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Аннотация
In a hidden control room a group of young technicians prepare missiles for launch. North Korea has deemed it politically necessary to reunite all of Korea under its flag, but to do so it must ensure there will be no retaliation from South Korea’s allies — primarily the United States. Using a stockpile of small nuclear devices it has secretly purchased or developed over the years, the North strikes, not to kill, but to cripple. The United States cannot be killed, but it can be turned off.
Retired Navy Commander Roger Hammond is eating out when he sees one of the warheads explode high in the atmosphere. Almost instantly everything around him goes dark. All around him nothing electronic works. People try to turn things on, but nothing happens. Even their watches stop working. Realizing what just happened Hammond decides to do something about it. He must get back in the service and do his part. Making his way to Washington, he enlists the aid of an old friend who is the Naval Liaison at the White House. Realizing that modern equipment is no longer available, Hammond looks for other tools which are still usable, but not effected by the electromagnetic pulse of a nuclear explosion. Working with his friends in Washington, Hammond gets the ball rolling and helps get the services started again. Ultimately he is given command of one of the most powerful ships afloat, and creates a set of events which steers the United States out of the dark to victory over the North Koreans.
Private Dale Ricks is a part of the peacekeeping force standing watch at the Demilitarized Zone in Korea when enemy troops swarm across the boarder, overrunning his small unit. He and his sergeant find themselves surrounded and behind enemy lines. Frightened and confused at first, Ricks quickly overcomes his fears. The two men work their way back through the lines, picking up others on their way, and then lead the efforts to slow the progress of the enemy forces until the United States and its allies can muster the forces to take the small country back. During the process Ricks changes from being a rookie into a man of action.
In the fires of conflict, the true nature of men and nations are forged. They become Tempered Steel.


Hunter Goforth
Tempered Steel


Chapter 1

March 20 — Launch
The air in the space was thick and smelled like an old locker room filled with sweaty clothes. Two bulbs glowed dimly on the ceiling giving scarce light to the inhabitants inside the eight by twenty foot room. Consoles lined one wall, sprinkled with gages and multicolored lights. There was a dim orange-red light from the back of the consoles where vacuum tubes glowed brightly. Heat radiated from each tube adding to the intense stuffiness in the room. The hot electronics added their own distinct odor to the mix of heat and smell.
A small duct ran along the ceiling. The room was supposed to be air conditioned, but as usual it didn’t work. The engineers designed the system to be operated with a return vent through the door to allow for circulation. But the political officer declared the mission was too secret. As a result, the vent had been plated over and barely a breath of warm air came out of the blowers.
For what seemed like the hundredth time a young technician wiped his face with a small towel. The cloth was already saturated as he laid it down on the side of his console. The man’s white shirt was plastered to his body and sweat poured from his forehead down his face, yet his eyes remained glued to his instruments checking the readings to make sure he missed nothing. His supervisor and the political officer had berated him savagely a few days before when he was caught looking away. The gauges and readouts indicated voltages, tank pressures, gyro settings, computer readiness, fluid levels, operating systems readiness and all other settings necessary to launch a rocket. In this case, he was monitoring five of them.
Showing an early talent for math and science, the technician was singled out while in his teens to attend special schools and get specialized degrees from the university. During the two years after graduation he went through even more specialized training for the rocket forces. The state had been an insistent taskmaster. He and the others learned the physics, the chemistry, mechanics and even the electronics so each could run the programs and solve problems in their sleep. They knew the systems thoroughly. In return, the state promised a life of ease. At the end of this mission each would get an apartment of their own, higher pay, access to the special stores only the elite in the party could use — all the things a young man would desire. Even better, they would continue to work in the nation’s rocket program making it bigger and more powerful.
Only one week after completing the final phase of their training each young man had been mated up with mechanics to service the rockets. They learned how to put them together and take them apart so that if there was a problem, either could easily fix it. Now they were putting all they had learned into action. In the two months leading to this day the men checked and double-checked each rocket. They ran launch drills and simulated breakdowns. Training was conducted every day.
There were twelve men assigned to this mission. Six of them were in the confined space watching their consoles while their supervisor and the political officer watched their actions. Just four hours before, the order came to prepare for launch. The men immediately busied themselves in preparing the missiles and removing the covers from the launchers. Once done, the technicians entered the control room and the countdown began.
The supervisor kept one eye on a clock hanging on the wall in front of him. Each of the six technicians began relaying status until all thirty missiles were pronounced ready for launch. There would be a timed sequence to the launch. They would not all go at once. Instead, one would be launched every fifteen seconds until they were all gone. As the second hand on the clock swept to twelve, the supervisor announced, “One minute.”
The young technician could hear one of his colleagues breathe heavily. He too felt the strain of what they were doing. In just a few minutes it would all be over and they could return home as heroes. He could almost envision himself in a fine apartment relaxing without a care in the world.
“Thirty seconds.”
The announcement shocked the technician back to the present. He checked the readings one last time. His would be the last five to fire. The pressures were good and the readings were normal. He wondered if there would be any nice looking girls around his new home.
Unlike launches in most places, there was no countdown here. The supervisor simply ordered, “Begin launch.”
The technician on the first console selected the first missile and depressed the firing key. From somewhere outside the room the men heard a rocket motor ignite with a deafening roar and then slowly get quieter as it lifted skyward. When the rocket left the cradle the technician announced, “One away. Launching two.” Watching his own counter, he selected the second rocket and depressed the key exactly fifteen seconds after the first.
The political officer was smiling broadly. This was the start of a new day for his country. Nothing would stand in the way of this signature event. He and the supervisor walked down to the consoles and watched as each rocket was fired. As the first technician completed his task, the political officer moved to the next technician’s console, soon followed by the supervisor working their way down the line.
The young technician listened for the report that the 25th rocket had been launched. Once done, he watched his clock so that he depressed his firing key for the first time exactly fifteen seconds after it. It took just one minute before his last rocket lifted off. The young man felt the elation of knowing he had performed his task flawlessly. He turned his head looking up with a wide grin to see the barrel of a silenced pistol pointed at him. The last thought through his mind before it fired was, “Why?”
The supervisor looked sadly down at the line of dead young men. The pistol was still smoking in his hand and it felt heavy as lead. He did not want to do this task, but the state demanded it. All those years and all that work was now over. After a long sigh he turned to the political officer. “Let’s go. We have much to do,” he said in a tired voice. He handed him the gun and turned toward the door.
The political officer nodded and followed him. As the supervisor stepped through the door the political officer shot him once in the back of the head. The supervisor toppled forward and out of the way of the door. Placing the gun into a pocket of his trousers, the political officer reached in, shut off the lights to the room, closed the door, and walked quickly away.
Norfolk, Virginia
Roger Hammond sat alone in a greasy spoon not far from his home. He stared vacantly at the plate just placed before him. It looked like the same old plate of brown meatloaf and mashed potatoes he’d eaten the night before. The only colors in the plate were the red splotch of catsup someone had obviously taken great care to glop onto the top, and a small bowl of pale green peas and orange carrots sitting in a semi-liquid. The contents of the plate seemed to sit in a runny, greasy gravy produced from a mix. There were even lumps in the gravy to accurately demonstrate the care put into its preparation. Hammond stared at the mixture with tired, sad eyes. This is pathetic, he thought to himself. It was 11 p.m. on a warm Friday night in March, and instead of being home relaxing, he was in this dive gagging down mystery meat. Almost in a daze, he worked his fork through the potatoes and stirred them around.
It was exactly 12 months since he retired from the Navy to enter civilian life and the corporate world. Hammond loved the navy, but it was wrecking his marriage. His wife had grown to criticize every aspect of their lives and gave him the ultimatum of the Navy or her. Roger loved his wife dearly, so to try and save what they had, he left the Navy even though he had been selected for the rank of Captain. He found a very good job with a very good electronics firm making twice what he was paid in the service.
Almost from day one he hated it. The political back stabbing in the corporation turned his stomach and he watched several young upstarts bully their way up the ladder to senior positions even though he knew they didn’t have any real leadership skills. Roger never liked bullys and had fought against such things all through his career. He knew his days in the company were numbered.
Roger took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Looking up from his plate, he glanced around the diner. It was one of those older 60’s style places with yellowed wallpaper, out-of-date hanging lamps above each booth, and a lot of stainless steel in the bar and kitchen area. The guy cooking seemed to be wearing the same spotted and frayed apron from the month before. A waitress was leaning on the table beside the cash register looking at some magazine. Even the customers were familiar. Leaning back in his booth, Hammond stared up at the ceiling. The tiles were different colors depending on how long they had survived the onslaught of grease and cigarette smoke from past abuse. Occasionally a darker spot showed where something leaked long ago but no one had bothered to paint or replace the tile.
Hammond sat alone. Despite everything he sacrificed, it took his wife less than a month to file for divorce. It didn’t matter about his good job, good pay or the fact that he still loved her. She met someone on that last deployment and decided she wanted a change. At first she said getting out of the Navy would make a difference, but she was still sneaking off to see the guy. Roger came home early from a trip to find them in bed. She screamed at him as if it were his fault, packed her bags and left that day. The divorce was quick and painful, but came out on his side.
Oh well, he sighed to himself. At least he had his retirement. There are more jobs out there too, he thought. He looked back down at his so-called meal and scooped up a mouth full. It even tasted the same. He stared at his plate and determined he was better than this. Better than the job, a better husband and even better than this dive he was in. He was going to take charge of his life again. He would start off finding a job that met his standards and then never look back.
Roger was half way through the second bite when the sky outside turned bright as day. At the same instant, the lights in the restaurant got bright in intensity and flickered out. At first he simply stared out the window as the light dimmed to a ball hanging in the sky. Then it dawned on him what it really was.
“Everybody down!” he shouted as he shifted out of the booth and dove under the table.
The others in the restaurant stared at him like he was some freak until a dull boom echoed from outside. It rattled the windows a little. The boom sent everyone to the floor, scurrying to find some sort of protection. After a few frightening moments, Roger eased out of his spot and looked out the window again. The ball was nearly gone and there was no light coming from outside. Even the streetlamps were out.
So this is what a nuclear war starts like, Roger wondered.
“What the hell was that?” one of the patrons asked in the dark behind him.
“Probably a transformer,” the cook called out. Roger could tell he was still behind his counter.
“That was no transformer,” Roger said. “I suggest everyone go home right now.”
The fry cook stumbled around in the dark. The swinging door from the kitchen screeched open. “Just hang on a few minutes. I’m sure the power will come back on,” the cook said. No one noticed that even the emergency lights weren’t working.
Roger knew exactly what it had been, but was leery of voicing it. He sat down at his place shoveling his dinner into his mouth quickly and drowning it with the tea sitting beside the plate. He stood again and made his way toward the door.
“You’ll have to wait till I can ring it up,” the waitress said as he came towards her.
Roger pulled out his wallet and felt for a bill. He knew it was either a $10 or a $20. He handed it over in the dark. “That should handle it all,” he said.
“But I don’t know how much this is,” she complained.
“Then bill me,” he yelled back as he went through the door. Hammond made his way to his car and opened the door. Climbing inside, he slipped the key into the ignition and turned the switch. The car turned over, but that was all. After cranking in vain for about 3 minutes, he got out of the car and looked around him. Other patrons were now in their cars doing the same thing. None of the cars would start. Roger watched as each got out and cursed their vehicle, wondering what had happened.
