them off it and sit back at our rightful place at the table of nations.”
“What does any of that have to do with me seeing David?”
“Everything,” Harold said. “Shall I be frank?”
The question frightened her. She wanted him to be nice and polite. Frankness: how it ever helped her?
“Yes, please, be honest with me,” she said.
Harold glanced at his perched foot, waggling it. He put his fingertips together and gave her another smile. “David collapsed because his heart gave out. The sight of the Chinese holocaust—”
“I was there,” she heard herself say. “I remember what happened.”
Harold chuckled before becoming serious. “I run the White House now. McGraw is busy chasing a dream with strategic and logistical thoughts. I wish him luck, but he is no longer in the driver’s seat vying for power. Chairman Alan is too didactic and dry to rule. He knows how to organize, but he cannot impassion people. Perhaps I’m too direct, too…well, smart for people to love me. They loved David Sims, though. He has the common touch. He was able to inspire a nation. Naturally, his PR people had something to do with that.”
Anna sat back in her chair as the air expelled from her lungs.
“Are you well?” Harold asked.
“That’s why I’m here,” she said. “You want to use me.”
His gaze bored into her. “Yes, honesty is the best policy. You’re quite right. I want to use you. We’re the big boys and girls, and we can face unpleasant truths.”
“What have you done to him?”
“I’ve keep him drugged, Anna, heavily sedated. Some of my people have suggested I kill him, but—” Harold shook his head. “This isn’t China and I’m not Hong. David Sims was a great man once, a great patriot.”
“You’ve drugged him?”
“He’s grown thin and become irritable, at least when he’s awake.” Harold pressed his lips together. “That’s bad timing, bad timing for America. We need him to make a public announcement.”
“Why?” she asked. “You haven’t needed him before this.”
“It’s different. We’re…we’re about to invade Manchuria in joint alliance with Russia.”
“How many people do we have over there?”
“That’s classified information.”
“But—”
“I want him to stir the nation, Anna. I want the old David Sims. Remember the speech he gave the night he turned the ABM lasers on the world’s communications satellites?”
David Sims had sat erect onscreen, his manner firm, his eyes alight, with the signature American flag pinned to his navy blue suit.
“Yes,” Anna said, “I remember.”
“That was fantastic. He stirred the people and made them proud again,” Harold said, tapping his heart. “I want him to do that again.”
She frowned. Why bother with something like that? Then it began to dawn on her. David would give Harold’s action legitimacy. Maybe there was a turf war going on she didn’t know about. Maybe McGraw needed David to rouse the Americans over there. Harold could hold this over the general’s head. Yes, Harold wanted this because it would help him in some manner. The question became, should she help him get what he wanted? Ah. Another question arose. What would Harold give or pay for her help?
“I can do as you ask,” she said. “But I’m going to want something in return.”
“Really? Seeing your lover again isn’t enough?”
“We all have our motives for the things we do,” Anna said.
Harold sat up, and he became more interested. “That’s true enough.”
“I love David, but…”
“But what?” he asked, sharply.
“Director Harold, I have my secrets and you have yours. I’m not prying into yours.”
He grunted, and he watched her more closely, maybe with more respect. “What’s your price?”
Yes, she’d guessed correctly. People see what they want to. Harold lusted for power, and he would find it normal if others did as well.
“I want access,” she said.
“I don’t have room on my staff for another—”
“Not access to you, Director, but to David.”
“Oh. I see. No…”
“Think about it for a minute. You said David is becoming unmanageable. I’m sure it’s because he realizes he’s a prisoner. The weight of Presidential authority has taken its toll on him, as it has on every occupant of the White House chair. You’ve let him rest, and no doubt the old, assertive Sims is back, or reappearing.”
“You make me suspect there’s a leak in my administration. How can you know these things?”
He talks as if he’s already the new President. Does he know how telling that is? Is he that aware of himself? No. I doubt it.
“There are no leaks,” Anna said. “I just know my man.”
Harold put both feet on the carpet. “Let me get this straight. You want access to David Sims, the man we’re keeping drugged?”
“Yes. I want to take care of him. I want to make sure you’re not destroying his mind.”
“What if we are?”
“Then I won’t help you.”
“We’re not,” Harold said. “I just wondered about your answer. Still, I don’t understand. How does seeing a drugged patient help you gain power?”
“Who said I’m after power?”
“You implied it.”
“Okay. Maybe I am.” She didn’t think Harold would believe any other answer.
“Fine,” he said. “Help me convince him to deliver this speech, and I’ll let you become a prisoner with David Sims, if that’s what you want?”
A chill swept through her. Is this what she wanted: to live or die with David? Yes. He’s my man, and in some manner, I’m going to save his life.
 
From Military History: Past to Present, by Vance Holbrook: 
The Invasion of Manchuria, 2042
 
Russian Plans. As Putin before him, Premier Konev dreamed of Russian glory: specifically, the reconstruction of the old Tsarist Empire. Glaciation had devastated Russian and Ukrainian farmlands. Konev and his pro-Slavic Party believed the recreation of the empire would pour vast mineral wealth into Russian coffers to help them purchase food abroad. Added to American military aid and grain promises, this set the stage for gaining the first requirement: the destruction of Greater China’s preponderant military and the reunification of Siberia. Konev also yearned to add Manchuria to the empire, to ensure a powerful eastern bulwark.
Konev’s patient strategy these past few years of letting the other world powers weaken themselves first had found great favor among the Russians, as all knew World War I and II had brought disabling casualties to the nation. It also gave him strength when everyone else dipped deep into their strategic barrel to find enough men and munitions to continue fighting.
Before the beginning of the next phase of hostilities, Konev received a last draft of reinforcements from the European Union, who wished to rid themselves of all former GD military. The EU leaders viewed the former GD officers as a menace to European peace. Combined with the American Expeditionary Force, this formed an impressive invasion army of nearly three million men. The ground forces were grouped into 162 divisions: 185,000 from the United States, 210,000 from the European Union and the rest from Russia.
Time was of the essence, as it was evident that Hong drafted large numbers of Chinese, Vietnamese and Koreans into the PAA military machine. Because of this, the launch date was set for June 7.
The plan entailed classic armor drives combined with as much air and helicopter transport as possible. As they had done in Siberia, the former GD robotic forces would grind head on, while mobile units swung around with right and left hooks and the air transports dropped down vertically. The velocity of the campaign and the rough terrain would provide challenging problems, demanding high morale, and superior firepower and training. The allied plan hinged on greater battlefield mobility. Three great blocs supplied one of the greatest concentrations of machines ever seen in the world.
American Plans. The United States kept the bulk of its military stationed around the northern Mexican border, where over five million PAA soldiers waited. And the country continued to expand its submarine fleet, dedicating nineteen percent of its industry to its construction. The Pan-Asian Alliance still had impressive numbers and equipment in Mexico and continued to threaten invasion. The Australian fiasco had dampened people’s enthusiasm for overseas adventures. They wished for a quick end to the war, although they also longed for revenge against China. These twin desires stood at odds with each other, balanced at the moment, but ready to swing hard toward peace at almost any price. President David Sims’ speech galvanized the nation as hearts burned for vengeance, and opinion polls showed that the majority of the people waited to see the outcome of the Manchurian Invasion.
Chinese Plans. The Chinese High Command played for time. They would use deploy nuclear weaponry as needed, initiate a mass guerilla war as once envisioned by Mao Zedong and burn up conventional formations in stubborn defense as they waited for troops from aboard and new levies from home to swell their ranks. Hong boasted that China would devour their enemies in a sea of bodies until they could annihilate the invaders and smash them into paste.
 
SHANGHAI, CHINA
 
Lying on his back, Fu Tao blinked repeatedly as hospital lights passed above him. One flickered, making him wonder if there was a power shortage. In Australia, that had happened all the time.
The drug a doctor had injected into him began to take effect, and he fought it. He still wasn’t sure how he’d let Shun Li talk him into this. Yes. He owed her his life, and he paid his debts. Still, his right index finger. That was asking much.
As he lay on the moving gurney, Tao bared his teeth. She’d told him about Chairman Hong, the most monstrous rapist of them all. The Chairman could act civilized, but he loved to watch men rape helpless victims.
I hate the Chairman. Yes. I will give my finger to protect Shun Li. A rape for a rape, a life for a life, I pay my debts, I always do.
He heard doors open, and a doctor talking. No, this wasn’t a doctor, but a bone specialist. Fu Tao tried to sit up. Instead, he lost consciousness…
He awoke by degrees, incredibly groggy. Someone spoke nearby. Slowly, he realized it was Shun Li. Tao opened his eyes until they focused on her.
“It is done,” she said.
With dull muscles, Tao raised his right hand. He stared at the index finger. It looked so real.
“You still have some of it,” Shun Li said.
Tao nodded, and that made his mouth taste awful. He knew that. He knew. The surgeon had removed the end bone of his index finger, replacing it with a tiny tube. In the tube was a terrible and powerful propellant, which would hurl an equally tiny projectile. If the need ever presented itself, he could ignite the propellant by positioning his others fingers in a precise manner.
“This is a precaution,” Shun Li said. “You must never use it unless the need arises.”
Tao stared up at her, and he realized her fright. The Chairman was like a cobra to her. She feared too much. Fu Tao let his head sink onto the pillow. Fear, he had lost it long ago. He had this special finger now, and he would have to wait and see if he could repay his rape-debt to Shun Li.
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Invasion
WASHINGTON, DC
 
Director Harold bent his head in thought as he walked through the White House Rose Garden. He wore a jacket and hat against the unseasonable cold, and he considered his words with care.
Militia General Williamson moved beside him, respectfully silent.
No one else was in evidence, not even the security detail. Harold knew they watched him, but he was reasonably certain none of them trained a listening device in his direction. Security had gone over the Rose Garden yesterday with a fine-toothed comb at his command, and it seemed unlikely any hidden bugs had found their way here since then. Still, caution was in order. He had almost lost everything two years ago because he’d moved too hastily in an underground coup. The lesson had burned itself into his brain.
He worked hard, outperforming his opponents. The second secret to his success was learning something the first time. Most people were fools, never learning even when life hammered their heads three times in a row.
The director dropped his right hand into a pocket, and switched on a scrambler. He felt the vibration, stronger than a cellphone. The device sent out an inaudible sound, the noise would play havoc with any bug.
Knowing the scrambler operated eased the muscles of his shoulders. The crick in his neck didn’t bother him as much now. He detested painkillers of any kind, as he believed they hindered the high performance of his unique mind.
While clearing his throat, Harold kept his head bent. He certainly wouldn’t look up at the taller General Williamson. Let the man lower his head, trying to hear the director’s words. Harold needed to talk to someone, a person he could trust to keep silent. Williamson wasn’t the best sounding board he could find, but the man could keep a secret. That was a rare gift.
Harold made a face. Benjamin Franklin had famously said, “Three can keep a secret if two of them are dead.” The best way to keep a secret was to tell no one. Most people found that impossible to do. Today, I’m like the rest of the herd.
“General,” he said, “you realize this is strictly confidential.”
Williamson seemed to strain, and it took him a moment to decipher the quiet words. “I give you my word as an officer, sir. I will tell no one anything you say to me.”
“Good, good,” Harold said. Why was this so difficult? He only did what he had to. Someone needed to make the hard choices. Someone had to recognize this stage of US history and understand that the people had turned into a frightened, less independent lot than before. That person stared out of the mirror at him every morning. He had a critical job to do. His country called upon him. I am only doing my duty.
“General Williamson, I have to say that your people have done a splendid job combing the Army and the Marines. I’ve been reading the records of some of the red-starred individuals you found. To a man, they were rabble-rousers with seditious hearts. Those that hadn’t actively…hmmm…spoken out against my administration were or are much too likely to do so at a future date.”
“I hate to say this, sir,” Williamson said. “But we also combed, as you say, the Militia personnel. We found several drafts of suspected rabble-rousers among our own people.”
“Yes, I noticed that. It surprised me.”
“One never knows where these seditious malcontents will show up.”
Harold stopped. The general halted beside him. Pinching his lower lip, the director said, “You’re the perfect man for your position. I chose wisely in elevating you.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“You don’t have to thank me. I acted rationally.” Harold resumed his slow step. “Yes, destiny has chosen us, General Williamson. We are iron men who know how to make the hard, the difficult choices. Too many people these days have soft cores. They act emotionally instead of logically. America is lucky we’re at the helm. The President used to have that iron. I think the strain of his position ate it away like acid.”
“That’s truly unfortunate, sir.”
“Yes, it is unfortunate. Yet that is reality, and I refuse to back away from what needs doing.”
The two men moved in silence for a time, taking another pass along the Rose Garden trail.
Harold glanced sidelong at Williamson. The man’s pants were perfectly creased. He knew the general put in twelve-hour and even sixteen-hour days. The general was like a machine, and Harold appreciated the man for it.
“The US 3rd Army Group waits along the Amur River,” Harold said. “The majority of its men and officers are veterans, hardened by three years of war. In one sense, they are good Americans.”
“Good, sir?” Williamson asked.
“You don’t think so?”
“Their records tell a different story, sir.”
“I understand,” Harold said. “Yet they are good soldiers, hard fighters. America needed them. They killed a lot of enemy combatants for their country.”
“You say needed, sir.”
“It heartens me that you detect such fine distinctions. Yes, needed. Once we defeat China—and we will, General, never doubt that.”
“I don’t, sir.”
Harold detected a faint hint of the man’s body odor. Didn’t the general use cologne? Well, it didn’t matter. He hadn’t chosen Williamson because of perfect hygiene.
“I know you don’t doubt,” Harold said. “Once we defeat the Pan-Asian Alliance, we’ll have to rebuild our country. I’ve noticed that people are seldom grateful to their saviors for very long. Notice what happened to Winston Churchill after he helped the British win World War II. They immediately voted him out of office, the ingrates.”
“They were foolish, sir,” Williamson said.
“Yet their actions derived from natural human nature, I’m afraid. After we win the war, we’ll have to remain in office in order to rebuild our country the right way. That means we’ll have to implement stricter Homeland Security policies among the populace.”
“We’ll do it for the good of our country, sir.”
“Yes. I knew you’d understand. It’s strange, but some of my best people are fuzzy on that issue.”
“Malcontents in our own ranks, sir?” Williamson asked.
“I’ve pondered that for some time. I don’t think that’s the answer. The fuzzy thinkers are too idealistic, living in a fantasyland of hope that the good old days will come back. Days when life was easy and everyone got handouts. You and I also have high ideals, but we’re cold realists as well. We can take our ideals and make the hard choices to ensure we come closer to reaching paradise than the mere dreamers could do.”
“I’ve never thought of it like that before, sir.”
I know you haven’t. What surprises me is that a robot like you has any heart at all. But clearly, you do. I’m glad I’ve taken the time to prime you.
Harold stroked his chin. He did it in order to look like a deep thinker. He felt the general’s scrutiny, and he believed that he could finally give Williamson his mission.
“I have a difficult task for you, General.”
Williamson straightened.
“This is something I’ve pondered for some time. It must be done, but only a trusted and loyal man can do it.”
“You can count on me, sir.”
“Even though you don’t know the assignment yet?” asked Harold.
“I am here to serve my country, sir.”
Harold took a deep breath, and he sat down on a bench along the path. He did it in a way that showed he carried a heavy burden.
“Sit, General,” Harold said, patting the bench beside him.
There wasn’t much room, but Williamson sat his narrow rear on the wood. He kept very rigid and formal.
Harold leaned closer so their arms touched. Yes, the man had an odor… Lowering his voice, he said, “You’re to go to Moscow as my personal envoy.”
He felt the general stiffen.
“You’re to deliver a message to Premier Konev. No one else must ever hear what you’re going to tell him. You must also make sure you’re not recorded.”
Williamson swallowed audibly.
He’s not as much of a robot as I thought. We all have emotions, don’t we?
Harold paused, and he knew why. It was a grim message. Some might even view it as dishonorable. He had become the commander-in-chief of America, both to the right thinkers and the seditious. When a person picked up a rifle in defense of his country, he ought to be given some due. Yet the future of the United States demanded he make hard choices. Those who came after him would likely lack his iron.
“General,” Harold said in a soft voice. “I want you to tell Premier Konev that America must defeat China now.”
“I can do that, sir.”
“Let me speak,” Harold said, as if out of breath.
“I’m sorry, sir.”
Harold put his hands on his knees. This was harder than he thought it would be.
“Tell Premier Konev that I’m willing to pay in American blood for a quick victory. He can use the US 3rd Army Group for the hard tasks, the ones that will incur heavy losses.”
Williamson remained silent.
“Those are good soldiers,” Harold said, “hard fighters. Yet they are the malcontents. They will cause our future America problems as we repair our great country.”
“To die for our country is an honor, sir.”
“Tell Premier Konev that he has my permission to grind the US 3rd Army Group to the bone, as long as that brings China to her knees. But remember, General, no one else must ever know you said that, or that those words came from me. Some truths are too terrible for anyone to know.”
“Yes, sir,” Williamson said. “I will do my duty.”
“I knew I could count on you, General. You can be sure I will have important tasks of the highest value for you after the war.”
“Thank you, sir. As long as I can serve my country, I am content.”
“Those are noble sentiments.” Harold pushed up to his feet. Why did he feel so tired? He did what he had to do. The US soldiers headed to China were expendable, every single one of them. There was simply no other way to mold the future correctly.
 
TRANS-SIBERIAN RAILWAY
 
Jake Higgins stared out of the railroad car’s window. Vast numbers of pine trees swept past. That’s all he’d seen for hundreds upon hundreds of miles. It was crazy.
I still can’t believe I’m out of the Detention Center. He’d figured for sure he was going to die there. With a frown, Jake turned his head.
Young American men filled the interior railcar. There were over one hundred cars in this particular train, and there were more on the way. An American army group headed for the Manchurian border, for big bad China. Three entire armies would march into Northeast China—the First, Ninth and Eighteenth—together with the Russians and Europeans.
Do our leaders really think we can conquer the entire country?
Jake shrugged. It hardly mattered to him anymore. He flexed the fingers of his right hand before making a fist. Watching the muscles and tendons of his wrist, he marveled how it had filled out from before—so had his biceps and triceps. His arms weren’t sticks anymore, but regular flesh and bone like normal people. Not so long ago, he’d been a radiation victim, and he’d lived in a cell, tormented by Detention Center goons.
He scowled, crossing his arms. He was back to being a private in an infantry platoon. How many times had he climbed the ranks, only to slide back down again?
What’s the point anyway? I’ll fight, do well, and then the Detention people will get me again. I don’t understand my existence.
“You know what I think?” Jake said.
“Huh?” Chet asked, looking up from a Sports Illustrated Swimsuit issue.
“We’re headed the wrong way,” Jake said.
Chet nodded absently as he turned the page.
“Are you listening to me?” Jake asked.
“Uh-huh,” Chet said.
Jake glanced at a blonde on the page arching her back. It reminded him of the strip club in Topeka, Kansas. That had been a crazy night—what, over two years ago now. He would have liked to make Sheila the Stripper his girl. With a sigh, he turned back to the window, watching endless pine trees whip past. Siberia. I’m actually in fabled Siberia.
Chet and Grant were in the same infantry squad as him. They’d been members of his old Behemoth crew. They’d been flushed out of the super-tanks for reasons neither understood. It was funny how all three of them had ended up here, huh?
Why do I fight for my country, if my country hates me? No, that was the wrong question. His country didn’t hate him, just the Militia screws who seemed to be in charge these days.
Was this his fate then? Would he fight while others back home misused power? What difference did it make to him if the Chinese ran the Detention Center or Americans? Well…the Chinese had killed many fellow soldiers, friends of his…
What had ever happened to Goose and the Lieutenant? The siege of Denver had been something. The war had felt righteous back then.
“Whoa, look at her,” Chet said, shoving the magazine and a brunette pictured there into his face. Jake could see her nipples thrusting against the bikini fabric.
“Nice tits,” Jake said.
“Nice everything,” Chet said.
“Do you ever wonder why we’re fighting?”
Chet gave him a quizzical glance. “For this,” he said, shaking the magazine. “If we let them, the Chinese will take every girl on the planet. All they have is men in China. They aborted all the chicks. Now they want ours. I say, screw ’em. No. Forget that. Kill them.”
“This is all ’cause of chicks?” Jake asked.
“Hell, yeah,” Chet said.
Jake thought about the dark-haired stripper, about Sheila. He wouldn’t want a Chinese bastard to get her. Chet was right about that. Maybe that’s why the Militia officer there had sent him to the tribunal. Sheila had smiled at him that night instead of to the Militiaman. Is war just about girls and money, about power?
“Do you think we’re going to survive this one?” Jake asked.
“Sure,” Chet said, as he turned the page. “We survived the nukes. We can survive anything.”
“Maybe we used up all our luck surviving the Red Dragons.”
“No,” Chet said. “Luck is like a muscle. The more you use it, the better it gets.”
“That’s why we’re on this train then, because we’re lucky?”
“I don’t know. Don’t sweat it so much. Relax.” Chet turned the page.
Jake scowled. He wished he could just sit back, looking at swimsuit issues, not worrying about anything. The nuke, getting sick, getting rail-thin, and surviving for months in a Detention Center cell—it had changed him. The Detention people had stolen something essential from him.
They took my heart. They made me see how everything is BS. It’s just one group of goons after another doing whatever they want because they can.
The Chinese had invaded America. Now US soldiers had to make sure the Chinese couldn’t come back. But what Jake really wanted…
I want to break the Detention Center system. I want to stop penal battalions. How do I do that in Manchuria? I’d rather be stalking through Colorado, shooting Militia guards and their officers.
As he watched pine trees flash past, Jake nodded. He was going to have to survive Manchuria. He didn’t see how he would. China was a huge land. But he was going to have to survive and get home. Then he was going to use what he’d learned these past few years…
From now on, I’ll tell the people in charge exactly what they want to hear from me. I have to survive this. Then, when I get my chance, I’m going to kill someone important.
Jake grunted softly. He’d started out protesting the President, holding up a sign as a college kid and marching around shouting slogans. That hadn’t worked. They’d sent him into the Militia. The next time he protested, he’d use violence to let the powerful know he meant it. I’m going to go Jefferson on them, go George Washington. It’s time our country was really free again.
 
BEIJING, CHINA
 
Shun Li listened in silence, knowing this was an eventual death sentence for her. What did I do wrong? Why doesn’t the Chairman trust me anymore?
The full Ruling Committee met on the second floor in the Cho En Li Building in Mao Square. The old Navy Minister was gone, the spot filled with one of Hong’s new creatures. A young general in his fifties was the new Army Minister. Just like the old days, Lion Guardsmen lined the walls, with submachine pistols in their fists. Hong was in complete control again and he meant to stay there.
The Chairman stood at the head of the table. He wore a black suit, saying, “I trust Shun Li implicitly. She has been a wise Police Minister, and she has seen us through very difficult times. It is why I am doing this. Mother China needs her talents, and Shun Li will march in obedience to the call.”
“Gladly and happily,” Shun Li said.
“Her absence from the capital will only increase my burdens,” Hong said. “But I am no different from the lowliest peasant. When China summons me, I obey. Therefore, as of today, I will take upon myself the duties of Police Minister.”
Several Ruling members glanced at Shun Li.
Her face felt frozen as fear bubbled in her. She had returned from Australia to a debacle. The terrible Russians had fooled everyone. She had an impulse to bray with laughter and point out that the Chairman had trusted Konev. China would not be in this predicament if the Chairman had accepted defeat in North America. Instead of stuffing troops there, he should have put them into Kazakhstan and Siberia.
“Shun Li,” Hong said, “after the meeting you will head to the Northeast China Front. There, you will become the Guardian Inspector of the East Lightning Department heading the guerilla action. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you the importance of your post. I expect extreme brutality from you. Your people will turn the Chinese into mud. They will clog the wheels and tracks of the enemy machine, using their flesh and blood if need be to stall the Russians and Americans.”
As he spoke, Hong eyes shined. “The Russians and Americans yearn for their old positions of power. But their day has long set. It is China’s hour.” He laughed, a devilish sound. “I accept this invasion and rejoice in it. Finally, our Russian enemy has revealed himself. He has thrust his head into a trap. The defensive form of warfare is stronger than the offensive. We have learned that in North America. Now, I envision trapping the Russian Army and annihilating these paltry Americans. After we have dealt with them—”
Chairman Hong frowned. “Yes, Industry Minister?”
A small old man lowered the arm he’d been holding up. “I wonder, Chairman, if you mean to use all Northeast China as a trap, or only the most northern province of Heilongjiang.”
Shun Li nodded. Northeastern China, or Manchuria as the old people called it, was composed of four provinces: Heilongjiang, Jilin, Liaoning and part of Inner Mongolia. The most important province, the heart of Manchuria, was Liaoning Province, which bordered old North Korea on the Yalu River.
“Speak freely,” Hong told the Industry Minister. “Explain yourself.”
The old man bobbed his head. He hadn’t been on the Ruling Committee long, nor would he last if he kept interrupting the Chairman. “I expect we shall lose Harbin.”
“Get to the point,” Hong said, testily.
“Our heaviest industry lies in Northeast China, Leader. I know you know this.”
“Of course I do.”
“We must stop the Russians before they reach Shenyang and rip into the heart of Liaoning Province. Otherwise, tank production will take a terrible dip.”
“Do you seek to instruct me in military strategy?” Hong asked.
“Certainly not, Leader, but I feel I must point out the importance of Shenyang and Liaoning Province. It accounts for thirty-two percent of our tank production and twenty-nine percent of our artillery—”
“I am well aware of the importance of Liaoning Province. Why do you think I’m sending Shun Li to the front?”
“We’ve heard of your work in Australia,” the Industry Minister told her. He coughed, and it sounded as if he had phlegm in his throat. Was he sick? “You broke the Australian resistance with a firm and steady hand.”
Lies, Shun Li thought to herself. I played a part and have been branded as a mass murderer for it.
Hong graced her with a grin. “She will excel in Northeast China, instilling her will into my East Lightning generals.” The Chairman turned to the fifty-year-old Army general. “Will your soldiers fight as zealously?”
“Yes, Leader,” the Army Minister said. He had been one of the toughest defensive fighters in North America, a man noted for his harshness and inflexibility. “I have a program mapped out for them.”
“Excellent,” Hong said. “Now—” He raised his eyebrows. “Shun Li, you have a question?”
Normally, she would never ask it, but the Leader had arranged this beforehand. He could have told her about the demotion then. Why had he sprung it on her like this? How had she failed him?
“Shun Li?” Hong asked.
She cleared her throat. “Leader, why don’t we ferry home some of our elite formations out of Mexico?” As she spoke, Shun Li noticed how several ministers leaned forward or opened their eyes a little wider. Hong must have known this would be on their minds, but who would dare to ask him such a question? Clearly, he wanted to lay the idea to rest.
Chairman Hong frowned at Shun Li, as if he disliked the question. “I have honored you with your new post,” he said.
“I thrill at the chance to serve China in my new capacity,” she said.
“I’m beginning to wonder if that’s so,” he said. “You seem to desire the Army to save you from your task. No. The Mexico-based soldiers will remain in North America for several reasons. For one thing, it is better to fight the Americans there than here.”
“But you just said it was good the Russians fight us here,” she said.
Hong rapped the table with his knuckles. The Lion Guardsmen along the walls grew more alert.
“Have a care, Police Minister.”
She looked down, berating herself for being careless. Maybe it was better to leave the Chairman’s close orbit. Too many people around him died.
“The Americans fear us,” Hong said, “because they fear our Army in Mexico. For too long, they have hidden behind their oceans. We are ready to spring to the attack once again. It is a matter of timing now. I was going to save this information for later, but I wish to inform all of you that the South American Federation has agreed to fully supply our forces in Mexico. That means our merchant marine will no longer make the dreaded journey to the Mexican coast. The American submarines have grown too thick for us. We need a breathing spell while we increase the number of our drone tenders. That is the other reason why we don’t bring home the troops. The Americans would sink too many transports, drowning useful Chinese soldiers. No. We will strike again in North America, never fear. Instead of losing those transports in North American waters, we will use them to ship home nearer garrison troops from Indonesia, the Philippines and Japan. The trained soldiers will swell our continental numbers.”
He sipped from a glass of mineral water, setting it down with a clunk. “We need time, just a little more time to prepare. If our soldiers already in place combine with fierce guerilla resistance, we can buy enough time to gather a large army. That force will keep the Russians and Americans out of Liaoning Province.” He faced Shun Li. “That is why you must instill the guerilla forces with terrible resolve. If that means throwing their bodies before enemy tanks…that is what they must do for China. If that means igniting hidden nuclear weapons, why, we will not hesitate to do so. This invasion will fail because the Russians and Americans will run out of time. Then we will swarm them to death with our numbers.”
Shun Li closed her eyes. She was becoming a guardian inspector once again. Australia had been bad. This was going to be terrible. Chairman Hong was returning to a Mao Defense of China, at least until the country rebuilt its home army. This was going to be a deadly game of distance and speed.
 
AMUR RIVER, SIBERIA
 
On the first day of the Manchurian Invasion, Jake figured everything would be down to a science, especially with the American veterans.
He’d had known it wouldn’t be so, but he hadn’t expected such a screwy beginning.
The sun crept up from the east before the artillery in their sector opened up. The tubes were supposed to have started two hours before dawn. No. They were late. Only the ground-attack planes and drones had started on time, roaring over them in the dark.
The platoon waited for the signal from company headquarters. The men huddled behind long bulrushes, the lazy Amur River hidden from sight. Each team had a six-man inflatable with a small motor in back.
As they waited, Chet kept checking the time.
“Don’t bother,” Jake told him. “When you hear the artillery you’ll know it’s for real.”
“Yeah, whatever,” Chet said. He kept checking until finally he lay down and closed his eyes, going to sleep.
Jake winked at Grant. The lanky black man just nodded. He looked zombie-tired, as he hated waking up in the dark.
Finally, with the sun peeking over the horizon, several artillery pieces boomed, lonely but impressive sounds. Maybe thirty seconds later, the entire north erupted with thunderous roars. The ground shook, and Chet sat up with a shout.
“It’s starting,” Jake told him.
Chet gazed at him open-mouthed. Soon, he scrambled to his feet and took his place around the dinghy.
Lieutenant Wans came by, a stocky man with an unshaven face. “Ten minutes,” he said. “Make sure you have everything in place.”
“We’re still crossing the Amur?” Jake asked.
Wans glanced at the inflatable before stalking off.
“Ask as stupid question,” Chet said.
Ten minutes passed, and no order came down. Finally, twenty minutes later, whistles blew.
Jake, Chet, Grant and the others grabbed the rope around the rubber dinghy. Their packs lay inside, along with their assault rifles, RPGs and a light machine gun.
“One, two, three, heave,” Jake said.
Using the rope, they lifted the dinghy off the ground and crashed through the bulrushes, flattening the long stalks. On either side of them, the rest of the platoon did likewise with their inflatables. The men rushed down to the northern shore of the Amur River.
Low rolling hills stood on either side of the broad river. It might have been an idyllic scene, if not for the violence to come.
Jake’s boots squished in mud. He was in front. With a heave, he threw the craft toward deeper water. Some of the others did likewise. The dingy splashed into the cold river, and Jake clambered aboard.
They were doing it. This was for real. Manchuria, gateway to China, baby.
As the others settled into place, Grant used his left thumb, starting the small outboard. It ring-ring-ringed to life like an angry lawnmower.
“Let’s go!” Chet shouted.
Jake settled in front, kneeling, and he nestled his assault rifle on his lap. The dinghy pushed forward through the black water. Then it went a little faster. The current caught the craft, trying to take them downstream. Grant compensated, heading for their landing zone marked on their map.
I’m crossing the Amur River into China. We’re really going to pay them back for coming to America.
All across the river, rubber boats moved for the Chinese shore. What’s more, the entire landscape on their side, the Siberian north, churned with movement. Tanks, IFVs, trucks, jeeps, military SUVs and marching men headed for pontoon bridges. All the while, American artillery pounded the Chinese shore and beyond. Explosions erupted over there and fires blazed.
“Look!” Jake shouted. He pointed at a house on the far shore. It blew apart with spectacular violence. Finally, the destruction was taking place in enemy territory, in Asia. It felt great. For years now, Jake had watched American buildings go down. Smaller sheds over there burned like marshmallows over a fire.
The Amur River was wide. Jake recalled his dad telling him about the old days in the 1960s. The communist Chinese and Russians used to have border skirmishes along this river. Now China faced the onslaught of United Europe, Russia heading the Slavic Coalition and a mad-as-hell United States of America.
Let’s see how the Chinese like them apples.
The outboard sputtered for a moment. Jake turned. With his open hand, Grant gave the engine a whack. It resumed its buzz and the boat surged ahead once more.
“This is it,” Jake told Chet. “We’re invading.”
“We haven’t reached there yet,” Chet said.
“Cheerful attitude.”
“Just calling it like I see it,” Chet said with a smirk.
Jake breathed the air. He smelled burning wood and the gasoline of their outboard. Chet was scared. Heck, so was he. They were going back to war again, but in a different part of the world.
We’re not in Kansas anymore.
Halfway across the river, Chet shouted at Jake. “What in the heck is that?”
Jake glanced at Chet. The soldier pointed toward the enemy shore. With a start, Jake realized a young kid stepped out from behind some bulrushes on the Manchurian side. The kid wore a wide-brimmed straw hat and waved to them.
“He’s crazy,” Chet said. “Doesn’t he know what those artillery shells are? They’re pulverizing his side.”
Jake nodded. The kid must be loony.
“Better shoot him.”
Jake turned around in shook. “You’re crazy. I’m not shooting an unarmed kid.”
“You never heard stories about Vietnam?”
“Come on,” Jake said. “Are you kidding me? You want to gun down a little kid? We’re soldiers, not barbarian Mongols fighting under Genghis Khan.”
“You’d better wise up, Jake. This is China. We’re not liberating them from anything, but invading their stinking country. Don’t doubt they’re going to pull every trick in the book they can.”
“I can’t believe you’re saying this.”
Along with a swarm of others, the dinghy headed for shore, and Jake kept his eyes peeled for enemy soldiers. He kept turning back to the kid, who continued to move his hand up and down. Was the kid a lookout for Chinese infantry? That seemed unlikely. Any Chinese grunt would be a nutcase to be out here, but one never knew.
“This is stupid,” Chet said. “I’m finishing this.” He lifted his assault rifle, aiming at the kid.
“No!” Jake said, grabbing the end of the barrel and pulling it down.
“You idiot!” Chest shouted, ripping the gun out of Jake’s grip. “Don’t ever grab my rifle again.”
A different dinghy neared the watching kid. He couldn’t be any older than ten, maybe eleven years. He stood on a rise of ground, watching as if enthralled.
Suddenly, to Jake’s horror, the kid pulled a hand grenade out of a pouch at this side. He struggled with the pin.
“Shoot him!” Chet shouted. He raised his rifle, the muzzle even with Jake’s head, and he fired.
The reports were deafening, and Jake jerked away, covering his ears.
The kid tossed the grenade underhanded. It sailed through the air and splashed just short of the nearest dinghy. A column of water blew harmlessly into the air. Then several Americans shot the kid at once.
Jake swore. He didn’t want it to be this kind of war. At the same moment, an ancient machine gun opened up over there. It was hidden in the higher reeds. The machine gun sounded like a wounded woodpecker. That still made it deadly. Bullets stitched the water, the spouts rapidly closing toward their dinghy.
“Jump!” Chet shouted, and he leaped, rocking the craft.
Jake snarled as he squinted at the reeds. A glint of metal showed him where the enemy had set up. He released his assault rifle, twisted around and grabbed an RPG lying in the middle of the boat.
Grant shifted the outboard, driving the dinghy out of the path of bullets, which zipped past them. The hidden enemy machine gunner swiveled his weapon. Jake could tell by the waterspouts traveling back toward them. He brought the RPG to his shoulder, having become something of a marksman with these.
Beside him, a soldier grunted painfully. Blood sprayed, a splash of it striking Jake’s neck, hot and sticky. The infantryman pitched backward, making the dinghy rock. Enemy machine gun bullets struck the next passenger. Foolishly, none of them wore body armor. None of them had wanted to be dragged underwater and drowned the first day of the invasion.
I’m never going to make that mistake again.
Jake sighted on the glint and pulled the trigger. The shaped-charge grenade banged, flying at the machine gunner and team. Jake tossed the launcher into the water and picked up this assault rifle. Hunkering low, he emptied his magazine at them, even though they had the distance.
The warhead exploded near enough that after the smoke cleared, the Chinese were either dead or gone, deciding to relocate.
Now American mortars from the north shore swept the enemy hills. They should have done that earlier, but it was a first day’s balls-up. Smoke billowed onshore and fragmentation shells flattened bulrushes. Fires started, more smoke billowed and Jake began to fear the mortar teams would kill them along with the enemy.
Lieutenant Wans must have been in contact with the mortar teams, or the captain was. When their dinghy was fifty feet from shore—far too close in Jake’s opinion—the mortar rounds quit raining.
“Get ready!” Jake shouted.
The inflatable entered the drifting smoke. It was like traveling through fog. It felt alien, like some other planet. Jake’s gut churned, and he peered everywhere, but he saw nothing but smoke. Finally, the boat struck mud. Chet reappeared then. It turned out he’d been hanging onto the rope around the boat.
“Welcome to China,” Jake said.
“You should have shot the kid,” Chet said, his clothes soaked.
“I guess so.” Jake grabbed his equipment. The others grabbed theirs. After a brief conference, they agreed the smart thing was to put on their body armor. It took time, but Jake felt better with it in place.
By then, most of the smoke had cleared. The kid lay nearby, still wearing his straw hat.
“Let me show you something,” Chet said.
Together, they went to twisted, bullet-riddled kid. It turned out he had a wrinkled face and lacked teeth.
“That ain’t no kid,” Chet said. “He was some ancient Chinese dwarf masquerading as a kid. What a prick.”
The truth made Jake feel better. He didn’t want to have to shoot children. Even so, this old man’s friends had killed Americans. The platoon had to find those machine gunners and make the bastards pay. That was the reason for the broad front river crossing. The US 3rd Army Group wanted a clear and protected path for what would in time become a long supply route. They would cut a wide swath to begin with and funnel down later.
After an hour’s search, the platoon found the Chinese barricaded up on a hill. Jake and Chet crawled toward Lieutenant Wans hidden behind an old tree up the slope.
“Up there,” Wans said, pointing.
The hill had an old shed up there and some trees. This looked like grazing land, with most of the slope green grass with occasional bushes. Sandbags lay low to the ground near the top of the hill, making strongpoints. A heavy machine gun slid out of a firing loop, blazing away at them.
Jake ducked low. The other two kept behind the ancient tree. The machine gun still sounded like a woodpecker, and the bullets thudded harmlessly against the tree trunk.
“Must have been a number of teams along the river,” the lieutenant shouted. “Saboteurs maybe. Well, no sense getting any of us killed taking them out.”
On the radio, Wans spoke to the captain. The captain relayed his words to a mortar team on the north shore. Soon, shells rained down on top of the hill, and the Chinese quit firing.
“Pinpoint accuracy this time,” Wans said. “I think that did it.” He radioed. The shelling stopped and Wans said, “Let’s go. See if we got them all.”
Jake and Chet led the way, hurrah. With his body armor and pack, it made the trudge uphill work. Clutching his assault rifle, Jake kept his eyes glued to the top. Foot by foot he headed higher. His stomach soon ached he clenched it so tightly. This was a lot different from driving a Behemoth.
At the top, they discovered something amazing. The mortar shells had indeed killed every Chinese soldier or militiaman. The foxholes had been far too shallow to make much of a difference.
“Amateurs,” Lieutenant Wans said shortly.
“They are now,” Jake said.
The lieutenant with the five o’clock shadow at nine in the morning asked, “What’s that mean?”
“If we give them too long, I bet they get better.”
The lieutenant studied him. “Are you always so cheerful?”
“Been through the school of hard knocks one time too many,” Jake said.
“All right, jawing isn’t going to get us anywhere,” the lieutenant said. “Let’s pack it up and keep going. We’re supposed to be ten miles south by nightfall.”
Jake shouldered his rifle and turned to Chet. “We’re doing it, my friend. We’re invading.”
“Feels better than defending, I have to tell you.”
Jake thought about it, and he nodded. It surely did at that.
 
CENTRAL VALLEY PASS, HEILONGJIANG PROVINCE
 
Colonel Stan Higgins had become Brigadier General Stan Higgins, commander of 10th Armored Division, part of V Corps.
Instead of bulky Behemoth tanks—they all remained in the good old US of A—the 10th used Jeffersons as its main battle tanks. Tonight, however, Stan sat in an observation helo to monitor modified Cherokee attack helicopter. They were an improvement over the old Apaches, much more deadly and mobile.
The 10th Armored Division spearheaded V Corps drive into Heilongjiang Province. V Corps was the tip for First Army.
The key to capturing Manchuria was the large central valley containing the prized cities of Harbin, Changchun and Shenyang. Each of those cities was the capital of its province. They were one on top of the other: Heilongjiang Province, Jilin and Liaoning. Around the country-sized valley ran a large circle of mountains of various sizes and ruggedness, which protected the central vale from west, north, east and southeast. 
Tenth Armored Division headed toward Jiamusi, which was on the road to Harbin.
So far this first day, Chinese defenses had proved frail and desultory. Most of the enemy formations had proved to be weaker than intelligence had predicted. Stan believed this feebleness was on purpose. The Chinese didn’t want to face the full might of the Europeans, Russians and Americans near the Siberian border, but pull them deeper into Manchuria first. It made sense. Let the invading supply lines stretch.
Now Stan received news that his scouts had found heavy Chinese formations barring the pass to Jiamusi.
No. As he listened to the radio, Stan realized it was worse than that. The cavalry was thirty kilometers in front of 10th Armored Division. Chinese Type 99 tanks and BMPs had pinned down the scouts.
Shaking his head, Stan knew that in the midst of an offensive operation he didn’t want his reconnaissance elements tied down in a decisive engagement. The scouts were beyond the reach of his artillery except for the MLRS.
Stan considered using them, but soon realized the scouts didn’t have a good enough target fix on the enemy. He didn’t want to waste the MLRS on a deep and questionable strike. Maybe the Chinese were planning a big surprise. He wanted to keep his aces in the hole for now.
One thing was very interesting: the enemy’s use of the Type 99 tank. It was also known as the ZTZ-99. A third generation MBT, it was old news like America’s M1s. Had China shipped most of the tri-turreted and Marauder tanks to North America?
The Type 99 was eleven meters long, three and half meters wide and 2.37 meters high. With an autoloader, it had a three-man crew. For its time in the early 2000s, it had been a good tank. It carried a small 125mm smoothbore tank gun along with 12.7mm machine guns. On good terrain, it could travel fifty miles per hour.
China hadn’t used any Type 99s in North America. Clearly, they planned to use them in defense of the homeland. The question was: how many enemy tanks and BMPs were out there? Did the Chinese want to buy themselves time or was this a trick?
Stan made a fast decision. This was the earliest phase of the assault. The Type 99 had good night vision, but probably not as good as he had with the Cherokees. The US and the Russians air forces had hunted for Chinese drones and jets, chasing them from the battlefield. Did he dare to attempt a quick helicopter strike deep in the pass now? It would be a risk. Just because the Chinese used old tanks didn’t mean they would have lousy antiair defenses.
I have to do this. We have to hit them hard and never let up. Otherwise, we might as well have stayed home.
Stan decided to use one battalion of Cherokees. That meant eighteen tank killers, organized into three six-ship companies. Each two-man crew consisted of a copilot-gunner in the front seat, and a pilot who sat behind and slightly above his CPG.
Each Cherokee had three weapons systems at its disposal, high-tech, accurate and very lethal. The deadliest was the Hellfire II missile. Laser guided, it would murder the Type 99 tank if it reached the target. The next system was the 2.75-inch rocket. Those could destroy anything but MBTs. Whenever possible a gunner used the rockets to save the Hellfire IIs for the heavy tanks. The last system was the 30mm chain gun, used primarily for defensive purposes.
These days, a Cherokee in combat usually hovered fifty feet above the ground as it deployed Hellfire IIs or the 2.75-inch rockets at armored targets. The attack helos stayed three thousand to nine thousand meters away from its victims. That was well beyond the range most people could see anything with the naked eye.
Stan gave the orders and followed in his observation ship.
The Cherokees were tri-jet assisted for intense speed, but they wouldn’t call on this capability unless enemy fighters showed up or the Chinese had up-to-date antiair platforms. Each gunship was fully loaded, armed with eight Hellfire IIs and thirty-six Hydra-80s, as they called the 2.75-inch rockets.
Stan watched with satisfaction. Each company of six ships flew in a “staggered right” formation. That meant each Cherokee moved in echelon, with each following craft staying one hundred feet to the right rear of its leader. These last few weeks, Stan had learned more about attack helos than he ever expected to. For instance, with each extra knot of airspeed the pilot tried to add one foot above ground. At fifty knots, a little faster than fifty miles per hour, the ship flew at an altitude of fifty feet.
“Sir,” the captain of B Company said. “This is a target-rich environment.”
Stan could see the large number of enemy hot spots on his screen. So far, no Chinese drones or fighters had appeared.
“Move in front of the scouts,” Stan ordered. “And make doubly certain there are no friendlies ahead of them.”
“Yes, sir,” the B Company captain said.
Hanging back in his observation helo, Stan listened in on the radio conversations and watched the Cherokees fly over the scout vehicles.
“Not so far forward,” Stan said.
Soon, the Cherokees inched back until they were a little less than one hundred meters ahead of the scouts.
The Cherokee battalion changed formation as each company came on line. That formation meant they flew side by side with one hundred to one hundred and fifty meters between each attack helo. They all hovered in place, sixty feet above ground.
Stan busily studied his screen. “What do you think?” he asked his intel chief, Major Bob Frazer.
“A brigade at least, General.”
“That’s what I’m thinking,” Stan said. “This must be one hundred and twenty Type 99 tanks.”
“I’m counting one hundred and thirty-five 99s, plus fifty BMPs.”
The day had started clear. Now rain fell and clouds hid the stars. That didn’t bother the Cherokee night-vision equipment or Stan’s thermal sights either.
The pass was large. The enemy brigade blocked the main highway. Some of those 99s looked as if the Chinese had dug in. The enemy wouldn’t simply throw a brigade away of old but useful tanks, would he?
Stan was nervous. He was used to keeping his feet on the ground. But he was a general now. He had to use every tool at his disposal. That meant he needed to know each tool’s usefulness.
Tonight, be gained a better understanding of the Cherokees.
The helo gunners launched the first Hellfire IIs, the longest-ranged weapons. The missiles stretched through the night, coming down in the rain on top of the Type 99 tanks. Their armor was weakest from above.
“Yes,” Stan said under this breath. He watched the Hellfire IIs hit. Seeing this on the TV screen—hot spots light up—failed to impart the blood, guts and screaming going on over there.
Stan hunched forward. He saw new, smaller hot spots. For a second, he didn’t realize what he witnessed. Then it came to him. Those were Chinese crews jumping out of their vehicles and running away.
“They’re moving the tanks,” the B Company captain said.
Stan saw that. The enemy either couldn’t or didn’t want to challenge the awesome firepower unleashed from above against them.
“Forward one thousand meters,” Stan said.
B Company advanced one thousand meters straight ahead. A and C Companies made flanking moves. All the while, Hellfire IIs and Hydra-80s turned tanks and BMPs into burning infernos.
Then a red line appeared on Stan’s TV screen. It flashed from the enemy position, an IF laser. The beam struck a Cherokee, and the helo dropped hard, hitting the earth and exploding with brilliant flames.
The laser flashed again, and a second Cherokee disintegrated.
Stan swore under his breath.
The tac-laser platform never got off a third shot. Two Hellfire IIs found it, destroying the antiair element.
Stan wasn’t sure if he should order the battalion to break off. The US scout vehicles already roared for home. Okay. That was good.
No. This is our first offensive. We have to sweep into Manchuria. I need my Jeffersons and I need them now.
They were on their way. If the Chinese wanted to hold this pass, they were going to need more armor and tac-lasers, or antiair missiles, at least.
“General,” Bob Frazer said.
Stan saw the major point at a secondary screen. Ah. Some Chinese infantry attempted to sneak up on A Company’s flank.
Did—
Stan never finished the question in his mind. Three of the Cherokees of A Company slewed their 30mms at the soldiers. A single enemy RPG lofted—it missed. Then the chain guns sprayed bloody destruction on the body-armored Chinese.
Fifty-three infantrymen died. Twenty-nine others dropped their assault rifles and took to their heels.
For another thirty minutes, the attack ships of 10th Armored Division destroyed the Type 99 tanks and BMPs of the Chinese brigade. Maybe twenty enemy tanks got away. The rest burned, lighting the way for the approaching Jeffersons.
The start to the battle for the pass went to Stan. And it was a precursor to the rest of that night and the next morning. Five Chinese divisions attempted to bar the gate, and the Americans steamrolled them, blowing their way through. V Corps led the way for First Army, which spearheaded for the US 3rd Army Group, showing the world they had come to China to wreak a terrible vengeance. If the enemy hoped to stop them, the Chinese were going to have to use their good stuff, and not rely on outdated hardware.
 
HEGANG ROAD DEFENSE, HEILONGJIANG PROVINCE
 
The offensive was already three days old as American armor and mechanized brigades bypassed stubborn Chinese strongpoints in out of the way places. US command raced deeper into Heilongjiang Province along the main routes. The city of Harbin was the first major objective. The city was a nexus of roads and rail, a critical junction that lead deeper into Manchuria.
Like everyone else, Jake knew the Russians had unleashed a torrent assault into Outer Mongolia. Fierce Chinese resistance in Ulaan Baatar, the capital, had brought the AI Kaiser brigades to a temporary halt. Did the Russians plan to use the Gobi Desert to race through the back door into China? If so, that would be a bold but risky venture. Once through the legendary desert, the Russians would have to battle through the Greater Khingan Mountain Range, which protected Manchuria and lower China from Mongolia.
With a grunt, Jake picked up his RPG, resting it over his shoulder, and following Chet. Tall weeds swayed around them, giving Jake, Chet and the others cover as they worked closer to the hated bunkers.
Growing up in his father’s house had given Jake years of military history lessons. Here in Heilongjiang Province, the US 3rd Army Group used “keil and kessel” tactics of the WWII Germans. That meant encircle and bypass resistance, and take the key objectives farther behind enemy lines. The “keil and kessel” was for the tanks and other fast moving vehicles. The following, slower-moving infantry did the “mopping up.” That meant taking out the tough spots in order to open up the regular supply routes.
In this case, their platoon joined the attack to take an interlocking set of bunkers guarding the main Haluo Highway.
Jake wore an improved Kevlar vest and lugged over fifty pounds of ordnance, including the RPG. The bunkers had been cunningly hidden behind and between dirt dunes. The enemy’s 100mm cannons poked out of the concrete emplacements, together with heavy machine guns.
Air—forget about it here. US jets and drones were too busy at the front. The drive was three days old, and the colonels and generals were doing everything in their power to keep it going full steam ahead. That meant grunt work for the infantry in places like this. Nothing ever changed. This was just like Buffalo in ’40 against the GD and just like Denver in ’39 against the Chinese.
“Get down,” Chet said.
Jake didn’t need any more prodding than that. He dropped down and crawled the rest of the way, soon reaching Chet and Grant. Each of them hefted an RPG, with an assault rifle tied to his pack. The rest of the platoon spread out and inched through the weeds, nearing the bunkers. It had taken the battalion’s engineer platoon several hours to clear the minefield with their starfish-shaped robots. The enemy finally figured out what those crawling things were and shot up three of them before the engineers brought the robots home. It was too late for the bunkers, though.
“Look,” Chet said.
Slowly, Jake eased to where Chet pushed aside prickly stalks. He peered past them at the nearest bunker, three hundred yards away—three entire football fields.
“Ain’t no way we can sprint that far in one burst,” Chet said.
Jake grunted agreement. Setting down his RPG, he took out an artillery spotter, a laser—emitting device.
“Seems like they’ll have sensors on it,” Chet said.
“Yeah,” Jake said. “Sorry about that.” He crawled backward, got up and ran thirty yards over, his boots sinking in the soft soil. By himself, he crawled through the reeds to where he could see the bunkers. Then he set the laser-spotter on the black dirt and called in to the lieutenant.
“You’re in position?” Lieutenant Wans asked.
“Roger,” Jake whispered.
“Give me a minute,” the lieutenant said.
Jake waited. He didn’t look at the bunker. He was too superstitious. It might alert the people inside and they would fire the heavy machine guns at him. Jake shook his head. You know what was crazy. The sky was the same here as in Kansas. The clouds drifted the very same way. Dirt looked like dirt and weeds smelled just as bad. So this is Manchuria, huh? Big deal.
The radio-link crackled in his ear. “Are you ready, Higgins?”
“Yes, sir,” Jake told the lieutenant.
“Do it, and be ready to back off fast.”
“Yes, sir,” Jake said. He liked Wans. The man worried about his men. That was so different from the penal battalions. It was like breathing fresh air after smelling crap for a year.
He squinted down the iron sights of the spotter, and he pressed a button. An invisible infrared dot struck the bunker three hundred yards away. The spotter datalinked the code, passing it to a special smart round in an artillery tube several miles back.
Before Jake heard any screaming shells, an enemy machine gun swiveled into position. Chet had been right. The bunkers had sensors on them and could “see” the IR spot.
The Chinese machine gun opened up, spewing red tracers. Dirt kicked up to Jake’s left. He flinched. How could he not? But he kept the IR dot on the bunker.
“Let’s go,” the lieutenant radioed.
Jake didn’t bother answering, nor did he grab the laser spotter. While remaining on his belly, he crawled backward, and heard heavy bullets hiss past his head, chopping weeds in half.
Seconds later, an American 155mm shell screamed down. In that instant, Jake wished he were curled down at the bottom of a foxhole. The shell struck the bunker. The thud and the explosion shook the earth under Jake’s stomach. More shells hammered the concrete emplacements, and then dead silence reigned.
“Second and third squads,” the lieutenant said over their links. “Let’s do it.”
With a sick feeling in his guts, Jake got up. In a bent over position, he ran back to Chet and Grant. The two crawled to the edge of the weeds. Jake scooped up his RPG and slithered after them.
“Good work,” Chet told him.
Jake poked through the weeds in time to see American soldiers crawling through black dirt, beginning the three hundred yards of open terrain. He checked the bunkers. Smoke poured out of the nearest one, and big concrete chunks lay nearby.
The two squads got halfway when Chinese soldiers showed up. They climbed through the gap, over concrete slabs, carrying heavy machine guns. As one, the Chinese threw themselves down, beginning to set up the machine guns.
With a flick of his finger, Jake armed his RPG. “Left,” he said.
“Center,” Grant said.
“I have the right team,” Chet said.
Pressing the trigger, Jake watched his shaped-charged grenade bang out of the launcher, heading toward a Chinese machine gun team. One of the suckers looked up. The man tried to run. The grenade reached them then, exploding, lifting the Chinese soldier off his feet into the air. He landed headfirst and didn’t move.
Chet and Grant’s grenades took out their enemy machine gun teams too.
“We’re the A-team, you bastards!” Chet shouted at them.
Jake wondered if that was true.
“Down,” Jake heard on his radio-link. It was the lieutenant. “Give them another dose.”
The seconds ticked away.
“Bravo Company,” the lieutenant said.
“Sorry about that,” the artillery captain said. “We’re already headed elsewhere. I thought it was one salvo and scoot.”
Lieutenant Wans swore profusely over the radio.
“Not good,” Chet told Jake.
Jake kept his eyes on the lieutenant. He was out there on the black dirt. The man actually stood up. Was he insane? He shouted at the two squads of soldiers around him. Finally, they stood up too, and they began sprinting for the bunkers.
“No, no,” Chet said. “You’re going too soon.”
“Come on!” Jake shouted. Before he knew it, he stood and burst out of the reeds.
“Get back here, you idiot,” Chet shouted.
“All for one and one for all,” Jake shouted. “They’re our guys!”
Jake didn’t look back. He dug the toes of his boots into the dirt and ran, and he knew this was stupid. The lieutenant should have backed off. The artillery screwed up. They could do this over later. But it wasn’t that kind of war, now was it? They had to take Manchuria on the run, or it was never going to work. The officers had been pounding that into them for some time already.
The air began burning down Jake’s throat. His pack was heavy, and three football fields was too far. The back of his head began to pound from the exertion. Sometimes, Jake wondered if he was fully recovered from the radiation and Detention Center holiday. Probably not.
One of the back bunkers fired its main cannon. A massive shell flew straight, plowed into the ground and exploded. A sergeant sailed into the air, tumbling a good twenty feet. When he landed, the man didn’t move. As bad, the shell had wiped out one whole squad.
“I told you this was stupid!” Chet roared from behind.
Jake twisted around. Chet and Grant had followed him. Dropping to the ground, Jake wondered what he should do now.
From two miles away, American artillery had already opened up. Bravo Company must have changed its mind. 155mm shells began hammering the back bunkers. Then smoke shells landed between the bunkers and the remaining squad. Heavy smoke billowed into existence.
“That’s our cue!” Jake shouted. “Let’s go.”
Chet groaned, but he got up. So did Grant.
Half a minute later, Jake reached the surviving squad. “Which of you bastards wants to die an old man?”
“What?” a soldier shouted at him from the ground.
“Get up!” Jake roared. “Follow me. We’re going hunting today.”
Luck, stupidity, what was the difference? The artillery quit laying down 155s as Jake led an angry squad of soldiers among the shattered bunkers.
Tossed hand grenades, quick bursts from the assault rifles, a jump around a corner and the thrusting of a bayonet tore a Chinaman’s stomach open. It was bloody work, terrifying and strangely exciting.
Something must be wrong with me, Jake thought.
In the last bunker, after smoke drifted from his rifle barrel and a Chinese soldier twisted in agony, Jake finally realized a truth.
The dead were young teenagers and old farts. There wasn’t a regular soldier among the enemy. The Chinese had scraped the bottom of the manpower barrel, using the young and old to man their bunkers. It made him wonder if maybe America could do this after all.
 
JIAMUSI, HEILONGJIANG PROVINCE
 
On the fifth day of the offensive, Stan’s division stormed the city of Jiamusi.
It was ballsy, and he wouldn’t have done it like this on his own, but the order came straight from the top, from General McGraw. That was a screwy way to run an Expeditionary Force. McGraw should be here if he wanted to run the show. Instead, the man stayed back in the States, covering his bases. Otherwise, McGraw likely wouldn’t remain in the ruling triad, and coming home again for him might be dangerous.
Today, instead of running around in an observation helo, Stan used his Jefferson’s extendable inner wheels for highway movement. They sounded like giant bowling bowls moving down a lane. The wheels let him move the tanks fast along the city streets. Compared to Behemoth dinosaurs, the Jeffersons where nimble mammals.
Stan stood in the commander’s hatch, mopping his sweaty face with a rag. He wore heavy combat armor and a thick helmet, but he still felt exposed out here. Behind him followed more Jeffersons and infantry carriers. He passed brick buildings with empty windows. He hoped they stayed that way.
Machine guns, beehive flechettes and cannons were all primed for firing. He studied red-painted houses and tall office buildings. This would have made a good fortress city. Why had the Chinese run away so fast?
Could we have caught the country by surprise?
He’d like to believe so. The Russian and American armies were hard-hitting, mobile forces. They were well supplied with air and artillery support. Heck, they even had paratroopers for seizing vital objectives. The bad thing, though, was that all the fuel and ammunition for their form of warfare had to be carried from Russia. That was a long thin stretch across the Trans-Siberian rail and road net. To win, they would have to duplicate the German art of blitzkrieg as practiced long ago in Poland and France. If they practiced the type used in Soviet Russia by the Germans in WWII, they could easily lose this campaign.
If we spread out our forces too widely, we won’t drive deep enough fast enough.
The AI Kaisers and majority of Russians smashed through Mongolia. They were going to drive through the Gobi Desert, heading for Inner Mongolia and Beijing on the other side of the Khingan Mountains.
We’re shaking the dice and hoping for a seven. Otherwise…
Stan mopped his sweaty face. He didn’t want to think about otherwise. They were involved in a land war in Asia, the biggest there could be—against China.
“Sir,” Stan heard from his headphones.
“What’s up, Marvin?” Stan said into his microphone. Marvin Buckles was one of his battalion commanders.
“There’s some rifle fire from a massive block building ahead of me.”
“Are they shooting at you?” Stan asked.
“Negative,” Marvin said. “Oh. I take that back.”
Stan heard the boom of enemy artillery. Like a gopher, he ducked into the interior of his Jefferson, closing the hatch with a clang. The tank’s cannon barrel was fake. He had no gunner. Instead, he had communication equipment and a bunch of displays scattered around the interior of his Jefferson.
“Give me a visual of those guns,” Stan said.
It took ten seconds. Then he was seeing real time from a 10th Armored drone. The enemy artillery was three miles outside Jiamusi behind some hills. It was harrassing fire. He could see Chinese sappers digging holes and a trench in front of the artillery.
Why would the enemy give himself away like that?
“Are those shells landing near you?” Stan asked Marvin.
“I’m already backing up, General.”
“Show me the block building where you heard the gunfire.”
A second later, Stan got a video shot of a three-story building two blocks long. Black bricks— “Wait a minute,” Stan told Marvin. “Zoom in on that sign in front.”
“Which—oh, I see it. Sure.”
Stan saw it, too, a second later. He ran the Chinese symbols through a translation device. He swayed a moment later.
“That’s Jiamusi Police Headquarters,” he said.
“Is that important?” Marvin asked.
“Do you still hear gunfire?”
“I’m backed up too far for that.”
“All right,” Stan said, beginning to get a suspicion of what went on. “We’re going to silence those tubes.”
It took fifteen minutes on the horn as the division’s tanks swept through the rest of the town. Either the people stayed inside or they were already gone. Through radio communication, Stan maneuvered his tanks around the Police Ministry Building, although out of direct visible range.
Thirty minutes after his first argument with the Air Force, drones screamed down. They attacked, bombing the Chinese artillery tubes into silence.
“Stan!” It was Colonel Marvin Buckles again. “I see people. They’re fleeing out of the back of the police building.”
“Are they soldiers?” Stan asked.
“Sure don’t think so. They’re all wearing dresses.”
Stan scowled for just a moment. Then his heart went cold. “Kill them,” he said.
“What? Why?”
“Those aren’t women.”
“How can you know that?” Marvin asked.
“Why do you think you’ve been hearing gunfire from the Police Ministry building?”
“I don’t have any idea, sir.”
“I do,” Stan said. “China is a police state. That means political prisoners. I think East Lighting personnel have been slaughtering people down there.”
Colonel Buckles swore.
“Kill them,” Stan repeated.
“I’m not sure I can do that, General…” Marvin said.
“I appreciate your ethics.”
“It’s on my head if I fire.”
“I’ve giving you a direct order. I’m responsible for this.”
“Yes, sir,” Marvin said. “General, I sure hope you know what you’re talking about.”
Stan watched on his screen, forcing himself to see what happened. If he was wrong, he wanted his conscience to torment him. Before the dress-wearers could duck out of sight, Jefferson tanks cut them off. The vehicles’ heavy machine guns and flechette launchers took them down. It was bloody, a real gore-fest. People blew apart, their dresses disintegrating. A silver brooch tumbled down the street. None of the enemy survived. They lay dead in the street, their clothes in bloody tatters.
Ten minutes later, American infantrymen left their carriers. Stan’s shoulders slumped with relief when he heard, “Hey, the General’s right. These are a bunch of guys. They’re wearing East Lighting uniforms under the dresses.”
Stan expelled air from his lungs, and he told his driver to head straight for the Police Ministry Building.
Fifteen minutes later, with an armed escort of tankers on foot, Stan marched into the empty building. Papers were strewn everywhere. Most of the computers were still on.
“What’s that smell,” Marvin asked. He was a tall man, missing an upper front tooth.
“It’s coming from that way,” Stan said, pointing left down a dark hall.
Soon, they found heavy doors. Opening one, Stan shined a light into a dark basement stairwell.
“You shouldn’t go down there, General,” Marvin said. “Let me send one of the boys.”
“Forget that,” Stan said. “Follow me.” With his flashlight shining and pistol ready, he descended the stairs. They creaked at his weight. It stank like a slaughterhouse down here. Soon, the beam shone on bloody walls. Stan found the first cell. Dead men and women filled them in grotesque postures. The police must have machine gunned them.
“Some of these people are still alive,” Marvin said.
Stan couldn’t take it anymore. He staggered up the stairs and vomited. Panting, he gave the order for medics to hurry here.
“Why did the Chinese bother doing that?” Marvin asked.
“Don’t know,” Stan said. He wiped his mouth. “This is a police state. That’s how they play the game.”
“It’s not like America.”
Stan frowned, not so sure. Director Harold ran the show now. His Homeland Security people had Detention Centers. With his lips firming, Stan made a silent vow. Come what may, he was going to do something about America, to make sure his beloved country didn’t turn into a police state that butchered its own people like this.
 
MARINE TRAINING BASE, MONTANA
 
Paul Kavanagh was having problems with his battlesuit.
Encased in the metal thing, he felt like a cocooned larva and looked like a giant gorilla. A warehouse filled with electronic gear, lifts, computers and diagnostic machines produced a host of strange sounds. Over a dozen techs hovered around his suit or sat at stations trying to figure out what was wrong.
Huge lamps glared their light. Sometimes, Paul felt as if this was a surreal Home Depot nightmare of the distant future.
Black cables slithered away from him. Dr. Harris with his thick lenses and white lab coat stood in front of his powered armor. The skinny man examined an electronic slate.
“Lift your right arm,” Harris said.
Inside the battlesuit, Paul tried to lift his right arm. Instead, his right-hand fingers straightened. He wasn’t ready for that, and it almost torqued the middle finger.
He told Dr. Harris that.
“Ah-ah,” the man said. “I think I might have it.” The scientist began speaking rapid-fire technobabble through a throat microphone.
Paul had become used to this. The powered armor was amazing, and he still studied at night to figure out every system.
The outer armor was made of single-walled carbon nanotubes, or SWNT, also nicknamed Buckytubes. They made the armor light and puncture-resistant, but only by comparison to steel or titanium. One centimeter of SWNT equaled ten centimeters of RHA: rolled homogenous armor. It made this thing tough.
Paul had listened to the lectures on the battlesuits and laughed to himself. Sometimes, the speakers had told old tales of men in armor, from times he hadn’t expected. Apparently, during the American Civil War, some cavalry officers had worn steel vests, like the cuirasses of an earlier era. The lecturer had showed them a slide of one with dents and two large holes. Usually, such steel vests had halted the soft, pure lead bullets of the time—but the two holes showed they hadn’t always done so.
The lecturer had shown them the holes for a reason. He and various combat psychologists continuously warned the powered armored Marines about developing a god complex. As in, suited in these babies, Marines might begin to feel like gods and make stupid decisions during a firefight. They were supposed to play it safe when the time came and pretend they were as vulnerable as ever.
The lecturer had pointed at the holed vest, saying, “The god complex, don’t get it or we’ll hold up your suit as the example next time.”
The outer armor of the suit was only the beginning. This thing had spacing, with other exotic materials between the layers. That would especially help against enemy RPGs and their shaped-charged munitions. Spacing would also help against high-energy kinetic penetrators and explosive charges.
Underneath the multilayered body stockings of armor, the Marines wore an orthotic frame exoskeleton. The last coat was flexible Kevlar. That would protect a Marine from spalling or anything else that managed to penetrate the outer shell.
The powered armor also provided Paul with strength augmentation. This came from fibers that contracted when electric currents passed through them. The advanced electro-elastic fibers mimicked the natural pattern of human muscle. That helped ease suit control and helped to produce natural movement. It meant he didn’t really have to learn the systems, as the systems had to learn him.
That’s where the rub came in.
“I have discovered the source of your troubles,” Dr. Harris told Paul. “Your neural net is off. We will have to realign it.”
“Do I have to begin the entire process from scratch?” Paul asked.
“I should hope not.”
“Yeah,” Paul said. Calibrating the neural net had taken boring weeks of detail.
In essence, the suit’s helmet read his mind. It was called SQUID—Superconducting Quantum Interface Device. The array in his helmet detected the minute magnetic fields produced by brain electrical activity. To interpret and run the brain signals took a neural net computer in the control systems. Months ago, Paul started operating the suit with the detection system running, performing simple tasks. The neural net compared the brain’s motor center activity and built its own operative pathways. With each use, the computer learned better ways of performing tasks. In this way, it optimized itself. That made the battlesuits extremely individualistic.
As Dr. Harris led the techs, Paul thought about that. He was in for the duration, obviously. The time it had taken them to train him and train his suit about him, meant it would take a long time to find a replacement. They’d have to take his powered armor for that, and that would leave the US with one fewer Marine for the nine months of preparation.
There aren’t too many drop specialists, fewer than a thousand so far.
What could one battalion of orbitally dropped commandos do? It was going to be something wild, he knew that. One of his crazier weapons was a small nuclear-tipped missile, with .3 kilotons of killing power. It was a super-RPG.
Paul smirked to himself. In Toronto and New York in 2040, many American soldiers had referred to the GD drone battalions as Terminators.
We’re the real Terminators.
What would that mean on the battlefield? The training was winding down. Soon, now, they would enter the fight. So far, General Allenby had demanded ultra-secrecy. He and other brass hats wanted to lay this on the Chinese as a total surprise. Paul could appreciate that. What he disliked was the security details, one in particular. No Marine had been able to talk to anyone but the training personnel for endless months on end. Paul had gotten sick of that, more than he’d expected at the start of this business.
How’s my Cheri? I know she needs to hear from me.
He’d talked to the general about it. The man shrugged, told him to can that kind of talk. He was a drop specialist and he’d just have to suck it up.
No, Paul told himself. I want to talk to my wife and I’m going to talk to her.
First, though, he’d give it a few more weeks, maybe a month. Then he’d put some pressure on them, on General Allenby. They wanted him to drop from low orbit in a tin can. Well, baby, they had better find him an open line so he could speak to Cheri and find out how she was doing. Probably, he’d have to reassure her. He couldn’t put the pressure on them just yet, though. That would be tactically foolish. He had to retrain his suit first, and make sure he was indispensable.
Besides, Paul wanted to go to the finish on this one. He had to be there in the end. That’s why he’d joined the Marines in the first place.
“Try lifting your right arm now,” Dr. Harris said.
Paul tried, and he did it.
“Excellent,” Harris said. “We’re making progress.”
“That’s great,” Paul said.
The scientist ignored him. Instead, Harris lifted the slate near his lips as he spoke into it, making notations. It made a front tooth more noticeable, a shinier tooth, a crown no doubt.
That was okay. Despite the boiling in his gut wondering about Cheri, Paul bided his time. Soon now, very soon, he was going to find out about his wife.
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Drive on Harbin
TIAN VILLAGE, HEILONGJIANG PROVINCE
 
Jake kept his eyes peeled as he moved down the village’s main street. Snowy mountains rose to the east behind the place. A highway passed to the west. It was more than a huddle of houses and a store, having a temple, some storage facilities and a factory to the north.
Battalion had already secured the huge chicken processing plant. Lieutenant Wans’ platoon had the job of sweeping the village, making sure the civilians understood this had become US conquered territory. The point was the highway to the west. It had become the key supply trunk to the US 3rd Army Group. Every village, town and city along the way had to be secured.
Battalion had taken the chicken plant with a minimum of effort. That meant almost no ammo expenditure, one wounded sergeant and three dead Chinese workers who had attempted to protest. For some reason, though, the lieutenant had told them to be careful with this one.
“There’s something wrong about this place,” he’d said.
So Jake didn’t saunter in the middle of the paved lane or swagger like a conqueror. He agreed with Wans. Something felt off in this place. Instead, Jake edged along a building as if he starred in some Wild West TV show and this was the final showdown with the bad guys.
Behind him came Chet and Grant. Each of them wore body armor. Across the street on the other side were Cowboy, MacDonald and Bradbury, the rest of the squad. Tiller and Lars were too sick with stomach flus to help today.
The platoon swept through the town from north to south, and there hadn’t been any gunfire so far. No one had shouted and neither had any Chinese appeared to surrender.
This place felt wrong, haunted maybe, filled with bad luck. Jake was starting to hate these small, out-of-the-way places the infantry always had to clear out the old-fashioned way. You never knew what these kinds of backwater joints hid. Yeah, battalion was half a mile away, and mortars and heavy machine guns could take this place apart. That might even be fun. But what if a nasty surprise shocked the first ones in? Jake hated surprises. Surprises could kill you.
“If you ask me,” Chet said. “They’re going about it the wrong way.”
Jake scowled. Two things made him especially edgy today. One, he was bone tired. He hadn’t slept for…oh yeah. He hadn’t slept for over thirty-six hours. Man, he was ready to collapse and call it a week right here. High command kept demanding, though. This was an around-the-clock offensive, don’t you know. It was old shock and awe, making the Chinese piss themselves. The Americans just kept grabbing more territory and blowing everything up that resisted.
The second thing that bothered him was listening to Chet’s philosophies about anything.
Each of them cradled an assault rifle. Each wore a pack. Jake was ready to ditch his. Together with his body armor, it was too much already. Battalion needed to get them rides. They’d been doing far too much walking—the “Tour of Manchuria” the guys were already calling it.
“Why do the Chinks fight us up front?” Chet asked. “I don’t get that.”
“Uh…” Grant said, “Because we’re invading their country.”
“You’re not listening to me,” Chet said. “I’m not saying they should let us walk all over them. I’m talking about smart tactics. See. These people here, they should lie low. After we’re away, then they hit the supply columns.”
“Listen, you idiot,” Jake said. “That doesn’t do us any good in the long run.”
“You want to keep patrolling these shitholes until one of these fools kills us?” Chet asked. “I don’t. We’ve done our duty. Let some other sucker take a bullet in the chest. I’ve had it with stalking empty buildings up to here. Too many chances for booby-traps. They’re the worst.”
“I’d rather die in a firefight than find myself stuck deep in China with our supply lines cut and have to surrender,” Jake said. “I’m never surrendering. I’ve heard what they do to prisoners.”
“You don’t have to worry about that,” Chet said.
“Why not?”
“Because you can always shoot yourself before waving the white flag,” Chet said. “See what I mean?”
Jake halted. Holding his rifle one-handed, he dug into a pouch and extracted a discolored jawbreaker. They had found a Chinese candy store two days ago. Everyone stocked up, Jake on bags of jawbreakers. He sucked on one twenty-four-seven. The sugar helped keep him going. The strong cinnamon taste kept the boredom from closing his eyes.
An ear-link crackled. It was the lieutenant. “Stay sharp. Jenkins spotted movement near the temple. He counted seven hostiles trying to be sneaky.”
Jake craned his neck to look ahead. Most of the village was old homes with slanted roofs. They’d passed a brick bakery. Near the southern edge of town was a three-story building, a pagoda or something. The temple, as they called it.
Suddenly, a gong boomed from there. It sounded like something from an old kung-fu movie.
“Right,” Jake said. He faced his house, a small store, actually. With his free hand, he tested the door. It was locked. Screw this. Using his rifle butt, he smashed the display window. The tinkle of glass didn’t drown out a second gong from the temple.
“Fire in the hole!” Chet shouted. He tossed a grenade through the window into the store. It exploded, and Chet jumped through the opening into gloom.
Jake followed, scanning back and forth down junk food aisles. Most of the time there was an unspoken rule in villages. No. He took that back. It was a printed rule, dropped onto Chinese cities with millions of leaflets. If the Chinese civilians didn’t fire at the Americans, the Americans didn’t kill them.
Live and let live or something similar to that.
A door in the back of the store opened, and a man shouted at them in Chinese.
The double gongs had made them nervous. Jake raised his rifle at the man. Chet didn’t wait. He fired, and the old man crashed back through the door he’d opened, falling onto a rug.
Jake rushed forward, screaming orders in case anyone else was in the other room. Again, Chet refused to wait. He lobbed a grenade past Jake and through the open door.
“There could be kids in there!” Jake shouted, twisting away at the last second.
The grenade exploded, a man screamed with pain.
Jake gripped his assault rifle and nerve, plunging into the room, jumping over the dead man. A second man lay on a bed against the wall, holding his guts with his hands. Blood poured between his fingers. Beside the man on the bed lay three Chinese grenades. Son of a bitch, Chet was right. Jake shot the man. A creak warned him. The bathroom door inched open. Jake emptied his magazine, splintering wood, causing the door to swing open. A Chinese man staggered against a toilet, sliding to the tiles.
“He has a grenade!” Chet shouted as he entered the bedroom.
Jake turned his back to the Chinese man and crouched low. The grenade in the dead man’s hand went off. Something peppered Jake’s back, but the body armor saved him from harm.
“They’re attacking outside!” Grant shouted, who had stayed by the store’s display window.
Chet stepped into the bathroom, looked around and darted out. “He’s never getting up again.”
Jake used his left sleeve to wipe his mouth. He was shaking. He hadn’t expected a firefight. Well, it hadn’t been one. They’d only had grenades.
“Come on,” Chet said. “Grant’s at the front.”
The two of them rushed to Grant, crouching down on either side of the big window. They saw a weird spectacle. This place was living up to the haunted feel. To Jake’s amazement, regular Chinese people in ordinary clothes charged down the street.
“Are they drugged?” Chet asked.
“Look at their hands,” Grant said. “They have grenades.”
“They’re crazy,” Chet said.
Jake sucked on his cinnamon jawbreaker. He didn’t want to fight this kind of battle. The US Army and Marines had come to fight enemy soldiers, not butcher stupid civilians.
A sprinting Chinese man on the main street pulled a pin. He skidded to a halt, turned so he faced the temple and cocked his arm, ready to hurl the grenade back the way he had come. Gunfire from the temple cut him down. Civilians around him screamed. He went down in a flopping heap. So did his grenade. It went off, and two women howled in agony, with shrapnel in their bodies as they staggered backward and fell.
“What’s going on with this freak show?” Chet asked.
Jake thought he knew. He’d fought in the penal battalions back home. The worst had been in New York State. The Chinese must have their own form of penal battalions, and some civilians didn’t like it.
The civilians who survived the temple gunfire and grenade charged down the street. Those in front pulled pins. American gunfire cut them down. Someone used a grenade launcher. The civilians scattered. Two grenades flattened most of them. Maybe three civilians darted into hiding in the nearby homes. The wounded on the street began to groan or scream, depending on the injuries.
“That’s jacked up,” Chet said.
Silently, Jake agreed. “I have an idea,” he said. “Let’s head out the back.”
“Care to share your idea with us?” Chet asked.
“I think the Chinese police, or somebody, are driving the ordinary people to attack us.”
“Why would they do that?”
“To drown us in a sea of bodies would be my guess,” Jake said. “What do the Chinese leaders care as long as enough US soldiers die?”
“Pretty ruthless,” Grant said.
They’d moved to the back as they talked. Jake unlatched the rear door.
“Better inform the lieutenant what we’re doing.”
“What are we doing?” Chet asked.
“Trying to come on the police from behind,” Jake said. “Kill them and we win this village.”
Chet blinked at him three times. “Okay. I’m with you.”
They raced down an alley, their gear making muffled sounds on their back.
“We’re not supposed to play heroes,” Chet panted. “Remember?”
Jake was thinking back to New York near Buffalo, his worst days in the penal battalions. He saw red today. He hated the Militia MPs who had forced them into crazy combat situations. This should be a fight between free men—those that loved their country.
“Jake,” Chet said. “Slow down. This is too risky.”
Jake saw something out of the corner of his eye. Grenade! He darted behind a barrel. The grenade landed and it rolled right up to him. He just stared at it as a cold sweat broke out over him.
After a few more seconds, Chet appeared. He laughed, picked up the grenade and said, “The fool forgot to pull the pin. You’re one lucky sorry mother.”
Jake swallowed what remained of his jawbreaker. His jaw clenched. With a grunt, he stood. Then he began to stalk purposefully toward the temple. A crazy feeling on invincibility consumed him.
I’m alive for a reason. Otherwise, I’d be dead right now.
He turned the corner and he saw seven Chinese men climbing into a big SUV. They wore brown uniforms with red belts. Somewhere, he’d been briefed about that.
Oh yeah, those are East Lightning bastards: Chinese secret police. I bet they’re the ones who forced the civilians to rush us.
Jake set his assault rifle on the ground, reached back and unhooked a LAW tube. He readied it as the SUV gunned to life. The last doors slammed shut. Lifting the launcher so it rested on his shoulder, Jake sighted and fired.
The SUV began backing up, and the shell slammed against it and exploded. The SUV crashed onto its side.
Dropping the tube, Jake scooped up his assault rifle. He knelt, raised it and shot each survivor trying to climb out of the wrecked vehicle.
For them, the fight for Tian Village ended. Intelligence learned later that Jake had guessed right. The seven policemen had forced the villagers to attack with hand grenades. Inside the temple were the villagers’ children, alive, thank God.
The war for Heilongjiang Province continued.



G1011 EXPRESSWAY, HEILONGJIANG PROVINCE
Stan Higgins stood in the temporary V Corps headquarters building, an abandoned Manchurian barn. General Taylor ran the corps, which belonged to First Army.
Taylor’s people spread a computer scroll over a foldup table, tacking it into place. Stan and his two fellow V Corps generals stood around it, waiting.
Stan sipped coffee as he looked around. Portable heaters warmed the barn, but nothing helped like warming his insides. Ah, the first gulp always tasted the best.
“Ready, Mike?” General Taylor asked one of his people.
A short man with a buzz cut nodded curtly. He then turned and snapped his fingers at the data-net personnel.
“Check,” a woman said on a swivel chair.
“Check two,” a man said, tapping his computer.
“Check three,” the operator at the main panel said.
“Okay, sir,” Mike told General Taylor. “It’s up and running.”
“Thanks,” Taylor said. The general was a stocky man with a large gut, looking like a Russian wrestler. He had flushed features and his uniform was always rumpled as if he’d slept in it. Maybe he had. “Let’s see what intelligence has for us today,” Taylor told his three divisional commanders.
Stan sipped more coffee as the electronic paper map lit up with color, depicting mountains, rivers, plains and built-up areas. Blue symbols were American units. Red was for Chinese.
“Hmmm,” Taylor said. “Looks like the Chinese added more formations to their line last night. How come no one spotted these units moving up?”
“This is just like Vietnam,” Stan said.
“What kind of answer is that?” Taylor asked in a peeved tone.
“The NVA were good at night movement,” Stan said. “That’s all I mean.”
“I get that,” Taylor said. “But Vietnam was jungle. Show me the jungle here. None. Nowhere. Besides, none of that matters to me this morning. Once again, the bastards are throwing up heavier fronts than we expected. That means regular battle deployment instead of blitzkrieg. We need to move through this country, not fight every inch of the way.”
Stan eyed the map. US 3rd Army Group drove for Harbin, the capital and largest city of Heilongjiang Province. It was the eighth most populous metropolitan area in China, with over fifteen million people. For their purposes, the city was important as a communications hub. The roads and rails of Heilongjiang Province all connected in Harbin. In winter, the provincial capital was bitterly cold, he’d read. The Chinese had actually nicknamed it the Ice City. Apparently, Harbin was notable for its beautiful ice sculptures in winter and its Russian legacy from Tsarist times. Good thing they were attacking in June instead of January.
“We’re supposed to open this route,” Taylor said, peevishly. “I’d expected another day of motoring. Now the Chinese have sealed it up again, much sooner than we expected.”
The divisional commanders nodded, Stan among them. That had been the continuing problem so far. Militia and guerilla forces rose up like weeds, slowing the advance long enough for the Chinese to rush yet another group of regular formations in front of them. That meant another formal assault, as the general had already said, with air and artillery assistance. They needed speed in order to shock the enemy and paralyze his reactions. That had happened the first week. At the end of the second, the Chinese were already stiffening as if they’d taken the measure of their enemies and knew what to do now.
“Any ideas?” Taylor asked.
Stan sipped his coffee in silence.
“What’s this, Professor?” Taylor asked. “Usually you have something to say.”
“Well…” Stan said.
“Here we go,” General Peters muttered beside him.
“Spit it out, Higgins,” Taylor said.
Swallowing the rest of his coffee, tossing the cup aside, Stan pointed at the Songhua River. It flowed north to the Amur River between Siberia and Manchuria, and from here it reached south all the way to Harbin, actually curving west around the city and heading in the direction of the Great Manchurian Plain—the Russians drove toward Harbin from that direction. The river also happened to cut though the enemy’s latest defensive positions before them.
“I see the Songhua,” Taylor said. “So what? It’s simply another obstacle, is all.”
“Maybe it’s time we gave the Chinese a new flavor of stealthy maneuvers,” Stan said.
“I don’t have time for your cryptic comments, Higgins. Just get to the point.”
“As you know, sir, our Lees are amphibious.”
Taylor squinted at Higgins as if he didn’t know that.
The Lee was a twenty-ton scout or light tank. Stan liked them because they could do things a heavier Jefferson couldn’t. For one thing, the Lee could cross a bridge that couldn’t handle a Jefferson. It burned one-third as much fuel, which made a big difference in a cross-Manchurian sprint. Unfortunately, while the armor could resist 12.7mm guns and heavy caliber rifles, it couldn’t stop RPGs or 40mm autocannons, let alone a Chinese main battle tank’s round. As the name implied, the Lees scouted. They did not engage in frontal assaults like a MBT.
Another thing that made the Lee interesting to Stan was its main armament. The light tank lacked a strong enough turret and chassis to take the recoil of a 120mm cannon, let alone a 175mm like the Jefferson. To give the Lee enough punch, the designers had installed a missile-firing barrel. That eliminated the need for a complex, stabilized cannon. The recoil from the missile was negligible, so the Lee’s barrel could super-elevate to target tall buildings, mountainsides and helicopters.
Way back in the 1960s, the US Army had a similar design, the M551 Sheridan light tank. Back then, though, the electronics proved too crude and the Sheridan fired a large, 152mm low-velocity round with poor accuracy. It also fired one of the first guided missiles—the Shillelagh—which also had low reliability. The Sheridan had been a bust, but that was then and this was now.
The Lee launched the proven Hellfire II missile for pinpoint accuracy. When simple bombardment was called for, the crew substituted a cheap dumb rocket with greater explosive power in place of the Hellfire’s sophisticated internal guidance system.
Each of their battalions had a platoon of Lees. As Stan studied the map, he thought about General James Wolfe in the battle for Quebec City and Canada back in 1759. Maybe they could do something similar with the Lees.
“Sir,” Stan said, “none of us are going to easily maneuver through the mountains.” He pointed at the rugged terrain beside the Songhua. “If we know it, the Chinese must realize it, too. If they’ve sticking to the procedures they’ve already shown, I’m sure they’ve already buried hordes of mines here, here and here.” He indicated easy open terrain.
“I’m still not tracking your amphibious statement,” Taylor said.
Stan thought about James Wolfe, about risks and rewards. No one liked having the enemy behind him. It rattled soldiers and it shook commanders when enemy tanks roamed around in their rear areas, blowing up supplies and destroying headquarters units. That’s what this was about, maneuvering behind the enemy—the risk—dislodging him psychologically and then destroying him physically—the reward.
“This might sound like a radical idea,” Stan said. “But I think we can roll up these defenders from behind.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” Taylor asked angrily, as red spots appeared on his cheeks. “I thought I told you to quite giving me cryptic comments.”
“What’s your plan, Professor?” General Peters asked.
“I call it river cruising,” Stan said. “We strip our divisions of the Lee platoons and put them altogether. That gives us about forty light tanks. We add forty IFVs with infantry. They’re amphibious too. That gives us eighty machines. They enter the river at dusk in single file. We’ll have to turn upstream and use the auxiliary motors. That means the batteries. They’re going to come close to draining by the end of the journey, but I think we can do this. Hmmm…if we could reach this area here,” Stan said, pointing at the map.
“I suppose it sounds okay in theory,” Taylor said, dubiously.
“I’ve tested a Lee before, sir, in the water,” Stan said. “Only the top three feet of the vehicle will extend above the river, while the engine is underwater. That will shield the noise and insure there’s no infrared signature for the enemy to spot. This way, we slip behind the Chinese in the dark. I think this is the best place to climb out of the river.”
“Then what, you attack?” Taylor asked.
“That’s the tricky part, sir,” Stan said. “I’m not sure. The Lees aren’t much good at frontal assaults. You need a Jefferson for that. Still, hitting the enemy fast from behind might be the best thing.”
“What else is there?”
“Well, sir, we could dig in behind some hills and block their reinforcement and retreat route, waiting until you broke through the front.”
Taylor squinted at the map. “Maybe a combination of the idea would make the most sense. If you gain surprise, you want to use it attacking, not squander it sitting while the enemy gets used to you being there.”
“That’s a good point,” Stan said.
“The Lees could attack until they met heavy resistance. Then they dig in and wait.”
“They couldn’t wait too long, though,” Stan said.
“No…” Taylor said. “But maybe they wouldn’t reach heavy resistance. Maybe as the Lees attack from behind, V Corps begins a methodical frontal assault. The rearward attack will shake the Chinese forward commanders and soldiers. They’ll turn shaky, begin pulling back, and that’s when we smash them.”
“It’s a risk for the Lees,” Stan admitted. “But risks often bring great rewards.”
As he studied the map, stocky General Taylor swore, and he shook his head in amazement. “Where do you come up with ideas like this, Higgins?”
Stan could tell him. It was through reading lots of history. But he knew from experience that no one here wanted to hear that. So he kept quiet.
“It’s a brilliant idea,” Taylor said. “I love it. You’ve just volunteered to lead this harebrained scheme, unless you want to back out?”
Stan kept his features neutral, but his increased heart rate let him know that suggesting a thing was many times different from having to lead it. Yet if his idea sent young men into danger, there was no way he could honorably stay behind.
“It’s settled then,” Taylor said. “I’ll call First HQ and let them know what we have planned. Yes… I’ll suggest we barrage the enemy with artillery today to let the bastards think they’ve outsmarted us while they dig in against a frontal attack. We’ll even let them bring the rest of their formations up into the bag.”
We hope to capture them, Stan silently added.
“Then, tomorrow morning,” Taylor said, clapping his hands. “We smash them flat and scoop them up, adding them to our POW camps.”
Stan nodded. He sure hoped that’s exactly how it worked.
 