After a few more minutes, as breakers were manually reset at the power company, lighting and power were restored around them. Roger watched as streetlights first came on, then lights in the buildings and homes. The restaurant lights flickered but were a little dimmer. Some had burned out in the flash. He could hear the waitress trying to operate the cash register inside. Her complaints to the cook on how the machine was “busted” became loud and vocal.
Hammond noticed the patrons from other establishments filing out and making their way toward their cars. Like Roger, each tried in vain to start them.
Perfect, Roger thought to himself — a faint smile crossing his face. He chuckled under his breath. “Electro-magnetic pulse,” he muttered.
He reached back into his car and tried turning on the radio. Like before, nothing happened. He turned it back off and removed his keys. Looking around at the confusion in the parking lot, he shook his head and resigned himself to being on foot. Luckily he was only about four blocks from his home. He thought a moment about the possibility of fallout, but decided that since he had no shelter it really didn’t matter anyway. While the people around him wondered aloud what had happened and what to do, Roger eased his way past and began his trek home. His own problems had just been put on hold.
Washington, D.C.
President Steven O’Bannon was in a fine Irish temper. He was only three months into his presidency, having defeated a one term liberal who decimated a number of programs, including defense, and now he was stuck with a nuclear war. He sat with his teeth tightly clenched. It was bad enough he had to clean up the mess, but getting blamed for a war he didn’t start was a political nightmare.
The President ran on a platform of national security and cleaning house. He was tired of seeing countries ignore human rights, instigate military buildups, and aid in the proliferation of terrorism while the US stood by and watched. He wasn’t alone. Nearly every American demanded something be done. That had been his rallying cry. The previous administration was still closing bases, cutting defense programs, and using the saved funds to build government instead of returning it to the taxpayers, even up to the day of his inauguration. What’s more, the opposing party was blocking his appointments and delaying his programs. Now he was sitting alone in a bomb shelter and everything had come crashing down.
The President had just settled down in his bed for the first good night of sleep in almost a week, when the Secret Service agents burst into his bedroom and almost physically threw him and his wife into an elevator. Their two children were hustled in within seconds, each with a look of horror on their face. The doors closed and everyone went weightless as the elevator dropped rapidly to a place four hundred feet below. He remembered his wife clinging to him and the frightened whimpers from his children as the elevator fell.
Just as quickly the elevator began to brake and slowed to a stop. The doors opened into a sterile world better known as “the sub-basement.” Secretly built during the Truman presidency while rebuilding the interior of the White House itself, the sub-basement was in actuality a bomb shelter for the chief executive.
Secret Service agents helped them out of the elevator, ushered the family to their suite of rooms and the President to his office. Though the walls were wallpapered and looked like any other room in the White House, the facilities were dated and clearly showed that, except for the basics, they hadn’t really been updated in more than a decade. At first, the only thing the President knew for certain was that missiles were incoming. Now he was in his office, in his pajamas, sitting in front of a tan colored rotary telephone, waiting for the end. He was twisting a wooden #2 pencil he found on his desk — anything to take off some of the stress. He squeezed it hard enough to leave indentations in the wood.
O’Bannon expected the telephone to ring — if for no other reason than to begin a retaliatory strike. But the instrument remained silent. He picked up the receiver and tried to get a line. That was when he discovered his very sophisticated telephone system could call anyone he wished — within the bunker. There was no working outside line. That realization brought on a torrent of curses which might have alerted the staff if the place hadn’t been soundproofed. He rang for a Secret Service agent.
“Ross here, sir,” came the reply.
“Ross, I need you to get hold of whoever you have to and get me a line to somewhere outside these walls. I don’t care where it is. I would prefer the Pentagon, but I’ll take anything right now,” he sputtered in anger.
“I’ll do what I can, sir,” came the reply.
For a moment, the President stared at the other three telephones in his office. He was very tempted to pick one up and ask what the hell was going on, but knew he shouldn’t. So for all practical purposes, he was alone — something a President never needed to be in a crisis.
The President sat staring at his desk in a slow simmer until he heard a tapping at his door. “Come in!” he shouted, much louder than he had meant to.
Captain Jim Butler stuck his head around the door. Captain Butler was a 25-year naval officer assigned to the White House during the closing days of the previous administration. President O’Bannon kept him on because he liked his no-nonsense style, frankness and professionalism. Butler wasn’t like the other advisor “weenies” that prowled the White House corridors more into politics than getting their jobs done. On a number of occasions he had been called into the Oval Office to give his advice. In every case, the advice Butler gave was 100 percent on the mark. President O’Bannon was never happier to see anyone in his life.
“Jim! Get your ass in here,” the President said with some visible relief on his face. “I hope to God you have some information on all this.”
Butler smiled at his boss. They had hit it off almost immediately and even shared an interest in fishing and basketball. Butler couldn’t have cared less for the political job, but he liked the guy and would do anything to help out. Butler also didn’t care about promotion or sucking up to the admirals in the Pentagon. So he just did his job and let the chips fall. At least this President was a good one.
Butler stepped into the office and walked up to the desk. “Mister President, I think we’re in a shooting war. Too bad we don’t know who’s shooting at us,” he said.
The President looked puzzled. “You mean we have no clue?” When the realization struck him he threw down the pencil and sat back in his seat, disgusted.
Captain Butler shook his head. “Not a one, sir. I had just come on watch when it started. Just before I put out the alert we saw multiple launches from about 50 miles off both coasts. Looked just like submarine launched ballistic missiles, but there’s only one thing wrong. Nobody has that many, sir.”
“What do you mean they don’t have that many?”
“Just that. The Russians have only two missile subs at sea, the Brits have about four, the French, one. On the other side of the world, the Chinese have three of those kinds of boats, but they’re in port. No one else has any worth mentioning,” he briefed. “There’s nothing on the threat board right now, yet we counted over thirty missiles coming in from each of five launch points. That’s more missiles than a Trident carries, so that leaves us with a big goose egg for information,” he said a little disgusted and frustrated himself. “I guess whoever it was could have multiple boats launching from the same point, but like I said nobody’s got that many underway,” he said almost with a sigh. “I wish I could tell you more boss, but they dragged me down here right after you. I’ve been trying to get hold of anyone I could but … nothing. My fear is the bombs have dropped and no one is up there to answer, sir. Even the direct lines to the Pentagon and NORAD are dead.”
The President shook his head as if to wake up from a bad dream. “Shit,” he said in disgust. “So now we sit it out a few weeks before trying to pick things up. By then, our country will be practically dead.”
Butler nodded. “Whoever thought of this did a good job. We didn’t have any time to react,” he said, “and we don’t know who to react to.”
The President could tell Butler was pissed off. He could tell it in his voice and the way Butler’s eyes seemed to flash when he spoke. The man didn’t know — and he told him he didn’t know. Not knowing made it worse. The President motioned to a chair.
“Sit down, Jim. It’s just us for now and I know we’ll work something out in all this.”
Butler appeared to sag a little. The black and gold shoulder boards inched downward slightly and he eased himself into the wooden chair in front of the President’s desk.
“What do you think happened to our phones and the other comms?” the President asked.
Butler grunted, “You can blame your esteemed predecessor. You remember all the changes he ordered early in his term?”
“Sure.”
“Well, he said the military should not have anything better than what the general population had in its operations. He said it would save lots of money. When Bob Nichols over at Systems Command tried to remind the President about the problems in a nuclear confrontation, he got laughed out of his office. Bob told me the President said nuclear war was a thing of the past,” Butler almost spat. “Now we’ve got one and the EMP knocked out everything electronic including our off-the-shelf phone system.”
“I thought the lines between here and the Pentagon were dedicated lines buried deep,” the President said.
“Oh the lines are deep, but they bought a civilian phone system. They replaced the equipment at NORAD at about the same time. Hell, even I said something when it was installed on this end. But who listens to a captain when a truck load of admirals is giving orders.”
The President looked at his desk and the old equipment there. “Well, don’t feel bad, look what I’m stuck with.”
Butler chuckled. “At least that will work. The electromagnetic pulse doesn’t bother that old stuff in the least. It only goes after the high tech gizmos,” he said.
The President sighed. “So what do we do?”
Butler looked up at the President and straightened up a little. “About the only thing we can do for now is to sit tight and wait till the initial effects are over. I got guys trying to reestablish comms now. In a couple of hours, we might try and go topside and see how bad it really is. A lot depends on the radiation levels and how much is still standing. Our forces have probably already put themselves on high alert. I know what the plans are in a case like this. Everyone protects our shorelines and our interests until the command structure comes back online. Local commanders are in charge for now. As far as the rockets go, they are grounded until someone with authority puts out the word. Since we don’t know who did it, they are probably sitting safe and snug in their shelters deep underground,” he said almost from memory. “So Boss, it looks like it’s just you and me until we get more word.”
The sound of the telephone ringing caused the President and Butler to nearly jump from their seats. The “hotline,” actually several direct telephone lines between the White House and other world leaders, had originally been set up for direct talks to forestall a nuclear war. In some cases a translator was included on the line to make sure there were no misinterpretations. In this case the telephone from the United Kingdom was ringing and no translator was needed. The president lifted the receiver.
“Good evening, Mister President. This is Prime Minister Nickolson calling,” said the voice through the headset.
“Mister Prime Minister, you have no idea how good it is to hear your voice,” the President answered. The relief in his voice was obvious. A slight chuckle came from the other end.
“I dare say. We have monitored the wanton attack against your nation, and I have called to offer the complete support of the United Kingdom to assist you in any way we can,” he said earnestly. “I have been asked by His Majesty to relay his personal shock and support.”
“Thank you, Prime Minister. There is no doubt in my mind of your support and your kindness. Please pass along the appreciation of my nation to His Majesty.”
“I am happy to do so. I take it you are in a shelter of some kind?” the Prime Minister asked.
“Yes, Prime Minister, we are waiting out the effects of the blasts. Unfortunately, I have no way of knowing the extent of the damage to my nation since all my communications except for this one seem to have been disrupted for the present.”
“My ministers have informed me this might be the case. I have with me my Minister of Defense and First Sea Lord. If you like, I will conference us all together to give you as much information as we currently have.”
Captain Butler jumped from his seat and hurried to the door. “Get hold of some stenographers and my staff and get them here right now!” he anxiously whispered to the agent guarding the hallway. The agent nodded and picked up a telephone as the Captain returned to his seat.
“We are getting a few people here to take it all down. I have my naval attaché here at present. Captain Jim Butler has my complete confidence. I believe he met your Defense Minister and First Sea Lord last month at our summit.” The president motioned to the little box on his desk that made it a speakerphone. The box was pushed and the regular receiver returned to its cradle.
“Good evening Prime Minister, ministers,” Butler said a little anxiously. He had never really cared for politics or speaking to political animals, but at least two of these men he had met and they were military types like himself.
“Glad you are there, Captain Butler, good to have our navies well represented.” It was the voice of the First Sea Lord. They had instantly liked each other when they met at a reception just the month before. It resulted in an invitation to the First Sea Lord’s manor just outside London and a discovery that both enjoyed, among other things, an evening playing poker. When the bombs had gone off, Butler had been the first person he had thought of.