HARBIN, HEILONGJIANG PROVINCE
 
Chief Guardian Inspector Shun Li of Northeast China inspected the outer tank traps of Harbin. Behind her followed a squad of East Lightning enforcers, big men in body armor and enclosed helmets with darkened visors. Each cradled a close-combat carbine. Each would shoot anyone she wanted. She need merely point and nod or say, “Kill.”
Like trained beasts, they were eager to please. Like animals, they enjoyed their work with no remorse, and they frightened her more than she cared to admit.
I am riding the tiger. If I try to climb down, the tiger will turn on me, devouring my body while I watch.
She continued to kill others because Hong had maneuvered her into this post, giving her no choice. She’d tried to escape her fate by becoming the Police Minister of all China. Hong had outfoxed her once again. That day when he’d faced Army Minister Chao Pin, she should have turned her pistol on Hong, killing the monster when she had the opportunity. Now, it was too late.
I will kill others as demanded of me, hollowing myself into a shell until I fade away, a murderous wraith, a ghost the world will curse.
Fu Tao walked beside her. The diminutive killer wore an East Lightning officer’s uniform. She’d made him a lieutenant. Despite the rigged finger, he also kept a small gun tucked out of sight. His presence baffled people, and she refrained from ordering him to kill anyone. Fu Tao was her secret, a knife, metaphorically speaking, kept in her boot.
Like her, he watched the masses digging trenches, a giant moat before Harbin. She halted. Tao stopped, and the enforcers clattered, their armor rattling as they, too, came to attention.
Under the shade of the bill of her hat, Shun Li observed the plain. Dirt flew everywhere from one hundred thousand shovels or more. The people of Harbin took turns digging tank traps. The Americans came. Elsewhere in China and Mongolia, the Russians and German machines rolled over bloody Sino corpses. The people toiled here as soldiers and militiamen marched along the roads, advancing to meet the hated invaders.
Chairman Hong and his generals kept the majority of the tanks back. They expended half-trained troops against the enemy, paving the route with flesh and blood. Meanwhile, East Lightning generals trained young men and women to fight a guerrilla war behind enemy lines. Among her various tasks, Shun Li goaded those generals to action.
Today, she had another task. First, however, she observed the people. According to the latest report, the Americans would be before Harbin in six days, possibly five. Everything had to be ready by then. Before that, others were to wear the Americans down, slowing their rate of advance.
“Shun Li,” Tao said.
She glanced at the tiny man. He indicated a heavyset woman, a Militia major overseeing one section of tank traps.
“Yes?” Shun Li asked the keen-eyed man.
“I haven’t seen her work,” Tao said. “She just gives orders from the edge of the trench.”
“Ah,” Shun Li. “Good. Thank you.” She regarded her enforcers. Then she motioned them to follow her. They perked up like hungry beasts.
Shun Li sighed as she approached the major and the woman’s people. The Americans particularly frightened the masses. People had been listening to stories about the Americans for three years now. They were savages, barbarians, and had fought without mercy in North America. Now, the barbarians were in China to enact revenge.
Are we universally guilty as a people for the nuclear weapons exploded in Oklahoma? Is that why everyone fears the Americans? The North Americans have a right to be angry with us.
It didn’t matter, though, these American rights. Shun Li had a task to perform. She must goad the people to hard work. Otherwise, the Americans and Russians would win the race to the city.
“What is your name, Major?” Shun Li asked in her coldest voice.
The Militia major turned around. The woman wore a bronze Red Star on her throat for bravery. As the major’s gaze took in Shun Li and the enforcers, the major’s lips quivered with fear.
“You know the orders,” Shun Li said. “Everyone digs, including the officers.”
“My b-back,” the major stammered. “It doesn’t allow me to—”
“There are no excuses,” Shun Li said. “Thus spoke Chairman Hong.”
Three of the enforcers stepped up, with their carbines aimed at the major.
Work stopped nearby and in moments, from farther out. Diggers peered out of their giant trenches, watching the tableau.
“Please, Guardian Inspector,” the major pleaded. “I would work but—”
Shun Li raised her right hand with its black pigskin glove.
The major fell into agonized silence.
Once, Shun Li realized, she had delighted in such power. There had been a time when she loved to make people wilt in terror. That had been before she realized there was a price to pay for murder. Karma was an ancient principle. The Americans had a saying for it: What goes around comes around. She’d fled North America in order to flee her fate. She didn’t want to die like a dog, shot in the back of the head. She’d come to believe that human dignity meant something.
When did I ever come to believe in such nonsense? What was man but for a collection of random atoms that happened to produce life? She was no different from a rock or a cow. No one cared if she smashed a rock or butchered a cow for steaks. Why did it matter then if she had this major slaughtered? The major’s death would compel harder work from those witnessing the brutality.
Shun Li parted her lips to give the order. She had to kill the major. East Lightning operatives no doubt watched her and reported to Hong, or to one of Hong’s watchdogs. If she failed in such a basic task, it was unlikely the Chairman would recall her to her post of Police Minister. Without a powerful position to protect her…
The major’s dark eyes pleaded silently for life. Suddenly, Shun Li was disgusted with her job. Why must she butcher people for Hong? Why couldn’t he do his own dirty work?
No, you’re doing this to stay alive. Order her killed, and you will live.
Shun Li wanted to mouth the words. As she tried, a terrible realization came upon her. This was her last chance. If she ordered the major’s death, she was doomed. The voice inside her sounded like her conscience, yet she knew it was something more.
Am I having a supernatural experience? It might be possible, and that was even more frightening. An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth—it was among the most ancient law of humanity.
“Please,” the major whispered.
Fear boiled up in Shun Li’s heart. She didn’t know the correct path. Closing her eyes, she tried to reason this through. Her mind wouldn’t respond, though. Maybe this was a heart thing, not a thinking thing.
“Dig,” Shun Li told the major.
The woman’s eyes flew open, and her mouth became slack. She couldn’t believe what Shun Li had just said.
One of the three enforcers looked back at her. His dark visor seemed like a camera linked to the Chairman’s study. Hong watched her, and she knew he disapproved.
“Do we kill her?” the enforcer asked.
“No,” Shun Li said. “The major has just learned a valuable lesson. Everyone here has. Chairman Hong demands obedience. Yet there are times he knows when to grant mercy. But that mercy must be used for China’s glory.”
“Long live Chairman Hong!” the major shouted.
The major’s workers lifted their shovels, and they shouted in unison, “Long live Chairman Hong!”
“The workers respect the major,” Tao whispered quietly.
In shock, Shun Li stared at Tao. The little man was right.
“You are very cunning,” Tao whispered. “I would not have thought of it—mercy as a manipulative tool. Now, I realize why the Chairman chose you as his Chief Guardian Inspector.”
Nodding, Shun Li realized something she’d known before, but this magnified the truth in her eyes. People saw what they expected to see. Tao saw cunning in her mercy, because he never felt merciful. Perhaps the action had been cunning, but for her, it felt as if she might just survive this terrible war after all.
 
SONGHUA RIVER, HEILONGJIANG PROVINCE
 
Sometimes Stan wondered if he was real general material. He believed too strongly in the old adage: Don’t ask your men to do anything you’re not willing to do yourself.
A modern general should be in the back so he could think serenely in peace, protected by his men. He shouldn’t be riding in the lead tank. Yet how could he order any Lee or IFV into the water if he didn’t try it first?
“Let’s do this,” Stan muttered to his driver over the link.
Stan stood in the Lee’s turret hatch, with the roaring sounds of light tanks behind him. The stars blazed overhead. It was a moonless night with a stiff wind. Too much of Manchuria had proved to develop a smoggy haze like Los Angeles. The Chinese still used thousands of tons of coal a day, letting the fumes flow into the atmosphere day and night. This evening, though, the sky seemed as clear as a Rocky Mountain evening.
The Songhua River was dark and eerie, shimmering with starlight in places, but swift and treacherous in others. Trees grew along the banks. In the near distance, mountains towered.
Stan’s tank clanked toward the dark liquid. “Be ready to shut down the engine,” he said.
“Roger, sir,” the driver said over Stan’s headphones.
“I hope this works,” Stan muttered to himself.
“Me, too, sir,” the driver said.
“You weren’t supposed to hear that.”
“You mean you’re human after all, sir? You can worry about…about crazy stunts like this? Meaning no disrespect, sir.”
“I’m just a man like you,” Stan said.
“No, sir, you’re the Professor, and you’re going to outwit the entire Chinese Army. Who would have ever thought of doing this? The men are counting on you, sir.”
This time, Stan kept his comments inside. With a final lurch, the Lee reached the sandy shore. The tracks churned, and then the glacis reached the water.
Stan clung to the hatch’s sides. He recalled as a kid back in Alaska, his old man used to cross an underwater bridge during the spring melt. As a kid in the back of the jeep, Stan had been horrified. His dad had driven into the white-capped waters. Little Stan had bitten his lips so he wouldn’t shout with fear. Everywhere young Stan looked, water churned around the vehicle. Only after the jeep climbed the other bank had Stan begun breathing again. This was just like that, only worse. There was no bridge. They planned to float.
“Here we go,” Stan whispered.
The twenty-ton Lee with its Hellfire II barrel entered the river. The driver plowed on, and water slashed against the glacis, throwing up droplets to hit Stan in the cheeks.
He shut his eyes, but only for a moment. The engine went silent, and he felt the vibration as the electric drive took over. They turned the tracks in slow motion. It gave them a little motive power. Then Stan felt it. The light tank floated in the river. The water was less than three feet from his hatch. That was far too close. If the water became too choppy…
Stan twisted around. He watched the next tank enter the water. Even though starlight gave him some visibility, he slipped his night vision goggles over his eyes. As his Lee crept upstream against the current, Stan witnessed tank after tank taking the plunge, following him.
The fifteenth Lee sank, though. Stan watched in horror. The tank commander floated out of the hatch. Then masses of bubbles rose from the tank as river water gushed in. Why had the vehicle sunk?
“Get the other crewmembers out of there!” Stan shouted. They did, but they lost the Lee for now. Hopefully, Army engineers could drag the vehicle out later. For this mission, it was as good as destroyed.
Soon, nearly eighty American light tanks and IFVs with their accompanying soldiers floated upstream along the Songhua. Stan had stained his face black. He’d ordered every tank commander to do likewise. They stood in their hatches just as he did in his. Now they floated past the enemy, hoping no one spotted them. It was an awful feeling to trust to stealth and do the unthinkable. One person spotting them could ruin the entire plan and ensure their destruction.
As Stan watched from the turret hatch, he recalled James Wolfe in 1759 at Quebec City. The British and French fought for control of Canada back then. Wolfe had entered the Saint Lawrence River, floating upstream just as he did against the Chinese. Well, Wolfe had traveled in oceanic ships of the line, wooden sailing vessels. With 9,000 troops in his fleet, Wolfe spent two months before Quebec, looking for a way to land unopposed in order to defeat French General Montcalm. The enemy had 14,000 soldiers and some Indians to defend the almost impregnable fortress, standing high above the river. The British Admiral Saunders feared that his wooden ships might be caught in winter ice. As the weather turned cold, he finally threatened to leave. Wolfe had been distraught. He yearned for victory. Then some scouts found a footpath winding up steep cliffs just north of the city. On a night expedition, Wolfe sent one battalion of provincial rangers up the footpath, followed by four regular battalions. That had been 12 September 1759. By dawn, Wolfe’s 4800 soldiers were in battle line in front of Quebec City, on a piece of ground called the Plain of Abraham.
General Montcalm attacked the British at once with 4500 soldiers, although he lacked cannons. The governor of Quebec refused to remove them from the seawalls. Both Wolfe and Montcalm died in the battle on the Plain of Abraham, but the British victory broke the back of French Canadian resistance. Quebec City surrendered on September 18.
Stan wondered if he could pull a Plains of Abraham victory here in Heilongjiang Province, Manchuria. If he won, would he have to pay for it with his life? He hoped not. Shifting into a more comfortable position in the turret hatch, he continued to watch the river and its banks through his night-vision goggles.
 
G1011 EXPRESSWAY, HEILONGJIANG PROVINCE
 
In the dark, Jake Higgins prowled a cold battlefield. The fight had taken place several hours ago at dusk. Chinese IFVs and machine-gun armed jeeps had tried to ambush a fuel truck convoy.
The enemy nailed two fuel tankers and killed a dozen American GIs. The rest of the convoy had sped away north along G1011, while arriving Cherokees hovered at a distance, using chain guns and Hellfire IIs to take out the enemy.
Jake slowly rotated, scanning all around. With night-vision goggles, he studied bushes on a slope, thin trees to the left of that and waving grass near the highway. The surviving ambushers had hightailed it to who knew where. Would they come back, or would others try to sneak up on them again? Chinese guerilla tactics had begun to worry some people, including Jake. China was an awful big country and the Americans were the invaders this time.
“Wonder where the Chinese hid their vehicles before they struck,” Chet said.
“Yeah,” Jake said.
Both of them wore body armor and lugged fifty-pound packs. They weren’t going to be here long, so they kept carrying. Jake and Chet had learned the hard way that you didn’t want to be separated from your stuff for very long. Supplies like ammo, food and fuel were becoming hard to get sometimes. It’s why they were out here tonight.
“See anything?” Jake shouted at Grant.
“Nope,” Grant said. He was closer to the bushes, and he was bigger and taller than either Jake or Chet. “It’s as quiet as the grave,” Grant added.
“Yeah, that’s funny,” Chet said.
“Thought a genius like you might like it,” Grant said.
“Okay,” Jake said. He squatted and pulled the quick-release strap, letting his pack thump onto the soil. He wanted to move fast if he had to. Aiming his rifle at a crashed IFV tilted on its side, he shot a round at it. The bullet pinged off metal, creating a spark and a loud ricochet sound.
“Hey!” Chet said. “What the heck are you doing?”
Jake studied the graveyard of vehicles, searching for a sign of the enemy, anyone willing to shoot back, hidden like a sniper in a downed vehicle.
“If someone is hiding in a wreck,” Jake said, “they’re not too jumpy.”
“I am,” Chet said. “I almost lobbed a grenade ’cause of your trick. Next time, tell me what you’re doing.”
“I wonder if we should toss a grenade in each,” Grant said, walking to them. “They’re going to start booby-trapping the things soon.”
“Maybe you’re right,” Jake said. “If you ask me, it’s clear.”
“I agree,” Chet said.
“I’ll go ask the lieutenant,” Grant said.
Their squad searched the graveyard of vehicles. The rest of the platoon had spread out off road, searching for Chinese.
Jake returned to his pack and plopped down beside it. Chet sat nearby. Both infantrymen kept hold of their assault rifles.
“We haven’t even reached Harbin yet,” Jake said.
“So what?”
“Do you know how far it is to Beijing?”
“Sure don’t,” Chet said.
“This is just Manchuria. Including our part of Siberia and Mongolia, it’s as big as the eastern half of the United States.”
“Okay. So?”
“How long do you think it will take us to conquer China?” Jake asked.
“As long as it takes,” Chet said. He dug out his smartphone and used his thumb to upload saved porn. Soon, he was engrossed in his pics.
Jake kept vigilant. The way things were going, they were going to need a lot more soldiers to finish the job. He remembered Denver. What if they had to start going house to house in a giant city? Harbin could easily swallow the entire American Expeditionary Force. This was going to get bloody and nasty. He could feel it in his gut.
Jake raised his head. He heard trucks approaching. The lieutenant must have given the all clear. Grant strode toward them. The man didn’t shout. He would have if the lieutenant had given the order to move out. Likely, they would stay here for a little longer, just in case any Chinese showed up.
Five minutes later, the first American fuel tanker truck slowly backed toward the nearest wrecked enemy vehicle.
“Guard duty,” the lieutenant radioed into Jake’s ear-link.
“Time to get up,” Jake told Chet.
Putting away his porn-phone, Chet grunted as he pulled on his pack. Jake did the same thing. Soon, with Grant, they moved to a bushy knoll, taking up station.
Meanwhile, truck personnel equipped with hoses and hand-cranked fuel pumps began to scavenge for diesel among the Chinese wrecks. First, a team tested the fuel in an enemy vehicle. It didn’t seem likely, but the Chinese might have sabotaged it. Afterward, personnel shoved a hose down the gas tank and began to crank.
One man kept spitting as he pumped. Then Jake realized the soldier was eating sunflower seeds.
The reason for the pumps was simple. It was easier to go vulture for fuel than to hope more arrived from the distant depots fast enough. If this fuel tanker found enough diesel, it could return to forward bases and top off more Jeffersons or IFVs.
“Look at that,” Jake said.
“What now?” asked Chet.
“Over there. Look.”
“All I see is that trucker spray-painting a flipped Chinese jeep. Is he writing graffiti on it?”
“No, idiot,” Jake said. “He’s leaving a mark that says he’s already tapped out the jeep.”
“Oh,” Chet said. A second later: “That’s a good idea.”
Jake agreed, and they kept guard for another thirty minutes. Afterward, the fuel tanker backed up and turned around. He was heading for the front again. He must have found enough fuel to make the trip worth it.
“And so we keep a blitzkrieg alive,” Jake said. “Using whatever we can to keep the Chinese off balance.”
“Yeah, whatever,” Chet said. “Come on, we’re leaving.”
That was good news. Jake could use some sleep, but he wouldn’t get it until the platoon reached its bivouac area.
 
BEHIND ENEMY LINES, HEILONGJIANG PROVINCE
 
Stan knuckled his eyes, trying to keep alert as his tank climbed a steep path out of the riverbank. Checking his watch, he saw that it was half an hour to dawn.
According to his calculations, they were forty miles behind the main Chinese line. Harbin would be thirty miles south the other way. What would a quick dash to over fifteen million Chinese bring him? It would surely surprise the enemy. But given his paltry number of tanks, the city people could likely swarm him in a sea of bodies. Thirty-seven Lees didn’t seem like so much now. Thirty-seven lightly armored tanks and a bunch of IVFs against hordes armed with RPGs able to penetrate the thin skin. No thank you; he wanted no part of that.
It was time to surprise Chinese soldiers to the north of them and attempt quick overruns. How big a pair of balls do you actually have, Stan Higgins?
The feeling in his gut told him why Hasdrubal’s forces had failed so miserably against Counsel Nero’s Roman legionaries. Hasdrubal had been the brother of the famous Alps-crossing, elephant-riding Hannibal Barca of Carthage. Hasdrubal had also marched over the Alps, bringing many more of his soldiers through alive than his brother had been able to do. That had been eleven years after Hannibal’s feat—eleven years of the great Carthaginian rampaging up and down Italy. In 207 BC, Counsel Nero of Rome took a picked force of legionaries from the toe of Italy where he watched Hannibal. The legionaries marched fast on the Roman roads, and met Hasdrubal in the north. There, the brother of Hannibal attempted a night march against the Romans, to surprise them in the morning. His men got confused in the forest, though. They panicked, and lost the Battle of the Metaurus the next morning. It meant Hannibal would never have enough troops to conquer Rome.
Until this moment in his Lee, Stan had never truly understood the panic of Hasdrubal’s soldiers. Reading about something is so much different from living it.
He screwed off a canteen cap, guzzling water. What he’d really like was some coffee. Next time he did something like this, he’d put some coffee in a thermos. Ah… He’d do even more than that. He’d make sure all his drivers, commanders, everyone, had their own thermoses of hot coffee. The great captains of the past had worried about such details and they had won era-shattering victories because they took such pains.
“It’s time,” he radioed his Intelligence captain.
Soon, because Stan knew where to look, he watched a model-sized drone buzz into the air. It was going to scout out G1011 and see what waited for them up the road.
Forty-five minutes later, Stan gave the orders to his commanders. The infantrymen would stay in their IFVs for now. He wanted to keep everyone fast.
Then his Lees clanked up a rise in the road. Five light tanks had Hellfire IIs in the tubes. The rest of them had loaded up with the heavier dumb rockets.
A battalion of Chinese trucks waited on the other side of the rise, together with a growing mountain of ammo and fuel supplies. It would be nice to capture the diesel, but that wasn’t going to happen this time.
“We rush up the road and spread out,” he said into a throat-microphone. “Then pound them unmercifully. Don’t give anyone a moment’s rest. I want that place burning like an inferno.”
After giving his order, Stan watched it carried out from the turret hatch, with his hands on the butterfly controls of his fifty-caliber machine gun. He swayed as the tracks clanked and squealed across the Chinese blacktop. The fear in his gut had moved up to his chest, squeezing, making each heartbeat thud with purpose.
“Come on,” he whispered to himself.
Then the small Lee reached the top of the road. With a loud squeal, the tank turned sharply to the left. At the same time, Stan’s gunner swiveled the turret, aiming the barrel at the enemy.
Stan saw the big enemy trucks lined in rows down there, painted black instead of American government green. A few Chinese civilian drivers opened their cab doors, climbing in. All of them had cigarettes dangling from their mouths. He saw some mingling enemy troops with carbines slung over their shoulders. Those looked like MPs. He even spied a squad of East Lightning officers standing around a table, drinking their morning jin-jin from tiny porcelain cups.
Swiveling the heavy machine gun into position, Stan’s thumbs jammed down onto the butterfly controls. He knew he should wait and give the enemy a concentrated, withering salvo from all the Lees at once. The race of his heart told him he was too keyed up for that. Perfection only came in the movies, not in real life.
The fifty-caliber chattered with its loud sounds. The vibration of the controls felt good in Stan’s hands. Even better, the fear vanished in him as adrenaline took over. Stan’s mouth opened of its own accord and he began to laugh with pent-up emotion. It wasn’t laughter at the enemy, but sheer joy to be fighting at last, to be hitting back at the bastards instead of sneaking around and hoping no one caught him.
“We caught you!” he roared at the enemy.
Every fifth bullet was an incendiary. Because of it, the first Chinese fuel hauler blew up, sending a giant column of fire into the air.
That’s beautiful, Stan thought. I did that.
A loud whoosh alerted him to the first 178mm rocket launched from a Lee. The puppy roared at a Chinese supply dump, and it hit something flammable, creating a fantastic boom. The blast sent wood chips and burning fuel everywhere as a column of smoke billowed skyward. The heat of the explosion reached him, and it ignited Stan’s heart with a fierce desire to destroy.
“Charge!” he shouted. He fired the fifty-caliber as he said it, his arms shaking because of it, and he realized he hadn’t spoken into the radio microphone. As he released the butterfly controls, he rethought the idea. No. Why take the Lees down there. Some Chinese soldier might get brave and pick up a RPG. He should let the Lees fight here from range first.
As the light tanks kept spreading out along the top of the ridge, firing their heavy machine guns and 178mm missiles, two Chinese IFVs rushed them. A Hellfire II hissed out of a Lee. With unerring accuracy, the missile struck the front of the enemy IFV. Its machine gun quit as the entire front lifted, and the enemy IFV toppled sideways.
Now American IFVs got into the action, blasting with their 25mm cannons.
That was too much for the enemy. Those that could ran away, some north up the road toward the front. Others ran east and west.
“Kill the troops,” Stan said. “We can’t leave anyone alive to fight later.” It was a bloodthirsty command, and yet, he didn’t see it that way now. Stan Higgins was in the midst of combat when a different part of his brain took over. Blood, guts, mayhem, the reptile in him delighted in butchering the enemy. Later, the better half of him might loathe what he did. Taking human life, even in battle, had a spiritual or psychological cost for most people. Now wasn’t the moment a man felt any of that, though. Now, the last drop of fear drained out of Stan because he killed those who might have killed him. It was one of the greatest feelings in the world to destroy the ones threatening you with death.
As fires raged down there, and Chinese trunks and jeeps burned, Stan finally gave the command. The East Lighting officers were dead, with jin-jin soaked in their tunics. One after another, the Lees clanked down the road, with American IFVs following.
We’re doing it. We’re surprising them and hopefully, creating havoc and panic to the Chinese soldiers and commanders ahead of us.
 
HARBIN, HEILONGJIANG PROVINCE
 
Shun Li ran down a corridor in the main Police Ministry Building of the city, following an adjutant. The woman ahead of Shun Li turned into a chamber. Out of breath, Shun Li followed, coming to a halt before a wall screen. It showed an angry Chairman Hong staring at her from his secure headquarters in Beijing.
Shun Li checked an impulse to throw herself cringing on the tiles. She had rarely seen him so visibly angry. His dark eyes shined wetly, and his lips pressed firmly against each other.
As her bosom heaved, she bowed before his image on the wall. She tried to inject serenity into her motion. It was impossible.
“The Americans have brushed aside the Taken Defenses,” Hong said in a dangerous voice. “This morning, I awoke to grim news. The enemy has flown like a bald eagle, going wherever they desire. I imagine they’re less than a half hour from Harbin.”
“Leader?” Shun Li asked, amazed at this news.
“Do you mean to tell me that you have wallowed in luxurious sleep while the Americans battle around the clock?”
“No, Leader. I mean, yes, I was asleep, but only after a night of hard work, preparing the city defenses.”
“And who mans those defenses?” Hong asked. “Dirty peasants?”
Shun Li stared at him in shock. She didn’t know what he wanted to hear.
“Blow up the city,” Hong said. “Do so immediately. The Americans must not be allowed to take Harbin intact.”
Shun Li began to tremble. How could she say this without losing her life?
The Chairman glanced down at something out of sight in his headquarters. “What is this?” he asked. “You are highly agitated.”
“Leader?” she whispered.
“You would be surprised at my instrumentation here. It monitors your heart rate, among other things.”
Shun Li moistened her lips. He realized she feared. Did he already know? It was more than possible. She must project utter honesty.
“Leader,” she said, “I have not yet installed the nuclear devices.”
On the wall-screen, Hong froze, and she could see her death in his eyes. “Tell me truthfully. Why have you failed to implement China’s will?”
“Leader, I have not yet received the nuclear devices.”
“You lie!” he shouted.
“No, dear Leader, I speak the unvarnished truth. There has been a delay in the delivery of the devices.”
Hong breathed heavily. He no longer stared at her. He didn’t seem to look at anything, but had glazed eyes.
“You are now given a holy task,” he finally said. “You must race south and find the devices. They must have stopped somewhere along the route. Then you must rush back with them to Harbin and plant the bombs. I demand that you mine the city. We will bury the Americans under tons of irradiated brick. We will destroy their invasion army.”
“Yes, Leader,” she said. “Ah…”
“What now?” he snapped.
“I have noticed a phenomenon lately.”
“What could you perceive that I have not?”
“May I speak truthfully?” she asked. The giant image made Hong seem like a god.
“I demand you tell me the truth,” he said.
“Leader…people fear your displeasure.”
“That is absurd. I am a reasonable man.”
“The most reasonable on Earth,” she said. “Yet they fear to displease you. I suspect because of that they hide truths from you.”
“Do you think anyone is capable of hiding anything from me?”
“Not in the long run,” Shun Li said. “But in the short run, yes.”
He studied her, until finally he barked harsh laughter. “You have rare courage, Shun Li. I appreciate that. Yes, in the short run, liars can succeed. Tell me this truth you’ve discovered?”
“Sometimes, the first reports are exaggerated. Maybe the Americans aren’t as close to Harbin as we believe.”
“No,” Hong said. “I cannot accept that. An hour ago, two hundred American Jeffersons demolished a supply depot at Fun-Won Junction. That is forty-five kilometers from Harbin. Nothing stands between these Jeffersons and the city. I imagine the entire US army group pours after them.”
“Leader, while I search for the nuclear devices, I ask for permission to send a reconnaissance team to Fun-Won Junction.”
“The Americans will slaughter them. But yes, do it. Let us see if your truth holds. Now go. On no account can I allow Harbin to fall into American hands.”
 
BEHIND ENEMY LINES, HEILONGJIANG PROVINCE
 
Stan overran two more supply depots and annihilated three convoys, leaving burnt hulks and dead personnel everywhere. One corpse had lain there completely naked and in perfect condition, with the dead man’s hands peacefully folded on his hairless chest. The enemy jammed his communications now. All he heard was growling in the radio. By lofting a drone high enough, he finally talked with General Taylor for three minutes.
It made all the difference.
As they clanked for Taw-Do Junction, the Intelligence captain informed Stan that thirty-two Chinese Marauder light tanks headed fast for them.
At Lao Pin Central Farm, Stan set up an ambush. He positioned the Lees behind three hills overlooking G1011 and the farm. Below on the road, he inflated twelve dummy Lees. Three IFVs had carried the inflatables for just such an occasion.
Infantrymen attached heaters, which gave off infrared signatures on the dummy tanks. They barely sprinted into nearby milk sheds as the first Marauders appeared up the road.
Stan lay on the reverse slope of the middle hill. He’d taken a mobile laser rangefinder from the Lee. The tank was also behind the hill, with its Hellfire II launcher ready.
The Chinese light tanks slowed. They must have spotted the dummies on the road. The Chinese Marauders were small, turretless tanks, each with a big 153mm gun.
Loud booms and long tongues of flames from the barrels showed that the Marauders fired. What did the Chinese commander think? Several rounds passed right through the inflatable dummies, beginning to deflate them. Machine guns opened up from the Chinese, and they used their inner wheels, rushing the dummy Lees at speed. Now several inflatables exploded, simply disappearing like popped balloons. What would the Chinese make of that?
From his position on the slope, Stan aimed a laser, pinpointing one of the lead Marauders. From the other hills, more Lee commanders did likewise. With a whoosh, a Hellfire II roared to life behind Stan. It left the barrel, flew over the top of the hill and sped down toward the Marauders.
Chinese antimissile fire from the Marauders knocked it down so the missile plowed harmlessly in dirt, but not the Hellfire II following behind the first one. The second missile slammed against a Chinese light tank, and it exploded with a boom, injecting a thin jet stream of hot metal inside the tank, killing the crew.
Before any Marauders could stop or reverse gears, backing up, more Hellfire IIs slammed home. In the end, none of the Chinese light tanks managed to escape the trap. It was Stan’s perfect battle, leaving thirty wrecks on and near the road.
Now what? The light tanks showed that the Chinese knew someone roved in their rear area. Surely, the enemy would send more forces to try to reopen the way. Heck, what if the Chinese commander panicked and sent everyone back here? It was possible he might do that.
Stan stood up on the hill, and he nodded to himself. They needed to patch the dummies and inflate them again. This was an excellent kill zone. Yet if he stayed here, that might take the pressure off the Chinese. No. They had done plenty of damage. He would plug this route and wait for relief from Taylor.
It proved to be the correct decision. Almost an hour later, ten tri-turreted monster tanks showed up. That must have been the extent of the enemy’s big tanks at the front. The Lees couldn’t face 175mm cannons and survive. Hiding behind these dirt hills was their best bet.
Using the road, the ten T-66 tanks clanked toward the farm, approaching Marauder wrecks. Stan had towed those he could out of the way. None of the tri-turreted monsters bothered firing at the dummies.
Why not? Stan wondered. How did they figure that out? Did it matter how?
“We have to get out of here!” a Lee commander radioed.
“Keep cool,” Stan radioed back. “We have this.”
That’s when Chinese mortars from out of sight laid down smoke. The shells exploded on the dummy tanks, and hid them in a black oily cloud.
That’s what happens when you give the enemy time to think. They use combined arms against us.
With a roar of their engines, the T-66s began their attack, coming straight in. Stan had a glimpse of them before the dense smoke hid the Chinese tanks from view.
“What do we do, General?” a tank commander radioed.
“Listen to me,” Stan said. He realized what he needed to do, and knew what must have happened. Some of the Marauder crews must have been radioing back when the missiles destroyed them. The tri-turreted crews weren’t going to fall for the same dummy trick. He should have changed things up.
Stan gave fast orders, and he sprinted for his Lee. As he climbed up the side, the light tank began clanking off the slope.
“We have no more time,” Stan said into his throat-microphone. “I want the IFVs to get up here on the slopes and to start firing everything you have when I give the order. We have to make the enemy think we’re sticking to our original plan. You Lee commanders, you’re going to circle out behind your hill and flank the road, flank the T-66s. Once you see the big tanks, use every Hellfire you have left on them. Then use the Hammers. The T-66s are going to have plenty of antimissile fire. We’re going to have to hope some of our munitions get through.”
“Hope, General?” a tank commander asked.
Stan realized an utterly factual speech wasn’t going to motivate anyone in these circumstances. “We’re going to pound these bastards and blow them sky high!” Stan thundered. “The Chinese tankers think they’re clever. Well, damnit, we going to show them an old Comanche trick. This is going to work like you wouldn’t believe.”
According to a scout, the ten heavy tanks continued to rush for the smoke. Clearly, they were trying to make this a close combat thing, trusting to their thick armor and superior guns. Stan swallowed. He had light tanks. He had to be more nimble, think nimble, like a Comanche raider of the Old West.
As the T-66s continued to use the road, Stan’s Lees flanked cross-country, leaving the protection of the hills and swinging right and left of G1011. They attempted to swing around the billowing smoke and get a glimpse of the big tanks before the monsters disappeared into the oily substance and reached the Chinese farm.
Stan clung to the hatch, swaying, with his eyes peeled. His Lee sped through a small grove. Once out, he saw the big tanks in all their terrifying glory. The last time he’d seen T-66s had been in Texas from inside a Behemoth. He wished he were in one now. The Lee’s armor would be as paper compared to the Behemoth’s thick hide. Just as bad, the light tanks lacked antishell and antimissile fire. It might have been better to remain behind the hills or to flee somewhere else.
“Fire!” Stan shouted.
Two seconds later, the first Hellfire II popped out of a barrel and ignited. With a whoosh, it sped at the nearest tri-turreted tank.
Enemy radar must have spotted the missile. White puffs showed beehive flechette firing. A second later, they knocked down the missile.
“Keep firing!” Stan shouted.
More Lees appeared, and they launched too. Then huge tongues of flame belched from enemy 175mm cannons. Screaming shells struck with unerring accuracy. Explosions, shrieks of tortured metal and flipping, gyrating Lees resulted.
It was an unequal battle, and it might have been the end of Stan Higgins and his Lees. A strike force of American V-10s showed up then. Taylor had promised them during the three-minute talk, and Stan had counted on them to come in on time, hitting the enemy as the Lees engaged. The small V-10s pressed the attack, skimming the ground, launching tank-killers.
One drone blew up in a fireball. The Chinese commander must have been alert to air attack. Then a tank-killer reached a T-66, and the first tri-turreted monster crashed onto its side as smoke poured from it.
The overload proved too much for the Chinese tanker defenses. Hellfire IIs began to reach the enemy tanks, exploding, but often failing to penetrate the heavy armor. However, the shock had its own effect on the 175mm cannons, and sometimes the enemy crews died from spalling as interior fittings broke off and ricocheted within the compartment, acting like shrapnel.
After the third pass of the wicked little V-10s, the last T-66 tank exploded, and an entire turret and cannon spun off like a Frisbee, leaving a trail of smoke. One drone waggled its wings before it left.
Stan waved back at it. Then he assessed the damage to his command. It turned out that the enemy had destroyed seventeen Lees, killing most of the crews inside. Maybe as bad, the rest were almost out of missiles.
Stan forced back any tears of regret or self-recrimination. This was war, and they had gambled. By sending those heavy tanks, the Chinese showed they were worried. How worried, though, was the question.
“When is the cavalry showing up, sir?” Stan’s driver asked.
“Soon,” Stan said, hoping he was right.
 
G1 EXPRESSWAY, HEILONGJIANG PROVINCE
 
Shun Li had never heard of Shakespeare’s play Macbeth. Yet she unconsciously rubbed her hands as Lady Macbeth had done. If Shun Li did it to wipe away the innocent blood there, she didn’t recognize the gesture as such.
Even so, as she sat in the back of a Chinese Xiang SUV, with Fu Tao beside her, she pondered what she considered as an unsolvable problem.
Several days ago, she’d spared a Militia major in charge of tank-trap diggers. Shun Li had known in her heart that if she murdered the major, karma would insure her own bloody death, and that in the near future.
Yet she led a caravan of three East Lightning cargo haulers. Twenty-five enforcers rode behind and before the vehicles. They had orders to kill anyone attempting to halt them.
The complex set of reasons why the six nuclear bombs had failed to show up in Harbin were bewildering in their stupidity. A blown tire in one spot, an empty tank in another, a wrong turn in Bin—Tong and an Army detour at Son combined with a driver falling asleep at the wheel and crashing into a tree… Shun Li had no doubt many of those responsible for the various mishaps would soon find themselves before a firing squad. Hong would demand justice, but only if the warheads didn’t reach Harbin in time and failed to ignite at the proper moment.
Both sides had hordes of tac-lasers and particle beam platforms. China also had the strategic ABM sites and their own version of Reflex interceptors. Americans, and Russians by example, had learned the correct lesson from the Red Dragon attack in Oklahoma: have masses of antimissile systems. That made it very difficult for jets, bombers, drones and helicopters to move about the battlefields. It’s why Hong did it this way, with buried nuclear devices.
Shun Li sucked in her breath as her Xiang’s tires thumped over the boards of the latest shelled bridge. They were close to Harbin. On the horizon, she could see the tallest skyscrapers. 
Her dilemma concerned the Militia major. Shun Li had loved to read fantasy novels as a teenager. Of particular delight had been the dark stories of Nee Lang. The tale of the emotionless swordsman had been her favorite. A wizard had deposited the soul of the swordsman in a cat. If someone destroyed the little feline, the swordsman would die. Once the swordsman realized this, he hunted the Earth for the cat and then he guarded it with his life until he found a White Wizard to transfer the soul back into his own body.
To Shun Li, the Militia major carried her tainted soul. That made it very simple. If the major died, Shun Li would die hideously. She had saved her life once already by sparing the major. Yet what would happen to her soul if the major perished in a nuclear holocaust in Harbin caused by Shun Li’s actions here today?
I am doomed, Shun Li thought wearily. If I bury the warheads in Harbin as ordered, I die. If I fail to bury them, Chairman Hong will murder me.
She’d heard no word from her scouts sent up G1011. Did that mean the Americans had killed them? It was possible. That might meant the Americans were near Harbin, possibly ready to overrun the city.
In the back seat of the Xiang, Shun Li made a fist, pressing it against her heart. The Chairman had given her direct orders. How could she possibly disobey them?
If I do obey him, I am dead.
Deciding then, Shun Li leaned toward the driver, “Stop the car,” she said.
The East Lighting operative put his foot on the brakes and began to pull over to the side. They were already off the bridge.
“No!” Shun Li said. “Stop in the middle of the road.”
Someone else might have asked why, but not her East Lightning driver. He knew how to obey.
They stopped. Soon, from outside, Shun Li heard air brakes hiss as the haulers came to a fast halt behind her.
Her heart hammered in her chest as she stepped outside. The spires of Harbin glistened in the distance. She could not return there with these. She must defy Hong and survive.
What can I possibly say to him?
Her enforcers hurried to her. “Listen to me,” Shun Li told them. “I have reason to believe the Americans know about our convoy. We must turn around and head to the Lao military base. From there, I will request further instructions from Chairman Hong.”
She waited for one of them to question her orders. None of them did. She marched toward the big haulers. At each one, the driver opened his or her door. She gave each one the same orders.
Soon, the convoy had turned around, the nuclear warheads headed away from Harbin and toward the military base.
I am dead, Shun Li told herself. It is over for me. Should I kill myself? No. I will wait to see what karma has in store.
Failing to put the barrel of her gun to her head and pulling the trigger was, perhaps, the most courageous decision she had ever made. She dearly hoped she didn’t have painful reasons to regret it.



G1011 EXPRESSWAY, HEILONGJIANG PROVINCE
Stan rode in his observation helo as the 10th Armored Division headed almost due west along the G1011 Expressway. They had passed Xiangyangxiang and thundered toward Harbin several miles distant. The 10th and V Corps with it were south of the Songhua River, which divided Harbin in two. 
Because he was high enough, Stan could see the entire 10th AD, and it was a sight. Three large wedges of massed vehicles moved east to west, throwing up great clouds of dust. The top wedge was 1st Brigade, with three armored and one infantry battalions. 3rd Brigade held the center, with one armored, one armored cavalry and two infantry battalions. At the bottom roared 2nd Brigade, with two armored and one infantry battalions. Divisional artillery followed.
A screen of Chinese infantry attempted to halt them with desultory mortar fire and a thin line of dug-in soldiers. The 10th annihilated them in a classic overrun. None of the brigades deployed, but roared through the shocked Chinese, leaving smoking corpses and crushed mortar tubes behind.
The rest of First Army followed V Corps. At the same time, US Ninth Army came at Harbin from the west while Eighteenth Army stuck from the north.
Stan had his orders from General Taylor. He executed them to perfection. The G1011 circled Harbin in a giant expressway. As his lead elements reached the great loop, they turned sharp south, following the highway. The expressway loop was the marker, the limit First Army would go and no farther, which included 10th Armored Division.
No doubt, confused Chinese observers watched from within Harbin, wondering why the Americans didn’t begin entering the city.
In an hour, 3rd Brigade reached Chengggaozizhen, and stopped. The Chinese tank traps lay west of the G1011 Expressway Loop. Maybe the Chinese would think the traps had foiled the Americans. As Stan took up position, other divisions of V Corps deployed north of his location behind the highway.
We’re showing the Chinese they’re surrounded. Now, will they take the bait?
It would depend on several imponderables. Stan imagined that US High Command was counting on the Chinese desire to save an entire army from annihilation.
A half hour passed. Stan landed, walked around, took a piss and saw one of his aides sprinting to him.
“General, General Higgins!”
Stan already knew what the boy was going to say. In a way, it surprised him. The Chinese knew Mongol history, or they should. Maybe this generation of Chinese was too proud to study barbarian tactics.
Old Genghis Khan had a famous trick. That was to surround an enemy and attack hard from all sides. Then, almost as if in oversight, a lane magically opened in the rear. A chance at life beckoned the defenders. And in more than one battle, Genghis Khan’s foes took the bait, trying to race through the opening and escaping to live another day.
It was easier to kill a fleeing enemy than to fight him face to face. That had been as true with swords and arrows as with machine guns and tanks.
“General Taylor is calling, sir,” the aide said.
Stan ran to the observation helicopter. He put on headphones and grabbed a microphone.
“Higgins?” Taylor asked.
“Yes sir,” Stan said.
“III Corps of Eighteenth Army has entered Harbin,” Taylor said. “They’re meeting almost no resistance.”
“We used a massed frontal attack?”
“I just told you that, General. Yes.”
“I see, sir,” Stan said.
“Do you remember watching videos of the 2001 Desert Storm “Highway of Death” between Kuwait and Iraq?”
“I believe I do,” Stan said.
“Well, major Chinese elements are already fleeing Harbin, heading due south on the G1 Expressway. It looks like the big plan is going to work. I still think your trick on the Songhua River has them freaked out.”
“I’m glad to hear it, sir.”
“Don’t be modest, Higgins. It was a great plan and you pulled it off. Now we’re seeing yet another dividend from it. I want your Cherokees in on the kill.”
“Immediately sir?” Stan asked.
“No. Let’s wait another half hour. We want them all on the road. High Command has decided to let the first enemy elements to break through unscathed.”
“That’s playing dirty, sir.”
“It sure is,” Taylor said. “And you know what?”
“What’s that, sir?”
“It feels great!”
Stan grinned. It did at that. The US 3rd Army Group just might pull a Genghis Khan trick on the Chinese. These were secondary troops in Harbin and panic seemed to have set in. Now, it was time to kill the enemy.



G1 EXPRESSWAY, HEILONGJIANG PROVINCE
Jake, Chet and Grant walked on the side of the expressway with the rest of the platoon, two days after the massacre.
Harbin rose to the north, a US-captured city, the first provincial capital to fall to the Allies.
Thousands of twisted, wrecked tanks, BMPs, BTRs, trucks, jeeps and SUVs lay where they died, together with tens of thousands of rotting corpses. The stink was unbelievable.
“Somebody ought to clean up the mess,” Chet said.
“Didn’t you hear?” Jake said. “The Eighteenth is gathering Chinese prisoners for the duty.”
“How long until they bury the bodies?” asked Chet.
Jake shrugged. He had no idea. This section of the expressway was the worst. He’d never seen anything like it. In places, trucks, tanks and BMPs had gone off-road. It hadn’t helped them escape from the vengeful Cherokees and the V-10 drones that couldn’t comprehend mercy.
It was simple really. The more Chinese soldiers and vehicles the US and Russians butchered, the less there was to kill the good guys.
US missiles, rockets and chain guns had reaped a harvest by division, by brigade, by battalion and platoon. Miles of this littered the route. It had to be over forty thousand corpses, maybe more.
“The Chinese should have held their ground,” Chet said.
“We would have still beaten them,” Jake said.
“I know, but they would have done better against us that way than dying like fools.”
“Thank God they didn’t stand.”
“For sure,” Chet said. “I’m just saying.”
Grant swore, and head swiveled fast. “What was that?”
Jake had heard it too. In the heat of the sun, many of the bodies had already decomposed a lot. Interior gas had ballooned stomachs until they distended. Now, some of them made horrid gurgling sounds.
“That’s worse than your farts, Grant,” Chet said.
Grant gave Chet the finger.
After that, the three of them hurried. So did everyone else who came to this heap of dead.
Two hours later, they left the road. Battalion headed toward the Xinglong Reservoir.
They bedded down in the open under the stars that night. It was a quiet and peaceful. Suddenly, from the direction of the reservoir, a titanic explosion lit the darkness. Soon, a hot blast-furnace wind blew over them.
“Bet we don’t find any generators working there,” Chet said.
The next day proved him right. East Lighting had breached the dam for a distance of one hundred yards.
Jake learned that eight turbo-generators here had a total output of half a million kilowatts. The Chinese secret police had burned them out yesterday by deliberately letting them run at full throttle for too long.
Jake stared at the one hundred yard gap in the dam.
“What are you thinking?” Chet asked.
“Would you blow up a dam and wreck the generators like that if you thought you were going to beat back the invaders any time soon?”
“No,” Chet said.
“This tells us something.”
“What?”
Jake grinned. “The Chinese must not be feeling real confident right now.”
“They shouldn’t. Not after what I saw on the expressway.”
Jake nodded, and he turned away. “Come on, we’re heading out. The lieutenant says we’re getting a ride again. The Army is going to need us soon in Jilin Province.”
“Tally-ho,” Chet said, in a mock British accent he’d been practicing.
The two young soldiers shouldered their packs and headed for the assembly area.
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Drive on Changchun
MARINE TRAINING BASE, MONTANA
 
In the end, Paul Kavanagh decided he’d have to make a little excursion in his powered armor. The security here was intense, and they were a long way from anywhere out here in the sticks.
At chow that night, Paul ate his meatloaf in silence, with Romo on his right and Sergeant Dan French on his left. Dan was a SEAL. Correction: had been one. Like the rest of them, he was a Marine now—a drop specialist—and part of their squad. Dan kept picking up and twisting the peppershaker, putting more on his meatloaf.
The cafeteria seated a quarter of them at a time. They’d been making drops from lumbering transports, wearing an approximation of their gear. Another few weeks and they’d been ready for whatever plan the brass hats had thought up.
As Romo made to get up with his empty tray, Paul cleared his throat. Romo didn’t glance at him. The assassin simply sat back down, pushing his tray toward the middle of the table. No one ate faster than Romo did, but he hated having plates near after he had finished. It wasn’t the strangest of quirks among men who had seen a lot of combat.
Sergeant Dan looked up, and then he cut into his meatloaf, forking himself more. Soon enough, he muttered something, took his empty tray, and headed for the exit.
“I’m sick of this stuff,” Paul said.
With an easy twist of his head, Romo glanced at him. The dark eyes betrayed nothing, but they had been with each other for several years already. They’d gotten patterns down pat. Paul felt the assassin’s unspoken question.
“There are no girls here,” Romo finally said. “That is a mistake, as we’re warriors.”
“Soldiers,” Paul said. “We’re soldiers.”
“No. We act like soldiers. I concede that much, but no more. We fight. We’re killers, you more than anyone else.”
“I’ve heard it said, but I have my doubts about that.”
“I have no doubts,” Romo said. “And I see others realizing the same truth. The general, he knows I’m right. That is why he tolerates your lack of respect. You have asked too many questions too many times. You do not obey when they most want you to submit.”
“It’s a character flaw, I suppose.”
“I agree—it is a gigantic flaw. Colonel Valdez could smell men like you. You made the colonel faint, your odor of rebelliousness was so powerful.”
Paul remembered Valdez all too well from Denver in ’39. The Mexican colonel had wanted him dead. He recalled their meetings. None of them had gone well.
“I don’t think that bastard ever fainted in his life,” Paul said.
“Colonel Valdez will rule Mexico someday. You watch.”
That was something that had surprised Paul, how Valdez had actually convinced the other Mexican generals to revolt against the Chinese. It turned out America had been right to coddle the psychopathic Napoleonic wannabe. Imagine that.
Pinching the end of his spoon with his thumb and forefinger, Paul lifted the scoop and tapped it against his tray. “I’m taking a little ride tomorrow,” he said casually.
Romo just stared at him.
“I’ve been through Montana a time or two before this. Did some hunting in these parts. There’s a town…oh, I’d say about forty miles from here.”
“Our training range is huge, vast. The general does not want anyone to know about us.” Romo shook his head. “Security might have moved the townspeople somewhere else.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Do you know this to be true?”
“No.”
“Then you should not risk angering the general.”
Dropping the spoon, Paul leaned forward. “Cheri’s lonely. I feel it.” He tapped his heart. “The general isn’t being reasonable—”
“Amigo, the Marines with the Orion ships are the great secret weapons. The general, the country, cannot take chances of having the enemy discovering them.”
“No,” Paul said. “At this point, it doesn’t matter.”
“I know, my friend. You should have stayed in the Recon Marines. They allowed you to do things your own way while out in the field, where you lived like a hermit most of the time. This is too tight an organization for someone like you. As I said, we are warriors. You are a warrior who pretends to be a soldier. Warriors must have women or they become angry. I’m very angry. So I will join you tomorrow evening.”
“We’re indispensable,” Paul said. “Even two weeks ago, and I’d say they’d try to replace us. But not now that our suits work so well and they’re teaching us to use the flyers.”
“We are the best, si.”
“Our guys won’t shoot us down, even though I spotted antimissile batteries a week ago.”
“Where?” asked Romo. “I have not seen these.”
“Do you remember when the general ordered me to turn back? What was it, five days ago?”
“Yes. You jumped several miles in the wrong direction. I remember quite well. You said you’d gotten lost, and I couldn’t believe the general accepted your lie.”
“You’re right, I did it on purpose. I wanted to get a look, to see if they had any perimeter defenses. Our HUD sensors are good, better than I expected, and I picked up high-energy readings. Comparing it to Chinese weaponry specs we have in our files, I’d say those were tac-lasers.”
“You are always thinking, amigo. I applaud you.”
“Even if there aren’t any girls in the town for you to—”
“Hey,” Romo said.
Paul stopped talking.
“I am your blood-brother. I will join you, but do not ask anyone else. They are good men, and some of them are warriors, too, but they like to obey the general too much. They would turn you in.”
“Yeah,” Paul said. “I know.”
“I will go.”
“Got it.”
For several seconds, they sat in silence. Finally, Romo said, “Yes.”
Paul raised an eyebrow. “Yes, what?” he asked
“You are welcome.”
A rare grin touched Paul’s lips. “Thanks—amigo.”
“De nada.”
***
Stars blazed overhead as Paul strode in his battlesuit toward the squad’s lifter. Every step left crushed grass and a deep imprint in the soil.
A mile away began a large pine forest. The squad practiced tonight in a glade near a small lake. Behind him, Romo followed in his powered armor.
The squad practiced night maneuvers, using sensors to guide them through the dark. The only active weapons system was the fifty-caliber rifle. It was part of his right arm. He aimed it and a targeting computer showed him a dot on his HUD where he’d hit. He could subvocalize, “Fire,” and it would shoot, or he could press a forefinger pad in his glove if he’d activated it for that.
“Sergeant Kavanagh, you are out of position.” The words crackled in the headphones that were part of the inner helmet.
“No shit, Sherlock,” Paul muttered under his breath.
“My diagnostic is showing me that your comm-equipment is in working order. What’s wrong, Sergeant?”
The trick for this little stunt had been finding and deactivating the kill-switch in his battlesuit, the one that would let the monitor shut him down. He’d known there would be one, which was why he’d kept searching after a sane man would have quit. At the back of his inner helmet was a fingernail-thin shutdown unit with a little green wire in it—now a cut green wire.
“Ready?” Paul asked.
“Si,” Romo said.
“What are you doing, Sergeant Kavanagh?” the monitor asked.
Paul climbed aboard the open lifter. It had a guardrail around it and an upright control panel in the center. One problem with dropping Marines in the middle of the enemy was extraction after completing the mission. Even if they could maintain the Orion ships in orbit, they didn’t have boosters that could descend, land and climb back out of the gravity well with the Marines again. Whatever the mission ended up being, it would probably be more like Doolittle’s raid over Tokyo.
On 18 April 1942, Colonel Doolittle with sixteen Army B-25s took off from the carrier Hornet, even though couldn’t possibly land again on the carriers. They flew eight hundred miles to bomb the Japanese main island of Honshu, Tokyo and the Emperor’s Palace in particular. Afterward, the B-25s either crashed-landed at sea or barely made it to China. One plane touched down at Vladivostok, where the crew was interned for the duration of the war.
The Marines’ ticket home would be to reach the American front lines in Manchuria. They’d have to fly there. The lifters would plummet from orbit in special pods, landing near the dropped Marines. The machines had a five hundred mile range, depending how high they tried to go.
“Let’s do this,” Paul said.
“Sergeant Kavanagh—” the monitor said.
“Lower the volume of the monitor communication,” Paul told his suit’s computer. Like an obedient servant, it did so. Paul could still hear the man if he concentrated, but it let him ignore the increasingly strident message.
“Do you know how to fly this gizmo?” Romo asked.
“Just done it on the simulator, but how hard can it be?”
Romo grabbed a guardrail with two articulated, strength-augmented gauntlets.
Thirty seconds of trial and error brought the fans online. The lifter vibrated and lurched off the ground, rising into the air. Their helmets muffled the torturous shriek. That was one of the backdrops to the lifters. They were loud.
Paul took them one hundred feet high. If the thing crashed, they should still be okay from this height. The battlesuits had shock absorbers in the boots and legs, as well as strength amplification. With the armor, they could make thirty-foot leaps like metallic kangaroos with attitude.
“The monitor sounds angry,” Romo said.
“Yeah, well, the general should have let me talk to my wife. I asked enough times. Now I’m done making requests.”
“We may have miscalculated their reaction.”
“We’ll see,” Paul said. “Now how about you pipe down so I can concentrate on what I’m doing?”
For the next ten minutes, Paul and Romo zoomed across the Montana countryside. They flashed over the pine forest, heading toward a small town to the west.
“Sergeant Kavanagh, this is General Allenby speaking.”
“Do you hear that?” Romo asked Paul.
“Raise the monitor volume to regular,” Paul told his suit.
“Kavanagh—” 
“I hear you, General,” Paul said.
“What in the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“The town down the road will have a phone connection. I plan to use it to talk to my wife.”
“Is this a joke?” Allenby asked.
“No, sir, I’m quite serious.”
“You’ll be drummed out of the Marines for this stunt.”
“Really?” asked Paul. “You’ve gone to all this hassle to train me, train my suit and now you’ll ground me just before the action?”
“Are you mentally unbalanced?”
“You wanted determined soldiers with balls,” Paul said. “So why are you surprised when you get exactly what you want? How many times have I asked to speak to my wife? I’m determined, sir, and I’ve always had more balls than you can imagine.”
“This is a top secret training center. Our country’s dream of victory rests on you men.”
“What difference does any of that make to my speaking with my wife?”
“Now you listen to me—”
“Sir, come on,” Paul said. “You said you’ve read my record, you know my profile. You’re supposed to understand how I tick. I’m finished talking. You can see that. At this point, I’m doing.”
“F-22s are on their way. I’m going to order them to shoot you two down and possibly kill you.”
Paul and Romo exchanged glances. A second later, Romo’s faceplate opened. His face showed worry.
“Just a minute, General,” Paul said. He ordered his faceplate open too. The wind howled around them, and a cold chill whipped through the opening and down his chest. It felt good.
“I think he’s serious, amigo. We may have stepped too far over the line this time.”
Paul’s eyes narrowed. The general wanted to bluff, did he? The brass hat thought he had balls ordering others into the fray. Maybe Paul had been out of combat too long. Maybe he needed the adrenaline rush of something like this.
“What are you,” he asked Romo, “a soldier or a warrior?”
“I am an assassin. I calculate the odds and know when to fold my hand.”
“Don’t you want to feel a woman under you again?”
Romo’s gorilla suit shrugged. “I can wait, my friend. The urge does not dominate me. I prefer to live.”
Paul’s nostrils flared. “Well, I want to see my wife’s face tonight. I have to hear her voice.”
Romo studied him, and finally nodded. The gesture had a resigned quality to it. “Why are we talking to the general then?”
Paul grinned. “Now you’re catching on. The general is going to bargain with me, and he’ll bargain with you too. Now tell me, blood brother. What is it you want?”
Romo’s dark eyes shined. “Yes, I understand. A woman—a top class hooker—with huge tits and long dark hair. That is what I want.”
“Right.” Paul let the faceplate seal him back up, and he told his comm-computer to raise the signal. “General,” he said.
“You haven’t turned around yet, Kavanagh.”
“No, sir,” Paul said. “I have not.”
“You probably realize it’s too late to save your career,” Allenby said.
“Yes I do.”
“Sergeant Kavanagh! You turn that thing around right now.”
“General, do you miss your wife?”
“No! What? What kind of question is that?”
“I miss mine, sir. She’s a good woman, and the war has been hard on her. The truth is that I’ve been hard on her most of our life. As you probably realize, I’m not the easiest person in the world to live with.”
“Is there a point to this?”
“Yeah. I want to comfort my wife. I want to let her know I’ll be home soon.”
“I wouldn’t count on that. Not after this stupid stunt.”
“You just told me that you don’t miss your own wife, sir, your life-partner. That’s a shame. It means you can’t understand what makes a soldier like me tick. I’m fighting to defend what I love. But if I can’t even talk to my love now and again, well, sir, screw you, screw the Marines and my so-called country.”
“I’m going to enjoy watching those jets take you down, Sergeant.”
“Yes, sir, I bet you would.”
“Kavanagh, this is my last—oh, screw it then, you stubborn son of a bitch. You want to talk to your wife?”
“Once a month, sir,” Paul said.
“All right. You have it. Now return the lifter to base.”
“There’s one more thing, sir.”
“Are you going to dare to ask me if I’m a man of my word?”
“No, sir, I already know you are.”
“What is it then?”
“Sergeant Romo wants a high-class hooker with huge tits and long black hair.”
“He needs this because of love?”
“No sir, he wants a lay.” Paul glanced at Romo hanging onto the guardrail. “He wants to feel like a man one more time, and I think he wants to remember.”
Romo’s helmet came up sharply. Paul would see stars reflected off the visor.
“Remember what?” the general asked.
“He’s wants to remember, sir, and I think you should let him. I imagine you’re going to call on us to do something that’s going to kill us. Let your best soldiers remember for one night, at least.”
“Yes, agreed,” Allenby said in a tired voice.
“We’re turning around now, sir,” Paul said.
“I’d like to let those F-22s take you down—aw, forget it. Just get your butts back to base. And don’t ever try something like this again.”
“We won’t, sir,” Paul said. With each forefinger gauntlet, he began to tap the flight panel.
High above the lonely Montana pine forest, a strange shrieking lifter with two Marines made a looping turn, heading back toward the training center.
 
BEIJING, CHINA
 
Five days after what should have been her fatal decision along G1, Shun Li stood outside on Yin Avenue. Two Lion Guardsmen flanked her. It amazed Shun Li she’d left her confinement cell under Zhu Square: East Lighting’s infamous Beijing headquarters.
Shun Li wore her uniform and gun belt, though minus any sidearm. For three days she’d heard nothing from anyone as the secret police kept her in isolation. At any moment she had expected the cell door to open as she received a hideous and painful death like Colonel Lu in Australia.
Karma works, Shun Li thought, as she stood on the sidewalk. I’m alive because the Militia major holds my soul and still lives.
The sun moved from behind a cloud, warming her face. Looking around, Shun Li realized there should be more people on the streets. This part of Beijing looked deserted. She thought about asking the guards about that, but was intimidated by their bearing and silence. They didn’t even talk to each other. Hmmm, why had Lion Guardsmen escorted her out of Zhu Square instead of East Lightning officers? It was a mystery.
She heard the rumble of large vehicles before she saw them. Then, three tri-turreted tanks appeared up the street. Behind followed infantry fighting vehicles. Behind those came several large Xiang SUVs.
The giant tanks and the infantry carriers passed her before coming to a stop. A black Xiang pulled up to the curb and stopped with a smooth application of its brakes. A back door opened.
“Enter,” Chairman Hong said from inside. He wore a black suit and held a cell phone.
More stunned than ever, Shun Li left the two Lion Guardsmen on the sidewalk and slid into the back seat beside Hong.
Two different Lion Guardsmen sat up front with the driver. One of the two was her old lover Tang. He was big and thick, with stern features, yet he had touched her softly during their lovemaking. Tang had proven to be an odd combination of ruthless brutality, intense sexuality and tenderness.
One of the Lion Guardsmen on the sidewalk closed the car door. Then the tri-turreted tanks, the IFVs and the SUVs started up, heading toward Mao Square in the distance. She could see all the pennants and flags waving there.
“Does this surprise you?” Hong asked.
She dared to glance at him. He didn’t glare, glower or snort death. Instead, a smile threatened to emerge. It made no sense.
“I’m uncertain what to say, Leader,” she told him.
“Tell me the truth as you always do, Police Minister.”
“Leader?” she asked. Had he just elevated her back to her old post or had the title been a slip of the tongue?
From the front seat, Tang glanced at her, and her old lover winked before facing forward again.
The gesture startled Shun Li, although she had long ago schooled herself and did not reveal her amazement. Normally, Lion Guardsmen acted like automatons. Why the change here—had the Chairman told Tang to do that? Hong loved playing such games.
“Much has happened during the past three days,” the Chairman said cryptically. “Before we proceed, though, I want you to tell me why you failed to deliver the warheads to Harbin.”
Shun Li kept her features bland as she thought furiously. There were several mysteries here. Usually, the Chairman moved in secret from place to place. He never let Army people with tanks and guns get this close to him. Yet they led the way. Why?
“Have the Russians and Germans finally crossed the Gobi Desert and fought through the Khingan Range?” Shun Li asked.
“You are evading my question,” he said.
She’d expected to hear grim displeasure in his voice. Instead, he seemed relaxed. This made no sense.
“Before I answer your question, Leader, may I ask one of my own first?”
“You already did,” he said, scowling finally. “Why did you fail me in Harbin? I must know.”
Why had Tang just winked at her? What had the Lion Guardsman tried to tell her? Had Hong noticed the gesture? Of course, he had. Yet he’d said nothing about it. That was strange.
“Leader, I have a…a…”
“A hunch?” he asked.
She had been about to say, “A confession to make.” That he’d spoken like this changed her mind. Karma demanded truth in order to receive truth. Right now, however, she wanted to survive. So she lied, saying, “Yes. I had a hunch. An intuition.”
“Can you describe it to me?”
The burning intensity in his eyes frightened her. She strove for calm, wondering what to say. Perhaps the best thing would be a close approximation of the truth. That way she could walk both paths.
“I suppose I felt that if I planted the warheads, I…ah, personally would be murdering China.”
Those wet eyes seemed to pierce her soul. The Chairman had an uncanny ability to detect lies. Using her inner reserves, Shun Li met his gaze. As much as she yearned to look down, she did not.
In a moment, Hong barked laughter. “Amazing, this is truly amazing.”
The staring contest had drained her. Before she could stop herself, Shun Li asked, “You’re not angry with me?”
The laughter quit abruptly. “I should be. For a day, at least, I contemplated your torturous death. Men would have recorded it for me. I would have watched it many times in slow motion in order to see each of your expressions of agony. Before I could give the order, repentant Army generals came to me, and they confessed a dreadful thing. Several of their brother officers had plotted my death. Can you imagine that? They said I destroyed China through my so-called murderous policies. They said I would go to any length to keep power, even if that meant destroying the Chinese people. The traitorous generals actually attempted to foretell the future. They said I would destroy Harbin with nuclear weapons. The good, confessing generals did not say so, but I believe they would have helped the traitors if your bombs had obliterated the city. Instead, no one planted any warheads because you turned back. Therefore, the Army conspiracy withered away.”
Shun Li sat in shocked silence, feeling as if she could sense every hair follicle on her scalp. Had her actions saved the Chairman’s life?
Chuckling nastily, Hong said, “The good Army generals waited several days, and they saw Harbin survive the American rape. Then they came to me and pledged their service. They told me that now they implicitly trusted me to save China to the best of my ability. And they told me about the traitors. Because of their pleading, and the darkness of the hour, I agreed to spare those treacherous monsters. I will let them die for China as they kill Russians or face the German Kaisers.”
“I see…” Shun Li whispered. Hong had spared traitors? Obviously, he told her his version of the story. In some manner, the Army had gained power, enough to bargain with Hong. The loss of Harbin must have been the final grain to many, or as Americans said, the final straw.
“Naturally,” Hong said, “for such gross inefficacy, I had the former fool of a Police Minister garroted to death. His face turned purple before he expired.” The Chairman chuckled. “I particularly enjoyed watching his heels drum against the floor. He struggled mightily, but to no avail. Can you imagine a Police Minister failing to uncover such a conspiracy?”
Hong returned from his memories, glancing at her. “The former Police Minister had spoken ill about you for many months now. In fact, he poisoned me against you, Shun Li. Yet now I see that you always had my safety in mind. Even after I’d given you an order that might have seen my death—giving the traitors a supposed cause to unseat me—you worked on my behalf. When you say you felt China would die if you planted the warheads, you’re really saying that I would have died—since I am the living embodiment of China.”
“You speak the truth,” Shun Li said in a winded voice. Listening to this, she found it difficult to breathe. Slow and easy, take a deep breath, hold it and exhale deliberately.
“Yes, you are the Police Minister once more,” Hong said. “You will stay beside me as I speak to the generals. I want your assessment of these men. I had to replace my former Army Minister, accepting Marshal Kiang in his place. He has pledged loyalty to me…but we shall see.”
Hong’s mouth twisted with distaste before he smoothed that away with his right hand. He spoke more evenly now. “The Americans dashed into Harbin, and they helped the struggling Russians father northwest of them. Other Russians with the Germans still grind though the Gobi. The air battles have turned in their favor due to a shifting balance of tac-lasers. The enemy has more and we have less. In any case, we’ve taken the brunt of their first attack—”
The Chairman waved aside his own words, and he crossed his arms, falling silent, seeming to brood.
Seeing that he was done talking for the moment, Shun Li sat back. While forcing her muscles to relax, she attempted to decipher his information. Had there been a coup attempt then? Clearly, the Army had clipped the Chairman’s wings in some fashion, or maybe they’d simply reasserted their authority concerning battlefield decisions. She decided that she’d have to wait and see what happened during the meeting.
They spent the rest of the trip in silence. Security seemed as tight as ever as they entered Mao Square with its mighty block buildings. Lion Guardsmen lined the corridors inside and East Lighting personnel stood in number at each crossway.
Instead of going up to the second floor of the Cho En Li Building, they went down into the basement. Something had occurred during her three days of isolation. Had the enemy made calculated attacks deeper into China or on Beijing itself? The strategic ABM stations—both laser and the new particle beam—should have made that impossible. At one time, the Chinese people boasted how nothing evil could touch the homeland. The former national protection behind their ocean moats had ended forever. Now, the Americans were in China to enact revenge for the US invasion.
Soon enough, she and Chairman Hong entered a large chamber filled with marshals and generals, the entire High Command in one place. Giant screens hung on the walls, showing maps and battlefields.
Hong took his place at the head of a vast table. Before she could follow him, Tang grabbed her arm and pulled her near a wall.
“Wait with me,” Tang whispered. “But stay at attention.”
“What happened?” she whispered.
Tang looked down at her, and it seemed he would say nothing more. Instead, he looked forward and whispered, “You were lucky. He was planning a rape session that you would not have survived. I’ve seldom seen him so enraged.” As he spoke, Tang never grinned, never looked down again. He kept peering ahead as his lips barely moved. “Events are becoming strange,” he added.
In silence, Shun Li absorbed his words.
“Gentlemen,” Hong said from the head of the table. “I am here to inform you that events move in our favor.”
Several marshals shifted uncomfortably.
“Yes,” Hong said. “I understand your mood. You are glum, and there are concrete reasons for this. The enemy has secured Harbin in record time. The Russians and Americans rush supplies from Siberia to the city, building a forward supply dump. They have already reached Jilin Province and clearly head toward Changchun, hoping to repeat their performance in Harbin. However, I would like to point out that once again our lines have stiffened. We have moved yet more masses of secondary troops into place and forced the enemy to expend precious munitions against them.”
“Leader,” Marshal Kiang said. He wore a dark uniform as he fidgeted with a pair of black-rimmed glasses. Otherwise, he was an average-looking sixty-year-old. “May we view the facts as they stand?”
Shun Li blinked rapidly. She expected Hong to order the marshal shot. Instead, Hong meekly inclined his head as he sat down.
Marshal Kiang stood, and he held a control in his right hand. He pointed it at a screen, pressing a button. A strategic map of North Korea, Manchuria, Outer Mongolia and southeastern Siberia appeared. Blue units were Chinese. The enemy was red.
“Let us speak close to home first,” Marshal Kiang said. “The enemy has conquered Heilongjiang Province and begun his penetration of the next layer of Northeast China, Jilin Province. As troublesome to us, Russian forces have swung through the rest of eastern Siberia. As the Americans raced to Harbin, Russians have captured the old, Soviet Far Eastern Province from us. They reached Vladivostok as the people rose against our garrison, stabbing them in the back, as it were.”
“I am aware of all this,” Hong said.
Marshal Kiang used the clicker to circle Vladivostok on the strategic map. “I believe the Russians plan is to launch an offensive from here, driving to the Tumen River Valley and crossing into North Korea along the coast and finally reaching its capital of Pyongyang.”
“Through the Hamgyong Mountains?” asked Hong.
“It will be difficult terrain, but the Russians have paratroops and airmobile brigades.”
“Our missiles and lasers battalions—”
“Yes,” Kiang said, interrupting the Chairman. “By sending reinforcements there and precious antimissile units, we should be able to secure the coastal route. In my opinion, we must. If the Russians can cross the Hamgyong Mountains and reach Pyongyang, they can strike at Shenyang from the southeast. Clearly, the Russians would attempt this as the rest of the invaders attacked out of a conquered Jilin Province. That would give us two directions we had to protect, from the north and the southwest. Further, if the Russians can reach Pyongyang that will give them yet another supply route into Northeast China.”
“I disagree with your fantasy scenario,” Hong said from his seat. “The invaders will never reach Shenyang, because we will stop them in Jilin Province, in Changchun. It is my belief that we cannot let the enemy reach Liaoning Province. Too much of our heavy industry lies there.”
“Leader,” Marshal Kiang said. “I have studied your original proposal of wearing out the enemy with inferior forces first as we gather our primary military. Then we strike the invaders a hammer blow once they have spent their first great strategic impulse. May I say that it was and is a brilliant idea?”
Hong sat a little straighter as he made a depreciative gesture, his fingertips fluttering.
“Your suggestion now to rush massive reinforcements into Jilin Province strikes me as…as premature,” Kiang said.
“With Harbin’s relatively easy capture,” Hong said, “we cannot let Changchun fall with the same ease.”
“I agree. We must make it a bitter struggle for the enemy through Jilin Province.”
“We’re agreed then?”
“Not quite,” Kiang said. “Please, permit me to explain.”
“Yes, of course,” Hong said.
“The enemy expends every effort to rush supplies from Europe and Russia along the Trans-Siberian rail-net,” Kiang said. “They stockpiled as much as they could in eastern Siberia before the invasion. I believe they gathered enough fuel and ammunition for four, possibly five weeks of intense combat. Afterward, they will begin to struggle. The Trans-Siberian rail net will not be able to feed them the same quantity of supplies. That is when they will have expended their first strategic impulse.”
“We are in the third week of the invasion and already they move for Changchun,” Hong said.
“Yes. We must weather their initial gust. We were weak and they were strong. They weaken day by day, however, as we strengthen hour by hour. Harbin, Changchun, their falls are unimportant as long as we can set up the enemy for a truly devastating blow.”
“The world watches us fall back before their onslaught,” Hong said. “Our allies watch, some with fear and others with hidden joy. This display of weakness hurts our prestige, which is a political matter. If we show too much weakness, the Indian League might change their mind. We could not withstand their entry into the fray.”
“I agree to a point, Leader. Yet to appear strong initially and then weaken because we lose choice units won’t help us in the end. Such decisions to go to war often take time. That means our coming display of strength will make the Indian League, the entire world, take stock of our invincible might. Sometimes, one must take one step back to take two forward.”
“A Russian spoke those words,” Hong said with distaste. “Their prophet Lenin, I believe.”
“Let us attack the invaders with power when their supply situation becomes critical,” Kiang said. “I think we should continue to use secondary, militia and guerilla forces as you gather the Chinese Army on the southern border of Liaoning Province. I also suggest that you send several elite formations into the Changbai Mountains. We should stop the Russians out of Vladivostok before they can reach the Tumen River Valley.”
Shun Li couldn’t believe this. Kiang couched his words with honor, but he dictated military strategy to the Chairman. Incredibly, Hong nodded.
“The situation is different in Outer Mongolia,” Kiang said. “The AI Kaisers have proven insufferable antagonists. They give the enemy a bitter battlefield advantage. Because of the Kaisers, the Germans and Russians have reached the Inner Mongolian defenses. I suggest heavier numbers of antimissile lasers and more particle beam destroyers there.”
Once more, Chairman Hong nodded in acquiescence.
“We may need to divert several divisions of T-66s there as well,” Kiang said.
“Agreed,” Hong said.
Marshal Kiang cleared his throat. “As painful as it is for me to say this: overall the Allied invaders have superior equipment, morale and tactics than we do. We must arm the people in the cities and invite the barbarians to take each fortress in turn. Even if the invaders attempt this in small numbers, the Allied nations will soon find entire armies embroiled in siege warfare with our people. Then China’s Army can strike each battle group one at a time, obliterating them in turn.”
The chamber grew silent as Chairman Hong pondered the suggestion. Finally, he looked up, saying, “That has been my own plan all along.”
“Arming the people with machine guns, assault rifles and grenades?” Kiang asked.
“Under East Lightning supervision,” Hong said.
“I’m suggesting they do so under Army control and at times under their own supervision. Our invasion of North America showed us the truth of city warfare that goes back to Stalingrad and beyond. Lightly armed but highly motivated troops in urban terrain can force heavily armed and better-trained soldiers to slow down to a crawl in grinding house-to-house warfare. That means weeks, possibly months of attritional battles. By arming the people, we gain millions of soldiers. In the end—because of our intense urbanization and sheer numbers—it will prove an impossible task for these barbarians.”
Shun Li waited for the marshal’s death sentence. He might be speaking the truth. But handing out arms to the people gave them power. The great Mao Zedong himself said that political power comes out of the barrel of a gun. The marshal’s suggestion was unthinkable in Hong’s Nationalist-Socialist China.
To Shun Li’s vast surprise, Chairman Hong nodded once more.
What happened while I was away? How has the Army done this in three short days?
The rest of the meeting continued in the same vein as Marshal Kiang outlined the next steps in China’s coming defense.
 
CAIYUANZIZHEN, JILIN PROVINCE
 
Jake’s head nodded as the IFV carried the squad at full speed toward a village outside Caiyuanzizhen. The lieutenant had told them there was an important pocket of resistance that needed infantry help to dig out. Their battalion had been selected once again. How wonderful.
Jake chewed crappy Chinese gum. He’d run out of his jawbreakers some time ago. After a long yawn, he fought to keep his eyes open. His jaw muscles were sore from trying to chew this tough junk.
The capturing of Harbin more than a week ago had been cause for celebration. The first provincial capital had fallen. Changchun of Jilin Province was next as the army group barreled for Shenyang, Liaoning Province. Three capitals to take Manchuria, the invasion had been going nicely so far.
That had been then. So much could change in nine days. It was July 3 and this IFV compartment was hot.
“How about we open some vents,” Jake said.
“Hey!” Chet shouted, banging on a wall.
Belatedly, air conditioning vents opened and cool air began to flood the packed quarters. The sound of the engine worsened. Something must be wrong with it.
Jake yawned again. Spitting the wad of gum into a piece of paper—a surrender flyer—he crumpled it and shoved it into a pouch.
Things had begun changing after Harbin. Sure, he was a lowly grunt. But he kept his eyes open. It seemed as if the enemy High Command had suddenly gotten smarter, craftier, whatever. The Chinese still poured away troops as if they were water, but the speed of the next Militia Army’s arrival had slowed the American and Russian advance. It also seemed as if the number of guerillas had increased. So far, it meant that many more Chinese dead. Yet how long could American and Russian supplies continue giving the soldiers enough ammo and fuel? Food was easier. You just looted Manchurian stores.
A jar told Jake the IFV went off road.
“Hey!” Chet shouted. “How about giving us a heads-up first?”
The new IFVs lacked vision ports. Neither Jake nor the other liked that. It helped keep out bullets and smaller ordnance, but no one knew what was going on outside.
“Get ready,” the driver said over the comm.
“What’s going on?” Chet shouted.
A monitor flickered, and then it came on. Why hadn’t the driver done that sooner? Jake shook his head, trying to wake up.
Tanks lumbered ahead of them. It would have been nice if Behemoths were here. These were nimble Jeffersons. They roared down a dirt road. Suddenly, they made a sharp right turn and headed into a cornfield. They smashed the tall stalks, no doubt heading for the village.
The IFV slowed down as it followed into the cornfield. Jake had seen miles of the corn as if this place thought it was Iowa. Soon, through the IFV armor, he heard fifty-calibers and 175mms firing. Muffled but still angry Chinese antitank guns barked back.
The IFV halted and the bay door lowered until it thudded onto the soil.
Jake and the others boiled out. Everyone wore body armor. Today, they left their packs inside the IFV, although each of them carried plenty of ammo.
“Let’s go,” Lieutenant Wans shouted. The platoon hurried after the Jeffersons. The soldiers faded off the tank-flattened corn lanes as they walked down rows, the stalks towering over them.
Soon, Jake reached the end of the field. Chet and Grant were near. The tanks fanned out as they approached a nest of brick buildings—the bothersome village.
“Okay,” Wans shouted. “We’re going in once the tanks stop firing. First we have to get closer.”
The 175mms boomed. The shells gouged the buildings, at times causing huge chunks to blow into the air.
“What is this place?” Jake said. In a bent-over crouch, he moved toward the village, if that’s what it really was. Maybe this was another processing plant of some kind.
“Cement,” Chet said. “This is a cement factory. I used to work in one during high school.”
“Great,” Jake said. “No wonder everything looks as if it’s made of concrete.”
The platoon reached mounds of sand, hiding behind them. The lieutenant glanced at his watch.
With assault rifle ready, Jake stroked the trigger. Flutters hit his stomach. They always did before a firefight.
The Chinese in the cement factory fired a barrage of mortars, RPGs and anti-materiel rifles at the tanks. The Jeffersons’ beehives blasted down most enemy shells. The flechettes never quite got everything, though. Penetrators from an antitank gun clanged against a Jefferson. The tanks began to pour oily smoke into the air—a hit!
At that moment, the tank gunners stopped firing their machine guns and cannons.
“It’s our turn,” Chet told Jake in a tight voice. “It’s up to us.”
He’s nervous. I’m nervous. We’re all scared. This is crap.
“Go!” the lieutenant shouted.
Jake and everyone else shouted like lunatics, jumped up and sprinted for the nearest buildings. His body armor clattered and his throat seemed to constrict so the air had a hard time going down.
Jake, Chet, Grant and the rest of the squad threw themselves down between each advance. They hid behind any cover available: collapsed walls, garbage piles, scrap metal and mounds of cement blocks.
The Chinese saw them. They poured fire at what seemed like point blank range.
Then the Jeffersons opened up again. Heavy shells scream at the enemy. Penetrators and antipersonnel rounds blasted against the buildings.
From on the ground, Jake stared at Chet in shock.
“Go!” someone shouted. “Go, go, go!”
Had that been the final Jefferson round? Jake didn’t know. He hoped so. With an inarticulate shout, he climbed to his feet and ran after Chet.
The RPG gunners were in the middle of the complex. Maybe the Chinese thought the Jeffersons would come in and allow them to pound the tanks from a height advantage. Heavy machine gun scored hits, knocking down advancing Americans.
Then Cowboy kicked a door open with his boot. Tiller hurled a mag-grenade into it. The thing exploded with a vicious crump.
The mag-grenade was new, heavier ordnance for urban warfare. It had a bigger-than-usual punch and was shaped like a policeman’s mag flashlight. For these kinds of fights, it was priceless.
The platoon used the shock of the last Jefferson salvo. With rifle butts or boots, they smashed into the buildings. The fighting was vicious and sharp, but the enemy didn’t have a hope now. The Chinese died in wild fusillades. A few stood and lifted their hands as high as they could reach. Chet, Cowboy and others gave them a burst of gunfire, and the enemy went down in heaps.
In savage, no-quarter battle, the advance continued. Half the cement factory had been cleared, with many Chinese corpses but some American dead too. A squad of RGP gunners lay with their rocket launchers, slaughtered by mag-grenades. Gant was particularly expert at it.
He yanked the pin with a swift pull, waited two seconds and hurled the death-dealing heavy weight more than thirty yards. Not too many in the platoon could do likewise.
Jake glanced around. Fires roared. They used incendiary grenades too.
Then a group of Chinese sprinted around the corner of a lane. They cradled RPGs, shouting like kamikazes.
Jake, Chet and Gant aimed their assault rifles, cutting them down. One man screamed in agony, clutching his groin. A second volley ended it.
A last stubborn knot of defenders poured heavy machine gun fire and an antitank gun from a squat blockhouse of concrete.
“How are we supposed to clear that?” Chet asked. “They’re in a fortress.”
As if in answer to his question, a Jefferson rumbled onto the main lane. The treads squealed as it rotated into position. Chinese heavy machine gun fire rattled bullets off the armor to no effect. The 175mm cannon elevated ominously. Boom! A tremendous blast, a tongue of flame and smoke sent a shell roaring at the enemy machine gunner. Half the blockhouse seemed to explode.
That signaled the end of the battle with yet another American victory. Even so, it had cost lives and too much ammo.
Jake figured Chet said it best as they climbed back into their IFV.
“You know what this feels like?” Chet said.
“I know you’ll tell us” Jake said, rolling his eyes.
“We kill them, but more Chinese reappear, right?”
“It’s a big country and the most populated on Earth.”
“Yeah,” Chet said. “That’s what I’m saying. These Chinese are video game soldiers. You kill one, but he comes to life again and attacks a few seconds later in a new place.”
Jake nodded. Yeah. That was a good point. The supply of enemy soldiers and militiamen seemed endless.
“I know how to fix that,” Grant said.
“Yeah, how?” asked Chet.
“Kill enough of them,” Grant said, “and you win.”
“Okay,” Chet said. “So where are the power-ups? And how much is enough?”
“I guess we’re here to find out,” Grant said.
Jake thought about that, and he decided they were both right.
 
JIANXIANG RESERVOIR, JILIN PROVINCE
 
The blitzkrieg is over, Stan told himself. This has turned into a slogging campaign.
He stood outside his command Jefferson, training hi-powered binoculars on the shimmering reservoir water to the west.
The 10th Armored Division was near the G1 Highway, ready to continue the drive for Changchun. Once more, he spearheaded V Corps, which was at the apex of First Army. The Cherokee battalion seldom flew into combat anymore. Well, what was left of the attack helicopters anyway. The weeks of firefights had chipped away at their numbers. He had six ships left, and Stan planned to save them for later.
For that matter, he was already down to three quarters of his initial tanks. Frankly, he considered that an excellent record, considering how many engagements they’d been in already.
Stan kept the binoculars steady as he scanned the reservoir. He’d sent out his scouts. Those boys had gotten clever, and they’d learned to hide and run sooner. If their intelligence was right, a Chinese offensive was in the making.
A new division of Type 99 tanks had showed up, along with hovercraft and several infantry assault divisions, along with massed artillery. The number of soldiers impressed Stan.
In a way—intellectually—he sympathized with the Chinese. As a combat problem, their dilemma intrigued him. China needed time to gather overseas units and train a home army into shape. If they waited too long to really fight back, the Russians, Americans and Europeans would control far too much of the country. Therefore, the Chinese kept throwing ill-trained forces into battle.
We’re capturing tens of thousands, but it’s taking us time to deploy each time. Worse, it’s wearing down our machines, and the men, too.
Pyrrhus once had that problem. He’d been a cousin through marriage to Alexander the Great. Pyrrhus had a well-oiled, tough army of Epirotes modeled on the Macedonian phalanx. The Romans of those days had conquered much of Greek southern Italy. Those Greeks had pleaded for Pyrrhus’ aid. He came, he fought hard battles against the Romans and beat them through clever tactics and war elephants. The trouble was that each engagement had cost him his best soldiers. After one of those wins, he said, “One more such victory and I am lost.”
The ancient battles of Heraclea and Asculum coined the word, “Pyrrhic victory.”
Russia and America had to avoid Pyrrhic victories here. They had to defeat the Chinese hard and fast. So far, Stan believed they had been doing that. Could they continue to smash the Chinese faster than the enemy could put up new forces?
Stan had an idea about that, so he had deliberately put the 10th Armored Division into what might appear as an enemy noose.
If the Chinese had enough air left or battlefield missiles, this could be suicide. Stan was betting the Chinese had too little of either. Instead, some clever general or marshal over there might want a clear-cut Chinese win for once. Well, here was their chance. That’s why Stan kept watching the reservoir. If he could tease the enemy hovers to try to flank him and cut him off…
“Sir,” Stan’s XO shouted. “There’s an artillery barrage coming.”
Letting the binoculars drop onto his chest, Stan sprinted for his tank.
For the next ten minutes, the Jeffersons endured Chinese artillery. The defensive net with 30mm and beehive flechettes proved their worth, knocking down most of the enemy shells that might have hurt the tanks. Still, the division didn’t get away unscathed. Two tanks were disabled, although the crews survived, sustaining one broken arm.
Stan had deliberately withheld his divisional counterbattery fire. He didn’t know if that convinced his counterpart over there. Possibly.
Soon, his scouts informed him that two Chinese infantry divisions had started toward his location on foot.
“No trucks?” Stan asked over the radio.
“Negative, sir,” the recon captain said.
“Can you remain hidden?”
“That’s doubtful, sir.”
“Then retreat,” Stan said. “You’ve done enough.”
A few minutes later, the XO came online. “General, Franks has spotted hovercraft.”
“On the reservoir?” Stan asked.
“How did you know they’d try something like that?” the XO asked.
“A hunch, I suppose. More like luck.”
“No, General. I’m not buying that. You’ve set us up as bait, hoping the hovers would do exactly that.”
“You win one every once in a while.”
The XO snorted. “If this works—”
“Don’t jinx us,” Stan said. “Wait until it’s over.”
The hovers came all right, two hundred and twenty-three machines. Stan figured that must represent two Chinese brigades worth.
“The hovercrafts are swinging wide, sir.”
“I can see that,” Stan said. He sat inside his command Jefferson, watching the various screens.
“Are you thinking to use our artillery on them?” the XO asked by radio.
“Not a chance,” Stan said. “I want the enemy infantry divisions sprinting here before I let the other side know how much artillery we really have left.”
“Will you use the Cherokees against the hovers?”
“No,” Stan said. “We’re going to fire the Jeffersons’ long-range penetrators.”
“The hovers will likely knock them down with antishell defenses.”
“Not if we fire in truly dense volleys and use a little artillery. Let’s get started. I want half the tanks lined up on shore.”
One hundred Jeffersons roared into life. Now, perhaps, they showed their true nimbleness. Soon, the shoreline glittered with American tanks. The cannons lifted for long-range fire, and the newest penetrators thundered from the 175mm cannons. At the same time, artillery shells pounded them.
The XO proved right about one thing. The Chinese hovers put up a solid defensive barrage of 25mm autocannon fire with computer-directed heavy machine guns. Many American rounds never reached the hovers. The shells were knocked down or deflected before they could test hover armor. Some did reach the enemy craft, however. The light armor proved inefficient against the sabot rounds, and Chinese vehicles blasted apart or flipped over and began to sink.
“Keep pouring it on,” Stan said.
“We’re not going to have enough ammo left to deal with the Chinese tanks,” the XO said. “Our supply—”
“Let me worry about that,” Stan said. “Sink those hovers. Those are the real danger to our supply lines. This is a crazy place to use them. Let’s make them pay for their mistake.”
The Chinese lost over half their hovers before the fast machines began curving back, retreating.
“Now’s where we demolish them,” Stan said. “Their defensive fire will be much less because they have fewer machines.”
“Our rounds are dwindling fast, General.”
“We’re killing the hovers now!” Stan shouted.
General Higgins proved correct: only one in five hovers made it back to their side. He used some artillery to try to get those, and killed a few more. Altogether, it proved a stunning victory.
“Those infantry divisions are close,” the XO radioed.
“Exactly,” Stan said.
Stan Higgins had an idea. He didn’t believe the two infantry divisions would have much antitank weaponry, but mainly small arms. The next hour showed the Chinese how deadly the Jefferson tanks were against infantry. The American MBTs massed and attacked.
With their beehive flechettes and antipersonnel rounds, the Jeffersons murdered thousands of Chinese soldiers. Finally, the enemy broke and ran. Once again, his calculated decision proved correct.
“Unleash the artillery on them,” Stan said. “Let’s finish this.”
“Don’t you have any mercy?” the XO asked.
“Not here, not today,” Stan said. “They invaded us first. I mean to finish this war with an American strategic victory.”
“By the way,” the XO said, “we’re low on antitank rounds.”
“Well take the risk and remain here to deal death.”
The artillery rained on the retreating Chinese infantry. The Jeffersons together with the artillery decimated them. The waiting division of Type 99 tanks kept Stan from capturing the survivors, though. If this had been the first blitzkrieg phase of the invasion, those tanks wouldn’t have been waiting there as a final enemy reserve.
That’s the difference, Stan told himself. We’re still demolishing them. But we’re unable to exploit our victories to maximum advantage.
If they were going to conquer China, they had to find a way to return to capturing tens of thousands of enemy personnel after each victory.
 