“Thanks, sir. I hope you can shed some light on all this.” Butler briefed on what he knew. By the time he finished, the small office was filled with people, paper in hand, taking down every word. Two stenographers were there to complete the process.
“I believe we can add a little more,” said the Defense Minister. “It seems that the weapons were set to explode between altitudes of 75 to 100 miles. Except for two of them, they were within that range. There were two ground explosions on the cities of Memphis, Tennessee, and Dallas, Texas. The other cities were….” He began listing all of the cities where an explosion occurred and the number of devices used if more than one had been targeted in one place. But Captain Butler reacted after the information about the altitude. He quickly stepped from the room and grabbed one of the Secret Service agents.
“Come on, slick, let’s get topside,” he said taking the man by the arm.
“But sir, what about the damage — or the radiation,” the man stammered. It was clear he didn’t have any problem taking a bullet for the President, but the idea of turning bright green from radiation exposure was something else.
Butler smiled at the man. “Don’t worry, I’ll protect you,” he winked. “But if it’s what I think, there won’t be either damage or radiation.” He stopped at a closet outside the elevator. Inside he grabbed a small instrument and flipped a switch. Luckily, the activation light came on. Then both men entered the elevator and pressed the button to ascend.
When the elevator approached the top both men held their breath. The door opened to the lower level of the White House. Several people were using it as a shelter. Everyone began talking at once. Butler motioned for them to keep quiet.
“Just wait here. I’ll be right back,” he told them, as he rushed to the stairs. Two flights later he entered the main reception area of the White House. A few more steps and he was standing under the portico looking out over Washington. There were no cars moving, and it seemed a peaceful night.
EMP. They used the EMP, he thought.
The agent appeared beside him. There was a bewildered look on his face. “But there was no explosion,” the agent slowly said.
One of the security guards ambled over. “You missed all the fireworks Captain,” he said with a grin. “Just a while ago the whole sky lit up. We even heard the rumble and felt a little heat.” Then the man got quite serious. “Captain, are we dead?”
Captain Butler turned on the Geiger counter and held it out. There was nothing except for the usual readings. He ran it over the guard’s clothes. Again there was no change. “Well Jack,” he said reading the name from the guard’s badge, “I don’t know what initial radiation you might have picked up, but from what I’m seeing, you’ll live to be 100,” he said, a slow smile widening on his face.
The guard extended his hand and Butler took it. “Makes me feel a lot better, Captain.” There was a look of relief on his face.
“Hang tight out here. We will probably be getting a lot of people coming to the White House tonight,” Butler said.
“I figured so after that,” the guard said pointing toward the sky. “I was on a carrier back in ’84 so I have a feelin’ you guys are up to your asses in alligators right now. Cabinet and Pentagon types?” he asked.
“That’s it. Be a little while since the phones are out, but just be ready.”
“I’ll pass the word.” The guard said turning with a wave and heading toward the guardhouse near the street.
Butler looked at the Secret Service agent. He was nervous and still confused. “In answer to your question, there has been a nuclear explosion, just not the kind we all thought.” He shook his head in disgust. It was perfect, he thought. They knocked us out without killing everyone. Brilliant. He looked at the agent again. “We need to find out what’s working. Get some people down in the underground garage and see what vehicles will start. Then get them up here to run messages to all the offices. I’m going back down,” he said to the agent as he went back into the White House.
Atlantic Ocean, Off the Coast of North Carolina
Captain Tien Sohn was staring into the face of death. More precisely, into the barrel of a Russian made pistol aimed directly between his eyes. His political officer — an obnoxious, arrogant toad who made his life miserable — was holding the pistol. He recently replaced Sanh Fing, the political officer who had been aboard for the past ten years. Fing had become a good friend and loyal ally. The crew learned to respect the man and to listen to his political teachings, simply because he made the politics make sense. On several occasions Fing stepped in on behalf of the crew when something from the central government or local leaders caused problems. Fing had common sense and could explain why changes in political decisions were necessary. The crew missed the man.
The new political officer insisted on being called Mister Lieu. He had never been on a ship before and worked his way up from smaller provinces and a lot of bureaucracy. He expected instant obedience. The pistol he held didn’t move and the smile on Lieu’s face was frightening.
From the very beginning the captain had his suspicions about his orders. First was the decision to load the ship in secret with containers carrying cargo he and his crew were not allowed to inspect or to even go near. Every inquiry was met with the answer, “It is a matter of state security.” Then there was a special set of containers joined side by side with a sort of corridor and special bracing. They had been placed at the aft end of the cargo hold and connected to the ship’s electric supply. The containers had a crew of 12 that kept inside the thing. Occasionally he would see someone open an upper hatch and stand on top to smoke or get some air. Despite a storm while transiting the Straights of Magellan, they seemed to have come through with no casualties. Again, the crew had not been allowed to have contact with the men.
His orders had been to sail his ship to a specific latitude and longitude and remain there until told otherwise. The ship had arrived two days before and had been cruising in circles ever since. Upon arrival, Lieu ordered the men to remain in their quarters except to stand their watch or to eat. There had been a flurry of activity as the crew in the containers moved around the ship, going in and out of the other containers and doing whatever task they were told. That ended just 30 minutes before as Sohn saw first one flame and then another engulf the cargo areas. The missiles had cracked through the flimsy fake coverings of the containers and risen into the night sky. The noise and flames lasted for over seven minutes. The captain had been sitting in his chair reading messages when it started and he ducked under the sill as the flames licked at the bridge. From there, he watched helplessly as the missiles lifted off.
When the last missile left, Sohn raced to sound the emergency alarm, then bounded to the main deck to see what damage the missiles had caused. The paint was burning in a number of places on what was left of the containers and the inside of the cargo areas. In some cases, the flimsy materials used to make the containers had begun to burn. Fortunately the interior walls of the holds were mostly rust. As the crewmen assembled, he directed their firefighting efforts, quickly attacking the flames.
He needn’t have bothered. The force of the missile exhaust sprang rivets, split welds and in places melted the steel in the ship’s hull. Water was quickly filling the hold. Normally, the empty containers would have provided some buoyancy, but these now had neither bottom nor top. Captain Sohn returned to the bridge to get the engineers to put the pumps on full, but there was no response from the engine room crew. He watched in horror as hoses held by the men fighting the fires went slack as the water pressure slowly went away. Despite all his calls and efforts, the water remained off. The crew was forced to stand helpless and watch the fires smolder and burn.
It was the noise of hollow thumping that had gotten the Captain’s attention. It had started on one side of the ship. When the captain arrived, he could see one of the lifeboats with holes knocked neatly into the bottom. Rushing to the opposite side, he saw the political officer slamming an axe into the bottom of the remaining lifeboat with all the strength he had. Just as quickly as the captain realized what was happening, the axe dropped to the deck and Lieu produced the pistol. The captain backed into the pilothouse as Lieu followed, stopping at the doorway.
“What in the hell do you think you’re doing?” Sohn demanded; his hands in the air.
Lieu continued his evil smile. “The State does not wish to have any witnesses to what it has done,” he said slowly. “This ship will sink, and I will make sure no one else is left,” he said.
“My crew is to die at your whim?” The captain almost shouted. The full realization hit him like a brick. His country had started a war and they were the first pawns to be sacrificed.
“Your crew, comrade captain? These men and this ship belong to the state. You will make the ultimate sacrifice for that State!” he screamed. “I have already taken care of the engineers. The rest will soon join them!”
Captain Sohn watched as the pistol steadied again after Mister Lieu’s ranting. He was sure it was the last thing he would ever see. Something moving caught his eyes behind Lieu. Just as he tensed to squeeze the trigger, an axe appeared above Lieu’s head. Sohn watched as it came down and seemed to cleave completely through the political officers skull and come to rest in the middle of his chest. Lieu’s lifeless body slumped and crumpled to the deck, surrounded by an ever-widening pool of blood.
Chief Engineer Hahn let go of the axe and stood resolutely at the door, staring at his handiwork. “Pig!” he spat. Hahn stepped over the lifeless form to report to the captain. “He shot up most of my men before I was able to get a few out. The fire systems are back on now, but unless I’m mistaken, our ship won’t survive,” he said.
The lights were turned on around the deckhouse and surrounding the cargo area. Both men could see the ship had settled deeply in the water and the hold was nearly filled. Groans could be heard as the seas continued to move the ship. It wouldn’t be long before the keel would crack and the ship would break in two.
The captain ran to the radio room to send out a distress signal. He could have saved his time. The radio operator had a hole through the back of his head and the equipment was smashed. It was obvious the radio would never be fixed.
“We have to save what’s left of the crew!” the captain shouted. He lurched toward the pilothouse, across it to the door and gazed at the lifeboat. Nothing would allow the normally sturdy craft to float now. There were three large jagged rents in the area of the boat’s keel.
“The other’s just as bad,” the Hahn moaned. “Let’s try an inflatable,” he suggested. Both men ran to the area aft of the funnel where the inflatable life rafts were sealed in their capsules. The engineer slammed his hand on the release and kicked the capsule over the side. A cord attached to the ship released the raft as it fell and popped the capsule. There was no way to describe how the men felt when the capsule opened and there was no raft inside. The two halves fell harmlessly into the water. A similar effort on the other side produced the same results.
By now the ship was beginning to wallow heavily in the seas. The bulkheads started to buckle back and forth on the sides as the two ends of the ship were trying to keep the vessel afloat with 30,000 tons of water and containers weighing down the center. Already water was nearly up to the main deck. Most of the crewmen were clamoring toward the bridge — knowing the ship was doomed and clinging to the idea they might survive, if even for a few more moments.
“Will the aft end of the ship float?” the captain asked his engineer.
“It might for a while, but if the ship breaks up, it will probably spring almost every joint. Even then, the forward bulkheads aren’t designed to take on any kind of sea,” he said sorrowfully. “With luck, we might have a day or so before something gave way. But when things do break loose, I have no way of knowing whether this half will remain on an even keel. The engine won’t do us any good and the generators may not work at any big angle,” he said looking at his captain in the face. “We’re in for it.”
The captain nodded. He knew the engineer was right. He also knew North Korean shipbuilders were not known for their workmanship. His ship would go down like a stone.
There was a loud metallic groan and then a gigantic bang. The crew watched as a crack appeared in the main deck, just in front of the after superstructure. The sounds of ripping steel and grinding metal accompanied a large surge of water from the crack that poured into what was left of the hold. The men watched in horror as the front end of the ship seemed to move to one side and peel away from where they were standing.
The seas continued to work the ship’s hull, first opening the crack, then slamming it shut again for several agonizing minutes. The crew stood petrified as the sounds tore at their ears. They watched in the glow of the ship’s exterior lighting as it illuminated the gaping jaws of the crack that seemed to be feeding on something in the dark water. Finally the crack began to open again. This time it didn’t stop. In a loud snap, the keel finally gave up and let go. The lights on the forward part of the ship went out as the electric lines severed. Just as suddenly, the men felt the deck beneath them heave upward as the last of the sturdy steel plates gave way and the forward end of the ship began to drift away. The men struggled to get back to their feet, having been thrown around the deck by the sudden movement. They saw the cargo area of the ship slide under the water. The bow of the ship began to angle upward, not lifting from the water, but simply tilting like it was going to hang there. Through the dim illumination they watched the bow slowly disappear, being dragged down by the cargo holds and the remaining containers. What appeared to be steam began whistling out of the hatches and windows and a froth of bubbles appeared around the remaining hull as it slid into the water. The bubbles continued to churn the water after the bow had gone from sight.