BIANGANGXIANG, JILIN PROVINCE
 
Once again, Jake’s battalion found itself cooperating with tanks. It was July 13 and the weather had turned unbearably hot. They attempted to clear the G1 Highway as the US army group surged toward Changchun.
Enemy soldiers from Xing’s Twelfth Army blocked the advance, defending in a forest to the southeast of Biangangxiang.
Since early this morning, Jake had been in the line of battle, waiting for the tanks to finish their job before the company attacked.
Jake had kept his eyes open. As a former Behemoth leader, he appreciated the current tank tactics. Once the armor arrived at the enemy position, the squadrons spread out fanwise, outflanking and encircling the Chinese. With a pincer movement, the tanks slowly closed up again. In this way, they forced the enemy into a progressively smaller area.
At that point, the infantry went over to the attack, methodically clearing the enemy zone…
In front of Jake were the woods and a few broken-down shacks from which came the violent banging of RPGs.
The company captain shouted at them, giving each lieutenant his objective. Wans’ platoon would attack the nearest huts as the others hit the forest.
Jake ran half bent, with the rest of his squad behind him. Wans deployed them in an arc, and everyone went forward without too much difficulty.
The other platoons had already reached the tree line. Incendiary grenades started fires as branches and thousands of leaves began to blaze.
The Chinese in the woods blasted away as if they had great mounds of ammunition at their disposal.
Then shells screeched, slamming against the ground and exploding with a sickening din. It felt as if giants dug their spades into the ground and threw dirt and clods everywhere.
“Are those from our guns or the Chinese?” Chet shouted from the ground.
Whoever owned them, fragments of shell hit seven Americans. This time, the body armor proved ineffective.
More shells plowed the ground. Mud rained down on Jake’s helmet, tossed up by the explosions. His face was buried in the earth.
“Get up!” Grant shouted. He’d lost an ear and blood covered the side of his face. “We can’t stay here.”
Jake knew he right. He scrambled to his feet. So did Chet. They sprinted through the belt of death, flattening themselves every twenty feet. More Americans lay dead on the soil, cut to pieces by jagged shrapnel.
One wounded man missing his legs crawled for the rear ranks. He shouted hoarsely for a medic.
Jake got up again, running. He and Chet reached the first houses. Their assault guns chattered. Incendiary grenades flew. The roofs burst into flames.
Chinese dashed out, yelling. One of them burned nicely. The soldier rolled on the ground, screaming in agony.
Red rage washed over Jake. He fired into the Chinese. So did others, including Chet and Grant. Jake reloaded, fired and reloaded once more. Everyone hurled grenades into the huts. Roofs collapsed and sparks billowed.
Through the smoke, Jake spied green shadows. Some of the enemy tried to escape through the woods.
He knelt, sighted and fired magazine after magazine. Each time a shadow flew onto the ground bought a grim sense of satisfaction to him.
The rest of the day turned into a hug mopping up operation. Jake, Chet and Grant swept the thickets and clearings, hunting with everyone else for Chinese soldiers. Many emerged with their hands on their heads. Battalion sent them off to waiting trucks. The Chinese would swell the numbers of growing POW camps.
 
From Military History: Past to Present, by Vance Holbrook: 
The Invasion of Manchuria, 2042
 
2042, June 9-July 15. The Approach to Changchun. The Russian 9th Army Group spread out through the Gobi Desert to reach the Khingan Mountain Range. Russian and German antiair units thickened, providing air cover while the logisticians laid down roads to aid the beginning of a vast movement of supply near the southern Khingan Mountains. During this time, the Manchurian-based Russian and American army groups strode toward Changchun. Both the defenders and attackers lacked their former air assets, as constant warfare destroyed the expensive fighters, bombers and drones.
At this point, Hong finally unleashed the overseas units, having transferred them back to China. At the same time, Russian and American commanders appealed home for more of everything. The Allies advanced almost everywhere without halt, paying in blood but more in wear and tear. The offensive tip of their armies had weakened considerably since the beginning of the invasion. Too many units now garrisoned hostile cities or guarded the supply routes. The only Chinese victory came in the Changbai Mountains. The Russian assault out of Vladivostok halted before they could reach the Tumen River Valley. Marshal Timoshenko finally admitted defeat and retreated toward Vladivostok.
 
WASHINGTON, DC
 
Anna Chen wore a red hat, sunglasses, a white blouse and skirt as she shopped at Macys. A red purse dangled from her left arm. She examined a pair of dress jeans, luxuriating in being out in public for once.
Most of time she stayed with David Sims. At the director’s orders, the President remained drugged. Because of it, David had grown thinner than ever. Finally, she had prevailed on the doctors, who convinced Harold to let David wake up now and again. She spoke to David then, trying to cheer him up. Today, she looked for the perfect outfit to show him next time.
A small old man in a black Berkshire hat with a feather sticking up from it cleared his throat. He used a cane, his arm trembling from seeming exhaustion. Clearing his throat again, the man appeared to want to walk where Anna stood. She squeezed aside, but he didn’t move, the ornery old man.
“I’m going to leave a chip in these pants,” the old man said in the clear voice of Doctor Levin.
Just barely, Anna kept herself from staring at him.
“Look somewhere else,” he said.
Anna did just that. She’d never realized that Levin could playact as he did.
“I used to be a young man once,” Levin whispered, as if reading her mind. “In those days, I was a case officer and needed to resort to these sorts of antics.”
“Militia operatives are watching me,” Anna whispered, as she kept her mouth aimed down.
“I’m well aware of that, my dear. Is the President still alive?”
“Yes.”
“Is he still drugged?”
“Yes,” Anna said.
“After I leave, take the chip and study it later.”
Anna wasn’t sure Levin would understand her next words. He had gone to great lengths and danger to do this. She hated to disappoint him…but she had a higher propose now.
“I’m not interested in conspiracies against Director Harold,” she said.
She half-expected Levin to leave. Instead, he said, “Once you read the transcript, destroy the chip. I’ll contact you when it’s time.”
“Did you hear me?”
“Of course, my dear,” Levin said. “I simply don’t believe you. Your President dies unless you help me.”
“I don’t believe that.”
“Please, Anna. You’re a smart woman. Harold needs David for now. But he won’t always need him. In fact, after a certain point, the President becomes a dangerous liability for Harold.”
Deep in her heart, Anna knew that. It just seemed so impossible to fight all of Homeland Security and the Militia Organization. The CIA didn’t stand a chance.
“Anna?” Levin asked.
“You said you’d contact me when it’s time. Time for what?” she asked.
There was no answer, but she heard the scuffle of shoes and a tapping cane. She didn’t look up, but she continued to examine a pair of orange pants. Finally, she moved back to where she’d been and now looked up. The director of the CIA was gone. Her arms felt weak and lifeless. She didn’t want to do this.
You don’t have to, you know. You can walk away. Yet what if Levin is right? Does Harold plan to murder David?
Anna jeered herself then as a coward and a fool. Harold kept the President drugged. She had to act. She had to help Levin and whoever worked with him.
Over time, she examined another pair of pants. There she found the chip.
Should I really do this?
She knew the answer. Without glancing around, she secreted the chip in her purse, slipping it into her change slot, and she bought the dress jeans.
The Militia operatives trailing her must not have suspected anything. She went home. Her room was several over from David’s sweet. Anna knew very well that her house was bugged. They also monitored her with cameras, the creeps. She felt their stares every time she showered. So she waited.
Finally, late at night, when she pulled the blankets over her, she took out a tablet she’d put under her pillow. Like a little kid, she slid the chip into the computer. Under the covers, she began to read Levin’s transcript of a meeting between the three dictators—Harold, Alan, McGraw—and several other high-ranking government people.
 
ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA (TRANSCRIPT)



15 July 2042
Strategic Conference, 1.12 P.M.
 
Participants: Harold, Alan, McGraw, Levin, Caliato (Director of Industry), O’Hara (Admiral, Pacific Fleet), Danner (Air Marshal, US Strategic Command).
 
Transcript #1
 
HAROLD: We’re all extremely busy, I realize, but we’re going to have to come to a decision on this. The Chinese people have not risen up in moral outrage against Chairman Hong’s tyranny as we’d hoped they might. Even more important, the Chinese Army and Secret Police continue to support him. Perhaps most amazing of all, even though the Chinese have removed their garrisons from Japan, the Philippines and Indonesia, those nations continue to remain loyal to the Pan-Asian Alliance.
ALAN: It’s still too soon to expect any of them to defect. The Chinese Navy still rules their local waters. Until we can use our submarines to challenge the Chinese hold on the Eastern Pacific— HAROLD: I’m aware of our marine strategy. For several weeks now, no new reinforcements of any kind have reached Mexico.
ALAN: That’s a misleading statement, Director. Doctor Levin has already informed us of the new understanding. The South American Federation has agreed to supply the PAA Mexico-based army. Even now, Chinese army groups prepare themselves for a new offensive into Texas.
MCGRAW: We’re ready for them. I can assure you of that.
HAROLD: That begs the question. We invaded China primarily in order to pull their army out of Mexico. The Chinese military is in an even better situation in Mexico now that the SAF are entraining all supplies from South America. Our submarines cannot sink trains.
MCGRAW: Our Texas-based troops will halt any—
HAROLD: General, this is a political matter, not a simple military tactic. Opinion polls are quite clear on the issue. The American people presently support our invasion of China, believing as we do that it will solve the Mexico situation. The trouble is that Hong is outlasting us. We have to put an end to him or the war now, not at some later date.
ALAN: I suspect this conference has to do with Premier Konev’s envoy meeting with you two days ago.
HAROLD: That’s insightful. Yes, you’re right, of course. Gentlemen, we’re defeating the Chinese in Manchuria, but at too slow a rate. We’re giving them time to train new troops. We know the danger of that, because we did it to them.
MCGRAW: Three million soldiers are too few to conquer China. They may not even be enough to take Manchuria.
HAROLD: As allies with the Russians, we’re driving through Mongolia and Manchuria.
MCGRAW: I understand. This war looks like the long haul, though. Doubling Allied numbers to six million won’t give us China, either.
HAROLD: In that sense, I agree with you. We have to do more than simply militarily defeat over a billion people. We must stun their hearts and change their thinking about this. We must pulverize the Chinese so they lose faith in Hong or in any further foreign adventures. We must make them yearn to call their Mexico-based army back home.
LEVIN: Are you finally considering my suggestion, that we make peace with China?
HAROLD: Under the condition of their removal of their army in Mexico, and with the proviso of Colonel Valdez’s accession to the Mexican presidency, yes, I could accept that.
LEVIN: You mean Valdez’s elevation through a national election?
HAROLD: I mean that he becomes the president. How he sugarcoats his rise doesn’t matter to me in the slightest.
ALAN: You raise interesting points. The key is this. Is Hong finally ready to negotiate and agree to our terms?
HAROLD: There are no signs that he is. Thus, we must increase the tempo of our invasion of his country.
LEVIN: It is my understanding that Premier Konev is reluctant to incur massive Slavic casualties. The old GD equipment—the AI Kaisers and drones—have also taken incredible losses. How much longer will the Russians attack? They desire Mongolia and Manchuria. I very much doubt they plan to drive deeper into China.
HAROLD: You talk about the AI Kaisers as if they were human. Machines don’t take losses. They are destroyed.
LEVIN: Please forgive me my incorrect verbiage.
HAROLD: There’s no need to get touchy, Doctor.
LEVIN: My point is that Konev isn’t likely to send massive reinforcements to Manchuria to engage in great battles of attrition. Besides, the Europeans are running out of Kaisers and don’t plan to build more. Konev might be satisfied with his present conquests. If we’re to convince him to do more, someone other than his Russians will have to take the brunt of losses needed for us to continue an offensive deeper into China.
HAROLD: You’ve hit the mark of the matter and the need for this meeting.
MCGRAW: I hope you’re not suggesting America sends more soldiers to China. I only agreed to help the Russians, not take over the brunt of the war on our shoulders.
HAROLD: Who else besides us has the resolve to go on to victory?
MCGRAW: That isn’t what we’re talking about, but rather, American losses, American dead.
HAROLD: Gentlemen, we must defeat the Chinese. I hope no one here questions that. We have allies now. We must use them. We must entice and prod Konev into sending more Russians, Poles and Ukrainians into the fray. Together, we can smash China’s home front and force Hong to sue for peace. This isn’t about conquering the entire country, but showing Hong and his toadies the hopelessness of his position.
MCGRAW: How will we entice Konev into this?
HAROLD: There is only one method that I know of. We must send more troops ourselves and show him he has a faithful ally.
MCGRAW: And if the Chinese attack out of Mexico into Texas?
HAROLD: You will stop them as you told us.
ALAN: Which troops do we send into the Manchurian meat grinder?
HAROLD: If we’re going to win fast, we have to use the best we have.
ALAN: With Behemoths?
HAROLD: No. Those must remain in Texas and New Mexico to face the Chinese here.
MCGRAW: Why not send some Militia troops?
HAROLD: They never signed up for that, General. They’re only for use in America. Besides, I think you’ll agree that…
 
End of transcript #1
 
NEW YORK, NEW YORK (TRANSCRIPT)



16 July 2042
Festival of Lights 
 
Participants: Harold, Militia General Williamson.
 
Transcript #2 takes place near a band of cheering people.
 
HAROLD: This is in the strictest confidence, General.
WILLIAMSON: You can count on me, sir.
HAROLD: I know I can. We can no longer speak in the Rose Garden. I believe someone has planted listening devices superior to what my people can find.
WILLIAMSON: Would you like me to work on discovering the culprit?
HAROLD: That’s a good idea. You can begin once you carry out this assignment. (Long pause.) We’re going to send another draft of soldiers to China. I managed to convince the others to transport another one hundred thousand Americans in the first wave, and two hundred thousand in the second.
WILLIAMSON: Those are large numbers, sir.
HAROLD: It’s a political risk, I know. What I want from you are lists. We’re going to continue to send the politically untrustworthy to Manchuria. If they die, they die—as long as they kill enough Chinese to bring Hong to his senses. We must get rid of the Chinese Army in Mexico, now more than ever.
WILLIAMSON: Do you wish me to speak with Premier Konev again?
HAROLD: Yes, that would be wise…
 
End of transcript #2
 
WASHINGTON, DC
 
While under her blanket in bed, with a strong scent of roses around her, Anna clicked off her flashlight. Before putting the tablet under her pillow, she removed the chip. She put the chip in her mouth, got up and went to the bathroom. While sitting on the toilet, she blew her nose, spitting the chip into the tissue. She dropped that between her legs and flushed.
Afterward, she lay down, thinking. Harold culled the military of the patriots. That was clear. Just as clear, Levin didn’t like what Harold did. The CIA director was building a conspiracy against the most powerful of the three dictators. She wondered if Levin had spoken to McGraw or Alan about this. Or would those two want the patriots out of the way as Harold did?
She didn’t envy those soldiers, nor did she believe they could conquer China, even with Russia’s help and even with nearly five million Chinese soldiers out of the way in Mexico. The country was too big and the numbers too great for conquerors to establish garrisons everywhere while the rest finished the battles.
America was quickly becoming enmeshed in a war it could never win.
What can I do about it?
Levin had taken a risk coming to her for a reason. Yes, he must want her to wake and rehabilitate David if she could. How could she, though? That was the question. Her eyelids kept lowering, shrinking her area of vision, until she fell asleep thinking about it.
 
WANBAOZHEN, JILIN PROVINCE
 
Jake panted. He clutched Cowboy’s right arm and Chet had his left. They dragged the wounded soldier. Enemy mortar shells slammed against the ground, blowing geysers of shrapnel, rubble and dirt. Jake heard hissing past his head and couldn’t believe nothing hit him.
Then the back of Cowboy’s neck spurted blood. His helmeted head dipped far too forward, practically dragging against the ground.
By unspoken agreement, Jake and Chet dropped him, and they both flattened. More shells screamed down, slamming against the earth. Pieces of rubble rained like hail.
“Over there!” Chet shouted.
Jake scrambled on his hands and knees, panting harder than ever. He crawled and threw himself behind a masonry wall. Chet did likewise.
The mortar attack continued another several minutes. Then it stopped, and an eerie silence descended.
“Think they’re trying to trick us?” Chet asked.
“Don’t know,” Jake said.
It was July 17, and the war had changed. For one thing, regular Chinese soldiers fought in the front lines. The word Jake heard was they came from overseas—not from Mexico, but from Japan, Indonesia and other Asian countries. And he couldn’t swear to it, but it seemed as if the regular Chinese people had been issued with revolvers and rifles. The civilians didn’t attack with just hand grenades anymore.
“Now,” Jake said. He rose to his knees and laid his assault rifle on the concrete wall. Sure enough, some enemy soldiers dashed hunched over toward them. Jake pulled the trigger.
The enemy dropped. He didn’t think he’d hit any. These boys knew to stay low to the ground.
Chet and he were the rearguard today. Battalion had entered Wanbaozhen. They were attempting to clear the urban areas north of Changchun, getting ready for the big city assault.
The Auto City, as Changchun was nicknamed, towered in the hazy distance. The Russians had been closing in from the northwest. The US 3rd Army Group came straight down from the north, still using the G1 Expressway as its main supply route.
This wasn’t going to be anything like Harbin. Giant tank traps fronted Changchun, and plenty of Chinese soldiers and partisans filled the provincial city. If little old Wanbaozhen was a precursor of Changchun, taking out the city of eight million was going to the mother of all bitches.
Chet pulled a pin, stood and hurled a mag-grenade. It tumbled through the air. Machine gun bullets hammered at him. He threw himself down.
Jake also pulled back, and they crawled along the concrete wall. Steel-jacketed 12.7mm bullets began punching through it where they had been.
The mag-grenade crumped. A Chinese soldier began screaming. Chet had a gift with those.
Crouched behind the half-wall, the two men stared at each other. Black dirt coated Chet’s face. He looked like a raccoon with his staring eyes. Jake was sure he looked just as haunted.
“Too bad about Cowboy,” Chet said.
“Yeah.”
They’d been losing men in the squad, the platoon, heck, in the battalion. Everyone wanted the infantry for something. Clear this place, garrison that town, go check out the woods and make sure there’s no guerilla camp at the location. Jake heard the commanders were requesting more infantry battalions from the States.
“One more time,” Chet said.
“They’ll be waiting for it.”
“I know. But we have to keep them honest.”
Suddenly, Jake’s mouth was dry. It was too hot. He hadn’t figured Manchuria for an oven. Fumbling in his kit, he pulled out a heavy mag-grenade.
“One, two, three, now,” Chet said.
Jake pulled the pin, gathered his nerve for the millionth time, and stood up. Chinese soldiers sprinted for their position. One of them shouted, pointing. They’d been headed for the old spot. Jake drew back his arm and heaved.
Two grenades tumbled through the air. Jake could see one of the Chinese opened his eyes as wide as could be.
Then Jake ducked behind the wall, and he crawled again, away from the wall this time.
Crump, crump, and lots of screaming and shouts in Chinese for medics.
“They’re going to shell us again,” Chet said.
“Let’s run!” Jake shouted. He climbed to his feet, and he sprinted. He almost twisted his ankle, and that might have been the end of it. His boot slid off a piece of concrete. But he’d laced his boots up all the way. The leather held, and he continued to run.
They both made it around a bakery as mortar shells rained where they’d been.
A last IFV waited for them. To Jake, it seemed like paradise, the entrance to Heaven. His chest pounded and the air hurt his throat. But he had no intention of stopping.
The IFV’s 30mm began to vomit tongues of flame as the gunner fired at Chinese soldiers.
Almost sobbing with effort, Jake dove into the back. Chet followed on his heels. The IFV revved and took off as the back began to close.
Sweat dug runnels through the grime on his face. Hands pounded Jake’s back, and he found himself laughing with relief.
The extent of the resistance in Wanbaozhen had surprised all of them. This was new for the Chinese. If Jake had to guess, the enemy meant to hold Changchun at all costs.
It looked as if it might be a meat grinder. Well, they’d have to take the places like Wanbaozhen first.
The IFV took the squad a mile to where the rest of battalion waited.
Then the US Army brought the 155s to bear. As Jake ate a hot meal and washed his face, the tubes thundered. He shaded his eyes at times, watching buildings crumble. Sure, the artillery might kill some of the defenders, but they were going to make it impossible to drive IFVs and tanks through the place. In would turn into a mini-fortress of rubble.
“Is this what Changchun is going to be like?” Chet asked.
“We didn’t move fast enough,” Jake said. “The Chinese had time to get their professionals home.”
“Enough of them?” asked Chet.
“Yeah,” Jake said. “That’s the question all right.”
A whooshing sound and a roar came from overhead. He looked up. Three sleek bombers raced for Wanbaozhen. They climbed as they stretched past battalion’s position. Jake hadn’t seen too many aircraft lately.
The bombers dropped fuel-air bombs. Giant canisters tumbled from their bays. A titanic blast and then another and another seemed to lift Wanbaozhen into the air. After that, the place became an inferno. Oily black smoke billowed. Soon, Jake could smell the stink.
“Are they going to want us to go back into that?” Chet asked.
Jake stared at him.
Chet nodded. “Yeah, yeah, it’s a stupid question.”
It turned out battalion went in an hour later after the fires had died down some. The IFVs crept toward what was left of Wanbaozhen. As they neared the outskirts, the metal vehicles surged ahead.
A dog raced in the path of one. The driver swerved, but it didn’t help. With a howl, the dog disappeared under the tracks.
Soon, the IFVs disgorged their soldiers. Body-armored Americans begin picking their way through the ruins. Black frameworks smoked. Electrical wires lay everywhere, one of them sparking.
Jake nervously stroked his assault rifle. He tried to look everywhere at once. Maybe those had been the new air fuel bombs dropped on Wanbaozhen.
“This is incredible,” Chet said. “I’ve never seen damage like this.”
“Maybe we can take Changchun,” Jake said.
“Don’t know about that. If the Chinese try to hold onto the city, they’re going to fill it with antiair platforms.”
Jake kept looking here, there. The hot sun beat down on the carnage. It illuminated dark corners. A soldier with his helmet had melted features. His teeth looked more like animal tusks.
In the very center, battalion found resistance. Lieutenant Wans told them how it would go. The platoon trudged through rubble and charred wood, finally swinging around to come in from behind. Battalion encircled the last Chinese, and it cost them three wounded and two dead to kill forty-eight desperate soldiers and civilians.
“They’re not surrendering as fast as they used to,” Chet said.
“I noticed,” Jake said. Then he looked south at Changchun’s spires. How many Chinese cities would it take before their platoon was slowly but remorselessly whittled down to nothing?
 
CHANGCHUN RING EXPRESSWAY, JILIN PROVINCE
 
The night battle for the northern part of the Changchun Ring Expressway burned hot for 10th Armored Division and the rest of V Corps.
The G12, G1, G102 from the north and the S101 from the northeast joined around Changchun in an expressway that circled Auto City. Instead of waiting inside Changchun, Chinese heavy tanks came out to battle the approaching Americans as interior city artillery supported them.
According to American and Russian intelligence, the Chinese Fifth Army and elements of Ninth Army had reinforced the Twenty-third Militia Army and hundreds of thousands of newly armed civilians.
Stan’s armored division led the American attack as they knocked on the city’s front porch. The Russians were swinging west of Changchun in hopes of encircling it.
Sitting in his command tank, Stan was close enough to the action that he heard the clang of Chinese sabot rounds gonging off Jeffersons.
Stan pulled out every trick he could think of. He rained steel on the tri-turreted tanks, closing in on them, fighting almost toe to toe. He learned the Chinese had reinforced the glaces, and for ten minutes of frightful exchanges, the two sides killed one for one of each other.
Stan blinked first, pulling back. He didn’t want to lose all his armor. The Chinese tank commander gave chase, big T-66 monsters leaving the expressway to follow the retreating Jeffersons.
As Stan lurched about his command tank, he gave an order he didn’t want to. “I need the Cherokees.”
The last six attack helicopters of his maneuver battalion lofted, racing into the engagement from the flank. They hovered sixty feet above the ground, and their Hellfire IIs began to slow down and then destroy the heavily armored tri-turreted tanks.
The Chinese tankers were professionals. Unknown to Stan, they had come from Japan. Chairman Hong had used some of his best soldiers to watch the Japanese. The Chinese tankers tonight loaded their cannons with antiair rounds. The next salvo brought down two Cherokees.
“General, do I have your permission to break off?” the battalion commander asked.
Stan drew a deep breath. He was gaining separation with the T-66s. “Negative,” he said. “Fight it out.”
No reply came back, but the four Cherokees fought a death match with the land battleships. They launched Hellfire IIs, Hydra-80s and poured bullets with their chain guns. It was a laser light show…while it lasted. Four more Chinese super-tanks died, and another six lost their treads.
Then the last Cherokee crashed against the ground.
American heavy artillery hammered the T-66s. The Chinese commander managed to drag four of the disabled T-66s with the other tanks, taking them back to the ring expressway and into the city. The rest died to artillery.
The Chinese tank commander lost half his super-tanks, but he beat back the first American attempt to get onto Changchun’s front porch.
The city still awaited the invaders, defying them to take Manchuria’s second most important urban center.
Stan mourned his dead soldiers and aviators and the loss of the Cherokees. It had been a difficult decision. Yet he knew one thing: without the Jeffersons, they were never going to conquer Manchuria.
He pulled back as V Corps regrouped.
That night, Stan inspected his division, talking with colonels, captains, lieutenants and sergeants. He took the pulse of their morale. With a shrewd eye, he studied the shape of their vehicles and the men’s bearing. They still had fight left. The machines were in decent shape.
Around four o’clock in the morning, he sat outside his command Jefferson, staring at the stars. He drank hot coffee from a thermos.
As he often did, he reviewed historical parallels. This one seemed obvious: Beirut in 1982 when the Israelis invaded Lebanon. The Israeli Army swept aside the Palestinians and others as they raced for the capital. They stopped outside the city. Yes, the Jewish leaders had political reasons for doing so, but there had also been military reasons too. In a big city, determined men with small arms could create a hell world even for some of the best soldiers in the world. The Germans learned that in Stalingrad.
The Chinese mean to fight here. They’re trying to slow us down with siege warfare.
Stan frowned. How many excellent troops did the Chinese have in Manchuria? For weeks now, the enemy had used inferior soldiers and guerillas to try to absorb the invasion.
With a snap of his fingers, Stan jumped up. He sprinted to a jeep, climbed in and raced for General Taylor of V Corps.
A groggy Taylor eyed him an hour later. “Do you know what time it is?”
They stood in a modern schoolhouse. Nodding, Stan pulled out a computer scroll, spreading it out on the teacher’s desk.
“Do you know what I think?” Stan said.
Taylor frowned. His eyes were very red. Finally, he shrugged.
Stan manipulated controls. Chinese formations began to appear on the map, which showed Changchun and the surrounding countryside.
“Look at the enemy formations in the city,” Stan said.
“I’ve been looking at nothing else for hours today.”
“You heard of my encounter with the T-66s?”
“I did. I’m not sure I approve—”
“Never mind what I did,” Stan said. “The point is the Chinese have made a mistake.”
“What mistake?”
“They’re trying to turn Changchun into an invincible fortress,” Stan said.
“From our first encounter near the city, it sounds like they’re doing it, not just trying.”
“That’s not my point. They’ve only used second-class formations so far. The reason is obvious. They’re trying to buy time while they train more soldiers. Now, suddenly, they’re using their first class units. That’s the key to Changchun’s defense. Look. They hope to embroil us in costly city warfare. It’s the right idea. Yet I think they’ve put too many of their best formations here.”
“I’m still not tracking your idea,” Taylor said.
“We bypass the city.”
Taylor shook his head.
“If the Chinese have put their best troops in Changchun, let’s encircle the city and leave a guard to watch them. Meanwhile, we race deeper into China, into Liaoning Province. Let these best troops whither on the vine.”
“The main roads go through Changchun. We’re going to need it for logistical reasons.”
“Bypass it,” Stan said. “Use other routes.”
“Why do you think that’s such a brilliant idea?”
“You and I both know Hitler should never have gone into Stalingrad. He didn’t need to. He could have ringed it with artillery, cut it off and bypassed the place. Instead, he hammered at the city with good German soldiers who knew how to maneuver in the field. In a city, the side with more willpower or guts usually wins. In Changchun, the civilians with rifles will help to make it hell for us. Instead of doing any of that, we neutralize some of China’s best troops, just by keeping them there. That will make it easier on us later in Liaoning Province.”
“Yes…” Taylor said. “I’m beginning to like it. The Chinese need time to train their new troops. But we’re not going to give them time. They’ll have to put them into battle too soon because we bypass Changchun and don’t give them any time to prepare the next defenses.”
“If we attack fast enough,” Stan said.
“Yes…” Taylor said. “That’s an interesting idea. Still, it will take a lot of balls to bypass such a huge fortress. We would be leaving some good formations in the city. If they ever broke out…”
“We’d have to leave enough behind to make sure that didn’t happen.”
“Which would also weaken us,” Taylor said.
“Some,” Stan said. “But we’d be leaving behind secondary troops, lesser soldiers. If we storm Changchun, we’re going to lose our best men.”
Taylor nodded. “It’s a good idea. But so what? We don’t make strategy.”
“I think it’s time you called up General McGraw,” Stan said. “Tell him…tell him this is my idea. Tell him grinding us to death for Changchun is stupid when we could get the whole thing.”
Taylor eyed Stan. Finally, he said, “Let me think about it.”
“Meaning no disrespect, sir, but I wouldn’t think too long. We have to act fast. That’s the only way we’re going to take Manchuria.”
Taylor turned away, staring at a wall. In time, he regarded Stan. “I want you to stay right here. I’ll call McGraw, and then I’m going to let you explain it to him as you just did to me.”
“Yes, sir,” Stan said.
 
From Military History: Past to Present, by Vance Holbrook: 
The Invasion of Manchuria, 2042
 
2042, July 15-22. Beyond Changchun. The Russians and Americans made a momentous decision concerning greater metropolitan Changchun. Despite the fact that the main Manchurian road and rail net went through the nexus of greater Changchun—the Chinese Auto City—the Allied High Commands agreed to bypass and the ring the city with artillery and garrison troops. Instead of going into “Fortress Changchun,” they besieged it and decided to starve the city into submission, leaving over 150,000 Chinese soldiers and several hundred thousand citizen-riflemen inside, along with eight million civilians. This tied down over 200,000 Russian soldiers and 40,000 Americans. Yet it saved both armies from massive casualties and from becoming bogged down in house-to-house fighting in the city.
The road and rail sub-routes beginning in the Manchurian Plain would bypass the Changchun road and rail nets as they poured supplies to Allied forces. The Russian 7th Army Group (820,000) together with Russian Ninth Army (85,000) and the US 3rd Army Group (123,000) began their approach to Liaoning Province, the heart of Northeast China’s industrial basin. After several days delay and watchful worry over Changchun, the Allied offensive continued south.
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Drive on Shenyang
CAMP XI 5, LIAONING PROVINCE
 
Cramps twisted Jake’s stomach as he crawled toward the enemy minefield. He knew what caused the pains: stark fear.
It smelled like rain tonight, with heavy clouds covering the moon and stars, which made this doubly dangerous. There was still enough ambient light for his night vision goggles. But if it began to pour…
He slithered across grass, his head slowly swiveling back and forth, as he studied the enemy’s positions.
Jake’s fear included the terror of awful maiming: losing arms and legs or hands and feet. The worst would be to his cock and balls. He dreaded that. If he missed a mine, crawled over it and boom—there went any lovemaking with a beautiful babe of a wife. Of course, his guts would likely be blown away too and probably his legs. To Jake, those things were just as bad as dying. He’d seen enough maiming and death to last him the rest of his life.
He slithered forward faster than before, and the cramps made his face twist with pain. He should have told the lieutenant about the stomach cramps, how they made it almost impossible to think.
“No,” he mouthed. He couldn’t let Chet and Grant down. They didn’t want to do this either, but they crawled to his right and left, along with the rest of what remained of the squad.
Jake wore body armor, a dark commando poncho that blocked his infrared signature and blackface so his skin didn’t shine and give him away. For this little get-together with the enemy, he had a Remington battle shotgun with a nice drum magazine attached. There was nothing nice about tonight, though. It was a murder mission pure and simple.
Okay, my man, you can do this. If your gut hurts, screw it. I’m going in anyway.
The Chinese kept pouring troops north to block them. Mostly, the enemy soldiers were frightened young men mixed with a few old farts. They had weapons, though. The inexperienced slobs knew just enough to dig and die in place while Chinese artillery and rockets did their best to kill Americans. US High Command, or somebody lower down the food chain, had hit upon a new way to baptize these newbies into the conflict—infiltration tactics combined with night slaughter.
Jake had done this twice before. He hated it because it meant crawling through minefields, cutting razor wire and fooling Chinese sensors and night guards. One of these times, there was going to be a breakdown, and that might mean the finish of the squad and the larger platoon.
When does this end? Harbin, Changchun and now we’re invading Liaoning Province. If we capture Shenyang, will the war be over for us? When is it someone else’s turn?
Jake didn’t know the answer, and he realized he shouldn’t be thinking about it now.
Concentrate on the mission.
He kept slithering across grass until a link in his ear beeped. That made sweat drip into his eyes so it stung. He wiped his orbs, trying to clear them. He was here, at the minefield. Jake exhaled and flipped down a one-eyed visor. It gave him a videogame schematic, and for the next several minutes, he contorted himself around plastic-coated devils buried in the ground. Yeah, plastic sons of bitches so no one could detect them. The device on his helmet used the explosive in the mine to locate its position and warn Jake about it on the schematic. Behind him, Chet, Grant and the others did the same thing. No one lifted the mines. That was too dangerous. Like a deadly and peculiar tide, the Americans flowed toward combat with the newbies.
Jake saw the first outpost, with a Chinese kid manning a machine gun. Two things struck him about the nest. One, there was no razor wire, thank God. Second, there was only one sucker, not two or three as they usually had. The one man chewed a wad of gum so Jake could hear him smack his lips. Even so, without his fancy poncho, Jake knew he’d be cooked because Chinese sensors would have spotted him by now. 
Why does it always have to come down to this?
Jake disliked knives. He’d read somewhere that sociopaths loved daggers and sticking people. The US Army had those. He was starting to think that Chet might be one. The missions never bothered him: the killing, the blood, the stink of combat. Chet scanned his porn and grinned every time he learned they were going in hand to hand. Something might be wrong with his friend. The lieutenant had warned Chet before to make sure he didn’t overact during combat.
No worries tonight for Chet, Jake thought. The mission was a sociopath’s wet dream.
The next two minutes seemed like a lifetime of worries, stomach cramps and inner dialogues. Finally, Jake worked behind the machine gun nest. Slowly, he rose to his hands and feet and then stood up in a crouch. He slid a black-coated blade from the sheath on his chest. As taught, he crept toward the gum-chewing kid. Jake never knew what gave him away. The kid turned, and his eyes went wide with terror.
Don’t let him yell!
Like a cougar, Jake leaped the distance as he thrust his knife as if it were a rapier. The blade went into the soldier’s mouth. The kid’s eyes opened horribly wide, and he grunted, choking. Jake’s jump caused him to collide with his lighter opponent, and he knocked him down. Jake fell on top, but lost his grip of the knife.
The kid bucked wildly. Groaning, Jake grabbed the soldier’s throat, squeezing as hard as he could. Hands thrust at his face. Fingers clawed his nose and made it into his mouth, wriggling around.
Jake knocked one arm away. Then he grabbed the bloody knife handle, yanked the blade out and stuck the man in the throat. Hot blood jetted Jake on the face.
“You bastard,” Jake hissed. Using his sleeve, he wiped his checks, mouth and cleared his eyes. The first time that had happened, he’d vomited. He didn’t do that tonight. But it did flip a switch in his mind. He was supposed to wait before he took out his shotgun and went to town. No way, José. It was clobbering time.
“Jake,” Grant whispered.
Something else had taken over in Jake, and his stomach quit cramping. Shrugging the Remington from his shoulders, he charged toward the Chinese tents. Before he made it three strides, someone tackled him from behind. They both went down, Jake’s right cheek slamming against grass.
“Wait for the rest of us, you idiot,” Chet whispered into Jake’s left ear. “You’re going to get everyone killed if you go Rambo on us.”
The fury evaporated, and Jake realized he’d been about to charge in alone. Tremors washed through him.
What’s wrong with me? Am I becoming a sociopath too?
“This is a lousy war,” Jake muttered.
“It ain’t so bad,” Chet said. “Of course, I wish we’d get some pussy sometimes. Maybe we should start using some of these Chinese women as whores.”
“No rape,” Jake said, shaking his head.
“It ain’t rape when they like it. Come on. We’ll pay them first. Think about it. These women will finally have some American boys, some real men. They might want to pay us before it’s over.”
“Everyone is through the minefield,” the lieutenant said over the links. “Let’s move into the kill zone.”
That meant all the outposts had been neutralized. There was a nice sanitized word for you: neutralized. It never spoke about enemy blood spraying a soldier in the face. It didn’t say nothing about gut cramps and fear. No sir, we neutralized them, just erased them like a blank page. So nice, so very nice, thank you very much.
Jake, Chet and Grant spread out and advanced on the Chinese tents. One good thing about these half-trained soldiers was that their officers kept them all bunched together for better command and control. Just as pigs in a slaughterhouse weren’t allowed to run around unsupervised.
“This is like a turkey farm,” Chet said.
“I suppose,” Jake said, as he accidently kicked a stone, which clattered against a half-buried boulder. He froze, but no enemy outcry sounded. So far, none of the Chinese suspected a thing.
Like the others, Jake knew the importance of the mission. If the platoon could take this base without artillery, and some other platoons other forward camps, then American tanks were going to drive through and hit a Chinese assembly area farther south. Hit them where it hurts and do it real quick like so they don’t even know it’s happening. That’s how they were going to win this war.
“Use the white phosphorous grenades,” the lieutenant said over the link.
Jake readied his shotgun. Chet and Grant dug out a grenade each. Both of them had played baseball in high school and were better at lobbing these things than Jake.
“Do it,” the lieutenant said.
Grenades sailed through the dark night. Others come from different directions of the compass.
At the last minute, Chet turned and said, “Take off your night vision, dummy.”
Jake tore off his goggles. Then the white phosphorous grenades exploded and tents began to burn. Almost immediately, Chinese soldiers began to scream and shout in terror.
Jake ran forward, pumping a shell into a chamber. The first enemy soldier ran naked out of his burning tent.
BOOM! Jake blew a hole in the man’s chest. As if a bowling ball had struck him, the man crashed onto the ground and began to shriek. The most murderous part of the mission had begun. BOOM! BOOM! Jake killed the naked man, shutting him up.
Then Corporal Jake Higgins forgot about his worries as the bloodlust boiled in his brain. Together, he and his buddies began to slaughter the helpless enemy soldiers.
 
HUNG, LIAONING PROVINCE
 
General Stan Higgins walked past the giant wrecks of burning T-66 tanks. This latest combat reminded him of something he’d once read in Panzer Battles by Von Mellenthin. It had been concerning the German fight in Manutchskaya on 25 January 1943. Some clever maneuvers, a feint attack covered by smoke, with enemy tanks lured to the wrong place at the right time… Stan sighed as he recalled the action today. A quick and devastating artillery barrage and a rush of Jeffersons had let him defeat the tri-turreted monsters in the narrow lanes of Hung between neat brick houses.
The Chinese had lost over five hundred soldiers here, killed or wounded. Stan had lost three dead, fourteen wounded. And yet, we’re losing the race to Shenyang.
Stopping, putting his hands on his hips, Stan studied the last tri-turreted tank. This one lacked paint. He could see every bolt and weld on the metallic machine that must have left the factory less than a week ago.
We need more soldiers, more tanks. What we really need are the Behemoths.
Yet how would America ship three-hundred-ton tanks? Most bridges couldn’t survive one crossing over them. Yet even twenty Behemoths could make a host of a difference in Liaoning Province.
A corporal ran toward him.
I hope he’s not stupid enough to salute me out here. There could be snipers…
Stan glanced at burning, smoking buildings. Last year, this would have been a small American city. Now, the Chinese got their taste of foreign invasion. How did they like it? Probably not very much.
Turning around, Stan marched to intercept the corporal.
“Sir!” the kid said. His hand began to move.
“Don’t salute me,” Stan warned him.
The corporal gave him a quizzical glance. Sudden realization made him look dazed. “Sir—I mean—”
“What’s your message?” Stan asked.
“The general is on the horn.”
“Taylor?”
“Yes… yes,” the corporal added, having obviously wanted to say, “sir.”
“Right,” Stan said. He patted the kid on the back in a fatherly way.
Moving briskly three streets over, he reached an awning between four parked Jeffersons. They were in a Deng’s parking lot—the grocery store blasted brick and shattered glass everywhere. His battle-net people had set foldup tables with screens and computer scrolls.
“Over there,” an assault rifle-carrying sergeant on guard told him.
“Thanks,” Stan said. He soon reached a small computer screen with Taylor showing, the general staring off into the distance.
“Sir,” Stan said.
On the screen, Taylor faced him. “I’ll get to the point, Higgins. The Chinese launched mass ballistic missiles at our troops circling Changchun.”
“Nuclear?” asked Stan.
“No. The straight stuff with some chemical warheads thrown in,” Taylor said. “The Chinese timed it with a breakout attempt from the city.”
“We didn’t intercept the ballistic missiles?”
“Seventy-three percent never made it to target,” Taylor told him. “But like I said, it was a mass strike. Don’t worry. We beat the assaulters back into their lair of Changchun. The bad news for us is that the Chinese used plenty of civilians in the attack.”
“Why’s that bad?”
“Because it means most of their regular soldiers survived and can do the same thing later.”
“Oh,” Stan said.
“It got bloody. The Russians took the brunt of it, but we have three thousand dead men and many more wounded ourselves.”
“It must have been quite a missile strike,” Stan said.
“I think that’s what I’ve been trying to say. In any case, we’re taking a battalion of Jeffersons from you.”
“Sir?” Stan asked.
“Do you have a bad connection? Can’t you hear me?”
“No, sir,” Stan said. “But I need reinforcements, not to lose an entire battalion, my best one at that.”
“Reinforcements are on their way from America.”
“And when do the first ones get here?” Stan asked.
“Another three weeks,” Taylor said. “I’ll admit it’s only going to be a trickle at first. Then we should get a solid fifty thousand soldiers.”
“When?” Stan asked.
“In six weeks.”
“That’s not soon enough sir, not if we’re going to reach Shenyang this summer.”
“We’ll reach it and beyond.”
“How can you be so certain?” Stan asked.
“Because I spoke to General McGraw, and he told me. No doubt, Director Harold told him. Any more questions, Higgins?”
Stan had plenty, but he kept them to himself.
“By the way,” Taylor said, “good work today. I read your report. That was clever maneuvering.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“That will be all, Higgins. Keep up the good work.”
The screen went blank before Stan could say thank you again. Small exploding balls appeared on the screen. They kept changing color. He walked away, scratching his chin. The first premonition of Chinese intentions began to trickle into his brain.
It was six weeks now since the beginning of the invasion. They had smashed through two-thirds of Manchuria, and they had begun to reach the heavy industrial region. Liaoning Province was a goldmine in strategic terms. China couldn’t afford to let Shenyang fall or to let it be encircled like Changchun.
Stan snapped his fingers. He spun around and marched back to his battle-net people. It was time to do some deep thinking and time to use the computers. The mass ballistic missile attack combined with a bum rush out of Changchun…
It means something is going on. He needed to figure out what exactly.
 
BEIJING, CHINA
 
Shun Li stood at attention before Chairman Hong. He sat behind a massive desk with absolutely nothing on it.
As she’d entered, she’d caught a glimpse of a fleeing woman putting on a robe. The woman had been barefoot. A flash of a breast meant she had been naked beneath the robe.
The Chairman appeared winded and his hair in slight disarray. Shun Li had the distinct impression the Chairman had used the top of his desk for sex. She’d heard rumors about this growing appetite. That image of him was quite at odds with the puritanical version his PR people projected to the world.
“I’m very busy,” he said. Then both he and Shun Li noticed that he’d buttoned his jacket wrong. He began to unbutton them.
“I realize you’re hard at work, Leader,” Shun Li said. “I’m afraid I have an emergency problem that needs your attention.”
She finally ran the Police Ministry her way. As of yet, she hadn’t begun to flush the Chairman’s crowd of sycophants, the backstabbers, out of the key positions. That was going to take time and delicate maneuvering to get rid of them in any number. The backstabbers could always run to Hong or his Lion Guardsman liaison and complain about her. The trick so far was searching for those she could trust. She had Fu Tao and possibly three others. It would be some time before she felt even remotely secure as the Police Minister.
“Very well then,” Hong said, as he began to re-button his black jacket. “Explain the situation.”
She had learned what happened during her three days in solitary. The generals had rebelled. The fall of Harbin had brought about emergency procedures, which unshackled the top military personnel from East Lighting supervision. It had been a crack in the wall of Hong’s citadel of tight-fisted power, but it proved enough for the generals to move. Since then, the Chairman repaired the breach where he could. He wouldn’t be caught like that a second time if he could help it. Of course, the generals also played a subtle game of politics and security. Both sides needed each other. Hong needed the Army to defeat the enemy. The generals needed Hong to give them the supplies and flood of recruits, guerillas, militias and weapons to arm the urban fortresses.
“Well?” Hong asked. “What is the problem?”
Shun Li cleared her throat. “Leader, my best source in the Indian League leadership says the Prime Minister—Mrs. Gupta—wavers concerning the China Policy. She believes it may be time to trash our agreement and attack, in that way gaining the majority of Southeast Asia for themselves. I believe the Americans have promised the Indians preferred grain shipments out of Australia.”
“We still firmly hold Australia.”
“I realize that, sir. The Americans promise what they do not have. Haven’t they always been free with other peoples’ territories?”
“Does your source say other Indians agree with Mrs. Gupta?”
“She appears to be the leading opponent against us.”
Hong sat forward, placing his hands on the desk. He brooded, finally looking up. “What are your recommendations?”
“Normally, I would suggest more detailed information from my source and careful briefs written on Gupta and her advisors. We want to be sure of our facts. For instance, maybe our source has a personal grudge against Mrs. Gupta and this is his way of getting back at her.”
Hong sighed. “This is much too delicate a situation. If we knew it was only the Prime Minister saying this, I would suggest we assassinate her immediately. Still, high-level killings are tricky affairs. If the Indians learned we sanctioned her, they would declare war on us with a vengeance.”
“Yes, Leader. I realize that.”
“Do you recommend assassination?”
“Normally, I would agree with you, sir, on the delicacy of the mission and possible repercussions. But we are ringed with enemies. We cannot afford the Indian League’s possible strike. I can send my best team tonight.”
I will fill the team with pro-Hong operatives, who will never survive the mission.
“You may be right,” Hong said.
“Shall I—”
Hong raised a hand. “Do not be hasty, Police Minister. I will consider your recommendation. In less than a week, we will unleash our offensive. Once the Indians see our power, watch as the Americans and Russians fall before us… No. Keep the assassin teams here. We will have to hope for the best from her. A few more days shouldn’t make that great a difference.”
“As you wish, Leader,” Shun Li said, disappointed but trying to keep that out of her voice.
“Was there anything else?”
“No, Leader. Thank you.”
Hong sat back, putting his hands over his stomach as he twirled his thumbs.
Shun Li backed away, bowing several times. Then she turned around and departed. The Army would attack the enemy in Manchuria? That sounded more grandiose than she recalled Marshal Kiang suggesting. The Russians and Americans approached Shenyang. Keeping them out of the city and the great industrial basin would be hard enough. To drive the enemy back into Jilin Province and back to Siberia—she believed the Chairman was either bluffing or beginning to live in a dream world of his own devising.
 
From Military History: Past to Present, by Vance Holbrook: 
The Invasion of Manchuria, 2042
 
2042, July 22-August 3. Defense of Shenyang. Chinese resistance stiffened as Russian and American armies battled through the urban and industrial areas north of Shenyang. Marshal Rostov detached the Third Army from the Russian 7th Army Group in an attempt to swing west of Shenyang, using the Manchurian Plain as a freeway. Marshal Kiang unleashed the Sixteenth and Twenty-first Armies. They were newly mobilized but trained reserves inferior in quality to the Russians, but fresh, untried and grimly determined. As backbone, Kiang added the Twenty-ninth Army composed of veteran overseas units. Chinese armies were half the size of Russian. The Russian Third Army advanced at cost, expending their carefully hoarded stocks of missiles and munitions. By August 3, Third Army called off the Manchurian Plain offensive, still fifteen miles from their objective.
In the center, Russian and Americans forces battled into the northern suburbs of Shenyang. The first trickle of American reinforcements encouraged the Expeditionary Force’s leadership, but the Russians slowed considerably, expending their artillery supplies instead of driving with their shock troops. During these battles, the Chinese took catastrophic casualties, although many of these were militia and citizen-armed units.
 
DAOYIZHEN, LIAONING PROVINCE
 
Jake had never felt more like an ant than today. What had it been? A lifetime ago, maybe, that he’d ridden across the Trans-Siberian railroad. Now, over two months later and almost down the length of Manchuria, he crawled through Daoyizhen, a suburb of Shenyang. Once, people had called the place Mukden. But times changed and so did city names.
Dust coated the inside of his mouth and his face felt oven-hot, especially his forehead. Fires raged to his left, some oil refining facility and extra blocks thrown in. Filthy smelling, black smoke funneled up into the sky. It was as if an oil-storm was building to rain acid and gas down on their heads. The sun had taken a vacation several days ago, the same with the stars. Foul smoke that coated his lungs drifted over them like doom.
Jake crawled on his belly through rubble. Mostly, that was Daoyizhen these days, an alien place reeking of death and destruction. Artillery, missiles and tank shells had knocked down nine-tenths of the buildings and started a hundred fires. A lot of those had guttered out. Some left hills of ash and charred brick. If you dug into those block-sized heaps, you soon found glowing coals that radiated baking heat.
“Send in the infantry! Let’s make the final push!” The cries rang throughout the US 3rd Army Group. The big boys wanted Shenyang, don’t you know. It would show the Chinese who ran Manchuria, America’s badass soldiers.
Only Jake didn’t feel so tough after months of slogging, shooting, hurting, grunting and killing. Their little outfit had received a few extra warm bodies from the States. That meant two new men in their squad.
Jake ran it now. The company captain had bumped him up to sergeant. It meant more responsibilities and headaches. With the two newbies, the squad went from seven to nine grunts, still understrength but better than before.
Rising to his hands and knees, Jake hurried to Chet and Grant. Grant lay at the edge of the machine gun pit, with a pair of binoculars glued to his eyes. Chet manned the fifty caliber, waiting for the lieutenant’s signal.
Jake squatted beside Chet. Fires raged to his left and a moonscape of rubble and skeleton buildings spread out to his right. Through that slithered two companies of US Marines. Before them, a stretch of upward-sloping open ground came to a massive factory several city blocks long. It was a castle full of stubborn enemy, a monster place made of heavily reinforced concrete and steel, almost impervious to artillery and missile fire. Sure, there were a couple of gaping holes in those walls. It just gave the Chinese sappers over there something to fire their mortars through—they used them as direct fire weapons now.
If the Marines and US Army could take the Daoyizhen Bulldozer Works, the good guys would essentially have the suburb. Then it would be time to think about making the final approach on Shenyang. Once they owed old Mukden, they would have the last provincial capital of Manchuria. Then the gateway to Beijing would magically open and the Russians would sow on a new pair of balls, and they could finish this war for good.
“I don’t see no one,” Grant said.
“They’re there,” Chet said. With his elbow, he nudged Jake. “You know, long ago when I lived at home, I used to hunt rabbits.”
Grant lowered his binoculars, glancing back.
“Yup,” Chet said, getting a faraway look. “I had a pellet gun in those days, not this beauty. You grabbed the barrel and pushed, cranking it once to load it with air. Then I’d slip in a little pellet and snap the barrel shut. I roamed by dad’s place. It was in southern California. I remember hunting those sneaky rabbits. They bred like flies and ate everything. The rabbits loved a big gully, the border of my dad’s land. Beyond the gully was a vast cactus plant, two, three hundred feet long.”
“That’s big,” Grant said.
“It was huge,” Chet said, “probably been growing since the time of the dinosaurs. Behind the cactuses was a chain-link fence and then the neighbors’ back yards. Anyway, I’d crouch in the grass across our side of the gully and just stare at the cactuses. I’d say to myself, ‘Chet, you know there’s a rabbit frozen there, watching you with its beady eye.’ That’s what rabbits do sometimes. They freeze, hoping you won’t see them. Well, I’d just scan and scan, and all of a sudden, I’d see a rabbit eye watching me. I felt like an Apache then, a tracker no rabbit could trick. Then I’d lift my pellet gun and shoot the sneaky bastard.”
“How about that,” Grant said.
“Don’t you see?” Chet asked him.
Grant shrugged picked up the binoculars and scanned the Daoyizhen Bulldozer Works. After a time, he said, “I see a glint. Bet it’s a Chinaman’s rifle.”
“Where is it?” Chet asked. “When this show gets started, I’ll give the fools some American love.”
Jake’s link crackled in his ear. With a touch, he activated his throat-microphone.
“Sergeant,” Lieutenant Wans said.
“Here, sir,” Jake whispered.
“There’s been a change in plans. The space boys want a crack at the plant.”
“THORs, sir?” Jake asked.
“They’re supposed to strike in ten minutes. Afterward, the Marines will go in.”
“Sounds good,” Jake said. “I’ll pass that along.”
“High Command wants to take Daoyizhen. They wouldn’t be using THORs otherwise.”
“Got it,” Jake said.
The lieutenant grunted over the link. They used to wish each other luck several weeks ago, but no one did that anymore. No one talked about it, but the feeling was the platoon had run out of good luck a long time ago. Asking God for it or even wishing it on another would only bring bad luck.
Jake told his boys the news, and they waited. Ten minutes seemed to last forever. It was funny, or not so much. Take your pick. Before a firefight, time seemed to stand still. During combat, time raced at hyper-speed. Afterward, nothing mattered except that you’d lived through another journey in Hell.
“It’s started,” the lieutenant said over the link.
Jake looked up, but of course he couldn’t see anything through the oily rich smoke. The minutes lengthened, stretched and— “Don’t have a visual of this,” the lieutenant said. “But we’re hearing that Chinese particle beam stations got the—wait. We may have one THOR on its way.”
Jake looked up just in time to see an American-made meteor smash through the smoke cloud. The twenty-pound crowbar left a luminous trail. Then the dense uranium rod crashed through the roof of the Daoyizhen Bulldozer Works. The rod struck the ground, and the white-hot uranium vapor it had left behind ignited. That produced a terrific incendiary blast. Jake watched in amazement. The entire three-block building shook as if an earthquake had struck. The blast billowed upward, a column of fire shooting out of the Bulldozer Works. A thunderous boom washed over Jake, Chet and Grant, along with a wave of heat.
Seconds later, Jake heard the lieutenant shouting at him through the link. Glancing at the assembly area, Jake saw the body-armored Marines climb to their feet. He saw one Marine with a US flag sewn onto the back of his pack. The assault troopers began their race to the Bulldozer Factory.
Jake slapped Chet on the shoulder. His friend glanced at Jake, who pointed. In a second, Chet gripped the butterfly controls of his heavy machine gun. He shouted at Grant, but the man probably couldn’t hear him yet because of the noise of the THOR blast.
Jake grabbed Grant by the collar and yanked him out of the way. At the same time, Chet aimed his love and pressed his thumbs down. The bullets reached upslope and hammered the spot where Grant had seen the rifle glint earlier.
All along the line in the rubble, other heavy machine guns gave the assault troopers covering fire.
The THOR must have killed enemy soldiers, but it hadn’t broken the rest. Chinese assault rifles, grenade launchers and even some mortars opened up. Marines went down, hit. Others kept going.
Grant fed Chet’s machine gun as the former rabbit hunter worked his section of the Bulldozer Works. Puffs of concrete showed where the rounds stuck. Then some American artillery tubes got into the game, firing in direct line of sight. Loud crashes sounded. Shells screamed overhead. Booms told a wonderful story as they wrecked more of the mighty building, killed some of the defenders and allowed half the Marines to make it to the base of the Bulldozer Works.
“Get your people ready,” the lieutenant told Jake. “It’s our turn next.”
“Roger that,” Jake said. He crawled along the line. At one point, he watched the last Marine disappear through a huge hole in the wall into the factory.
Gathering his squad, Jake waited for the lieutenant to give the word. It came too soon, and Jake found himself making the long dash across the open terrain. Enemy bullets scored near his feet. A man yelled.
“Grant’s hit!” Chet shouted.
Jake wanted to keep running toward the factory. The need to escape consumed him. He could hear the Chinese machine gun firing and see spouts of dirt shoot up near him. But he was the sergeant, and Grant was his friend. With an effort of will, he stopped, turned around and took the steps needed to reach the wounded soldier lying on the ground.
“Ain’t no big deal,” Grant told him. Then three more 12.7mm bullets stitched across him. One drilled a hole in his helmet, making brains squish out. Two others tore into Grant’s chest. He twitched several times. Then he died as the lights went out behind his eyes.
Jake didn’t remember much after that. It was a lot like a drunken blackout. Only this was combat madness. Scenes flashed before his eyes. He saw jagged ground as he sprinted. Air hurt going down his throat. He felt something hot in his side and heard a man cry, “Medic!” He touched his side, flinched because it hurt, and looked at the blood on his fingers.
“Ain’t no big deal,” he said. Jake remembered saying that; he sure did. It was something Grant might have said, did say. This was so screwed up.
Scenes, right—there was jagged ground, a hole in the Daoyizhen Bulldozer Works and him jumping through. Twilight zone time: or maybe it was just the odd lighting. Smoke drifted. Sunlight slashed through gaps, only there was no sun, but a strange, fumy unreality. Jake heard laughter, crazy sounds of someone going insane. At his side, an assault rifle kicked. Oh right, he fired the weapon. He went through rooms, through chambers, putting down enemy soldiers so they could never brain-pop a guy like Grant again.
“Slow down, Sergeant! We can’t keep up with you.”
Brave Chinese showed their faces as they tried counterattacks. Jake shot them. He hurled grenades. He felt a hot stain on his neck. No blood this time, felt like a rug burn—a bullet burn.
You’ve been burned, baby.
He heard more crazy laughter, and he felt hands on him, pulling him back. Then a terrific explosion caused wood and bits of concrete to rain on them. Jake looked up, and he saw a fist-sized chunk of something. It fell straight down, and it hit his helmet, dashing him onto the floor, ending his strange dream scenes.
Jake groaned, and his head throbbed.
“Is he dead?” a man asked. It sounded like the lieutenant.
Chet looked down at him. For some reason, his best friend looked as if he was far away up a tunnel.
“Jake?” Chet asked.
“Yeah?”
“You feeling okay?”
“My head hurts.”
“Let me take off your helmet, okay?”
Jake frowned, and that made his headache worse. Chet almost sounded scared. “Sure,” Jake said. “Remove my helmet.”
“He’s back, Lieutenant.”
What did that mean?
Jake winced as Chet took off the helmet. “Is it bad?” he asked
“You could only hope,” Chet told him. “No. There’s a bump, but that’s it. Maybe it will knock some sense into you.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Crazy man, you’ve been charging through the Bulldozer Works, trying to win the war all by your lonesome. You went berserk after Grant died.”
“Oh,” Jake said. After a few seconds, “They killed Grant.”
“I just said that. Well…never mind. It’s a madhouse in here.”
“I thought you liked the war,” Jake said.
“No… I think I’m getting a little tired of this.”
Jake tried to sit up, and everything went spinning. He groaned, and he threw up a bit in his mouth. It tasted awful.
“You might have a concussion. So you want to take it a little easy, okay?”
“Did we win?” Jake asked.
“How do you tell?”
“Did we take this place?”
“We’re still in the middle of the battle. But I’ll tell you one thing.”
“Yeah?” Jake asked.
“We got ourselves a piece of it anyway. And it sure was something seeing that THOR hit.”
“Yeah,” Jake said. Then he closed his eyes, deciding he deserved a break from the war, maybe a real long break.
 
From Military History: Past to Present, by Vance Holbrook: 
The Invasion of Manchuria, 2042
 
2042, August 3-10. Chinese Counterattack in Inner Mongolia. Halting the Americans and Russians before Shenyang, Chinese High Command scraped the last reserves into one strike force. Instead of sending them against the entrenched enemy in Shenyang’s suburbs, Marshal Kiang launched an infantry-heavy offensive against the German and Russian forces waiting at the farther edge of the Khingan Mountains in the 9th Army Group. Russian High Command was divided on the army group’s next objective: Beijing to the south or a dash through the mountains to add their considerable weight to a new Shenyang offensive.
Chinese wave assaults backed by ballistic and cruise missiles proved deadly but exceedingly costly to execute. The wave assaults took the Germans and Russians by surprise. Wisely, the mobile forces retreated as they took a bloody toll of the enemy infantry. In places, Chinese casualties were ten to one of the Russians and German machines. Yet they forced the 9th Army Group to backtrack, sometimes as much as fifty miles. By August 10, the Sino offensive came to a grinding halt. The Chinese armies were mere shells from their beginning strengths, but for the first time in the campaign, they had forced the Russians and Germans to retreat, causing the 9th Army Group to expend a costly amount of fuel, ammunition and materiel.
COMMENT. Much like the Tet Offensive in Vietnam in 1967, the Inner Mongolian Attack was a tactical failure. The Chinese gained sand and wasteland in exchange for grim losses. Once restocked with supplies, the Russian 9th Army Group could easily advance at leisure, pushing aside the bled-white Chinese divisions. But, like the Tet Offensive did to American leadership in ’67 and beyond, the Inner Mongolian Attack shook Premier Konev’s confidence. Russia had sustained more losses than he had anticipated to this point. It began to dawn on Konev that Russia would not be able to pay the human costs of extended occupation of conquered Manchuria for more than one or two years. Unknown to American leadership, Konev sent a secret envoy to Beijing to sound out Chairman Hong on a peace treaty that recognized the Russian conquest of Siberia and Kazakhstan in return for an exit from Inner and Outer Mongolia and Manchuria.
 
V CORPS HQ, LIAONING PROVINCE
 
“What’s this about, sir?” Stan asked.
He’d driven from his division stationed west of Daoyizhen, a suburb of Shenyang. The tanks held open ground. High Command was still wise enough to keep his Jeffersons out of giant urban areas. Stan was here because General Taylor had ordered him to drive the ten mile from 10th Division to V Corps HQ.
Stan sat alone inside a comm-shack with the latest high-tech equipment. He could hear the air-conditioner switch on and begin to buzz with effort. General Taylor of V Corps had personally explained it to him. General McGraw had flown to Alaska, and a special comm-drone had been sent aloft between Asia and North America somewhere over the Bering Sea. The signal from this comm-shack bounced off the drone to General McGraw in his Alaskan site.
Stan viewed McGraw on the computer screen. Tom had bags under his eyes and his features showed strain. McGraw didn’t smile, although he attempted it a time or two.
“Stan, old son,” McGraw said. “I’ve got to talk to someone who will tell me the truth.”
“I see,” Stan said, on guard now. Caesars seldom wanted the truth from anyone. Still, it appeared as if McGraw had taken elaborate procedures to speak with him alone. What did that portend?
“Can I trust you to tell it to me straight, General?” McGraw asked.
“Sir, I’m an American soldier. I don’t believe in lying to my superior officers.”
“Nice evasion,” McGraw said. “But I’ll take you at your word. Stan, General, what is your estimation on the Chinese soldier.”
“I’m not sure I understand the question, sir.”
“By what you’ve seen in Manchuria, do you think the Chinese are scraping the bottom of the manpower barrel?”
Stan pursed his lips. “They’re far from that. But I will say that although the soldiers facing us in Shenyang are brave and determined, they’re not like the Chinese we faced in the early days in North America. Those soldiers knew their trade, and they were willing to fight. The Chinese here…they’re still learning their trade.”
“But they’re brave, you say?”
“At the beginning of this campaign in Heilongjiang Province, a lot of them ran away after their unit sustained…hmmm…ten percent losses. They were on the short end of the stick and they knew it. The ones now aren’t giving up. I’m sure you’re studying the reports. Far fewer Chinese formations that are surrounded surrender until they’re starving to death or have taken fifty, sometimes sixty percent casualties.”
“Can we take Shenyang?” McGraw asked.
“We might with the men at hand, but it would cost us, and it would likely be the last major offensive we could make for some time.”
“You’re speaking about our boys?”
“The US 3rd Army Group,” Stan said. “If you want my opinion, sir…?”
“Yes, go ahead.”
“The Russians are running out of desire, while the average Chinese has hardened his heart. There are a lot of enemy riflemen, Militia and guerillas. Many of those hardly know the front end of a gun from the back, but they have desire. Ever since Changchun I’ve begun to wonder—”
 “Wonder what?”
“What we’re really doing in Manchuria,” Stan said. “The 3rd Army Group isn’t going to do much more than secure Manchuria. Holding onto it might be a lot harder than taking it with Russian help.”
“You realize major reinforcements are already in the pipeline.”
“We’ve gotten a few and I’ve heard many more are on the way, but I don’t know if you’re sending enough. Now if we had some Behemoths…”
“They’re guarding Texas and New Mexico.”
Stan nodded. He understood that.
“The Chinese appear to have bounced back then,” McGraw said.
“Historically, an invaded people usually do.”
McGraw opened his mouth, and he hesitated. Finally, he nodded. “Thank you, Stan, old son. You’ve told me what I needed to hear.”
I don’t believe that, Stan thought. You were going to ask me something else, but you just lost your nerve. What’s really going on, Tom? I wish I could ask you.
“How’s my son?” Stan asked.
“I thought you’d ask about him. Jake went to the hospital and he’s fit for duty. I believe he’s already back in his platoon.”
“You couldn’t send him home?” Stan asked.
“If I did, Homeland Security might take him again. I don’t think you want that.”
The information put heat in Stan’s heart. “So we’ve become America’s new legions, eh?”
“What’s that mean?”
“We’re only good so long as we fight overseas?”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” McGraw said.
It hit Stan then. He didn’t say anything, and he didn’t believe he gave anything away on his face or in his eyes. Jake was here, and so was he. He knew Taylor and the other generals of V Corps felt similarly as he did. Stan used to think that was a coincidence. Now he wasn’t so sure. But that would mean…
“It’s good to talk with you again, Stan. I wish I were over there with you. I envy you the ability to hurt our enemy where it counts, in his own backyard.”
“We’d love to have you here, sir.”
McGraw gave him a careful look before smiling. “I’m on a fact-finding mission, trying to take the pulse of our Expeditionary Force. Once all the reinforcements arrive, we have some surprises in store for the Chinese. I think we have them on the ropes, Stan. I think it will take a few more hammer blows to make them cry uncle.”
“Is that why they attacked in Inner Mongolia as they did? They don’t care about losses.”
“Who knows Chairman Hong’s mind? It’s a mystery.”
“If we could hit with all our THORs, we would have a much better chance of making them cry uncle. I think there’s your answer.”
“That will be all, General,” McGraw said. “Thank you for your time, and good luck.”
“To you too, sir,” Stan said. Afterward, McGraw cut the connection, leaving a thoughtful Higgins to ponder these new, inner revelations.
 
BEIJING, CHINA
 
Shun Li took her place at the conference table. It was a full meeting of the Ruling Committee. Marshal Kiang sat down beside the new Minister of the Navy. She finally understood that Hong and the Army would always be at odds with each other. Both Hong and the Police must leash the Army, or the Army leaders would rule over them.
Yes, that has been the trick all these years, the politicians and the police holding the twin leashes that kept the crocodile of the Army from devouring each of them in turn.
For all his supposed madness and brutality, Hong was the most cunning among them. Perhaps as bad, he could change course with abrupt suddenness, catching others by surprise.
Is that the great trick—to fake one way and then go another? He also used another tactic. The Chairman slays his most powerful enemies, killing each of us one by one. If I am to survive, must I kill Hong first in self-defense?
Such a strike was worth careful consideration. The danger of trying it and failing, however, would be catastrophic to her life.
“I am here to report wonderful news,” Hong told them. “Unfortunately, none of us can tell anyone else about the news, at least for a time. We must hold this secret until we can unleash it at a pivotal moment.” The Chairman cleared his throat. “Some of you may know that I spoke with a personal envoy of Premier Konev.” He nodded to Shun Li.
She smiled in an approximation of joy, but her cheek muscles felt frozen and stiff. She had helped spirit the envoy from the airport to Hong and back again to the airport.
“The Russians are concerned,” Hong told Marshal Kiang. “Your latest offensive in Inner Mongolia convinced them of the futility of their invasion—that we will fight for a thousand years to keep our freedom.”
The Army Minister shook his head. “I cannot take credit for the…the so-called offensive. It was your own creation, Leader.”
“Do you still not approve of it?” Hong asked.
“As a military man, the Chinese losses sicken me,” Kiang said. “Although I am overjoyed it shook the Russian leader.”
Shun Li wondered how much longer the marshal would get to speak his mind like that.
“It was ill-conceived as an operational procedure,” Kiang added. “However, it appears that you are one hundred percent correct from a political consideration. I marvel at your insights concerning foreign leaders.”
Shun Li didn’t believe it was insight that had guided Hong. No. Once again, the Chairman had gotten lucky. Why such a callous killer should receive such luck, she could not say. It made her doubt the entire idea of karma.
“You must have reasoned it out due to some national characteristic I missed noting,” Marshal Kiang said. “We were the Russians to the Germans of World War II. The Russians in Mongolia outfought us, but we can afford to take massive losses and they cannot. It is a simple equation and yet most profound.”
“Are you attempting to steal my glory?” Hong asked.
“On no account, Chairman,” Kiang said. “I am profoundly stunned at this turn of events. Yet as I ponder it, I see its logic. The enemy began the invasion with too small of a force.”
“It was all they could muster on short notice,” Hong said.
“The Americans should have shipped their Behemoths to Siberia. They should have sent a million soldiers, not their mere two hundred thousand or so.”
“It wouldn’t have made a difference,” Hong said.
“Not at this point,” Kiang said. “But we were on a slender thread two months ago. We’ve lost most of Manchuria and Mongolia before we stiffened and stopped them. What if we had lost even worse because they started with more and they had raced here to Beijing?”
“They could never hold our country,” Hong said.
“They might not have to,” Kiang said. “If they put puppets in place and split China into separate regions…it could have worked for them with more soldiers at the beginning. As it is, we have weathered the initial storm.”
Hong barked laughter. “I say to you that we have done more than that. The Russian proposal changes everything.”
“The enemy is still in three-fourths of Manchuria and much of Inner Mongolia, to say nothing of having captured all of Outer Mongolia.”
“Meaningless,” Hong said.
Kiang gave him a perplexed look.
“Let me explain,” Hong said. “Konev wants a peace treaty. He will exit China in return for our recognizing his right to Siberia and Kazakhstan. What will he tell the Americans?”
“To leave with him, I suppose.”
“No,” Hong said, grinning. “We will trap this American Expeditionary Force. We will kill every one of them. The last ones will likely surrender. We will hang every one of those as war criminals. Then we will use the American atrocities to whip up the people to a new frenzy. We will demand more troops from Korea, Japan and Vietnam. Then we will build a vast force in Mexico.”
“The American submarines—”
“No!” Hong said. “The Americans have shown us the answer. We will devote intense resources to space, and take control of it. Their THOR missiles will become outdated. We will develop our own, only much superior. Our industrial capacity far exceeds theirs. I already plan to strike their heartland with biological agents.”
“Leader?” Kiang asked, sounding shocked.
“Don’t worry,” Hong said. “My scientists are working on agents that will produce fevers and flus of an intense nature, enough to ensure a majority of their workforce with debilitating sickness.”
“But—”
Hong banged a fist on the table. “The scientists say that glaciation will get worse before it gets better. We have Australia, and with it, we kept the Indian League at bay. The Americans have the right idea. They tried to take Australia from us. Combined with American wheat…well, we will tear their farmlands from them to feed our people and force the rest of the world into submission through their yearning for food.”
“It will take time to rebuild our merchant marine,” the Navy Minister said.
“Agreed,” Hong said. “That is why our army in Mexico is so critical. Because of it, we can keep the South Americans in our camp.”
Kiang frowned thoughtfully.
“The time may come where we will demand the Indian League to send troops,” Hong said. “Ladies and gentlemen, the glaciation means this is a Darwinian struggle. Nature wishes to discover which race is the strongest. I assure you, it will be the Chinese. Our two worst enemies have played their strongest cards against us. Yes, they bloodied us, and we have taken setbacks. But once the Russians retreat and we kill the Americans…a few years of intense industrial production will give us the upper hand. We own the world’s heaviest industries. Soon, we will have the Earth’s best farmlands as well. All we must do is insure we have iron determination. I tell you, this is China’s finest hour.”
“Interesting,” Kiang said. “Your optimism is worthy of a conqueror. Our armies are exhausted, but our enemies have lost heart. What’s more, our enemies need time to resupply. It is a race to see who can replace his armies fastest.”
“We will win that race,” Hong gloated.
“I believe you are right,” Kiang said.
Shun Li stood. She saluted Chairman Hong. “You are China’s savior, Leader. Let me be the first to congratulate you on your insights and iron will. I pledge the police service to a hundred years of war, if that’s what it will take.”
“Thank you, Police Minister,” Hong said. “But I doubt it will take more than another ten years of hard fighting.”
Shun Li smiled as she resumed her place. Yet in her heart, she feared. Hong was cunning and he maneuvered more easily than any of they did. Would the world continue to battle like this for ten more years?
He unleashed nuclear war, now he wants to use biological agents against the Americans.
Shun Li froze in deep thought. These past few years had been bad enough. What would the situation be like ten years from now? Would she be alive ten years from now if Hong ruled? That was the deepest question of all.
 
WASHINGTON, DC
 
12 August 2042
 
Strategic Conference, 10.32 A.M.
 
Participants: Harold, Alan, McGraw, Levin, Caliato (Director of Industry), Danner (Air Marshal, Strategic Air Command).
 
HAROLD: The situation appears to be bleak.
ALAN: I’d call it desperate for us.
MCGRAW: I disagree. We’re close to capturing Shenyang—
ALAN: No! Wrong! Incorrect! Our soldiers can see the skyscrapers, but they will never enter the city. Can you imagine the bloodbath? The Chinese have armed the population. Going into Shenyang will destroy our army body by bloody corpse.
MCGRAW: Then we’ll maneuver around Shenyang and isolate it, starving the place to death.
ALAN: As we’ve starved Changchun?
MCGRAW: Have you even read the reports? The people in Changchun are eating rats and shoe leather, just as the Russians did during the siege of Leningrad during World War II.
ALAN: We’re murdering their people—
MCGRAW: As they murdered us. Payback is always hard, Chairman.
HAROLD: Gentlemen, please, this won’t get us anywhere.
ALAN: (To McGraw.) Do you realize how many soldiers it will tie down to guard Shenyang? We’re talking three hundred thousand, at least. In time, we’re going to have to take the cities.”
MCGRAW: I understand your implications. Well, Genghis Khan defeated China, and he had far fewer soldiers than we do.
ALAN: Genghis Khan was also one of the greatest butchers of history. Do you really want to be like him?
MCGRAW: I want the Chinese to rue the day they ever decided to attack my country. I’m from Texas, and I want to make sure such an invasion never happens again. I’ll make sure by killing the bastards who started it.
LEVIN: Maybe it’s time to talk peace. I’ve heard rumors that Premier Konev is considering a withdrawal from Manchuria and Mongolia.
HAROLD: How reliable are these rumors?
LEVIN: I’m looking into it, sir.
HAROLD: I’ve heard nothing of this.
LEVIN: As we know, Konev keeps his cards close to the vest.
HAROLD: That’s true.
ALAN: This is terrible news. What happens if Konev backs out? I’ll tell you. Our Expeditionary Force would be finished. We’d have to retreat with him. Then we’re back to square one, with the Chinese as embedded as ever in Mexico.
HAROLD: This is bitter news, if true. I thought Konev had more heart than that.
LEVIN: He seeks Russia’s glory and his own. This conventional assault on China…it will ruin both our countries. The latest Chinese offensive in Inner Mongolia has demoralized those around Konev. That much I know. His military chiefs might feel otherwise.
HAROLD: The Chinese proved tougher than I expected. I’ll admit that. Their best units—almost five million strong—are far away in Mexico. They were thin everywhere else, and Konev made them pay for it in Kazakhstan and Siberia. These past months have given our combined arms amazing and seemingly decisive victories. Yet still Hong throws more and more soldiers into the fray against us.
MCGRAW: I still think he’s bluffing. Hard offensives now from the Russians and us will—
ALAN: I completely disagree with you, General.
MCGRAW: Maybe it’s time you grew a pair, Chairman.
HAROLD: Gentlemen, please. That gets us nowhere.
LEVIN: What do you suggest we do, Director?
HAROLD: It has been my dream for several years now to pay back Chairman Hong and China in the same coin they have used against America.
LEVIN: Are you talking about a nuclear strike?
HAROLD: Precisely.
LEVIN: Do you mean a strategic attack then?
HAROLD: Not if there is another method available.
LEVIN: I doubt the Chinese are open to a cruise missile strike as they used against us.
HAROLD: I’m thinking about precision nuclear strikes in order to show the Chinese leadership the futility of continuing the war. Either they agree to our terms, or we will flatten their country.
LEVIN: Is such a thing possible? I mean, the Chinese cannot attack us with ICBMs and we cannot attack them with our strategic arsenal. That’s why both sides have built the expensive ABM sites.
HAROLD: Air Marshal Danner, do you care to comment on that?
DANNER: Theoretically, we can defeat their laser ABM systems. We have experimental hypervelocity missiles. Our tests show that at Mach 18— LEVIN: We have hypervelocity missiles that can go that fast?
DANNER: A handful of them, yes we do. Our tests show that ABM lasers will not be able to strike the missile’s surface long enough to damage the object. The projectile simply moves too fast for the laser beams to track and touch the missile’s skin long enough to heat it.
LEVIN: This is interesting. (Coughs discreetly.) I suppose I should admit that the CIA has studied China’s ABM defenses. We’ve heard of your hypervelocity missiles. Lasers won’t stop them, as you suggest, for the reason you stated. Powerful particle beam weapons will, however. China has been shooting down our THOR missiles with them for some time. Our studies show that these strategic PBW sites could destroy the hypervelocity missiles.
DANNER: That is conceivable, certainly.
LEVIN: (To Director Harold.) That ends your dream, I’m afraid. China remains shielded against strategic precision nuclear strikes.
HAROLD: That’s not quite true.
LEVIN: What am I missing?
HAROLD: Several things. First, we have the ability to knock out some of the enemy’s strategic PBW stations.
LEVIN: Not with THOR missiles.
HAROLD: No. With our latest new weapons system.
LEVIN: What is the new system?
HAROLD: General McGraw.
MCGRAW: I want to begin by saying that I’ve witnessed a nuclear attack’s devastation first hand. It’s terrible, a dirty business, and I hate it. So, even with the Chinese, with their people particularly, I only want to knock out a few cities or industrial centers. If they can see the light after that, we’ll let them surrender. If not—well, the blood will be on their heads.
LEVIN: This is all very mysterious. What new invention have you found to knock out the PBW stations?
MCGRAW: The Director and I have been engaged in a top secret experiment. You heard about it a year ago. Now they’re ready.
LEVIN: They?
MCGRAW: Yes, the orbital dropping Marines.
LEVIN: Ah, yes, I remember you mentioning them. How do they help us here exactly?
MCGRAW: We launch their Orion ships and drop the Marines at key PBW stations. Once the men successfully demolish them, we will have a window of opportunity to launch our hypervelocity nuclear missiles.
LEVIN: We’d need the hypervelocity missiles in Manchuria, would we not?
MCGRAW: They’re relatively short-ranged, that’s true. However, we have a number of launchers with our army group. Once the Marines strike, vital areas of China will be at our mercy.
HAROLD: At that point, we can dictate our terms for peace to the Chinese. One of the main conditions will be no Pan-Asian Alliance soldiers in Mexico.
LEVIN: Hmm…I’m beginning to see your idea. The THOR missiles gave us tremendous advantages last year. Orbital space is a new battleground. High technology combined with elite soldiers—your plan sounds insane, and yet, I can see how it could work.
HAROLD: It must work. I see no other way to drive the Chinese out of Mexico.
LEVIN: I just thought of a problem.
HAROLD: Yes?
LEVIN: The Chinese PBW stations are able to knock out THOR missiles. Those missiles are little better than guided crowbars coming down like meteors. The kinetic force is their payload.
HAROLD: We’re all familiar with THOR missiles.
LEVIN: Don’t you see the problem? If the PBW stations can destroy these crowbars, these THOR missiles, surely, the particle beams can kill the Marines as they drop from orbit. I imagine the ABM lasers will be able to take them out, too.
MCGRAW: You’re right, Doctor. Those boys are going to take losses getting down. I don’t think there’s any way around that. But I don’t see we have any choice. The hypervelocity missiles are our best chance of knocking China out of the war.
LEVIN: In other words, this is a huge gamble. We only have a handful of these hypervelocity missiles.
MCGRAW: The Chinese won’t know that. Still, if you have a better idea, I’d like to hear it. I dislike the idea of our Marines taking heavy causalities going down, but this is a war to the finish.
LEVIN: Do the men know how dangerous this is going to be?
MCGRAW: They joined up with their eyes open. I can assure you of that. These men are the best of the best.
LEVIN: I hope you’re telling the truth.
MCGRAW: I’m not used to someone suggesting I’m a liar.
LEVIN: No, I’m sure you’re not. Let me ask you a different question, then. Has the government always told its troops the entire truth about a tough assignment?
HAROLD: You let us worry about that, Doctor.
LEVIN: I have no more questions.
HAROLD: Very well, that’s decided. Now, if you’ll look here…
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Drop Specialists
WASHINGTON, DC
 
Anna noticed the changes as she walked through the underground corridor of White House Bunker #5.
There were three checkpoints now instead of the one upstairs before entering the elevator. The last barrier had several high-tech snoopers to see if anything had been secreted within the body.
Iranian suicide bombers had become more sophisticated, undergoing surgery so the explosive was hidden in a person’s gut. Not that any of them were Iranian agents—that was the excuse, she supposed.
She wondered if Dr. Levin would be here today. Since the one contact in Macy’s, she hadn’t seen or spoken to him. Another change was that the Marine guards had been replaced with Militia personnel, which she’d noticed months earlier already. The other difference was the quantity of security. Many Militia guards lining the corridors and even more stood inside the main chamber.
She blinked with astonishment. The chamber was packed with Militia and Army personnel. What event would bring so many people here?
Hmmm, she didn’t see Levin. Did that mean anything? Had Director Harold uncovered the CIA’s plot? Was that why Harold had summoned her? Did the director toy with her? She didn’t know he had been the one to order her appearance. Her escorts wouldn’t say, but who else had that kind of authority?
Director Harold sat at the President’s former spot at the circular conference table. His head swayed as he saw her. “What are you doing here?” he asked in a commanding voice.
That scratched her first theory, as fear gripped her at his tone. It felt as if a strong wind whipped against her. She had to fight to keep from taking a step back, and she squinted as if a gale blew into her face. The director’s bearing had become much more powerful, forceful.
He’s become the dictator. He knows he’s in charge and he knows everyone else knows it. He has more confidence, more authority than he has ever exhibited before. He’ll never let David live. Levin was right about that.
As the director spoke, people turned toward him. He pointed at her. “Guards, take her outside.”
“Wait a minute,” Tom McGraw said, pushing to the front of the crowd. “She’s here at my request.”
Harold studied the general. “Why would you do that?” he finally asked.
Anna felt the tension between them. McGraw didn’t kowtow to the director. The general stood like the big man he was, with several watchdog majors flanking him.
Right, Anna thought. Those aren’t really majors. They’re part of McGraw’s security team. It looks like he’s finally getting smart.
“She’s the expert on the Chinese,” McGraw said, “on Chairman Hong particularly. I expect tonight is going to be the time we need all the intelligence on him we can get.”
Harold kept his eyes on her as McGraw spoke. The director went into robot mode, showing nothing that went on in his analytical brain.
“Yes,” Harold said. “She can stay, as long as she doesn’t make a nuisance of herself.”
The door opened, and Dr. Levin walked in. Anna kept her eyebrows from lifting. She recognized the aide with Levin. It was Hicks, the Agency’s wet works specialist. Why would Levin bring Hicks to this kind of meeting? She wondered if anyone else knew who Hicks was. If they had, they’d never have let him in.
“Let’s get settled,” Harold said. “It’s almost time to begin.” He turned to Chairman Alan. “Is the THOR Command Center ready?”
Alan looked up from his monitor. “Yes, Director,” the thin, glasses-wearing Chairman of the Joint Chiefs said.
“Is the Air Force in Manchuria ready to strike?”
“It is,” McGraw said.
“Are the Navy submarines’ Tomahawks set to launch?” Harold asked Admiral O’Hara.
“I’ve put as many as I dared on station off China’s coast,” the admiral said. “They’re not as numerous as we wanted. As you know, the Chinese have a highly effective coastal waters defensive system and it’s been difficult maneuvering our submarines into position there.”
“I don’t want to hear that tonight,” Harold said.
“I understand,” O’Hara said. “Although I think I should warn you that we might lose whatever submarine launches Tomahawks.”
“With our inland attack scheme,” McGraw said, “we’re also going to lose most of our Manchurian-based planes and drones—at least those making the deep strikes.”
Harold nodded in an approximation of an easy manner.
It’s an act, Anna realized. He’s nervous, more frightened than I’ve ever seen him. Maybe he finally realizes what David went through all these years. The pressure can be debilitating.
Harold cleared his throat, putting his hand in front of his mouth. He laid the hand on the table and began to speak.
“Ladies and gentlemen, these past few years, the Chinese have shown us some tricks. I’m not above learning from anyone if it will help me win. We’re going for the kill tonight. This is victory or bust. We’re holding nothing back. Either we win, or we’re going to lose in China, which will be a massive setback for our country.”
“High stakes,” McGraw said, with a scowl that put a deep vertical line between his eyebrows. “I don’t like it.”
“I know,” Harold said. “But we have no choice. I believe Dr. Levin’s reports. Premier Konev has lost his nerve. He’s making moves as if he’s still America’s ally, but I’m sure he’s planning to sell us down the river. We have to strike tonight and win big enough to keep the Russians with us for a while. We have to keep the Premier greedy, thinking he can get a little more. That’s Konev’s weak point.”
I wonder what your weak point is? Anna asked herself.
“If our Marines are successful,” McGraw said, “just how many enemy cities are you willing to atomize?”
The chamber fell silent as every eye fell on Director Harold. He gave them a wintery grin. “General, if I have to, I plan to destroy every city in China to bring true peace to America.”
“We don’t have enough hypervelocity missiles to level their country,” McGraw said. “The number is not even close.”
“So very true,” Harold said. “It is the reason I have given the hypervelocity missile launchers new targets.”
McGraw bristled. Anna wondered why. Maybe the missiles were under his jurisdiction normally. With those words, the tension built in here. America attacked tonight, but the country’s leaders jockeyed for supreme power among themselves. Alan seemed to have sided with Harold, while McGraw probably had Levin.
“The hypervelocity missiles will demolish every Chinese ABM laser site they can reach,” Harold said. “I mean to yank China’s pants down around their ankles. If Hong refuses our deal, we’ll launch the ICBMs, and China will no longer have anything to stop them.”
“Genocide,” McGraw whispered.
Harold shook his head. “No. They’ll still have millions of people left. Tens of millions. This is payback, General, for what the Chinese did to us in Oklahoma. Hmmm, for even thinking to invade our country, I will obliterate them. Tonight, one way or another, we destroy China’s power.”
The silence stretched, almost becoming painful.
Harold turned to the communications people. “It’s time. Give the order.”
 
ORION LAUNCH SITE, MONTANA
 
First Sergeant Paul Kavanagh of Second Squad, First Platoon of Third Company, First US Orbital Drop Marine Battalion lay on an acceleration couch. He wore his battlesuit. Romo lay on the couch to his left and Dan French to the one on his right.
This was it. They awaited countdown orders.
I never figured I’d become a space paratrooper.
He still had his faceplate open. So did everyone else in the compartment, all twelve of them of Second Squad. Each Orion ship carried three hundred and thirty-three effectives, three companies of the most elite soldiers in the world. The vessels were honeycombed with compartments, built to survive the enemy’s defenses in order to bring as many Marines to battle as possible.
“Amigo,” Romo said.
“Yeah?” Paul asked.
“I hope this works.”
“You worried?”
“I am,” Romo admitted.
“Why would you be worried? They’re only going to light nuclear bombs under our asses.”
“Ah,” Romo said. “Yes, never mind. I feel better now.”
“Crazy way to taxi into battle,” Paul said. “But it does have one advantage.”
“What is that?”
“It’s never been done before.”
“Oh,” Romo said. “Yes. That makes me feel even better than before. You are a genius.”
“Why don’t you ladies pipe down?” Dan French asked from his couch. “This is no worse than exiting a submarine underwater in the freezing Arctic. I’ve done that a hundred times.”
“Si, you are right,” Romo said. “And no worse than riding a helo across a nuclear wasteland—have you done that?”
“Pfft,” Dan said. “That ain’t nothing. If you want to brag—”
“I leave that to you media hounds—the SEALs,” Romo said.
“Who you calling hounds?” Dan asked.
“I do believe—”
A blaring klaxon cut Romo off. After it stopped, the silence seemed to ring in Paul’s ears.
“Seal up, Marines,” the captain said over the intercom. “We’re launching in a few minutes.”
“Good luck, my friends,” Romo said. “I wish I were home in Mexico.”
“Or Tallahassee,” Dan French said.
For one of the first times in his life, Paul’s words dried up. A feeling of unease struck. Would he ever see his wife again?
He didn’t remember saying “Good luck,” but the faceplate slid closed. As a metal cocoon, he waited.
“One minute to liftoff,” the captain said in his headphones.
Three Orion ships were about to lift from the United States of America. They would reach Low Earth Orbit over China. The vessels would have to be going just the right speed at the correct orbital spin to launch them. Then— “Thirty seconds to liftoff,” the captain said. “It’s going to be rough, gentlemen. But no worries, the greatest technicians in the world built this little thing. The Chinese figured we were down and out. Now they’re going to learn that you might be able to win a few battles against America, but in the end, we’re going to come a-knocking and give you an old-fashioned ass-whupping.”
Paul couldn’t believe it, but he grinned from ear to ear. The bombastic talk struck a chord in him. In the end, he believed exactly what the captain said. If you come at me, you might get the first swing. But I’m going to finish it. These Orion ships are the beginning of the end, China. And I’m in on it.
“Ten,” the captain said. “Nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one…America, we have liftoff.”
BANG!
A powerful nuclear explosion thrust up against the acceleration couch. It slammed with terrific force, threatening to crush Paul’s chest.
BANG!
BANG!
The most powerful propulsion systems known to humanity lifted the massive Orion ship into the air. Weapons-grade U-235 was the fuel, nuclear bombs, baby. An immensely thick metal plate absorbed the blast, pushed higher and higher each time.
BANG!
BANG!
BANG!
It proved impossible to breathe during a blast. Paul had to do so during the between times. This was crazy. Tons of hardened ablative foam lay behind the metal plate. The foam’s single purpose was to cushion the shock for those riding ship into Low Earth Orbit.
BANG!
BANG!
Each nuclear explosion poured x-rays, heat and neutrons onto the ground below. That’s why the three ships lifted off in this part of “empty” Montana. The nuclear bombs lifted thousands of tons of mass. That allowed each Orion ship to hold three hundred and thirty-three Marines in their armor with their weapons systems. It meant each vessel had missiles to fire down at the enemy, and several lifters to drop with the orbital-paratroopers. That meant, too, that a crew and damage control party rode along for the mission. No other propulsion system gave as much quick lift out of Earth’s gravity well as these.
BANG!
BANG!
BANG!
Paul Kavanagh endured the hell-ride into the heavens. The blasts took the heavy craft up and up, and they propelled the Orion ship toward the People’s Republic of China on the other side of the Pacific Ocean.
 