The Captain stood with tears in his eyes as he watched part of his beloved ship sink. He felt someone place a hand on his shoulder. Soh the old cook stood beside him. Both men just stood and shared the moment of sorrow, neither speaking, just being there.
“It’s floating,” said one of the crewmen nearby. The words broke the captain out of his private thoughts and into the present. He looked down where the man was pointing. There, riding easily in the water was the section of containers that had held the launching crew. It floated freely on the water. There was light coming from a small fixture on the top next to the hatch going below.
The Captain sprang into action. “Get some lines on that thing and guide it to what’s left of the ship’s side!” he yelled. The remaining crew sprang to life, rushing to break out the nylon mooring hawsers stored just aft of the superstructure on the main deck. Once removed, one end was lowered to the containers as they bumped along the forward remains of the ship. A crewman expertly slid down the line to the top of the containers and a loop at the end of the line was threaded through an attachment ring and secured. Another line was lowered and the crewman attached it on the other end of the containers. With great effort, the crew began to ease their makeshift raft to the side of the ship and secure it.
Half way through the process the engineer ran into the pilot house. “Captain! The engine room’s flooding and we won’t be able to stop it. When the bow tore away it sprung plates back another ten feet beyond the aft bulkhead of the cargo hold. I can give you lights for maybe another 20 minutes, then the water will be up to the generators,” he said in the confusion.
The captain nodded and pointed to the containers being moved around to the side. “See the light? This thing may have its own generator onboard. If it does, we need to get fuel to it and see about water. That’s our lifeboat, Hahn. Let’s make the best of it till the power goes.”
The engineer nodded and ran to the side. “I need to get down there,” he said. The leading seaman nodded and grabbed a smaller line, throwing it over the side and tying it to a bulkhead cleat. “We’re holding this thing right below,” he yelled. “Climb down while we finish pulling it around.”
The engineer slapped the man on the back and grinned. “If this thing starts to sink, don’t forget to leave me a line,” he said grinning. He then grabbed a flashlight just inside the pilothouse, took the line in his hands, and eased over the side and out of sight.
The crewman who had secured the containers held the line for him and greeted him when he lit on the deck. The engineer looked around, using the flashlight to inspect some of the welds holding the containers together. He motioned the man over. “Tell the Bos’n to get some steel wire down here and run it around this whole thing to hold it a little more secure. The more the better,” he said. “I’m going inside to see if this thing will float.”
The crewman nodded and started yelling instructions up to the ship while he went over to the hatch. To his surprise, the hatch was only loosely secured. He turned the handle and pulled it open. Hahn was surprised to find the space brightly lit. Lowering himself through the hatch, his feet found the ladder and he climbed down.
He had climbed into a tomb. Scattered around the space were the bodies of the launch crew. A total of 12 men were in the spaces. Each had been shot and left for dead. After checking for a pulse on several, Hahn decided it was no use and got back to checking for leaks. Surprisingly, there were none. The spaces had been constructed to be both waterproof and airtight to protect the delicate equipment — still operating in the first open space. There was a berthing space, dining facility, kitchen, radio and communications room, and farther on a storage area and room for the generator. It was obvious these weren’t just containers welded together, but a complete unit designed and constructed to take a lot of punishment. Checking the generator room, he found the fuel tanks nearly full. Glancing around, he saw why. The generator hadn’t come on until the ship’s power had been interrupted. He ran back to the kitchen area and found the water tank. Holding about 200 gallons, it was nearly empty. Hahn raced back up the ladder and through the hatch.
“Get a water hose down here right now!” he screamed up at the men now looking down at him. “Then tell the cook to start bringing down every bit of food he can!”
The hose took about 5 minutes to hook up. Then the water poured through it nearly filling the onboard tank when the lights on the ship began to blink. They dimmed briefly, came back brightly again, then blinked one final time before going out forever.
By this time the cook had taken a party of men and brought up a number of boxes of canned food. There was also some frozen meat and fish and several containers of dry stores. Now the ship was settling deeper and tilting further forward as the water filled the engineering spaces. The captain directed the food be lowered to their new home and for the men to abandon ship.
The evolution was actually quite orderly. The food was lowered or dropped to the deck and stacked near the hatch. At the same time, the Bos’n lowered several lines, equipment, and other materials he thought would come in handy. The men were allowed to go quickly to their berthing spaces and retrieve whatever personal items they wanted to bring. These too were lowered and the men followed down the lines until they were all assembled on the deck. The captain, as per tradition, was the last to leave. He had gathered the ship’s log and lowered it with his few belongings to the crew below, then with a final look around, crawled over the lines and lowered himself to the deck with his men.
He looked sorrowfully up the side of his old ship, and then shook his head. He turned to his remaining crewmen huddled together. “We have been made fools of today. Our country wanted to sacrifice us for some purpose we are unaware of,” he said sadly. “There has never been a more loyal crew to me or the country we served. Since our country now considers us dead, we may now make decisions on our own to live.” He looked around the small deck they were standing on. “This is going to be our home until someone comes for us. So let’s make the best of it. I am sorry I let you down by not finding out the treachery imposed on us. I am sorry we were not able to save our ship,” he said before the tears began to flow. He lowered his head, unable to speak further.
One of the men came forward. “Captain, we all know you and you know us. None of us saw this coming. You have been our friend and leader a long time. That counts more to us than any political ideology. To us, you are still our captain,” he said offering a smile. The other men came forward to express their support for their captain. It was a small gesture, but meant a lot to Sohn.
“I will do my best to see that you all are rescued. I simply ask that we continue to work together until we can get back to land. Then we will decide what we do next,” the captain said. After a moment, he shook off the emotions and motioned to the men. “Let’s get all this below and stowed. Bos’n!” he called out, “cut the lines to our ship and let us drift away before she settles.”
The men went to their tasks as the Bos’n pulled out his long knife and began cutting through the hawser. In a few minutes the lines were cut away and the containers began drifting away from the ship. When that was done, a detail began lifting the bodies of the dead men out of the hatch and onto the deck. Sohn watched as each of the young technicians was gently laid on the deck. Why? he wondered to himself. Why was something like this necessary? He found no answers. Eleven were eventually brought up and laid out side by side. After a few moments of silence, each was carried to the side and lowered gently into the water.
In all, twelve of the ship’s crew were left. One of the launch crew was also found to be alive but badly wounded. In a couple of hours the inside of the container was cleaned of the blood and mess, the stores put away, and their lifeboat made ready for what might be a long voyage. It was an exhausted crew that finally fell into their bunks to sleep.
The next morning the crew watched as the after part of their ship finally slid beneath the waves. It capsized in the night. They stared at the ship’s single bronze screw sitting motionless behind the rudder, dully glistening in the morning light. Unlike the bow, there was no froth of bubbles. Instead it slid slowly away — the tip of the rudder shifting slightly as is disappeared. The men watched silently, then drifted to other parts of the deck to be by themselves.

Chapter 2

March 21 — First Steps
Washington, D.C.
The meeting was fruitless. For about an hour the Joint Chiefs bickered and argued back and forth. The President realized it was politics as usual. They were looking for scapegoats and excuses. He was looking for answers.
“Since we don’t have communications I have no way of knowing what fleet units are unaffected, sir,” said the Chief of Naval Operations. You could tell by the look on his face he was scared to death the Navy’s losses would be attributed to him.
The President sighed. “So it’s the same for all of our armed forces.” It was a desperate statement more than a question. The six uniformed men sat across from the President looking defeated. Their silence and long faces reflected a defeated attitude. It was obvious they had no idea how to change the situation. The Chairman spoke up.
“If we had communications, things would be different. But right now I can’t even call across town. If your Secret Service guys hadn’t come to pick me up, I would probably still be home asleep,” he said, tightly gripping the pen in his hand.
“Okay,” the President said. “No matter what, it appears we are at war with someone. Now the question is what can we do about it?”
The Chairman spoke up. “If it’s like you said, sir, we will need to start building new equipment to replace what has been lost. It probably means new ships, aircraft and tanks. As far as the Army’s concerned, all the battlefield equipment is a write off including the Abrams and Bradleys. Everything they have uses computers or some sort of high tech electronics. The rifles work, but that will be about all.” The Army chief nodded in agreement. “We have been after the Congress for more equipment and better assets for a long time. You see where it got us. Now they can’t say no.”
“We’ve been asking the same way. More planes and missiles spread out around the country so that if one place got hit we could cover it with others,” the Air Force Chief said. “As far as the Air Force goes, I’m not sure how much I could put up. Today’s engines all rely on computers to keep them running and most of the aircraft are ‘fly-by-wire’ requiring computers to keep them in the air. The electronics packages are extensive. I’d have to replace almost everything in the inventory. On the missile side, I can figure that out once we get talking again. We are able to talk to the silos and SAC. Their stuff was not really damaged by the pulse and are ready to go with a few modifications,” the general said. “At a minimum, we couldn’t respond to a real threat for a year or more. And that’s with us bringing in our assets from all over the world. Even then, if whoever it was unleashes another attack like the last one, we would lose those as well.”
The Chief of Naval Operations nodded. “That’s how we stand too. My ships won’t move because they all use computers to run just about everything, including our missiles and engines. We might as well start from scratch. We’ll need new appropriations to build again, more cruisers, destroyers, even maybe a carrier or two depending on what can be replaced. Right now there are ships in the Arabian Sea, Mid-Pac, the Med, and one carrier group operating Mid-Atlantic doing refresher training. The bad part of this is if we pull them back home, we are vulnerable elsewhere. The Reagan is the one doing the refresher training and doesn’t have an air group aboard, so all her planes are down too. I would say just with what I know now, we are down by two thirds and it will take a couple of years of dedicated building just to get back to our current levels.”
The Coast Guard Commandant looked up at the president. This was his chance to get a few assets of his own. “My cutters are not as dependent on computers and electronics. I would say most of my assets are available, but we don’t have the firepower you will need to do much. I can keep our ports open and do some patrols along the coast. Some new assets would help. I have been saying for years my service needed more if there was any emergency.”
General Howard Black of the Marine Corps was obviously disgusted. So far, he had refrained from joining in with all the others looking for someone to blame. When the President looked over at him, the General seemed ready to explode. His steely gray eyes pierced into the President like daggers. “Hell,” he almost spat. “Mr. President, if you say the word I’ll have all 120,000 Marines ready to hit the road in whatever transportation we can scare up. Most of my transport is just plain old trucks. I can get them to wherever you want as long as these guys can rustle up some ships or planes to get us there.” You could tell he was really fired up. “Mr. President, us grunts need radios and maybe a couple other things to get going, but no matter what we’ll go. Hell, I got old-fashioned field telephones I can talk to my guys with if necessary. You just tell me who did this and I’ll have my guys at the dock in a few hours, even if we have to walk,” he said indignantly.
The President smiled. Not only to show his approval, but because Butler had told him exactly what each man would say, even that General Black would be the only one who would step up to the plate. “Thank you, General,” he said to Black. “I may take you up on that.” He looked at the rest of the Joint Chiefs. “Gentlemen, as of right now the United States is at war with someone. They have used weapons of mass destruction within our own boarders and in some way we will retaliate. I will decide that later when we know who did it and what we can do. In the mean time, I want all of you to get back to your command centers and try and get communications re-established in some way. We need to find out what works and what doesn’t. I need to know what we have outside the country we could pull in. Then we need to get ready to do something about this. Please be back in here with additional information and recommendations tomorrow morning at 9 a.m. Thank you gentlemen,” he said closing the meeting.
The men got up and began heading out the door. The President stopped General Black and asked him to stay behind a moment. As the room cleared he called for Captain Butler. By the time Butler arrived the two men were seated together at one end of the table. The President motioned for the Captain to join them. Black was the first to stand and offer his hand. “I figured you weren’t like these other guys,” he said with a grin. His handshake was firm, almost bone crushing.
“I just filled the General in on what you told me last night and this morning,” the President said. “Now let’s brainstorm a little. If we had to do something right now, how could we do it?” he asked.
The General sat back and looked at Butler. It was obvious he wanted to hear a little too. Butler thought a minute. “Sir, we have a lot more than we think. I took a look at the places around the country that weren’t hit. In those places you have telephone companies and equipment that are still working. We need to get all these phone people working together pooling their equipment to get some rudimentary comms going. I would suggest we get the vehicles that work and send them with a driver to get the CEOs of all these companies here as soon as we can to get that happening. Once they get their act together, we can at least talk to our bases and other places internally. Then we get with our National Guard units in those areas and have them consolidate their gear to get some radio traffic going. They also have tanks and equipment to beef up a few units. We start moving people and material from the undamaged places to where we need them,” he said.
The General smiled. “Not bad Butler. Here’s what we’ll do. I got guys sitting on their dead ass all over Washington and Quantico. We grab what trucks work and get them on the road. Let’s cut a blanket order from you, Mister President, to the COs of every unit mobilizing them and getting them ready. Then my guys will hit the road. We’ll do it all by letter and word of mouth till the comms are back up. On that part, I take it nothing’s flying?” he asked.
“Shouldn’t be. I doubt much is operating at all,” the President said. “But to make sure, I’ll get the Secretary of Transportation to ground everything except for official traffic.”
“Good. Then let me offer this,” he said leaning in. “Our CH-46s are about as low tech as they come. Might even have some other assets available that are the same way. Get word to me where all these telephone and communications guys are and I’ll send my guys up there and round them up. My choppers aren’t all that fast, but it’s a damn sight faster than a truck. We could probably have them all here within 48 hours.”
“That’ll work. Get with Commerce and get the names and addresses. Get them here day after tomorrow for a meeting right here. I may need to meet with some other people too. If so, I’ll get hold of you and set it up. At the same time, your guys can stop at each town and give their mayors and governors a message from me with some select words of wisdom. I figure they need answers and probably would like to know that somebody is doing something around here,” the President said.
“There’s more we should do,” Butler injected. “We need someone to tell us about Memphis and Dallas. According to the Brits they had ground bursts. Can you send some people there and get stuff rolling?” he asked the General. “I’ll cut orders from the President giving the authority. If you got a couple of good people in mind, they can at least get things started.”
The General thought a minute and then smiled. “Yea, I got a couple of good people. One’s General Thomas and the other’s a Colonel Richardson. Mister President, Claire Richardson may be only a Colonel, but she’s got the smarts and savvy to get this done. Cut her some orders and she’ll go to town.”
“Done!” said the President, though not wishing that job on his worst political enemy.
“Two more things. I would recommend we also get word to the radio and TV stations that are operating and reassure people. I’m sure you and your press secretary can do that with the help of a few people around here,” Butler said. “That can be delivered too. At the same time, we need computers back here to do some work. Unless I’m wrong, all our computing power is fried. The information is still there, but the computers are gone. I think we should get some of those National Guard guys to do some computer shopping. Get out there and bring back anything that works. Then we swap out the hard drive discs and we’re back in business.”
The General smiled at him. “I’ll give them my personal IOUs,” he grinned. “Butler, you’d make a good Marine. Cut the orders and I’ll get things rolling.”
The President nodded. It was nice to see two smart people at work. It made his job much easier.
Black sat back a second and thought. “What about here on Capitol Hill? Those people in Congress are probably screaming already.”
“Taken care of,” said the President. “I am going to the Hill this afternoon to meet with whoever is available. Just to let you know, I’m not declaring martial law, but taking everything up a few notches. I’ve got to try and make the House and Senate understand what’s going on and that we’ve got to stop the bellyaching and do our jobs. We’re in trouble and don’t need to have infighting.”
“Good luck on that,” said the General with a huff. “I’ve watched it grow and fester since I was a kid. That one’s going to be tough,” he said. “But let me give you some advice from the Corps. A good leader can make it happen. Not a boss, or political junkie, but a leader that’s making hard decisions and getting the right people to get the job done.” He reached across the table and placed his hand on the President’s arm. “Steve, it’s me to you now. I’ve been in the Corps a long time and I know what leadership is. I’ve seen you do a bunch of it on your way to the top — not politics, but leadership. You can do this,” he emphasized. “People like Butler and I can help get the job done, but you need to take the reins and spur us on. Don’t worry about making the right decisions. Just make some. We’ll do the rest. If we fuck up, then we can change it. But we have to get off our asses and do something first. So take charge and let’s get the job done.” He sat back into his chair and stiffened. “I await your orders, sir.”
The President looked at the pride the man wore on his body like a suit of armor. He had seen the same thing in Butler. He smiled at both men. Within an hour, convoys of trucks left Quantico and disbursed to all areas of the country.
Norfolk, Virginia
Roger Hammond woke at his usual time, wondering why his alarm clock hadn’t gone off. He glanced at the face and was surprised that no numbers were showing. Then he remembered the events of the night before. It was with no little effort that he roused himself from his bed, showered for the day, and donned casual slacks and a shirt. The coffee pot still worked and he sat back in the kitchen savoring the hot, bitter coffee taste, a little miffed that there was no usual morning paper to go with it. As expected, the TV didn’t work and neither did his stereo in the den. Thinking about what had happened the night before, he went over and plugged in an old radio set he had owned since he was a child. It was a peach colored plastic instrument with a frequency dial and a volume knob. Turning the set on, he looked in the back and watched the tubes begin to glow like they always had. To his delight, he heard static. Turning the dial he soon came on a distant station talking about the huge blackouts on the East and West Coasts. Everything in the newscast was pure speculation, but there seemed a general panic about what happened and what people should do.
Continuing to scan the dial, he found several AM stations still on the air. Most of them were saying the same thing and were just as bewildered and alone. Hammond started to think about what had happened. His mind began sifting through the pieces and solutions. The coordinated and controlled thought he had used while in the Navy came back to him and he carefully analyzed each piece. Without really knowing why, he went outside, started his lawnmower and began mowing his grass. As he pushed the mower back and forth he continued his quest for an explanation. Slowly, piece by piece, conclusions began to formulate in his mind. After awhile he realized he had completed the yard and was mowing the same grass again. He stopped and turned the mower off, wheeling it back to the old garage behind the house.
The garage was actually an old barn a former owner had built to do some light gardening. Roger rolled the mower into the door and to the side, and then walked over to his pride and joy. Sitting in the middle of the barn was a large object covered in a tarp. He pulled the tarp off to reveal a pristine 1968 Oldsmobile Delta 88 convertible. Walking over to the driver’s side, he ran his hand along the yellow finish. Then he opened the door and sat in the driver’s seat. Inserting the key into the ignition, he crossed his fingers and turned it. The starter motor kicked in. Almost immediately, the big 455 cubic inch V-8 roared to life under the hood.
“That answered a lot of questions,” he said to the world. Revving the engine a few times he let the car warm up while getting out and popping the hood. The big engine purred like it always had while he checked the fluids. Satisfied, he closed the hood again and got back into the driver’s seat. He shifted into drive and eased the big car out into the early morning light, down the drive, and parked it again beside the house.
A half hour later, Roger Hammond left his home and his job to begin what he hoped was a new future. Dropping his bags in the spacious trunk, he eased himself into the car again, flipped the switch and waited as the white top folded back and seated itself into its receptacle behind the rear seat. Hammond then drove out of his driveway and into the unknown.
Vienna, Virginia
It had been a long two days. Jim Butler’s uniform had lost all of its creases and seemed to hang off of him. He sat slumped like a rag doll in the back seat of what had once been a Presidential limousine. More than thirty vehicles had been in the underground parking garage under the White House lawn. To everyone’s surprise, all but one started right up. The old 1972 Lincoln once ferried Nixon through Washington and beyond, but was now relegated to hauling diplomats at official functions. It was big, heavy and armored, but it ran, so it was drafted into being a White House taxi to get people around the city. After over 48 hours of solid work, the President ordered Butler home for some rest.
Butler thought about all they had done in the first day. Many calls had been made and received from world leaders via the hotline. After the Brits, the Russians had called just as shocked and just as concerned. Like the British, they had no intelligence indicating where the attack had come from. More importantly was the unspoken desire that the United States not suspect them. It was the same with all of them.
On a good note, telephone communications had been reestablished between the White House and several key points in the city — namely the Pentagon, Capitol Hill, Treasury, Commerce, State and Homeland Security. Individual telephone lines had been laid along the streets and on poles and strung into portable Korean War era phone equipment dug up from a local reserve center warehouse. Soldiers from Fort Belvoir were still stringing lines and setting up rudimentary switchboards to handle the necessary communications. Too bad nobody was saying anything important, Butler thought. Despite a lot of meetings and a lot of talking, they were not much better off than they were when the bombs went off.
The Lincoln turned into Butler’s neighborhood and pulled up to the front of his house. “Make sure to pick me up in the morning,” Butler said as he got out of the car and waved to the driver.
The young sailor smiled back at him and said, “I’ll be here, sir.”
As the car pulled away, Butler noticed a yellow convertible sitting beside the house. He trudged to the front door and walked inside. Entering the den he heard a conversation in the kitchen just as the door opened and Jessica Butler came through. She broke into a wide smile and hugged her tired sailor.
“I was afraid you weren’t ever coming home,” she said after he kissed her warmly.
“I was afraid I wasn’t going to get home myself for a while,” Butler replied with a tired grin. “But I have orders from the top to get some rest. By the way, whose car is that in our driveway?”
“Who do you think?” came a reply from the kitchen door. Hammond was standing there holding a meat fork.
Butler’s face broke into a wide grin. He had met Roger Hammond seven years before while serving on a destroyer out of Pearl Harbor. Butler had been the commanding officer, or CO, and Hammond the executive officer, or XO. They had struck a quick friendship that grew as each earned the professional respect of the other. By the end of two years, they had come to know each other’s thoughts and led the crew through every shipboard evolution, bringing praise for the ship and a camaraderie that few ships or crews experienced. Since that time their friendship had been maintained and they treasured the times when they could work together. Even after Hammond had a command of his own, the two men talked and collaborated. Now when times were bad, his friend Hammond appeared, and he knew things were going to work out. He warmly shook Hammond’s hand and slapped him on the shoulder. “It’s about time you showed up,” he said with a grin.