LEXINGTON, KENTUCKY
 
General Foxx of the C and C THOR Missile Station stood with his mouth agape as he watched the big screen. Three giant craft brightened like the sun. From his vantage, they looked like rounded, titanic bricks, farting nuclear explosions for propulsion.
“Orion ships,” a woman said in awe at her terminal.
Foxx closed his mouth, nipping his tongue. He winced and then stood straighter, ignoring the pain. “This is it, people. The United States is sending its Marines into the fight. That’s why we’ve been timing our bundles of THORs. We’re using everything, as you know. Are there any questions?”
No one spoke or raised a hand. He’d briefed them, and these folks knew their stuff.
“We’re going to take out the Xi’an and the Lanzhou Particle Beam Weapons antimissile sites,” Foxx said. “Now I know we haven’t been able to touch one of these strategic locations so far. But we also haven’t built up as big a fleet of THORs at one time or expended them all at once on anyone yet. Tonight is the night. The war rests on us doing our part. So keep at your stations and report even the slightest change to me. We must destroy those two sites if this is going to work.”
After he finished talking, everyone went back to his or her tasks. He knew some of what was supposed to happen. The rest he would find out.
We made the THORs work for us once against the German Dominion, why not against the Chinese? And why not orbital dropping Marines? This is America. We’re the masters of high-tech warfare. Tonight, we’re going to teach the world that one more time.
 
BEIJING, CHINA
 
A breathless Shun Li with Fu Tao beside her raced into the Ruling Committee chamber in the basement. The Chairman sat transfixed in his chair, staring at a wall image.
Shun Li frowned. On the wall appeared three strange missiles rising from North America. As she watched, they bloomed with light.
“May I ask a question?” Shun Li asked.
While keeping his gaze fixed on the three objects, the Chairman nodded.
“Do you know what those are, Leader?” Shun Li asked.
“Giant missiles,” Hong said. “My experts have informed me the Americans are attempting to put orbital bombs into space.”
“What? Why?”
The Chairman swiveled his head to stare at her, an unpleasant feeling. “Isn’t it obvious? They wish to annihilate China from space.”
“But…”
“We must retaliate with everything!” Hong cried, slamming a fist onto the table.
“But…” Shun Li said again.
“I disagree with your reaction, Leader,” Marshal Kiang said, striding into the chamber. Behind him followed several Army men with pistols at their belts.
Hong’s eyes widened as he noticed them. So did the Lion Guardsmen along the walls. Tang lurched forward as he smoothly drew a gun.
“How dare you come armed into my presence,” Hong said.
“You said to rush here,” Kiang said.
One of the Army men noticed the advancing Lion Guardsmen. He went for this gun.
Three loud retorts from three different pistols cut the soldier down. The other two Army men let their arms hang limply at their sides.
“What is the meaning of this?” Kiang asked. “You just shot my son.”
Hong glanced at the dead Army officer on the floor before examining Marshal Kiang.
“This is an outrage!” Kiang shouted. “I’ll have you—”
Hong made a slight gesture. This time seven guns discharged. Marshal Kiang crashed to the floor beside his son, as did the two other Army officers. Another salvo finished them. The stink of gunpowder drifted through the chamber and blood pooled around the dead men.
Shun Li watched in frozen horror. Beside her, Tao seemed indifferent.
“I had no choice,” Hong said to no one in particular. “You shot his son,” he told Tang.
“That was an unpardonable sin, Leader,” Tang said, lowering his head. “I request—”
“Silence,” Hong said. “I will tell you what is unpardonable. You will not tell me.”
Tang went to one knee.
“No, no, get up,” Hong said. “Pick several men. Clean up this mess. I have no more time for it. These Americans—we must launch a full scale nuclear attack against them.”
“Leader,” Shun Li said in a submissive tone. “You are the wisest among us. You shine like a star in the heavens compared to us.”
“All true, but what is your point?”
Shun Li nervously licked her lips. It dazed her how quickly Hong could order the murder of his most important servants. Kiang had saved China, and now Hong had killed the marshal. It was astonishing, and frightening.
“If these are orbital missiles—”
“Orbital bombs,” Hong said, “nuclear bombs to rain down on China.”
“Ah, I stand corrected. Cannot the PBW sites knock them down?”
“Possibly,” Hong admitted.
“Can our strategic missiles—our ICBMs—pierce the American ABM defensive net in any number?”
“It is doubtful,” Hong said slowly. He studied the wall image. “The treacherous Americans have beaten us into space. That is unpardonable.”
“We have the power to knock down satellites over China,” Shun Li said. “Can it be that the Americans have made a terrible mistake with this launch?”
“Explain yourself,” Hong said.
“I do not have your expertise, but could not our laser stations shoot down or annihilate these orbital bombs—once they are in range?”
“Yes, yes, you may be right.” Hong tapped on a screen embedded in the conference table, putting an order through to the ABM laser stations. Then he, Shun Li and the rest of the people in the chamber waited to see what would happen next.
 
SHANGHAI, CHINA
 
Generators roared with power, pumping the main laser coils. Outside, a concrete clamshell rotated open. A huge laser focusing system poked out the tip of its snout.
Radar arrays tracked the three American super missiles. They appeared over the horizon, lifting from North America. The chief operator believed it would be better to wait until the US missiles came closer, but the Chairman had given the order.
An invisible laser beam shot out of the mirror, clawing upward into the heavens, racing to intercept the giant missiles that used nuclear fireballs to propel themselves into orbit.
 
USS TEXAS
 
In the East China Sea between Japan and Taiwan, two hundred miles from Shanghai, a Virginia-class submarine glided under the surface. It slowed, and hatches opened.
The captain had his orders. He began launching nuclear-tipped Tomahawk II missiles. Three Tomahawks per Chinese ABM laser station. One after another, the missiles burst out of the ocean, heading for their destinations.
Before the submarine could leave the area, a Chinese land-to-sea missile appeared.
Klaxons wailed in the submarine, and the vessel glided away, diving into the depths. It wasn’t fast enough, though. The missile struck the water, detonating a nuclear warhead.
The blast destroyed USS Texas, sending the twisted, torn submarine and crew toward the bottom of the East China Sea.
 
BEIJING, CHINA
 
Shun Li sat at the great table, with Fu Tao behind her at attention.
Technicians strode into the Ruling Committee chamber. Behind them, workers rolled in portable command units. The techs sat down as Tang returned from the grisly task of disposing of the bodies in the incinerator.
Chairman Hong watched the wall image. It was spilt into four quadrants now. One the lower right square, the Shanghai ABM station disappeared in a mushroom cloud explosion.
“No, no!” Hong cried. “That is the third laser site destroyed so far.” He glared at Shun Li. “Can you have any doubt, Police Minister? The Americans are attempting to grab our throat. Somehow, they must have discovered Konev’s treachery.”
“What about the orbital bombs?” Shun Li asked. “I know we’re hitting them with some lasers. Send nuclear missiles at them. Knock them down from space.”
“Is that possible?” Hong asked the chief technician.
“Leader,” the slender woman said. “I don’t think the Americans have launched giant missiles or orbital bombs.”
“What are they then?” Hong asked.
“I remember studying about various spaceships,” the chief technician said. “These are Orion vessels, using nuclear bombs as fuel, as propellant.”
“What?” Hong said. “That is preposterous.”
“It works in theory, Leader.”
“What do they hope to achieve with these Orion vessels?”
“Perhaps they are going to build an accelerator on the moon.”
“Are you mad?” asked Hong.
The chief technician shook her head. “We have similar plans, Leader. You yourself gave the go-ahead for them.”
“If those spaceships are headed to the moon,” Hong asked, “why are the Americans using their submarines to attack our coastal ABM stations?”
“Because we fire at their spacecraft,” the chief tech said.
“You spout folly,” Shun Li said. “The American spacecraft would have taken a different flight path if they sought the moon. No. The Americans are using these spaceships to do something directly against us. How badly are the strategic lasers hurting them?”
“The Orion ships are heavily armored,” the tech said. “They must be to endure their own fuel. I cannot agree with your original proposal. If we launch nuclear warheads at them, we risk harming ourselves with massive EMP blasts. It could knock out much of China’s power and electrical grid. It would leave us open to anything.”
“You’re suggesting we’re doomed?” Shun Li asked.
“No, Police Minister,” the technician said. “I suggest we target each Orion ship at a time with our lasers and PBWs. We pour fire into one until our beams destroy it. Then we begin on the second vessel.”
“Yes!” Hong said. “This is a sound proposal. See to it at once. And after this is over, I shall order our Mexico army to invade. Then I will launch the biological agents. After the continental diseases weaken them enough, I will wipe America off the face of the Earth with our nuclear weapons.”
“Could that be their plan, Leader?” Shun Li asked.
“To die hideously?” asked Hong.
“No,” Shun Li said. “Perhaps they are trying to entice us into launching all our nuclear weapons while they are on high alert. If they can destroy our arsenal…”
“I just told you I will launch our ICBMs later.”
“Yes, I stand corrected.”
“Unless you believe I still wanted to launch them now.”
Shun Li opened her mouth, but found herself unable to articulate her words.
“Still, that is cunning reasoning, Shun Li—that America could be enticing us to strike while their defenses are on maximum alert.” Hong nodded thoughtfully. “I see that you are finally becoming dangerous, Police Minister.”
Fear washed through Shun Li. She understood the threat, and she recalled how quickly Kiang had perished. One of these days, someone had to beat the Leader to the draw.
 
LOW EARTH ORBIT
 
As the Chinese laser ABM stations and PBW sites poured their beams into the lead Orion ship, the full extent of the THOR bundles maneuvered into position using cold gas.
At a signal from Lexington, Kentucky, the bundles expanded into individual crowbar-sized missiles. Gravity tugged them earthward, and soon they sped for the twin targets of the PBW sites at Xi’an and Lanzhou.
A radar specialist in Beijing picked up the THORs. Chinese Space Defense had become expert at the deadly signature. An order sped throughout China’s Space Command.
The PBW stations quit beaming the Orion ship and targeted individual THORs. China’s Space Defense was the best, and their reaction time was startling. The PBWs destroyed eighty-five percent of the incoming meteors. This time, however, it was too few.
Seven THOR missiles struck the Xi’an station, obliterating it. Seconds later, the strike against the Lanzhou station left it a smoldering ruin.
If the Chinese hadn’t already been focused on the three Orion ships, the THOR strike would have at best only taken out one site. Now, two were gone leaving China with seven PBW stations.
After two minutes of scanning orbital space for more THOR missiles, the seven PBW stations resumed their attack on the lead Orion ship.
 
ORION SHIP DANIEL BOONE

 
Paul figured they must be maneuvering into deployment position. The God-knocking outside the spaceship had lessened considerably, enough so the captain came online to tell them to close their mouths before each bomb-blast.
The details: successful combat was all about taking pains with the tiny details like closing your mouth when a nuclear fuel-bomb went off. That way, you didn’t click your teeth together hard enough so you bit off some of your tongue.
“I hope everyone took their anti-motion pill,” the captain said.
Paul hadn’t. They still made him sick. He’d learned to endure, though.
“I won’t lie to you,” the captain said in his calm voice. “The Chinese are pouring it on, and they’ve gotten smart. Their lasers and particle beams are chewing apart Orion Ship Paul Bunyan. I don’t know if they’ll be able to launch their Marines. Still, there’s some good news. According to what I’m seeing, it looks as if our boys have taken out some of the enemy’s PBW sites and more of their laser stations. Oh-oh, hold on a minute.”
Beside Paul, Romo turned his faceplate toward him. It opened with a purr of sound and a click as it locked. Paul ordered his down too. The air in the compartment smelled like brunt electrical wire, while smoke drifted heavily. That couldn’t be good. He heard a bubbling sound from the other side of the nearest bulkhead, together with a hiss worse than a pissed-off python.
“Remember Lake Ontario?” Romo asked in a shaky voice.
“Sure do.”
“I wish I were back on the dinghy in the deep water.”
Romo hated water and amphibious operations. Maybe now he hated space missions even worse.
“The fun’s going to start soon,” Paul said. “Better seal up.”
“Amigo?”
“Yeah?”
Romo gave him a worried glance. Then the assassin grinned with false bravado. “You…you…are my best…”
“Yeah,” Paul said. “I know how you feel. Same here, my brother.”
Romo’s grin became genuine. “Once we’re down…I’m going to find me a Chinese girl…”
The entire compartment shook, and a loud screech made Paul wince. What caused that? Nothing good, he was sure.
“Get ready for maneuvering,” the captain said in Paul’s headphones, and likely in Romo’s too. “This will be it. Then you have three minutes to cocoon.”
Romo swore quietly in Spanish.
With his gut tightening, Paul closed his faceplate. Twenty seconds later:
BANG!
Silence.
“Paul Bunyan has maneuvered ahead of us,” the captain said in a thick voice. “Half its Marines are already dead. Paul Bunyan will attempt to shield us while we deploy. You’d better remember us, and you’d better remember your people back home. Give them hell, Marines. Show the Chinese they messed with the wrong country.”
Sweat beaded Paul’s forehead. His suit’s air-conditioner clicked on, blowing coolness over his face. Just how hot was it inside the Orion ship?
“Time to cocoon,” the captain said. “Go with God’s grace, Marines.”
Paul’s buckles blew away. He sat up, pushing off the acceleration couch. With a careful jump, he sailed to his cocoon. Weightlessness ruled the compartment. The “cocoon” was a cylindrical coffin, and it belonged to an assembly line of similar coffins. He glanced at Romo. The assassin already wriggled into his cylinder.
This was possibly the worst part of orbital dropping. Each Orion ship would fire Marines like pellets in a shotgun shell. The launchers would blast them in pods of five, as if it was some ancient handgun with multiple barrels.
“I’m in,” Paul told his suit.
With the code word, the cylinder became his private amusement park ride. Cushioned bars snapped into place, locking him into position. The top slid shut, sealing him inside. Claustrophobia hit. He began swearing, cursing at his fear. It helped just enough so he didn’t rave. The sweat intensified, and the cool blowing air on his face told him he was still alive.
Yeah, alive in LEO, Low Earth Orbit, the height of his previous space jumps. The Orion ships would be drifting over Chinese space now, making the final calibrations. The enemy used lasers and particle beams. That meant— A clack and sudden movement blanketed his thoughts. They’d practiced this in simulators, but no one had ever fired Marines into combat before. He’d heard a hundred lectures about this…
Another clack brought another sharp movement to the cylinder. A distant WHAM told him the first pod, the first five men, left the ship’s firing tubes, heading down like meteors.
Clack, WHAM…clack, WHAM…clack, WHAM…Paul counted four launches when everything changed for him. A resounding CLANG told him his cylinder had entered a firing tube.
“Cheri,” he whispered, with his fist clenched.
BANG!
It felt as if another Weapons-grade U-235 blew under him. Massive acceleration pushed him down. He’d be three inches shorter after this was done. Yeah, he’d— Nothing, silence, weightlessness—he was out of the launch tube and free of Daniel Boone. There wasn’t much hope for the captain and crew. They would try to space jump at the end, land somewhere in China, provided the Orion ship couldn’t get onto the other side of the planet, away from Chinese beams.
Paul swore softly. He knew the routine. He could recite it in his sleep. The cylinder had layers, onionskins, chutes, decoys, emitters— Don’t think about it. Enjoy the ride down. This is nothing. Wait until the final layer burns away.
 
BEIJING, CHINA
 
Shun Li cheered with the others in the Ruling Committee chamber. Chinese lasers and particle beams broke apart the first Orion ship. Sections of the American spacecraft fell away, drifting like junk. Explosions completed the destruction, as one section became a fireball while another showed metal crumbling akin to someone crushing a tinfoil ball.
“Are those nuclear blasts aboard their ship?” Hong asked in a worried voice.
“Negative, Leader,” the chief technician said, as she scanned her screen, reading data.
“Can you scan the debris?” Shun Li asked. “Maybe that will give us some clue as to the ship’s purpose.”
“There,” a man shouted, a different technician. “The remaining Orion ships are launching missiles.”
“Where, where?” Hong cried. “Are they nuclear-tipped missiles?”
Shun Li bent forward, watching the wall image. The technicians worked at their portable stations. Technology changed things so much. It gave the top leaders the ability to watch and affect real-time combat by giving direct orders to the participants. In this instance, that was the laser and particle beam commanders at their sites throughout the country.
“Leader,” the chief technician said. “This seems wrong, but—”
“Speak,” Hong said. “I command it.”
“The debris from the first Orion ship, the destroyed vessel…”
“Yes, yes,” Hong said impatiently. “Tell me.”
“The debris is people.”
“Explain your statement and its importance.”
“The Orion ship appears to hold people,” the technician said, “many of them.”
“Why?” asked Hong. “I must know.” 
“Ah…” the technician said. “The drifting people wear armor, heavy amounts of metal.”
“Why?” asked Hong. “Why do they wear metal? What is the meaning of this?”
“Leader,” a different technician said. “The missiles heading down are beginning to open up.”
“That does not make sense,” Hong said, shaking his head as he began to nibble on his lower lip.
“Leader, the missiles are pods of some kind. Armored soldiers have appeared. It seems as if the American ships have launched soldiers at us.”
“These are American space soldiers?” Hong asked.
“So it appears, Leader.”
Hong looked at Shun Li, with confusion twisting his normally placid features. Despite that, Hong was the first to ask, “Where are these space soldiers headed. What are their terminal points?”
That’s a good question, Shun Li thought.
“Leader,” a technician said. “The space soldiers are heading for the PBW stations. Different groups are heading for different sites.”
“Of course,” Hong said. “They are attempting to destroy our anti-THOR and anti-ICBM defenses. Instead of missiles, they try to drop men down, thinking we can’t destroy such small objects.”
Shun Li went cold inside. Were the Americans contemplating nuclear Chinese genocide? Did they plan to do to China what they had once done to Japan? The idea would gall the Chairman.
“We must stop them!” Hong shouted, his voice cracking. “Alert the air force, rush soldiers to those locations, and tell the station defenders to prepare for a ground attack.”
“Yes, Leader,” the chief technician said.
“And retarget the lasers on the space soldiers. We must kill every one of these scoundrels. They will attempt to strip us of the ability to defend ourselves from the ultimate revenge. This I refuse to give the Americans.”
Space soldiers that act like paratroopers—what an idea, Shun Li thought. It is so American. Can we stop them in time? We must, or the enemy will take revenge on us for Oklahoma.
 
UPPER ATMOSPHERE, CHINA
 
Paul Kavanagh’s final ablative layer exploded outward. Darkness vanished and light blackened his visor. The sky was blue. He was deep in the atmosphere, with the ground a vast panorama below.
He looked everywhere. Masses of pod debris fell above, around and below him. There were also decoy emitters and silvery chaff. Together, they all had one purpose—to make it harder for Chinese radar to pinpoint individual Marines.
As he fell, spread-eagled like any ordinary parachutist, he scanned the approaching countryside. He saw what he hoped was Taiyuan, the capital of Shanxi Province. Beside the city to the north—fed off the same power grid—was the Taiyuan PBW Station, a heavily defended antimissile site.
Swallowing hard, Paul studied the Chinese city of millions. Would he drift off course? Would he land with pinpoint accuracy? How many of his squad and the three platoons dedicate to destroying the PBW station, would reach Taiyuan in time? There were so many imponderables. It didn’t mean that— Paul swore with amazement. A beam in the shape of a lightning bolt flashed upward, passing him by several hundred feet.
They’re shooting at us. That can’t be good.
Just like his space jump in Montana, Paul had various chutes ready to deploy. He fell at terminal velocity, the ground rushing up fast now. Instead of shaking in terror or letting worry devour his thoughts, Paul opened his mouth and laughed. Sure, this was frightening, but it was also exhilarating. Instead of defending America, he took the fight to the invader. It was time for the Chinese to eat atomic fire and die.
A beep in his helmet alerted him. He deployed a chute to cut down speed. It jerked hard, slowing him, and the chute tore away. A second one deployed, lasting a little longer, until it, too, ripped free.
Paul wanted to know how the others were doing, but they maintained radio silence during the actual drop. Why give the enemy an easier target? Make the enemy work for it.
His visor turned darker as another particle beam shot upward. This one flashed closer. He heard hard growling in his earphones. Bad, bad, that was all bad. The good came from one thing: he knew the exact location of the PBW site now, five miles from his landing zone. Considering what it had taken to get here, that was fantastic accuracy.
Five miles, I have my work cut out for me.
Then the antiaircraft guns began firing. He didn’t know until black puffs appeared in the sky with him. Something fast and glittering bright shot past Paul.
Was that a piece of Chinese shrapnel? I can’t worry about that. It’s go time, baby.
“Deploy,” Paul subvocalized.
A huge chute billowed into existence. It snapped him, ripped him seeming upward and he began to float the final distance to the ground.
They have to see this.
Maybe they did, but another piece of luck helped him. A US Orion-launched missile slammed down from the heavens, and exploded. The non-nuclear explosion took out a radar array. Antiaircraft guns sent more shells aloft, but none near Paul afterward.
That’s your last chance. “Release,” he muttered. The chute’s clamps unbuckled, and First Sergeant Kavanagh dropped straight down the last fifty feet. He braced for impact, and struck, his servos whining. The back of his head tried to snap backward, but the cushions in his helmet softened the blow.
He was down, and he scanned around him. A water tower, some sheds or buildings, waving trees—big slender things—and— Trucks appeared at the top of a rise. These were big black-painted trucks—Chinese Army—with canvas backs or covers. The huge machines roared down a blacktop road toward him. He’d bet infantry sat on benches under the canvas. What was this? Machine guns fired from the top of the cabs. He spied tracers. Some of them sprouted dirt in a line, approaching him, and clack, clack, clack. The rounds struck his chest plate. He staggered backward from the impacts. They couldn’t penetrate his armor, not yet anyway, but they would weaken it.
He jumped to the right, leaping thirty feet. The bullets no longer hit him. He landed hard, going to one knee. The Chinese machine gunners were good. The tracers already came after him.
I’m done playing with you.
Paul stood, raised a big tube, a stubby launcher of unusual size. It held a nuclear round. Sighting with his HUD and using the targeting computer, Paul subvocalized, “Launch.”
A fat compact missile popped out of the tube, and its solid fuel ignited. The missile flashed at the convoy of troop carry trucks. Maybe Paul could have engaged them with his infantry weapons—maybe. He didn’t have time for that and others landed. Besides, Paul was here to kill and destroy.
“Nuclear warhead going off,” Paul radioed. “Put on your blinders.”
He lay down on the grass, pushing his faceplate against the soil. He heard the explosion, felt the blast and knew a small mushroom cloud billowed where the trucks had barreled for him.
Ten seconds passed, and Paul got up, standing. None of the trucks remained upright. As if the fist of God had swatted them, the big black trunks lay on their sides, many of them burning. Like littered trash, broken and dead Chinese soldiers lay everywhere.
That was too bad for them.
“Anyone hear me?” Paul radioed.
“Roger,” Romo said. “I’m five hundred yards to your left.”
Paul turned, looked and saw Romo raise an arm.
“Hitting the ground in eight seconds,” Dan French said. “Nice fireworks by the way.”
Others radioed in, except for two members of their squad—they were down to nine Marines. With three platoons dedicated against the Taiyuan PBW Station, they were supposed to have around one hundred and forty-five effectives. How many Marines had made it down?
We can do this, Paul thought. Once he collected his squad, they would take thirty-foot bounds for five miles, and they would reach the PBW site. Can we smash it?
Well, it was going to depend on what the Chinese used to defend the thing. So the sooner the actual attack began the less emergency reinforcements they’d have to face.
 
BEIJING, CHINA
 
Shun Li pushed back her chair so it scraped against the floor, arose and moved toward the wall image. This was…interesting.
The American space soldiers resembled Japanese anime fighters. They bounded like giant grasshoppers, robotic things with massive weaponry. One soldier had a grenade launcher on his shoulder, with a belt coming out of the pack. The launcher swiveled, no doubt propelling grenades through magnetic propulsion. Two soldiers carried stubby tubes—the nuclear-lobbing devices. Others hefted machine guns, what would have been heavy machine guns for regular troops. That indicated great weight and augmented strength for the space soldiers.
“Do we know the approximate number of enemies at each station?” Shun Li asked.
“Between one hundred fifty and two hundred,” a technician said.
“These aren’t impossible numbers,” Shun Li told Hong.
“Seeing them, I am more confident,” Hong said. “Exotic, to be sure, but there are not enough of them.”
“The armor—” Shun Li said.
“Good armor, no doubt,” Hong said. “But there are weaknesses to them. I would think—” He turned to a military aide. “Order the troops to aim for the visors. That should be the weakest point. Oh, and shoot out their knees. Cripple one of them, and he will no longer leap like a bug.”
Shun Li nodded. That was sound reasoning.
“We destroyed an entire Orion ship,” Hong said. “At one stroke, we took out one third of their number. Now our troops shall handle these exotics. Hmmm. The space soldiers near the Taiyuan Station, who do we have attacking the Americans?”
A tech looked up. “Leader, a flight of Eagle-teams is on the way.”
“How many are going in?” asked Hong.
“Four hundred jetpack flyers, Leader,” the tech said.
Hong grinned at Shun Li. “Exotic against exotic,” he said. “They have newer weapons, we have numbers and experience. I have full confidence the Eagle-teams will kill half these space soldiers and slow them down enough so the tanks can maneuver into position.”
“Let it be so,” Shun Li said. She didn’t feel the same confidence, but wished she did.
Once, China had boasted the most futuristic troopers with their jetpack Eagle-team flyers. The war in American had decimated the elite soldiers. They rebuilt at home. Now a small battalion of them converged on the space soldiers nearing the Taiyuan Station.
“America has gone to great lengths to give our Eagle flyers some target practice,” Hong said.
Let’s hope you’re right, Shun Li thought.
 
TAIYUAN, SHANXI PROVINCE
 
Paul Kavanagh finally brought up a terrain map in the right corner of his HUD. It showed the three Marine platoons as blue dots and the PBW site as a big red X. It was like playing a strategic video game, watching the blue dots slowly advance toward the target.
Dead Chinese soldiers littered Paul’s route. A clothing store with three smoking IFVs in its parking lot showed where Paul and his squad had ambushed the vehicles.
Paul leaped over railroad tracks, heading up the road. A hill to his right showed a processing plant. Maybe the workers shredded dog meat in there. He’d heard the Chinese ate their pets.
“Sergeant Kavanagh,” Dan said.
First checking his HUD, Paul said, “I’m at your four o’clock.”
“I see you, Sarge. The lieutenant spotted some Eagle-teams headed for us. They’re coming in low.”
“Roger,” Paul said. He studied the terrain map. “Let’s jump fast to those homes on the right hill, grid 8-E-2. It should give us a good vantage point.”
Romo, Dan and the others ran in bounding leaps as if they were astronauts on the Moon.
“Take a look, Kavanagh,” the lieutenant said.
As he jumped, Paul’s system received the lieutenant’s camera data. It showed three dozen jetpack flyers skimming the ground. They kicked up dust. There might be more flyers behind them. Yeah, it was smart going low like that—not safe, but smart.
“Listen, you grunts,” Paul said. “Romo and I are going to play sniper. I want the rest of you to time your grenades for long lobs. We may not have to hit them with the grenades, just make sure their ride is bumpy enough.”
“What will that do?” Dan French asked.
“Right,” Romo said over the radio. “You used to be a SEAL. Paul and I did jetpack fighting. Flying low is rough, and I don’t think the Chinese have our gyro systems. Staying aloft among exploding grenades—some of them might lose their concentration.”
“So what?” Dan said.
“You watch, amigo,” Romo said. “You’re about to learn something.”
Paul accelerated, reaching a two-story Chinese home. It had red brick walls and a pagoda-style roof. From his vantage behind a white picket fence, he spied an open valley. Several miles to the west stood a freeway entering Taiyuan. He saw cars and trucks speeding along, but so far no more military vehicles. They had to cross the valley and get to the other side of the next ridge. A hill over there had the PBW Station.
Dust billowed as the jetpack flyers zoomed for them. The lieutenant had gone to ground. Most of the platoon was still coming. If those Chinese flyers could set up here, they might have some weaponry to give the rest of the platoon trouble.
“Ready and willing,” Dan French radioed.
“Start left,” Paul told Romo. “I’ll begin on the right.”
He raised his right arm, the one with the embedded fifty-caliber cannon. He chose the single-shot firing sequence. There was no sense wasting ammo. He only had so much, and that would be it. He would rely on his amazing targeting computers instead of volume of shots.
“Go,” whispered Romo.
“Full targeting HUD,” Paul subvocalized. Everything disappeared from the visor display. “Times ten magnification,” Paul told his targeting computer.
The jetpack flyers grew to ten times their former size. He could see an Eagle member grit his teeth and the man’s control hand twitch as he minutely shifted the throttle.
On his HUD, a red dot centered on the flyer’s armored chest.
“Fire at the best target acquisition,” Paul said. The ultra-targeting computer judged wind resistance, bullet drop, target’s flight speed and other data. Paul’s cannon used a laser to gather much of the information.
Paul hardly felt the recoil. This thing was amazing. The suit’s electro-elastic fibers compensated at each shot.
The first round sent a depleted uranium slug speeding through the air. It hit the targeted flyer. The soldier’s head whipped back. His hand pushed forward, and he shot upward into the sky. It didn’t matter. He was already dead, leaking blood.
Paul put the dot on another flyer. At the best instant, the computer fired the fifty-caliber. Romo’s did the same thing with his.
When the ninth jetpack flyer jerked in the air, his arms flapping like a kid trying to fly—he plowed into the ground headfirst—the others got wise. They began evasive flying.
“Start lobbing grenades,” Paul ordered his squad.
Afterward, Paul kept targeting flyers, but he missed several times. Grenades blew in the enemy’s flight path. One piece of shrapnel must have sliced a cable. A jetpack quit and its flyer slammed against the ground, bouncing up and finally coming to a dead rest.
“It’s not working,” Dan said. “These guys are too good.”
Just as he said that, another Eagle-team member went down. Nothing had touched him. He’d simply miscalculated his flying.
“I bet they go up now,” Romo radioed Paul.
He was wrong. The Eagle flyers took a detour, swinging wide to the east at speed. It proved to be a bad decision. The Chinese flew into a different Marine platoon’s field of fire, who finished what Paul’s squad had started.
“Now what?” Romo asked.
Paul lowered his gun arm. “Take a stim, each of you.”
“I don’t feel tired yet,” Dan said.
“That’s right,” Paul said. “You take one before you feel tired. You keep on top of the game. We still have a ways to go. Now take your stim. Let it percolate through you. Then, let’s continue onto target, as I don’t see any more flyers in the air.”
 
BEIJING, CHINA
 
Shun Li had never heard the Chairman scream as he did now. It was ugly, frightening, and it brought results.
Jian Hong in his black suit and tie stood before the wall image. “Commander!” Hong shouted. “You will sweep their approach with bombers, lacing napalm.”
“The city—”
“Doesn’t matter!” Hong yelled. “We must save the PBW Station or all China burns. After you carpet bomb them, send in fighters to finish whatever survived. If you fail, I will watch my people slit your belly as others castrate your son before your eyes. You cannot believe what will happen to your wife!”
The general visibly trembled in terror. He snapped off several salutes. “It will be done, Leader. I will give you their heads, Leader. I will—”
“Do not tell me about your deeds. Show—show me!” Hong shouted, with spit flying from his mouth.
If ever Shun Li needed to know how much Hong loved power, this demonstration proved it. He would commit any atrocity to remain supreme.
“Give me the next commander,” Hong said.
Shun Li watched in shock. He appeared rational again, lucid and in charge of himself. Yet when the next general appeared, Hong launched into a similar performance.
US space soldiers swarmed across the country, leaping like insects for the PBW stations.
It’s a problem of numbers, time and distance. How many stations must we secure to keep the American ICBMs in their silos? It was a frightening question.
 
TAIYUAN, SHANXI PROVINCE
 
Halfway across the valley, Paul’s headphones crackled.
“Jets,” Romo radioed. “I’m picking them up at two o’clock. They’re high, but coming down fast.”
Paul looked up, using telescopic sight. “I see ’em.” Three strike jets roared down from the sky.
“I recommend we use another nuke,” Paul said.
“Yeah, good call,” Lieutenant Dempsey said. “Go to ground. I’m launching.”
Paul skidded to a halt so grass and dirt sprayed, and he threw himself down. The scientists in Montana said the battlesuit would shield a Marine from radioactivity. The faceplate had been built to take it, too. Old habits died hard, though. That’s just the way it was.
Paul waited, waited, waited… He heard the boom, and he waited more. Then atomic heat washed over him. He knew because the air conditioners ramped up power. That would drain his batteries, in time. Once they were empty, he’d have to climb out of the suit and try to walk home.
“I guess they never thought of that, huh,” Dan French said.
Paul looked up, and he saw one of the Chinese jets crash against the ground and explode. There wasn’t any sign of the other two.
“Let’s get a move on,” Lieutenant Dempsey said. “We want to reach the station before they can ring it with personnel.”
Paul climbed to his feet just in time to see a Chinese air-to-ground missile.
“Scatter!” a Marine shouted.
There wasn’t time. The missile slammed into the ground and exploded. Paul hefted a sigh. It hadn’t been a big nuke. Heck, it hadn’t been nuclear at all.
“The lieutenant’s dead,” Dan said. “They must have locked onto his radio signal. Looks like you’re in charge of the platoon now, Kavanagh.”
“Right,” Paul said. He gave his suit system the code words, and it upgraded his comm-net. Now he’d have to take the radio risk. “Listen up. We’re going to act like fleas, bounding faster than the Chinese can believe. We have a job to do, and we’d better get there before the whole Chinese Army shows up. If I die, I want to at least take these sons of bitches with me.”
Second Platoon got up. Along with the others, Paul began jumping. One, two, three, he increased his leaps as he built up speed and length of jumps. Once, he barely twisted his foot in time, dodging a big rock. He landed with a jar, but was okay. He’d have slipped on the rock for sure. Soon, he ran fifteen miles per hour, eighteen, twenty, twenty-three, twenty-five— “We’re going too fast,” Dan French said.
“There’s a time for everything,” Paul said. “This minute, it’s Road Runner time.”
He reached thirty-three miles per hour, and so did the others.
“I’m getting a red reading,” Romo said.
“Where?” asked Paul.
“To your left,” Romo said. “Behind those wrecked cars are soldiers.”
“What do they have for weapons?” Paul asked. He saw several muzzle flashes, and a 12.7mm anti-materiel round glanced off his right knee. It knocked the leg out from under Kavanagh. He lost his rhythm, his stride, and the battlesuit went tumbling.
“The First Sergeant is down!” Dan shouted.
At that moment, enemy artillery began to rain. The shells had unerring accuracy, which meant laser guidance—it had to be.
Sergeant Dan French, former SEAL, died as a 120mm round smashed against his suit. Awful dents appeared, but no open breach. It didn’t matter. The Marine inside expired from impact, his brain scrambled.
Other Marines perished to more shells.
Paul Kavanagh raised his head. His right knee throbbed and he didn’t know if he could go on. That had been one lucky shot. Taking his stubby launcher, Paul aimed it at the pile of car wrecks. The shots came from there. It stood to reason therefore that Chinese commandos hid there, using lasers to guide the artillery.
Pop—whoosh—the fat missile sped for the pileup.
“I went nuclear,” Paul said. The platoon didn’t have any more of those rounds left.
He watched, and he ducked his faceplate against the ground. The wrecks were too close. Still, a little radiation through the powered armor was better than artillery shells killing him through collision.
BOOM! A mushroom cloud billowed upward, and metal wrecks flew everywhere.
“Start crawling,” Paul said. “When you can, get up and keep going.”
Romo tried to answer. Paul could tell the assassin spoke, but that was it. He couldn’t hear the actual words through the harsh static.
Okay, buddy, let’s get up and get going. Inside his helmet, Paul gritted his teeth. His right knee ached. That’s the way to disable us. The soldier who shot me was clever, but not clever enough.
Dialing painkillers, gulping several as if they were slimy pieces of squid, Paul forced himself to his feet. He visibly checked the knee. A dent stared back at him. The attempt to move his right knee brought success. All right, then, it was time to get going.
Paul jumped, and he shouted at the pain. Should he wait until the painkillers kicked in? The rest of the platoon had already started moving. The artillery still rained, and some shrapnel knocked Marines around. Most of them got back up, but not all. Fortunately, without the lasers to guide the 120mm, they weren’t hitting individual men.
I have to get out of the kill zone. I can’t afford to wait.
Trembling from the pain, Paul took another step, another, and he jumped. Upon landing, agony shot like a bolt up his leg into his groin. Well, that was too damn bad for him. He had a job to do, and he planned to be there when the Marines went in for the kill at the Taiyuan PBW Station.
 
WASHINGTON, DC
 
Anna Chen looked up as Levin set a cup of coffee beside her. She sat to the side at a smaller table. Harold, Alan and McGraw had their heads together at the big table, discussing something in a heated whisper.
“The Daniel Boone is gone,” Levin said quietly. “That makes the last one.”
“Did we expect any of the Orion ships to survive?”
“No,” Levin said. “But in those matters, it’s good to be surprised.”
“Are we really going to use ICBMs?”
“What do you think?” Levin asked.
Anna nodded.
“You always were a good analyst,” Levin said, half turned away from her.
“I notice Hicks is here,” she said.
Levin said nothing, but she could feel his worry.
“Threatening nuclear war is one thing,” Anna said. “Indulging in it is another matter entirely.”
Levin’s shoulders loosened, probably because she hadn’t continued to talk about Hicks. He glanced at her and then looked away. “Will Chairman Hong order a full Chinese strike against us?”
“I’d consider that very possible,” she said.
“Even if it means China’s destruction in return?” asked Levin.
“When Chairman Hong dies, the world dies with him.”
Levin nodded. “I thought it would be something like that. By the way, how certain are you about this?”
“You want probabilities?” she asked.
“That would be nice.”
“Ninety-nine percent,” she said.
He nodded again. “What do you recommend we do?”
“Does it matter?”
“Possibly,” he said.
She looked up at him, and the urge to ask Levin what he planned to do here with Hicks almost made her pop the question. “I’m not sure,” she said finally. “Hong will agree to anything to keep us from launching the ICBMs. He’ll agree but go back on his word later. He’ll play for time in order to repair his PBW stations—provided we can destroy them.”
“Can’t he see reason?”
“He sees his strengths,” Anna said. “He owns Mexico. With the five million troops there, he realizes it’s a powerful card to play against us. If Russia backs out of the China War…America can’t defeat the country on its own.”
“At least not without our ICBMs.”
“Do you believe in mass murder?”
“Only if that’s the only option,” Levin whispered.
Before Anna could utter a rebuttal, Levin moved away. She watched him merge into the crowd. The aroma of coffee caused her to stare at the cup. Steam rose from it. She took the handle and sipped. Hmmm, it was good. Yes, it was better than what David used to serve.
Why had Levin brought Hicks? Why did armed majors stick close to McGraw? Did they plan a coup, or fear being knocked out of the triumvirate? Harold had tons of Militia guards down here. He was the king. It struck her as foolish for the others to attempt a coup in White House Bunker #5.
She sipped again. A coup—how did that compare to the possible beginning of full-scale nuclear war?
 
TAIYUAN PBW STATION, SHANXI PROVINCE
 
From the launch in Montana, through Low Earth Orbit and space-dropped down into Shanxi Province, five miles off target was the next thing to precision. Paul scowled as he thought about that. The precision had cost them nineteen out of one hundred and forty-six Marines so far.
His right knee throbbed, but the painkillers worked after a fashion. He felt the wound, but it didn’t travel up to his groin with near-crippling agony anymore.
The men raced down a slope, bounding toward a giant clamshell on a nearby hill. Huge block buildings surrounding the particle beam station. The thing was like a circular granary, squat and powerful. The clamshell’s firing mechanism shield was built like a soldier’s visor. When it lifted, the particle beam cannon aimed into the heavens. Presently, the thing was shut tight, with five tri-turreted tanks clanking out to do battle with the Americans.
Using magnification, Paul spotted enemy soldiers on the roofs of the block buildings. They would be the last line of defense. The five tanks would be the final A-team the Marines had to tackle.
Even as he thought that, the first tank fired one of its cannons—a tongue of flame appeared. The penetrator screamed with speed, and it hit a man, killing the American as it blew him and his armored shell backward.
The platoons were out of nuclear missiles, but that wasn’t going to matter this time.
“Use your ramshell launchers,” Paul said. “If you don’t have one, keep jumping.”
He had one. He’d taken it off a dead Marine. Once more, Paul skidded to a stop. He lifted a long launcher, activating it. Kneeling, he raised the tube so it rested on a shoulder. Then he picked a target.
Vaporized butane fuel filled the launch pipe, injected ahead of a special depleted uranium penetrator. The smoothbore launcher was an inside-out ramjet. His helmet beeped. He had lock-on. Pulling the trigger released a small propellant charge in the penetrator, getting it going. The charge sped through the air-fuel mixture, using ramjet power to build incredible velocity, over 6000 meters per second. Because this thing was a recoilless weapon, a giant fireball appeared at both ends. The 40mm penetrator roared toward the targeted T-66.
All across the slope, other fireball blooms appeared with the velocity of low-end coil-guns. Instead of needle-like penetration, the penetrators struck with hammer blows.
The tri-turreted tanks fired back at their tormenters, taking out three more Americans, but that was it. The ramshell launchers worked to perfection—there were too many shells at once for the enemy’s defensive fire to knock all of them down. It happened in a matter of seconds. Hatches blew from the one-hundred-ton monsters. Flames licked out of them and one big tank flipped onto its side as the treads continued to churn.
Paul shouted orders as he stood up. He reloaded his ramshell launcher. Now he targeted the nearest block building and then he fired his first round at it. After that, he shot another penetrator every nine seconds.
Other Marines did likewise. The Chinese defenders over there used light machine guns to shoot back. They might as well have used peashooters. Chunks of building exploded away. One entire side crumpled, taking a dozen riflemen with it.
Paul saved the last ramshell, and he ordered the rest to do likewise. Then he bounded at the structures. So did one hundred and nineteen other Marines. They stopped before the ruined outer buildings. One wall took that moment to slide down, sending up billowing dust. After the dust cleared, more fireball blooms appeared. A dozen ramjet penetrators opened as many holes into the PBW Station.
“Let’s finish this,” Paul said. “No mercy. Kill everyone inside and then we demolish the place.” After that, he would radio a place in Manchuria and tell them, “Mission accomplished.”
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Hypervelocity Missiles
WASHINGTON, DC
 
Anna watched with awe and growing trepidation. The big screen showed a satellite map of China. The last PBW station winked offline. They were gone, all of them. Despite everything the Chinese could do, the powered armored Marines had worked as well as hoped, maybe even better. She prayed the men could escape on their lifters and reach American lines. It would be a pity if they died now.
Everyone down in the bunker stood and cheered, including Director Harold. She’d never seen him this animated. The Chinese no longer had any particle beam cannons to protect themselves. Well, she took that back. The Chinese Navy still had three battleships that mounted PBWs. Those weren’t going to stop America’s hypervelocity missiles, though, so they didn’t really count.
Was this truly the beginning of the end of civilization? If America used its ICBM arsenal to burn China, wouldn’t that start a nuclear winter, worsening the global cooling even further? This was terrible. Hong would launch his ICBMs in retaliation. He had to. Some of those missiles would get through America’s strategic defenses. The ABMs had never been designed to be perfect, just to stop most of the enemy’s attack.
Anna watched Director Harold. He lowered the fist he’d been pumping into the air. He straightened his tie before turning to his comm-chief. “Give the order,” Harold said. “Tell them ‘Code Linebacker Three.’”
Anna shivered. The end was near, very near. She couldn’t believe this was happening.
 
DAOYIZHEN, LIAONING PROVINCE
 
With an assault rifle in his hands, Sergeant Jake Higgins walked the perimeter of their defensive area. Destruction loomed everywhere he looked, miles of rubble, of ruined buildings. At least the oil cloud was long gone. That had been bad. He’d dug black snot out of his nose for days.
The sun appeared from behind a cloud. Jake realized it was going to be another hot and muggy day in southern Manchuria.
He shifted his body armor, thinking about taking it off for once. No, that’s not a good idea. The Chinese might bombarded them with artillery just for kicks or maybe to make sure they were awake. For the past few days, it had been quiet. But you never knew. He wondered when the fighting would heat up again. For sure, he’d like a break from it, maybe for another fifty years or so.
He heard a crunch of gravel, and the shift of a boot. “Do you hear that?” Chet asked from behind.
In fact, Jake did. He looked up, turning toward the American back area. Holy cow, would you look at that. Someone launched a big one, a sleek missile roaring flames as it headed up.
“Why’s it so near the front?” Jake asked.
“Who knows?”
They watched the big missile. The thing climbed fast.
“Never seen one that looked like that before,” Jake said.
“Doesn’t matter,” Chet said. “A missile’s a missile.”
“You sure?”
“Of course I’m sure. Nothing ever changes.”
Jake shielded his eyes from the sun, watching the missile climb into the clouds. He didn’t know why, but he had a feeling that Chet was dead wrong about this one. The missile felt different. It felt…pregnant with possibilities.
He shook his head, and he shifted his body armor, beginning to scratch his chest. Just how long would this war last? With a twist of his head, he tried to spot the missile, but it was gone, going to whatever destiny lay in store for it.
 
HENAN PROVINCE, CHINA
 
The TRX-3000 Hypervelocity Missile Jake had seen lift off reached Mach 18 as it flew for its target. Chinese ABM radar arrays easily gained lock-on. Heavy antiballistic-missile lasers speared true, touching the skin of the TRX-3000. The laser systems failed to move quickly enough, however, to keep the hot beam on target. The laser slid off the fast-moving missile, unable to heat the surface enough to produce a telling effect.
The TRX-3000 continued on its flight path, too fast for anyone to get a real grip. Sonic booms littered its way. There was nothing quiet or easy about the missile. Speed, baby, the thing moved at the speed of final justice.
Panic raced through the Chinese Missile Defense network. They had to get this Mach 18 vigilante and the others just like it. If they didn’t— 
 
BEIJING, CHINA
 
In horror, Shun Li watched the wall image. Chinese technology showed the ABM lasers as red light, although in reality they were invisible to the naked eye. The beams could hit the missile, but never for long enough to destroy the thing.
“It’s too fast,” the chief technician told the Chairman.
Hong paced back and forth before the wall image. The Lion Guards watched him, and Shun Li detected nervousness among them. Clearly, the guards feared a highly agitated Leader.
With a snap of his fingers, Hong turned around. His eyes seemed to shine as he said, “I have it. We must explode nuclear weapons before them. That will do something. It must.”
No one said a word.
Hong pointed at his chief military aide. “Alert the—” He frowned. “Who should we call?”
The military aide stammered.
“We must call someone!” Hong shouted. “We must launch nuclear weapons and knock down these missiles with the blasts.”
“P-Perhaps if we use tactical nuclear weapons—” the aide said.
“Yes, yes,” Hong said. “Find the locations of the tactical launchers and order the officers to time the nuclear ignitions so the warheads explode in front of the hypervelocity missiles. I can’t think of anything else that will work.”
“At once, Leader,” the aide said, tapping his console and sending the messages.
 
WUHEN STRATEGIC ABM STATION, HUBEI PROVINCE
 
The TRX-3000 Hypervelocity Missile first launched in Daoyizhen, Liaoning Province, screamed for its targeted destination.
Antiaircraft guns put up a withering blockage of exploding shells, dotting the flight path with black marks in the air. A piece of shrapnel got lucky, striking the warhead cone of the descending TRX-3000. That destroyed the triggering mechanism, making it a dud nuclear warhead.
At Mach 18, the TRX-3000 proved to have excellent targeting precision. The giant missile stuck the generating plant of the ABM laser station. The impact blast of the speeding missile shook the concrete housing. It began a friction fire as wires and generating equipment began to burn with intense heat.
For the moment anyway, the strategic ABM laser system lacked power. It would take weeks of frantic work to rebuild a new generating plant. But it was repairable instead of an irradiated pile of rubble. The antiaircraft guns had saved the main laser housing, but it would be offline for quite some time to come.
 
GUIYANG STRATEGIC ABM STATION, GUIZHOU PROVINCE
 
A nuclear fireball from a different TRX-3000 obliterated the Guiyang Strategic ABM laser system. The defenses there failed to destroy the American missile. Thus, it too went offline, and it would stay so until someone built an entirely new plant.
 
TAIYUAN, SHANXI PROVINCE
 
“Ready?” Paul shouted. He’d opened his faceplate so he wouldn’t have to use the radio. The knee didn’t hurt so much now, as the painkillers numbed the agony.
He, Romo and others gripped an upside-down lifter. The Taiyuan PBW Station had ceased to function. They’d left it, backtracking to the landing zone, using markers to the dropped lifters. This was the last one.
“One, two, three—heave!” Paul shouted. Together, the Marines lifted the side of the vehicle with their strength augmentation. It went up, threatened to stall and come crashing back down, but it made to the tipping point, crashing against the ground right side up.
“Oh-oh,” Romo said.
“What now?” Paul asked, turning toward his blood brother.
Romo’s faceplate slammed shut. The radio crackled in Paul’s headphones. “Helos coming from the east: looks like three gunships and four troop carriers.”
“Why do they care now?” another man radioed.
Paul ordered his faceplate closed. He brought up the HUD display. “Are you kidding?” he answered. “We’re the prize because we’re the best thing anyone has ever seen on a battlefield. We’re specimens of war, and they want to capture us for study, if nothing else.”
“What do we do, First Sergeant?” a Marine asked. “If they nail our lifter, we’re stuck in China, likely for good. Our suit batteries are at one-quarter power.”
“Anyone have a ramshell round left for his launcher?” Paul asked.
No one spoke up, so apparently no one did.
“Right,” Paul said. “So we’ll do this the easy way.” He began to explain his plan.
Soon, he and Romo bounded like crazy to the left. Others fanned out, everyone heading toward the helos coming for them.
“They spotted the lifter,” a Marine radioed.
Paul saw it, too. Three air-to-ground missiles raced from the gunships straight at the readied lifter. If one of those disabled the craft…and he didn’t see why the missiles would miss…
“Proximity timed grenades,” Romo said.
“Listen fast,” Paul said. “Singh, Chavez and Jones, you’re going to use your grenades.”
“I only have a dozen eggs left,” Chavez said.
“So you’d better make them count,” Paul said. “I want you to knock the missiles off course. Use the grenades like antiaircraft guns.”
It all took place in seconds. The air-to-ground missiles streaked for the lifter. The three designated Marines tracked and the grenade launchers perched on their shoulders swiveled and lobbed. Proximity fuses ticked and explosions threw shrapnel in front of the missiles.
The first missile exploded, and that caused the second following close behind to slam down into the ground, furrowing dirt. Then it also exploded with a geyser of debris. The last one burst out of the cloud of smoke caused by the detonations and flew for the lifter.
A second round of grenades lobbed. This was it—now or never. Paul held his breath, and the last missile broke apart, the pieces raining around the lifter, but leaving it in one piece.
“Thank you, God,” Paul whispered. On a wide channel, he said, “Make your shots count, Marines. We have to finish these bastards before they do that again.”
The gunships lead the way, three helicopters like metal wasps. Behind lumbered the troop carriers.
Raising his gun arm, Paul sighted the lead gunship. It had armor. He had the best targeting computer on the planet, and he had one powerful anti-materiel rifle.
“Magnification twenty,” Paul subvocalized. The targeting dot rested on the armored glass of the front of the nearing gunship. Paul began to fire one round after another. Holes appeared in the armored glass, while the helicopter’s rotary cannons began to whirl and spew bullets.
Masses of dirt fountained as they raced toward Paul, but he didn’t move. If they didn’t kill these helicopters, it was all over anyway. He had no interest in prisoner of war camps, not with Chinese torturers.
The fountains of dirt almost reached him. Before they did, the gunship abruptly dove for the ground. It didn’t appear to be a trick. Paul knew he’d won when the wasp-helo plowed into the earth and exploded.
Romo laughed over the radio. “You’re the best, amigo. It was a pleasure watching that.”
The others took down their gunships and finished the troop carriers before the enemy could get away.
Paul stood there, and he nodded. “Good shooting, Marines. Now let’s get back to the lifter and load up. I want to get out of this country before more of them show up.”
 
WASHINGTON, DC
 
As the cheering died down in the underground bunker, Anna watched Tom McGraw march to Director Harold. The general wore boots instead of shoes.
McGraw stood at attention and saluted crisply. “Director,” he said, with a huge grin plastered across his face. “We have destroyed all the Chinese PBW stations and seventy-six percent of the ABM laser systems. As far as our ICBMs are concerned, the Chinese have their pants around their ankles and their butts in the air.”
Harold nodded slowly as if he savored the moment.
“I suggest, sir,” McGraw said, “that you call Chairman Hong.”
“Wait a minute,” Chairman Alan of the Joint Chiefs said. “I have a question before we proceed. What does it mean if he surrenders? How do we enforce the surrender if Hong decides to back out of it later?”
McGraw faced Alan.
“It will take time for the Chinese to remove their army from Mexico,” Alan said. “During that time, the people in China could rebuild the country’s strategic defenses.”
“What do you suggest we do?” McGraw asked.
“The Chinese Army in Mexico must surrender to the Mexican Army or to us,” Alan said. “They will have three days to do this, possibly four. Then the ex-Pan-Asian Alliance soldiers must march to designated camp sites and await transfer to China.”
“In the interests of self-preservation,” McGraw said, “the PAA soldiers might not agree to this.”
“Then we will have to launch the ICBMs into China,” Alan said. “That is the only credible threat we possess.”
“What about the Chinese Army in China?” McGraw asked.
“We demand that they follow a similar order,” Alan said. “We must receive sixty percent of their artillery and armor. If they fail to comply after a set time, a week or nine days, perhaps—”
“We launch the ICBMs,” Harold said.
“We have to make sure that Hong cannot back out of the deal later,” Alan said. “We must disarm them so we know they won’t continue the war.”
Anna had heard enough. She pushed up to her feet. Walking forward, shoving through the crowd, she faced Director Harold. “Given such a harsh peace, Chairman Hong may decide not to surrender.”
Harold’s eyes seemed to shine. “That’s just as well,” he said. “Because if they don’t surrender, we will launch. We’ll burn them out of existence, which is, frankly, my preference.” He took a breath, and he regarded the crowd. “It’s time to put a call through to Beijing and let them know the situation.”
 
BEIJING, CHINA
 
Shun Li sat at the far end of the Ruling Committee table. For the last thirty minutes, she had watched China’s strategic defenses go up in irradiated smoke.
Each loss had taken something out of Chairman Hong. He was slumped in his chair, with his arms on the big table and his head lying on them.
Tang the Lion Guardsman approached the Leader. The bodyguard whispered softly.
Hong sat up sharply, shoving to his feet. “Yes!” he shouted. “Put him on the wall. Let us see what this barbarian thinks he has done.”
Shun Li felt flutters in her stomach. She couldn’t believe this. The Americans—
Director Harold with his broad bland features regarded them on the wall. The American didn’t smile or gloat. He kept a calm demeanor. That was something, she supposed.
He spoke quietly, in barbaric English. A translating machine put his words in subtitles. It was like watching a foreign movie.
“Is this Chairman Hong?”
“Of course it is I,” Hong said, as if insulted.
“We have destroyed your anti-ICBM defenses,” Harold said. “Your country is open to us.”
“Ha!” Hong said. “We have many more defenses that you know nothing about.”
“You, sir, are bluffing, but I don’t blame you. Let us make this simple, Chairman. You invaded the United States of America, and we kicked you out of our country. Now, we invaded you because of your arrogance. If you fail to meet our surrender demands, I personally will give the order that launches our ICBMs. Nothing would give me greater pleasure than annihilating your entire country, if that’s the only way we can get lasting peace.”
As the American spoke, the Leader’s eyes seemed to bug outward farther and farther. “This is an outrage!” Hong shouted.
Director Harold ignored that as he presented his list of demands.
“No!” Hong said, after the director stopped talking. “This is outrageous. If you use your ICBMs on my country, I will unleash a biological terror against your country. I will destroy the American people with flus and whooping coughs.”
The American sat forward. The skin seemed to stretch across his face, and his eyes burned with a fierce emotion.
“You have sealed your fate, Chairman Hong,” Harold said.
Shun Li stood. She shouted, “Leader, may I speak with you!”
Slowly, Chairman Hong turned around, facing her. With his gaze fixated on her, he said, “Tang, draw your gun.”
The Lion Guardsman hesitated. Then he drew his heavy gun, aiming it at Shun Li.
“No!” small Fu Tao said. He pointed his right index finger at Hong. “She has told me about you, the worst rapist of the planet.”
Hong scowled, and he opened his mouth, no doubt to issue another command.
A soft bang sounded, and Fu Tao’s pointing index finger, the tip, blew apart. It startled everyone.
As if the bones had disappeared from Chairman Hong’s body, he slid to the floor. There was a small smoking hole in his forehead.
Tang holstered his weapon and rushed to the Chairman. Kneeling, the Lion Guardsman cradled the Leader’s head. A second later, Tang looked up, “The Chairman is dead.”
Shun Li gulped for air. She struggled to remain in control of herself. Then she walked briskly toward Tang.
She knew what had happened. Months ago, she had convinced Fu Tao to undergo surgery. A doctor had removed the tip of his right index finger. In its place, he put an implant, a one-shot weapon of dubious worth. The idea had been to get Fu Tao beside the Chairman. The little killer had taken a chance and shot now.
Tang looked up at her.
“He would have killed you for what happened with Marshal Kiang,” she said. “Now, if you stand by me, I will give you power.”
“Should we kill her, Tang?” another Lion Guardsman asked.
“No!” Tang said. “She is the only member of the Ruling Committee here. She must act for China and save our country.”
“See that no one leaves,” Shun Li said. “And turn off the techs’ consoles.”
Letting the dead Chairman’s head strike the floor, Tang stood, barking orders. The other Lion Guardsmen obeyed him.
Shun Li stepped up to the wall image, facing the American director. “As you can see,” she said, “the Chairman is dead. I rule China, or I will once my police remove my rivals.”
“Who are you?” Harold asked.
“I am Shun Li.”
“Shun Li the Butcher,” he said with obvious distaste.
That was Hong’s legacy for her. She shrugged inwardly. “I will deal honestly with you,” she said. “I want an end to the war. Can we not come to a better understanding, though? Your conditions—”
“I am firm in my demands,” Harold said, “as I have the upper hand and plan to execute justice now.”
“Very well,” she said. “I can see no other alternative for us. It will take several days for the others to obey my orders, however.”
“You have three days,” Harold said. “If you cannot achieve control by then, our ICBMs will leave their silos and you won’t have anything left to talk about.”
 
WASHINGTON, DC
 
The murder of Chairman Hong onscreen shocked Anna, but not nearly as much as what Director Harold did next.
After the connection with China ended, Max Harold stood up. He buttoned his suit, almost as if he hesitated. Then he raised his head, took a breath and said, “Arrest them for treason.”
Anna had no idea who the director meant. All around the room, Militia guards drew their sidearms. It seemed prearranged, as the guards charged people, lacking all hesitation or restraint.
A Militia guard grunted and folded as Hicks kneed him in the groin. The CIA wet works specialist twisted a different Militiaman’s wrist so a big pistol clunked onto the floor. Then Hicks reached under his coat and drew a small black weapon. He aimed it at Max Harold and fired with suppressed shots.
Harold had quick instincts and reflexes. The man dropped to the floor. The tiny projectiles hit an officer who stood behind the director.
Before Hicks could retarget, Militia pistols discharged. People screamed, many of them crouching and cowering. Anna saw Hicks go down, with several bullet-holes riddling his frame. The small weapon in his hand clattered across the floor.
“Bring it to me,” Harold said, who climbed back to his feet. He straightened his jacket and ran a hand through his hair.
As guards handcuffed Anna and McGraw, handcuffed the guardian majors and Levin, a Militia officer handed Director Harold the CIA weapon.
Harold turned the thing in his hands. “Plastic?” he asked Levin.
Doctor Levin looked on in silence.
Harold pointed the weapon at Levin. “I’ll test it on you then.”
It seemed to take Levin an effort of will. He focused on Harold. “It’s a spring-driven gun, firing biodegradable slivers.”
“Glass slivers?” Harold asked.
Levin shook his head.
Harold’s jaw line hardened, and it seemed he would pull the trigger after all.
“Poison slivers,” Levin whispered.
Director Harold lowered his arm and set the plastic gun on the table. “Quite ingenious,” he said. “It might have worked if you’d used it yourself. Bringing Hicks gave you away. But no matter, justice is served.” He made a shooing motion. “Take them away, but be sure to separate each of them. We’ll have to decide on their punishments on an individual basis of guilt.”
That was the last Anna saw of the director, as her pair of guards spun her toward the door and marched her out of Underground Bunker #5.
 
INNER MONGOLIA, CHINA
 
The painkiller wore off as Paul guided the lifter across a nighttime wasteland of sand and rocks.
After the firefight with the helicopters, they’d taken the lifter to a hidden area, landed and waited for dark. Once they achieved that, he flew the platoon across land, avoiding populated areas and detouring through Inner Mongolia.
“The pass is fifty miles to the east,” Romo shouted through his open faceplate.
Paul nodded. They saved power talking this way. Without the lifter, all of their suits would have long ago shut down. Each of them had plugged in, reenergizing themselves to thirty percent capacity. That should prove enough.
“Will we make it?” Chavez asked.
“Are you kidding?” Romo asked. “This is Paul Kavanagh you’re talking about. He always wins through.”
“I’ve heard that said about him,” Chavez replied. “But I have also heard that those with him are not so lucky.”
“Good point,” Romo said. “You’d better pray you make it.”
Paul dialed himself another painkiller. He’d taken too many, and he knew it, but he wanted to be lucid for the last leg of the mission. Shortly after swallowing the pill, he turned east, heading for the pass.
If America didn’t win with this Orion stunt…would he stay in the orbital dropping arm of the Marines? He didn’t know. He missed Cheri. He missed his son. He wanted to hug both and never let them go. How did being away all the time show them he loved them? Maybe it was time to retire—and do what?
He didn’t know, but he thought about it the rest of the journey. As the lifter neared American lines, Romo gave the call signs to Liaoning Province US defenders. Soon, the lifter slipped around the Chinese front—and after a long journey from inland, China, the Marines landed in friendly-occupied territory.
“We did it,” Paul told his platoon. “We came, we destroyed our enemies and now we’re going home.”
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Surrender
BEIJING, CHINA
 
I’m becoming the very thing I hated most, Shun Li thought.
She rode in the Chairman’s armored car with Tang beside her. Fu Tao sat up front with a Lion Guardsman on either side of him. The diminutive man with a bandaged right hand had proved to be the most ruthless killer among them, personally slaying three, top-rank East Lighting commissars and two Ruling Committee members who disagreed with Shun Li’s elevation to power.
It had been three days since Hong’s death. Shun Li’s eyes were red-rimmed and her mind numb. It was becoming almost impossible to concentrate. She hadn’t slept since Fu Tao killed Hong, taking stimulants to stay awake.
I must save China from nuclear annihilation. The only way to do so is to enforce my will over everyone else. To do that, I must rule. To do that now, I must move like lightning and become steel, impervious to all emotions.
With the backing of the Lion Guardsmen and operating with the sublime knowledge that if she failed, China would cease to exist, Shun Li had executed several key East Lightning opponents, cementing her power in the Police Ministry. Afterward, she swept the old Ruling Committee members from office—having them shot in secret. Now she attempted to negotiate with the Army and Navy.
“They may shoot you and take control themselves,” Tang said.
She nodded brusquely.
“Their assurances of letting you leave after the talk means nothing,” he added.
“You are wrong,” Shun Li said. “I have observed the marshals and generals for quite some time. They are military men, which mean they thrive on honor. Besides, I have learned a secret.”
Tang looked down at her, listening.
Closing her mouth, Shun Li realized she spoke too much. She must keep these secrets to herself. Tang could become dangerous if he became too knowledgeable. She must mollify him long enough to gain control of the country.
I do this for China. It is a heavy burden.
The car approached the Army checkpoint on the outskirts of Beijing. The procedure took several minutes. Once they confirmed it was indeed her, the guard colonel gave her new directions.
They fear me. They must wonder if I merely wanted to know where the top command stayed, so I could send a missile to destroy them.
The journey took another half-hour. Her eyelids drooped and her chin slumped onto her chest. She considered taking another stimulant, but at this point, it would merely numb her mind more.
“Chairman,” Tang said softly, “we’re here.”
As she raised her head, Shun Li forced herself awake. They had stopped in an underground garage. She opened the door and saw a hundred or more armored soldiers. Each held an assault rifle at port arms. Each of the weapons was tipped with a stubby bayonet. The massed soldiers caused her to hesitate. She brushed that aside. At least seeing these men woke her up.
With Tang, Fu Tao and the Lion Guardsman driver, Shun Li approached the officers sitting behind a table. It was an odd choice as a meeting place, but that hardly mattered. There were three marshals, a general and an admiral. Did that mean the Navy and Army were united?
Yes, of course it means that.
Shun Li marched past the soldiers with their rifles. All looked on with dour expressions. Wanting to get this over with, she marched ahead of her people.
They think to judge me, but I am here to judge them.
She halted before the table, took a wide stance and folded her arms behind her back. It was time to take charge.
“So, we finally meet,” she said. “Good. I have little time for you. I hope you have the wisdom to make the right decision.”
The oldest marshal glanced at the others. He was stoop-shouldered, with many wrinkles across his face. After scanning his confederates, he spoke in a surprisingly strong voice.
“We have heard strange rumors about you, Police Minister.”
“I am the Chairman of China,” she said in a loud voice. “I command the Ruling Committee.”
“You have given some of your stooges high-sounding titles and called them the Ruling Committee. That does not make it so.”
Shun Li took a step forward. “Listen to me, old man. Maybe you don’t care that China lives or dies. I do.”
The marshal scowled. “You are being foolish, Shun Li. I—we rule China now. You are at my—at our mercy.”
“Rule, you say?” Shun Li laughed. “Your kingdom will become irradiated rubble. Don’t you realize the Americans are about to rain death onto China?”
“They are bluffing.”
“No. They’re. Not,” she said. “They have waited for this day a long time. The director hates us. We must surrender or die.”
“You want our soldiers to give their weapons to the Mexicans? No. I don’t think so. If our army over there does such a thing, the Mexicans will butcher our soldiers. We are not loved in North America.”
“I doubt you’re right,” Shun Li said. “But even if you are correct, it doesn’t matter. If they die, they die.”
“Only Shun Li the Butcher could speak like that,” the marshal said.
She hated the title. She had Hong to thank for it, but that didn’t matter today.
“For the sake of China,” she said, “you will listen closely to what I am about to say.”
They stared at her, waiting. Finally, the old marshal said, “We will listen.”
“Chairman Hong led us down a path of folly. He overreached. There was a time he should have cut his losses and retreated. He didn’t know how to do that. I do. I am also Chinese, as are you. We must now take the long view. Isn’t that our ancient strength?”
“It is,” the marshal admitted.
“The Americans are barbarians, but we have lost. They won’t hesitate to wash our land with nuclear devastation. When the Americans desire revenge, nothing stops them. Ask the Japanese. They know.”
“But to surrender our armies…”
“Like the Japanese when they surrendered, we will rebuild after this is all over,” she told them. “Yes, it may take ten years, it may take twenty, or fifty. The amount of time doesn’t matter as long as we have our country and our people. This is our hour. We stretched too far and now we must pay the price before we rise again.”
“And you wish to rule as the American puppet?”
“No,” Shun Li said. “I am no one’s puppet. But you should be glad I’m willing to rule.”
“Why should we be happy about that? One of us should rule.”
“Don’t you realize that history will judge me harshly? It will look back at whoever rules as a traitor. Do you wish to tar the Army and the Navy with that?”
“You will stain the police if you rule.”
Shun Li laughed. They were so simple. She could see how Hong fooled them all the time. “No one ever loved secret policemen. People have always hated my kind. They already think me a monster. Therefore, I lose nothing by accepting the post in this dark hour.”
“She has a point,” the admiral at the end of the table said.
The old marshal studied the admiral. So did Shun Li. The admiral appeared to have a false left eye.
Finally, the marshal told her, “Let the five of us here talk together. If you could go and wait in your car…”
Without another word, Shun Li walked back to the car. Tang strode ahead, opening the door for her. She slid in, and then she watched the officers at the table debate.
It took a half hour. Finally, they summoned her back. She returned, but with just Fu Tao this time.
The old marshal regarded her. “We accept your premise. We will join your Ruling Committee. I will be the Army Minister and Admiral Ling will be the Navy Minister.”
“Good,” she said. “Will you order the soldiers to surrender to the Americans?”
“I won’t,” the marshal said. “You will. That order will stain your name with infamy, not ours. But…we will enforce the order and make sure it is done. We are taking the long view.”
The breath went out of Shun Li. Her knees almost buckled, which would have pitched her onto her face. Locking her knees into place, she said, “We don’t have much time.”
“I know. So let us begin planning right here.”
“Bring me a chair,” she said.
The marshal snapped his fingers. A soldier went running.
Soon, Shun Li sat down across from the officers, and they worked out the surrender schedule to offer the Americans.
 
MEXICO
 
Chairman Shun Li of China gave the orders and the Pan-Asian Alliance military implemented them. Five days after the Marines destroyed the PBW stations in China, the mass Sino surrender in Mexico began on 18 August 2042.
 
WASHINGTON, DC
 
Director Harold and Militia General Williamson walked alone in the White House Rose Garden.
“I hope I’m not out of line, sir,” Williamson said. “I’ve taken an informal poll among the others. They’re worried about your decision to visit Manchuria.”
Harold grunted. He’d been waiting for something like this.
He’d moved swiftly to consolidate his position of authority. Dr. Levin, Tom McGraw and Anna Chen all waited in cells in the Colorado Detention Center. The President slumbered peacefully in his drugged coma. Soon, now, he would liquidate them quietly. Well, he could rid himself of Levin and Chen easily enough. McGraw was another matter. He’d have to drum up a charge against the general, or so he had thought at first. McGraw was a military hero… That had been the genius of the Manchurian Plan.
Harold saw it clearly. To cement his power, he must assume the mantle of military hero. Naturally, he couldn’t accept battlefield laurels. What he could do was build the image of military architect, the genius who had given America this stupendous victory. In order to do that, he needed some event to stick in the average person’s mind. The raising of the flag at Iwo Jima was such an image. The word, “Nuts!” spoken at Bastogne during the Battle of the Bulge was another wonderful myth. So was the image of General MacArthur accepting the surrender of the top-hat Japanese delegates on the battleship Missouri in Tokyo Harbor at the end of WWII.
This time, Harold would accept the surrender of China’s Chairman, the Butcher herself, Shun Li. He would make it a huge affair, and he would stage the perfect photo op that would go down in history. Through that image, he would build the legend that his wisdom and decisions gave America the tough defense against the world that eventually led to the defeat of China.
It isn’t a surprise that a lesser man like Williamson can’t see what must be done. He is an accountant that counts pennies. I see the big picture.
“Sir,” General Williamson said. “Manchuria will be swarming with enemy commandos.”
“I doubt that,” Harold said. “The Chinese know what will happen to their country if they murder me.”
“I don’t know if they all know, sir.”
“While I realize they do,” Harold said.
Williamson bobbed his head. “What about the Expeditionary Force, sir? It’s composed of malcontents. They might try to harm you. Remember what happened to President Lincoln at the end of the Civil War.”
“Lincoln didn’t have you, General,” Harold said, as he rubbed his nose. He smelled the man’s faint body odor and didn’t appreciate that. “I’m putting you in charge of my security. You will take as many Militia personnel as you need. Of course, we’ll have to have a few Army people in the photo ops. But I will only do this to your security specifications.”
“Sir, this is a great honor and responsibility.”
“Do you believe you’re up to it?”
Williamson straightened his long torso. “As a matter of fact, sir, I do.”
“Good. I’m glad to hear it. I despise false modesty. If a man can do a thing, and do it well, he shouldn’t be shy saying so.”
“When will the event take place, sir?”
“In seven days,” Harold said.
“That’s soon, sir.”
“Yes,” Harold said. “It’s by design. I’m not giving anyone time to plan. In and out, and then we can begin rebuilding this country along rational lines.”
“Yes, sir, Director,” Williamson said. “It will be as you say.”
 
MAO MUSEUM, HARBIN, HEILONGJIANG PROVINCE
 
General Stan “Professor” Higgins stood with other high-ranking officers outside the Mao Museum. The place was a five-story building of perfect, old-style Communist architecture. In other worlds, it was a dull block of heavy building.
The museum stood on the outskirts of Harbin. Low hills to the north protected the place from Siberian winds in winter. Militia armored cars sat on those hills today, with prowling teams of security men. In fact, Militia security details mingled among them, lined the roads everywhere and had checked and rechecked each Army officers on at least five different occasions.
Stan believed he understood Director Harold’s game. The man tried to act like a Caesar, the savior on a white horse. Stan had read the book of Revelation before. In it, the Savior rode a white horse called Faithful and True. Harold wasn’t being truthful nor did the Professor believe the director had been faithful. McGraw had been imprisoned, along with Levin of the CIA.
Stan didn’t know how truthful the assassination attempt against Director Harold had been. Had the CIA actually tried to kill the man? Possibly, but now that the war was over, winding down, more like, now the purges in America would begin.
Harold wants to consolidate power. He wants to rule America as a dictator, as a conquering Caesar. You should have been on the battlefield with us then.
Stan exhaled and his heart beat rapidly. He waited behind the Militia guards. This was a Hollywood red carpet job. When Harold showed up, the Army officers along the sides were supposed to cheer and wave as the director marched into the building to accept the Chairman’s official surrender.
Which is exactly what we’ll do, Stan thought. We’ll cheer, but we’ll do it more than you expected, at least I hope you’re not ready for this.
He’d told himself twenty times already to relax, but Stan couldn’t help the jitters that worked through him. He shuffled his feet. No doubt, Militia profilers watched him and the others ready to act. The hidden profilers must surely understand how nervous he was.
I’ve never been part of a conspiracy before.
Stan exhaled once more, and he forced himself to stand still, to quit fidgeting.
Finally, maybe ten minutes later, a heavy black car rolled to a stop at the curb sixty feet away.
Stan pushed up to his tiptoes to look over a big Militiaman’s shoulders. He recognized Director Harold getting out of the car. The man stood beside Militia General Williamson. With Williamson and two other security men in the lead, the group headed for the museum entrance.
The TV people were already recording the event.
Get ready for it, Stan told himself. Get ready.
Director Harold came closer, closer…fifty feet, forty-five, forty, thirty-five, thirty feet.
Stan pumped his fist into the air. “Three cheers for Director Harold, the savior of America! Hip-hip hurrah!” he roared, “hip-hip hurrah!”
The Militia guard in front of him turned around.
“He’s our man!” Stan shouted. “If Harold can’t do it no one can!”
Other Army officers began to cheer, began to pump their fists into the air.
Williamson stopped. So did his two beefy boys. Director Harold halted behind them.
“Give it up for Director Harold!” Stan bellowed, and he pushed forward, bumping up against the Militia guard.
That seemed to be a signal. All around, the Army and Marine officers cheered, chanted, raised their fists and shoved against the guards. It was like a college victory against the hated rival, with crowds surging onto the playing field.
Williamson drew his sidearm. The two other guards did likewise. All three aimed against what had become a jostling crowd.
Stan shoved, and a Militia guard shoved back.
“Get back in your designated area,” the guard told Stan.
“Hurrah for Director Harold!” Stan bellowed, “hip-hip hurrah!”
Williamson raised his pistol, and he fired three quick shots into the air.
The shouting died down, and the surge of the crowd lessoned.
“Get back into your areas!” Williamson shouted. “Or I’ll order the guards to begin firing at you. This will be a peaceful event.”
It was then Stan Higgins pressed a secret button in his pocket.
 
WAREHOUSE BASEMENT, HARBIN, HEILONGJIANG PROVINCE
 
A buzzer sounded in his ear. Jake Higgins shoved out of his location in a basement. He’d heard people tramping above him earlier, tapping, searching for hidden areas. They hadn’t found his.
Dirt caked Jake, and his limbs shook with excitement. His dear old dad had made the plan. The “Professor” said they had to take down the Caesar now, while America decided what kind of country it was going to become.
I’m going to die, I know, but I’m sick of the internment camps. I’m sick of looking over my shoulder. If the government won’t let me protest peacefully, well, then I’m going to pick up my gun and make them wish they had.
Jake grabbed his high-velocity sniper rifle, and he rushed to the selected position. It was a bottom basement window, but the warehouse stood on a hill. It meant he looked down at the Mao Museum five football field lengths away.
The window lacked glass, so he didn’t have to break any. Jake had a suppressor on the end of the rifle. He poked it through the window and rested the end on its mount. Then he put his eye against the scope, centering on Director Harold.
The man had stopped because of the commotion ahead of him. That had been the plan.
This is it. Remember the Detention Center, remember your friends in the penal battalions.
Jake aimed at Harold’s upper torso, with a shaky red dot jittering around the suit. Taking a deep breath, holding the dot where the man’s heart should be, young Higgins squeezed the trigger. The high-velocity sniper rifle kicked against his shoulder. Jake clenched his teeth, and he continued to take deliberate aimed shots.
 
MAO MUSEUM, HARBIN, HEILONGJIANG PROVINCE
 
Stan pressed the button several times. Then he backed away from the Militia guard. He shook his head at the young Militiaman, trying to show that he was harmless.
The seconds ticked away. Could his son do this? Could Jake—
Stan must have been the first to see it. A bullet smashed through Director Harold, sprouting from his chest. A second one came on the heels of the first. With bloody red lips, Director Harold pitched forward.
Militia General Williamson turned. He watched Harold fall, hit the sidewalk and twitch. Then the tall Militia general looked up, and a round drilled him in the forehead, dropping him on the spot.
Stan had seen enough. He faded back, back, and a loud shout told him some of the Militia people saw the director. Without a word, Stan turned around and began to walk. He needed to leave Harbin and get back to his division. Things were about to get very hairy.
 
WAREHOUSE BASEMENT, HARBIN, HEILONGJIANG PROVINCE
 
Jake let go of his rifle and he raced across the basement. He ran outside to a shed, slipped inside it and uncovered a hidden tunnel opening. He crawled like mad in the darkness, reaching an older tunnel.
He felt around and found a flashlight. Clicking it on, standing, he ran again, his chest heaving. He couldn’t believe it. Director Harold was dead, with two bullet holes in his chest.
I did it. I killed the tyrant. Now what’s going to happen?
In time, he climbed a steel ladder and popped out onto a street in Harbin. A parked jeep waited. Jake dug out keys, unlocked the vehicle, started it and drove away. Thus was born a new assassination legend to rival an older one from the twentieth century concerning a President named Kennedy.
 
RENO, NEVADA
 
Paul Kavanagh stared out of the back of a taxi. Rain pelted the streets as people hurried for cover. It was unseasonable to have showers in August. The taxi’s wipers went back and forth, but it was old rubber. Probably been a long time since anyone changed them. They streaked water across the window and made everything blurry outside.
How could America field Orion ships, powered armor and lifters, yet have rundown taxis and most people on foot or riding bicycles?
Now that we defeated China, are we on top again or did we just win a few battles?
That was big picture stuff, and it mattered, but not much to a regular guy.
Is that what I am?
Paul shifted uncomfortably in the back seat. During a war, he knew what to do. Actually, with someone firing bullets, cannon shells or missiles, he knew what to do. Try to work in a shoe store or as a teller in a bank, and he didn’t do so well.
I’m a misfit. Even the general said he was glad to see me go.
Paul grinned at the recent memory. At first, when they got back to the States, the general had told him in particular that he had to stay in the orbital arm of the Marines.
“Do you know how much it cost your country to train you, Kavanagh? Your battlesuit and you are one now, and that’s not easily replaceable.”
“I’m taking a break,” he told the general.
“You? I don’t think so. What will you do as a civilian anyway?”
“Don’t know,” Paul had said. “Maybe it’s time I learned.”
There had been a pause. Maybe the general had processed his words. Finally, the general had stuck out his hand, and as they shook, the man said, “You’re a pain in the ass, Kavanagh. It was my job to try to keep you, since you’re a Marine, a damn good one, maybe even the best, but good riddance. We’re better off without you.”
“Thank you, sir. It’s been a pleasure.”
“Get bent, Kavanagh. If I never see you again, it will be too soon.”
Paul kept smiling as he stared out of the taxi’s window. He was out, baby. He’d done his stint, and he’d done his duty. Maybe he’d become a private eye. It seemed the sort of job for someone like him. Yeah, he’d help people find things. Something different that took a knack for dealing with trouble.
The taxi turned down a street, and he noticed a change. The houses, the businesses looked rundown here, with bars over every set of windows. The people in the rain didn’t run to keep from getting wet. Didn’t look much whether they cared about wet one way or another.
Does Cheri live in this neighborhood? He looked at the slip of paper he’d shown the driver. He hadn’t been able to remember if it was the same address as during his last leave or not.
He shrugged. I’m coming home, baby.
The taxi took another turn, and the houses and apartments lowered another notch in quality. Those on the street who stopped to stare at the taxi had hard looks and mean features.
That bothered Paul. While he’d been fighting for his country with the latest tech, his wife had lived in squalor. That was wrong. Well, he had a few bucks saved up. He’d used the system of putting ten percent of his pay into an account. He’d cash out and get his wife and boy a good place to live.
He remembered a lesson from high school, which hadn’t made sense then. Maybe it did more now. The lesson had been about ancient Rome and its citizen-farmer legionaries. The Romans had been the best soldiers, and had beaten everyone they faced. But at the end of some long war, the good soldiers had each lost his farm because he hadn’t been home to work it. He’d been too busy fighting for his country. The generals had made out. But the grunt, the legionnaire, had been screwed.
Seemed like nothing changed: different era, different weapons, same outcome.
Not this time, or not for me, Paul thought. If I can make a good Marine, I can do something that will bring us the bucks.
It was going to be better this time between Cheri and him.
The taxi’s brakes squealed as it came to a stop before a beat-up apartment complex. Several young men leaned against a wall, in a dry area. They looked like scoundrels.
“You pay now,” the taxi driver said.
“Sure,” Paul said. He counted the bills, crisp new ones that felt shiny and clean, and added a few more for a tip, handing it through a slot in the glass partition between them.
“I ain’t gonna get out here,” the driver said.
“No problem. I got it.” Paul opened the door, and he aimed his legs out. The right leg had a brace over the knee. It had taken a pounding in China. He grabbed a pair of crutches, set the rubber tips on the ground and swung his body out.
With his good foot, he slammed the door shut. The taxi’s nearly bald tires spun and sprayed a bit of water, some of which struck Paul’s pants. Either the man was in a hurry, or he really didn’t like this part of town.
Yeah, Cheri and me are finding a new place tomorrow.
In his leather coat with a duffel bag slung over his back, he crutched his way up the main sidewalk. The three punks said something they thought was funny, and they laughed.
Paul stopped, glancing at the three.
One of them showed him a switchblade, letting the metal pop out. “What you got in the duffel bag, old man?”
Might as well get this over with. Paul swung off the sidewalk and crutched straight at the three young men. They needed shaves, and they were too skinny. The kid didn’t even know how to hold the switchblade right. He held it loosely, probably because he thought it made him look tough.
Paul didn’t say a word. He just stopped in front of them and stared as he leaned on his crutches.
The kid with the switchblade pushed off the wall. Paul moved fast, straightening, swinging a crutch, striking the kid’s hand so the loosely held switchblade went spinning.
The punk yanked his hand back, clutching it against his chest, staring at Paul.
Kavanagh stared back with his game face.
Maybe the ex-knifeman saw the death in Kavanagh’s eyes. Maybe the druggie recognized the heat of combat about to erupt. The punk wilted as his mouth went limp, and his harsh words dribbled away into silence.
Likely, the other two saw the same thing. They pushed off the wall. One of them mumbled something that sounded like, “Let’s jet elsewhere, man.” With hunched shoulders and hands in their pockets, they swaggered away, attempting to salvage some pride in their flight from death.
It took Paul half a minute to calm himself down, to put the game face and emotions away. Then he went back to the sidewalk, using the crutches and his good leg. The apartments had a center area with dead trees and weeds. He crutched his way to rusty stairs and negotiated them one at a time.
Yeah. He was here to stay. His wife wasn’t going to live like this anymore. And if he did live in this dump, he was going to bring changes to a lot of things here.
Paul’s heart began to beat quicker as he approached 232. Cheri, his darling bride, he missed her, maybe more than he realized.
He stopped, straightened and rested the crutches against the wall. That wasn’t going to be his wife’s first image of him. Tightening the brace, he raised a fist to knock. I hope she locks the door.
On impulse, he tried it, and the knob turned. He couldn’t believe it. How many times had he told her in the past to lock the door?
Pushing it open to his apartment, he gingerly used his bad leg. That caused a twinge in his knee, but he could take it for a few minutes.
The corridor was short, and he heard a rustle of paper. He stepped into a kitchenette, surprising his wife. Cheri sat at a counter, reading a magazine.
She looked up, and her eyes went wide. “What…what are you doing here?” she asked.
Paul didn’t answer. He moved toward her, forgetting about his bum knee, grinning, with his arms wide.
“Paul!” she shouted. “Paul, you’re home!” She jumped off the stool.
He grabbed her and spun around as she squealed with delight. “Paul, Paul!” she said, with tears running down her face. “You’re alive, and you’re home.”
He hugged her fiercely so her breasts squished against him. She felt so good, so very, very good. Then he set her down and began to kiss her lips, her salty cheeks, her nose, eyes and lips once more. She hugged him tightly, weeping.
After a time, he released her. “We won the war, sweets. We beat the Chinese and made them surrender. Now your man is home for good.”
“Do you mean that?” she asked.
“Yeah,” he said. “We’re moving out of this dump. I have a few favors I can call in, but that doesn’t matter now.”
“No,” she said, almost shyly.
He grabbed her hand. It was small and warm, the hand of his wife. With a gentle tug, he led his beautiful bride into the bedroom. She had already started telling him about things. That was good. He wanted to know. First, though, he kicked the bedroom door shut behind him. He was home, and he was going to enjoy the wife of his youth, his most precious love, beginning right now.
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Epilogue One
IMMEDIATE EVENTS
 
With the death of Director Harold and Militia General Williamson, Homeland Security was at a loss what to do next.
Vice President Steakley took over. His security teams broke into the President’s quarters and David Sims revived during six days of rehabilitation.
The Detention Center people in Colorado shot Dr. Levin. Army personnel invaded the premises the next day, releasing Anna Chen and General McGraw, who had been scheduled for execution. She rushed to David Sims’ side and convinced the President to allow an old-style election next year. She also convinced him that it was time to retire.
During the next few weeks, McGraw’s fame grew with people clamoring for him to run for office. Beginning to collect his team, he offered Stan Higgins a place on his staff. Stan accepted with the proviso he could have his son as his aide.
McGraw said, “Yes, of course. That would be perfect, father and son together. People will love it.”
Director Harold’s murder in Harbin was chalked up to Chinese extremists. It meant harsher peace terms concerning China’s blue-water Navy.
Under Chairman Shun Li’s guidance, the People’s Republic of China surrendered to the United States of America. The Mexico-based PAA army soon began the long trip home, taking seven months until the last soldier departed.
Premier Konev’s Russia offered to run Manchuria as a protectorate. On the advice of General McGraw, President Sims agreed.
“It’s time to rebuild,” McGraw said. “And it’s time to bring the boys home. Let the Russians worry about Chinese guerillas. It will embroil them both in a quagmire for years to come.” Unknown to any but his inner team, the advice came directly from “Professor” Higgins, the Historian.
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Epilogue Two
A LONGER VIEW
 
Stan Higgins became President McGraw’s Secretary of Defense. His first act was to eliminate penal battalions and to prosecute the numerous war criminals among the Detention Center people. Then he merged the best officers and enlisted personnel of the Militia organization into the US Army, soon disbanding the rest of the Militia. After six years of service under McGraw, Stan Higgins taught military history at West Point. He retired at sixty-nine and moved to Alaska, writing his seminal treatise, On Modern War, before dying at age seventy-three to the Aleutian Flu Epidemic.
 
Jake Higgins worked for the McGraw Administration until transferring to the revived Libertarian Party under Stuart Smith. He married Sheila Baxter, a former exotic dancer, had three children and divorced when she joined the Holy Shakers religious movement. Jake failed in a bid for governor of Colorado and complained about rigged elections. Before the police could arrest him under the latest Anti-Democratic Speech Laws, Jake joined the US Expeditionary Force to Argentina, dying during the intense urban fighting in Santiago, Chile.
 
Anna Chen married David Sims and ghost-wrote his famous six-volume biography, The Life and Times of David Sims. She gave birth to twins and homeschooled them until they entered junior high. Shortly thereafter, David passed away and Anna ran and won the post of Mayor of Bangor, Maine. She died peacefully in her sleep at eighty-two, remembered as an integral member of the team that won the Sino-American War of 2039-2042.
 
Romo remained in the US Marines, becoming a Master Sergeant until the stabbing death of Jorge Domingo and Peter Parham in 2052. The trial revealed the two victims burglarized the apartment of Romo’s girlfriend Rita Backwater, raping and killing her before leaving the premises. Romo spent seven years in Leavenworth before the authorities—on the President’s orders—commuted his sentence and quietly released him due to services rendered during the space drop into China. During Romo’s drunken celebration from prison, a car struck and killed him as he crossed the street. Foul play was suspected but never proven.
 
Shun Li ruled China for seven years until the Rebellion of ’49. During that time, she secretly funded the Manchurian Insurrection against the Russians. Konev ordered Russian forces out of Manchuria in 2046, but threatened to intervene if the Chinese military entered the area. The next three years proved pivotal as Shun Li readied the country for war against Russia. Her draconian laws finally ended in open revolt, led by the military. Various Army Groups set up autonomous regions in the country. As the nation threatened to disintegrate into a civil war among warlords, East Lightning Commissar Fu Tao’s Eagle-team assault captured Chairman Shun Li. During a drumhead hearing, Fu Tao declared her guilty of war crimes and executed “The Butcher” on the spot.
 
Soon after retiring from the military, Paul Kavanagh began Salvage, Incorporated, a one-man private detective agency. Despite a rough two years in the beginning, he gained a reputation for finding and retrieving missing items or information. He never became rich, but he was good at what he did, refusing to take bribes or let the powerful intimidate him. In his later years, he sold the agency to his son Mikey. Paul and Cheri died in the same week. She was 74 and he was 81, survived by his son, his son’s wife and their three grandchildren, Billy, Tom and Sarah.
 
The End
 
To the Reader: Thanks! I hope you’ve enjoyed Invasion: China. If you liked the book, please put up some stars and a review. Let new readers know what’s in store for them and let me know what worked for you.
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