“Somebody had to clean up this mess,” Hammond said in return. “Good thing Jessica and I got supper ready. Then again you were always lousy on the grill.”
“We’re having steak tonight,” Jessica said. “We figured if you did get home you would need a good meal.”
“And you were right,” Butler said.
“Then let’s get it on the table,” she said as she led both men into the dining room.
The dinner was restful and friendly with no talk about the Navy or the nation that had not been about some amusing situation they shared or a sea story. That alone rested Butler more than sleep would. After clearing the table, Jessica urged the men to relax in the den while she finished up. Both men dropped into familiar furniture from the years they had known each other — Butler in his recliner and Hammond on the leather sofa. After only a moment, Hammond’s face turned serious. “How bad is it?” he asked.
Butler chuckled briefly. “Pretty bad. We absorbed about 74 high-altitude, low yield explosions and two that actually hit the ground.”
“EMP?”
Butler nodded. “Between 75 and 100 miles. Not high enough for widespread coverage, or low enough to have blast damage, but just enough to give us a really strong pulse to take out anything. We lost it all — radio, TV, telephone, transportation, anything electronic. Gone. We came to a standstill the other night. Worse yet, the Brits let us know later on the same thing happened in Japan, Korea and a few other places along the Pacific rim. All came from missile launches somewhere at sea. The radiation is tearing up the ionosphere and within a month there won’t be a satellite left operating anywhere. That EMP is a real killer.”
“I kinda figured that. I was sitting in a diner eating stale meatloaf when the one I saw went off. Took out my new car,” Hammond said with a slight smile. “I took a dive under the table and everybody in the place looked at me like I was some kind of idiot.” Both men laughed at the mental image. “We heard the rumble after the lights went out. That got their attention, but nobody knew what it was or what to do. When we got outside, none of the cars worked. So I walked home.”
Butler grinned. “Well, we are at all stop. Nothing works and we have no idea who did it. We have the hotline and a few hardwired phone lines, but that’s about it. There’s no contact with any overseas units, most countries, or even the police department. We don’t even have the capability to communicate next door. Till we get some communications and transportation back, we will be in a bad way.”
Hammond nodded. “Then we better get started,” he said standing up and digging his keys out of his pocket.
Butler gave him a disbelieving look. “You know something we don’t?”
Hammond looked back at his friend. “Been thinking about it since yesterday morning. We have the short term answers right under our noses,” he said standing. “Come on and I’ll show you,” he said.
Hammond led Butler out of the house and into his car. He inserted the key and it started immediately. Butler still didn’t get it as Hammond grinned at him. “The key to this is using what we have that’s older,” Hammond said. “Things built a while back didn’t use integrated circuits. So we are going to take a short trip to USS Barry,” he said as he began backing down the drive. Only after they had driven halfway down his street did Butler suddenly sit up and smile.
The drive up I-395 was totally different from the usual. No cars were on the road except those which ceased to function two nights before. The Oldsmobile easily swerved around each obstacle and sped down the highway. The big Rocket 455 purred under the hood and on occasion Roger pressed down the accelerator to feel the big engine give what she had. It was something he rarely had the opportunity to do and the big V-8 did not disappoint him. All the while the two men hammered out a plan for getting America back in the world of the living.
Hammond eased the Olds down Capitol Boulevard toward the Navy Yard and around to the main gate. Two sentries were there in full combat gear and rifles. They were surprised to see the yellow car pull up to them and stop. Of the two men inside, one wore the uniform of a Captain and was saluted promptly after asking to see their IDs. The other was a retired Commander and was also saluted.
“Sailor, I am the Naval Attaché to the President,” he said holding up his White House badge. “Under his authority I need you to get someone to open up the Barry and get me a passel of ETs over there with all their gear that works. Can you do that?”
The sailor beside the car looked a little flustered. “Sir, we are under orders not to leave this post. With the phones and radios out, I don’t know how I could do that.”
Butler nodded. “Ok, how are you going to alert people if there is a problem?”
“Blow this whistle sir. If I do that the Marines will send a squad.”
Butler smiled. “Then blow away son.”
The young man nodded and put the whistle to his lips. Within three minutes there was a group of heavily armed Marines running down the street. Weapons were drawn and ready. For a short time Hammond thought they would be shot. But the sentry waved them over and after a few words the Marines seemed to relax although their rifles never turned away. A few minutes after that the Command Duty Officer, LCDR Macke came into view. “Ok, what’s going on,” he asked.
“My fault Commander,” said Butler showing his ID again. The White House badge had its desired effect. The officer straightened and became more formal. “I need something and need it in a hurry. This seemed the quickest way to get things going,” Butler said.
“What can we get you, Captain?”
“It’s going to seem a little strange, but I need every ET you have with all the working gear to get over to the Barry. I also need the Barry opened up and access to all the spaces. I will probably also need some electricians to make sure we have power and a couple of runners to get things we may not have. And Commander, I need these things right now.”
Macke looked around him and thought for a second. This man had the authority, but he needed to let people know what was going on. There was also the problem of getting the people together. It only took a moment. “Ok people, listen up.” He started pointing at the men standing there. “You, rouse the duty electrician and tell him to get over to the Barry with his gear. If he needs help, wake anyone he needs. You, get over to the communications shop and tell them to rouse all the ETs we have and get over to the Barry with their gear. I especially want Master Chief Garza in on this.” He pointed to another, “You find Lieutenant Collins and get him down there ASAP. Then you take my compliments to the Commandant, tell him that the White House Attaché has asked to do something aboard the Barry. Tell him I have accompanied Captain Butler to the ship with the rest of the Marines and will let him know what happens through runners. Now go,” he said, and the last man took off at a run. He turned to the rest of the squad. “Ok guys, you follow us to the ship.” Then he turned to Butler. “You walkin’ or ridin’ sir?”
“We’ll all ride,” said Hammond popping the trunk. “Climb on guys, it’s quicker this way.” The men climbed into the back seat and the trunk, and then Hammond started the car and pulled out toward the Barry.
USS Barry was a destroyer built in the late 1950s and after many years of service she was decommissioned and brought to the Washington Navy Yard as a museum piece. Only a couple of lights shown on her as the men drove up. Hammond stopped the car and the men piled out. Macke pulled out his keys and opened the gate. “OK, where are we going?” he asked.
“Radio,” Hammond said as he and Butler went past him.
A questioning look came over Macke’s face. “Ok, but I don’t know what you plan on doing there. It’s not operational.”
The men entered the ship through the forward athwartships passageway, turning on lights as they went, and then up one deck to the radio compartment. There was Plexiglas over a portion of the door. Inside the old radio equipment sat in its racks exactly as it had when the ship was in commission. Only a few open areas in the racks showed where the more classified gear had been removed. The door was locked.
“You have a key?” Butler asked.
“Sorry, just access to the ship. When Lieutenant Collins gets here he has all the keys.”
“Then I guess we wait,” Butler said leaning against the bulkhead.
“You mind telling me what you plan on doing in there? Macke asked.
Hammond answered. “You know how we got plastered, right?”
Macke nodded.
“Well, the EMP knocked out all our high tech gizmos.” He pointed into the room. “You see anything high tech in there?”
“In there? It’s probably all vacuum tubes, and …” suddenly his eyes grew wider. “Shit,” he said as the realization hit him. He turned to one of the Marines. “Go wake up the rest of the radio crew including Senior Chief Hayes. I need people who know this gear and people who can send Morse. Then have somebody get some IC-men over here. From here on in, this is our base of operations. Make it fast, Marine.”
“Yes, sir,” the young woman said as she turned and sped down the passageway.
“I don’t know where the IC shop is on this thing,” he said. “But I do know it used dial telephones. I can make something of this.”
Butler smiled at Hammond. “I think we have a true believer,” he chuckled. Hammond nodded.
Footsteps sounded from up the passageway and Master Chief Garza rounded the corner. The Master Chief recognized LCDR Macke and smiled. “What the hell, Commander,” he said. “I was just getting ready to hit the sack when a Marine shakes me loose.”
“Master Chief, we need your expertise,” Butler said extending his hand. “What do you know about the equipment in this room?” he asked.
You could tell the Master Chief thought it was a joke. “That stuff?” he shook his head. “I haven’t worked on that kind of gear for at least 20 years.”
“But you do know how to get it online.”
The Master Chief rubbed the stubble on his chin and gave a sigh. “Yes sir, I guess so. I remember slaving over this stuff up through second class, and it was in all the training courses I had to take. I can run down to the old ET shop and see if the schematics are available for all this stuff. If not, I guess I can wing it a little. What do you want to try and bring online first?”
“Let’s bring up the HF transmitter and receiver first. Even if we only have the key, it’s better than nothing,” Hammond chimed in.
“Do you think this will make a difference, sir?” the Master Chief asked.
“Chief, if this works, it will probably be the only way we can communicate with the rest of the world for a while. If we can get most of this gear working, we might be able to talk to the fleet,” Hammond said.
“Then let’s get it working sir,” the Master Chief grinned.
Lieutenant Collins and an array of sailors and technicians came in a minute later. The doors were opened and the people poured into the rooms, uncovering equipment and searching for manuals. The two high frequency transmitters were located on the back bulkhead. They were nondescript lumps of steel cabinet with a couple of gauges on the front. The Master Chief opened the front and stared at the inner workings. The old tubes were dusty, but still solidly in place. He pulled out a rag and cleaned each one. Then he took his pocket meter and checked for power. The circuit was dead. “The first thing we need to do is get power up here, Lieutenant.”
Collins turned to one of the sailors who took off toward the engine rooms and the main switchboard. Three minutes later, the meter jumped to read 220 volts. By then, one of his team had returned from the old ET shop with some old technical manuals and test equipment. The Master Chief set up the equipment and continued checking circuits in the old transmitter.
That was when Rear Admiral Rich Thacke walked into the room. He was in civilian clothes and obviously just out of bed. His normally perfectly groomed hair was a mess and his clothes wrinkled, but his demeanor told everyone an admiral had just arrived. He scanned the people with his eyes and settled on Butler. Then a small grin appeared on his face. He and Butler had worked together on several occasions involving the White House and even during some fleet operations. Thacke was an operator — meaning he knew ships and men and how to get the jobs done. His respect went to other operators. He and Butler had hit it off very well. “Jim, what the hell have you got all my people doing around here? Last I heard this was not part of your territory.” Thacke was a hard nosed officer that liked things by the book. He knew right away that Butler wouldn’t be here unless it was important. If it had been anyone else, he would have chewed them up and spit them out. Of course he also knew who the Captain represented.
Butler introduced Hammond and then laid out their ideas. After a few minutes the Admiral nodded. “That’s a good idea. If we can get some phone lines set up like I was told by Macke, this ship could act as a comm center for the whole area. How long do you think it should take, Master Chief?”
“Not too long sir,” he said from inside the cabinet.
The admiral nodded. “Okay then, if I’m up, let’s get cracking.” He called over a sergeant and told him to get up the cooks. One of the things Thacke was famous for was making sure the workers were taken care of. Within 30 minutes there was hot coffee and some pastries for people to snack on.
It took nearly an hour, and the temperature in the space became sweltering, but the old Master Chief and two of his crew finally stood up and grinned. “I think we’re ready here,” he said. Then he turned to another man working on some other equipment. “Is that thing set up yet?” he barked.
A First Class Petty Officer closed the front of a small box and flipped the switch. A red light came on the front panel. He had already attached a microphone to the set. “Hang on a sec,” he said as he walked over to a small switchboard and reset some knobs. “This should do it, Master Chief. You all set?”
The Master Chief nodded. “You sure those guys got the antenna hooked up?
“Yea, Master Chief. I watched them bolt the lead on myself, and the line was tested before they set it up. You should be ready to go.”
The Master Chief looked back at the old transmitter and smiled. It was sitting in stand-by. The old tubes had warmed up and glowed like new. When he checked the test points, they were pretty close to their calibration settings. He ran his hand over the now warm cabinet and turned to the admiral, who was munching on a cookie. He held up the microphone.
The admiral shook his head. “Give it to Captain Butler.”
The Master Chief handed Butler the mike. “You want to do the honors?”
Butler took the microphone and the room got silent as every eye turned toward him. He keyed the mike. “Any station this net, any station this net, this is USS Barry, USS Barry, over.” He waited a moment for a reply. He then repeated his call. “Any station this net, any station this net, this is USS Barry, USS Barry, over.”
Suddenly a voice crackled over the speaker with a pronounced British accent. “USS Barry, this is His Majesty’s Naval Base Portsmouth, I read you loud and clear, over.”
A cheer rang out through the old radio room as the reply came in. The men slapped each other on the back with congratulations. In the midst of the congratulations Butler keyed the mike again. “Portsmouth, this is USS Barry at the Washington Navy Yard, Captain Butler speaking. We are establishing communications and request you maintain a watch on this frequency. Also, can you notify Whitehall that we have established this circuit so we can maintain communications for the near future? As we get more equipment online we will use this circuit for coordination, over.”
Another voice came on the line. “USS Barry this is Captain Longwood. I am fully aware of your situation and will set things up from this end. Do you have the capability of encryption, over?”
“This is Captain Butler. Not at present; however, if you understand about our situation, you will know the difficulties we face. We may have to use one time ciphers initially or the Allied Signals Book, ATP-1. We need to get organized on this end, over.”
“Roger, Captain. We are standing by for any changes. If there is any way to give us the nomenclature of the eventual equipment or code, my people will be ready to match it. I have the ATP-1 available when usable, over.”
“Thank you, Captain. We will relay equipment requirements via the Prime Minister’s office, over.”
“Very good, Captain. We will be standing by here if you need us, over.”
“Thank you, Captain, we will be back shortly, out,” he said. He hung the mike in its holder. “Well, we are in business,” he said to the admiral.
The admiral clapped him on the shoulder. Then he turned to Collins. “I want a 24-hour watch in here in case we get a call. I have a feeling that this is going to be a busy place for a while.” Then he addressed the Master Chief. “How long before you get the rest of this gear up?”
“It will take a couple of days, Admiral,” he said. “We need to weed through the sets and see what will work. Voice and key will be okay, but there aren’t any encryption units here. They were all taken off. I may even have some sideband stuff up later on, sir. I will get people on it right now.”
“Good enough, Master Chief. Nice job tonight. It’s vitally important to get as much of this equipment online as we can,” he said. “I appreciate your hard work,” he added smiling at the man.
The old Master Chief smiled back. “Our pleasure, Admiral.”
Then the admiral turned back toward Lt. Collins. “Lieutenant, let’s see about reactivating some air conditioning over here. As a matter of fact, let’s see about opening up a berthing space or two and the galley. The old girl may never get underway again, but if we are using her as a command center, then we might as well go all the way. I think we have a couple of those big portable a/c units over in a warehouse. If we hook them into the blower system we might get by. See to it.”
The Lieutenant said “yes sir” and left to get more people out of bed.
Now the admiral turned back to Butler and Hammond. Both looked like they had been dragged through a grinder. He figured Butler hadn’t slept in a few days. “Jim, you and Roger get the hell out of here, I got a base to run. You’re going by the White House to tell the President?”
They nodded.
“Good. You tell the man I’ll have a fully operational center here in two days. If he can get one of those Army jokers to run us a phone line, I will hook it up to this system. I’ll even scrounge around some of these old warehouses and see if I can scare up some more gear. No matter what, we will be ready,” he said with a determined look. Then he softened. “Damn good job, Jim. You and Roger got it nailed. Now go on and leave things to me,” he said patting Butler’s arm.
The two men bid the admiral farewell and climbed back into the Olds. It was a short trip back to the White House. An hour later both men were sound asleep in their beds.

Chapter 3

March 24 — Changes
Washington, D.C.
The President fell into a fitful sleep after Butler and Hammond left. With all that was on his mind, he just couldn’t get into a deep sleep. So it was not surprising that, when the Secret Service agent entered the room to wake him, the President was found shaving in his bathroom. To the agent, the President looked tired — bone tired. The circles under his eyes appeared deeper and more pronounced. He even slouched in front of the mirror as he dragged the razor across his lathered chin. Despite this, the President smiled up at the agent and gave a slight wave of his hand, still holding the razor. That was one of the things that endeared the President to the agents in his detail. Despite any problems going on, the President always seemed to find the time to be pleasant and personable. He rarely lashed out at anyone, and at least so far, he hadn’t buckled at Agency restrictions. He was a genuinely nice guy.
“Can I get you anything, Mister President?” the agent asked.
“No, thanks Bill,” the President answered with a smile again. He also took time to find out their names. “I’ll be down for the usual in about 10 minutes.”
“Yes, sir,” the agent said, turning and leaving the room. The “usual,” meant coffee and some sort of pastry. Not a great breakfast, but at least it was something. He went back to his station relaying the message to the watch commander. He could tell by her grunt that his watch commander wasn’t too pleased with the “usual” either.
After shaving and putting on the normal business suit, the President left his quarters and, picking up his detail, made his way to one end of the second floor where they had set up the dining table for the meeting he had called the night before. The table was actually set at the end of the house in front of the large windows. As he walked down the hall he could see the early morning sunlight shining through the curtains. Mark Reeder, his Chief of Staff was pacing beside the table, lecturing two other men. As he got closer, he could see it was Captain Butler and Commander Hammond. The sound of the Chief of Staff’s voice was raised. He slowed a moment to catch the conversation before he got too close.
“I don’t ever want either of you two going behind me again to the President. My job is to make sure he gets the right information from the right sources, not from two people who don’t have any idea of the political repercussions of their actions,” he said tersely. Butler sat quietly. He was evidently used to such tirades. Hammond wasn’t.
“As I recall, you weren’t here,” said Roger in a steady voice.
The Chief of Staff almost exploded. “My whereabouts are of no concern to you or anyone else!” he nearly shouted. “As it was, I was busy walking from my home in Maryland to get here.”
“So no one can talk to the President until you make your way?” Hammond questioned.
“Listen, Mister Hammond. I don’t need you questioning me or anyone else in the White House. I have a political situation here in which you have NO say. I want you and Captain Butler out of here right now. I will give your apologies to the President. And Mister Hammond, I’ll thank you never to even visit the White House again,” he said turning beet red in the face. Then he turned and pointed at Captain Butler. “And you will be reassigned tomorrow. I suggest you start cleaning out your desk!”
“You are so full of shit.”
The Chief of Staff turned in a rage to Hammond again. Hammond sat in his chair and glared back.
“I have better time than to listen to someone who is so intent on pressing his own agenda he doesn’t see people trying to help. It’s people like you who helped me make the decision to leave my job. Well, for your information this isn’t a political situation, it is a military situation. Someone used weapons of mass destruction against our cities day before yesterday and probably killed off a couple of million people. We are at war with someone and we better start getting ready to knock heads. It was the two of us who got you the first form of communication last night, and the two of us who will probably get things started towards winning this war. So you can either get on the wagon, or you can find yourself some hole to crawl into while the leadership gets things underway. You’re right about one thing, I don’t know politics. I have no idea what you guys do and quite frankly don’t care. I’m just a civilian taxpayer who knows what he and his neighbors think. And right now we want to know what happened and what we’re doing about it. As for me, hand me a rifle so I can go shoot the son-of-a-bitch who did this.”
The Chief of Staff turned to the Secret Service agent in the room. “Get him out of here and never let him around me again!” he shouted.
“I don’t think so,” said the President as he rounded the corner.
The Chief of Staff swung around with his fists balled. “What?” he said as he turned.
The President calmly walked to his place at the table and set his coat on the chair beside it. “I said I don’t think so,” he said calmly.
“Sir, these men have been giving you bad advice, and I’m here to set you straight.”
That had been the wrong thing to say and he realized it as soon as the President’s eyebrows flew up. “Mark, I hired you because Mr. Knowles said you were the best person to have in this job. Since then, I have watched you bully your way around this office. It’s time you learned that I am the President of the United States, not you. I will determine who I listen to, and I will make the decisions on what is political or not,” he said with a determined look. He turned to Captain Butler. “Jim, call in a relief and have someone here tomorrow morning.”
The Captain got a surprise look on his face. “Yes, sir,” he said. Butler looked over at the Chief of Staff who was standing with his hands on his hips and a smirk on his face.
“It’s time to make some changes on the staff anyway,” the President said. He turned to Reeder. “Mark you are no longer needed in the White House. Thank you for your service and I’ll accept your resignation immediately.” He turned to Butler. “Jim, beginning this morning, you are my new Chief of Staff. Commander,” he said looking at Hammond, “I’d appreciate it if you could hang around a few days to help us get started. Nice little speech, by the way,” he said as he sat in his seat at the table.
The former Chief of Staff began to turn red again. “You can’t do this,” he said incredulously.
“Agent Fry, can you escort this gentleman to clean out his office and then out of the White House?” the new Chief of Staff said.
Agent Fry, who witnessed the whole affair, nodded. “Mister Reeder, would you come with me please?”
Reeder seemed to visibly deflate. His head slumped and his shoulders sagged. Without another word, he turned and left the room with Fry. Another agent took Fry’s place.
“I feel better already,” the President said with a grin. “Hope you two got better sleep than I did.”
“Not too bad, sir,” said Roger Hammond, taken aback from what had just taken place. He sat back in his chair and seemed to let out a breath.
“Why me?” asked Butler.
“Roger said it. This is a war — a military situation. I can’t afford either a politico or a bully around me right now. We speak the same language and think a lot alike. You have your shit together. I need that more than anything. If it gets to be too much, just let me know and you can have your old job back, but I think you’ll manage. As for the politics — well, I’ve been doing it for years anyway. Doesn’t pay to let someone do everything for you,” he said seriously. “Matter of fact, Roger, why don’t you take his place for right now? I’ll sign your new commission at the rank of Captain. I understand you were selected before you retired anyway. I’ll mark the last year down as a leave of absence. How will that do?”
Butler grinned and Hammond sat and nodded. “I wasn’t really expecting this. All I was hoping for was to get back to sea,” Hammond said.
“Maybe, but then you opened your mouth and got me talking to people around the world again. Then you opened it again and laid out exactly what I was thinking last night after you left and the Chief of Staff came in. So I guess you did it to yourself.” He reached over and shook Hammond’s hand. “Thanks for the wake up call. Now what has happened since last night?”
The three got down to business. Coffee was poured and the President even ordered up a real breakfast. By 9:30 a.m. the men went to the Oval Office conference center to speak to the first of the industrial leaders of the nation.
* * *
The men were sitting around the table in various moods. Most of the men looked like they had slept in their suits, even though they spent the night in a local hotel. Most knew each other. Nearly every communications leader and company was in the room. Not too many were talking. An uneasy tension filled the air. When the door opened and the President entered, several men almost jumped out of their chairs from fright.
“Please be seated,” the President said. He was followed by Butler, Hammond and Red Gross, the FCC Chairman. “I am truly sorry to have to summon you here today, but we are in a crisis. As you may or may not know, our nation was attacked day before yesterday by nuclear weapons exploding high in our atmosphere. This caused an electromagnetic pulse that effectively shut down this country. As of now, we have lost about two million people in this attack. I don’t have to tell you the seriousness of this situation. But you are the people I need to take the first step in getting out of it,” the President said as he stood before the men. There was a fire in his eyes that Butler had never seen before in the man. It was a look of complete determination.
The President sat down. “You probably all know each other. If anyone can start this ball rolling, you can,” he said. “We need to communicate. I need phones, teletype, radio, and TV. I need satellites back up eventually. But no matter what, I need to be able to talk to the people necessary to keep this nation moving. Now how do we do it?” He sat back and touched his fingers together.
“We’re already working on the phones,” came one answer from AT&T. Unfortunately, most of the network is digital, but we have some backups. The system is being rewired right now so that I can get some basics up and running. We don’t have the satellites anymore, but I have copper wire and fiber optics. The fiber optics weren’t damaged, but the devices on either end were fried. I really need a couple of weeks.”
“Same here,” came the answer from Windstream. “Unfortunately, we also use a lot of fiber optics. That’s going to take some time to replace the systems, but we’re doing what we can.” The other telephone institutions were nodding their heads.
Brad Freeman from CBS chimed in. “Mister President, we want to help, but this thing knocked us all over the map. I have no hookups to keep the networks going. All the networks are in the same boat,” he said. The other men were nodding with him. “I don’t see how we can get anything going for a long time even after we get the replacement equipment.”
“My wire services are going back to the old teletype system,” said the man from Associated Press. We’ll be back up in three days, but the sources of information will be sketchy. We won’t be back to business as usual for months.
The arguments went around the table and soon everything grew quiet. No one had all the answers. The President couldn’t blame them; they had been hit hard and were still trying to get their businesses back on line. Everyone was looking inside the box. They needed a little push.
“Friends, I want to propose something,” said Gross, sitting behind the President. “I recommend that we set aside our differences as far as company boundaries and attack this from a systems point of view,” he said standing. “I propose all telephone communications be our first priority. We do what we can to get this country talking to each other again. That way not only can we get things done from the federal level, but Mom and Dad can make sure the kids are okay. That means everyone starts adding to this piece of the pie. From now on, we share equipment, manpower, services, all those things necessary to let the phones ring. Where are your sources for new equipment?” he asked AT&T.
“Mexico mostly, some from Canada. The U.S. sources are probably down hard.”
“Then I’ll get SecState to get word to whomever we need to get those parts to you as soon as possible,” said the President.
“May not even need that,” this time from Sprint. “We purchased a company that makes the stuff this past year and have a warehouse full of equipment down below Guadalcahara. How can we get it up here?”
The men were starting to talk to each other. Most had equipment in various places. In a few minutes there was enough to get the system back up in a limited way. There wouldn’t be internet, but that wasn’t really a problem, was it?
Butler stood up. “It sounds like the only thing you need is transport from your sites to the nearest centers. I’ll get some things set up with the transportation department and the military to get that online,” he said. “Just don’t be surprised when some Army trucks pull up to your warehouse.” That brought a few chuckles.
FCC continued. “As far as the networks go, we’re going to have to rely on the phone system and our friends at AP and UPI. If you guys can get the teletypes running again, then we can get the public in the loop.” He stopped as the Secretary of State entered the room. He quickly walked to the President and with a smile whispered in his ear. The President smiled as well and motioned for him to spread the news.
“Please excuse me, but I just got off the line with the Prime Minister. Great Britain is coordinating efforts to send over every transmitter they can get their hands on to replace ones damaged during this attack. The Government of the United States has purchased them and will be distributing to strategic stations throughout the affected areas. The transmitters may not be the same power, but at this point we can’t be choosey. The Germans are working closely with them. We should have a couple of hundred here within a few days. These will primarily be radio, since television requires larger sets. But we need to be back up across the country within two weeks. I’ll leave the distribution recommendations to you. They are also sending over new receivers to spread around. I hope to have at least a few television and radio sets in each community in a short period of time,” he said as he sat down.
“That brings me to another point,” said the President. He stood at his place at the table. “This is not going to be welcomed by many here, but it has to be said. When we get the broadcasting stations back up, I will be instituting censorship on the media until further notice,” he said. Arguments began around the room. The President’s hand went up to quiet them. “I know, freedom of the press and all, but we have a problem.” The men fell silent. “Whoever did this is expecting the United States to be offline for a period of time. For some reason, I believe they will be watching to see what we do and when we do it. I don’t want to give them any free information. Ladies and gentlemen, we are at war. Not some sort of incident, but a full-scale war. I am addressing the Congress this evening to request a declaration, and I am sure you know what the answer will be. What I am asking is that the American media systems not give anything of value to our enemies. By necessity, live remote broadcasts are off. We simply don’t have the ability to support it right now. Plus, live broadcasts can leak information that aids an enemy. Let’s not take that chance. Local news is fine, and some information about what the government is doing will be approved and sent out. But we are going to be very watchful of what is said to make sure whoever did this is in the dark about us. We are going to have to do this together or nothing will work. I’m not asking you to give up your freedoms. I am just not going to tell you very much, and hope you will respect that. Then I request that you ask first before you bring some things up. If it has to do with the military, ask first. If it has to do with the government, ask first. If it’s something someone sees us do locally, ask first. In every case, I will explain as necessary, or just say no until the event is over with. If any of you have questions, come to us and ask. I will tell you and trust the information will go no further. If it does get out, however, I will not divulge anything further to you or your organization. On this point, I am firm. Break my confidence, and you won’t get another chance.”
“We have to be a team here. Not just the people in this room, but throughout our entire nation. Together, we are going to win this war. Everything you and your company can do to help us will benefit everyone as a whole. So, just as I trust you, I am asking you to trust me,” he said to the men and women around the table. “If there are any questions, please ask them now.”
It was silent for almost a minute as each person thought through what was just said. The representative from Time Warner raised his hand. “Mister President, may we contact your office if we have a problem with something?” he asked haltingly.
“Yes, sir. If you want an answer to anything, contact us. I will tell you — and I mean the individuals at this table — anything you want to know. In that way, you will know what is being done and why. If we lose a battle, or win one, I promise I will work with you to get it out. I will let reporters report from the battlefield and from our units — just not live. If you are concerned, let’s talk. We’ll make the decision together, as a team.
The man nodded. “Mister President, I’ll add to the pot. I trust you are being sincere. As a former military man, I know how sometimes a reporter’s words have messed things up. So the influence of my company is going to back you. Anyone abusing this trust, will have a tough time getting a contract with us when it’s over.”
“Same here,” said the CEO of DirectTV.
“Me too,” came from DISH.
With the three major cable and satellite companies teaming up, the rest could read the tea leaves and lined up as well. A few more questions were asked on coordination issues and the President left for another meeting in the state dining room. This one was with transportation systems. Ford, GM, Chrysler, even Toyota, Honda, and Nissan were there along with major airlines and the train systems. Within an hour that meeting adjourned and things began to happen very quickly. The big event would be later in the evening.
Capitol Building, House Chamber
“Mister Speaker, Mister President, Members of the House and Senate. It is with great regret that I find myself before you tonight. Just over 72 hours ago the United States was a nation at peace. For the first time in many years we were in conflict with no one. Yet, an unknown nation state, without provocation or warning, launched a premeditated, cold and dastardly attack against the United States using weapons of mass destruction,” the President said beginning his speech.
The chamber was more than three quarters full and not a sound could be heard. The men and women hung on everything the man was saying. He had already laid the groundwork. The leadership had been rounded up and meetings held. Butler had even set up a luncheon that day in a private room where the President could sit down with key representatives and give them the whole unvarnished truth about what happened. The President had even given them the “secrecy speech” to stress the dire situation they were all in. It had worked. He already knew there was a bipartisan swell of support for his ideas and actions. This was a mere formality.
He continued his speech. “This cold premeditated attack was well planned and executed — designed to cripple this nation. It used nuclear weapons to create an energy pulse high in our atmosphere. This pulse expanded out at the speed of light completely obliterating any electronic circuit and most electrical systems. In all, 79 of these weapons were exploded in our atmosphere. We lost all communications, phones, radio, television, our satellites, computers, automobiles and other forms of transportation. If it has a circuit, it was utterly destroyed. In some parts of our nation, electric power was temporarily interrupted. Our military has been crippled, since most of their equipment is based on computers and sophisticated electronics. I won’t get into why this happened. It did, and we must now deal with it.”
“But the worst part was actually an accident. These weapons were designed to go off high above us where no radiation and no blast effect would kill people or destroy buildings. Yet two of these devices failed to detonate in our atmosphere. They went off when they struck the ground in Dallas, Texas, and Memphis, Tennessee. I sent a task group into each city to determine the damage and casualties. They should arrive shortly. We estimate that casualties exceed 1.7 million of our citizens. We will do everything we can to bring relief to survivors and help those cities in this recovery effort.”
“At the same time, we lost another 24,800 people who were flying in aircraft at the time of the bursts and, as a result, lost control and crashed. Others were lost in accidents due to the same cause. But the reason for these deaths is all due to the aggression of the nation that launched these weapons. I tell you now, these deaths will not go unpunished,” he said emphasizing the last four words.
Applause surged through the gallery as every person stood and expressed their agreement. It was evident that everyone was angry at what happened and was ready to do something about it. The President wondered if it had been the same way during Roosevelt’s speech after Pearl Harbor.
“All of the weapons used were launched within 50 miles of our coasts. Who did it, we do not yet know. They acted as thieves. They sneaked up on our coasts and struck, then departed, leaving no traces. So, as we speak, we still do not know who did this. But we are not alone. These same type devices were used in the Pacific against our allies Japan, Korea, the Philippines, Indonesia and other nations on the Pacific Rim. Someone is intent on eliminating the capabilities of certain nations. Again, we are not alone. Since that day our staunch ally, Great Britain, has come to our aid. They were the first to tell us what knocked us down, and the first to offer their hand in friendship. Great Britain stands beside us.”
Applause resounded again.
“Since this happened, more than eighty nations have been in contact with us via the hotline. All deplore this dastardly act and offer their assistance.”
More applause.
“And we have not been sitting idle. We have met with industrial and business leaders of this nation. Already we are working to restore the communications so quickly taken from us.”
Applause.
“I have taken the steps to get the trains and other forms of transportation operating again to keep our people fed and electricity flowing.”
Applause again.
“Over the coming weeks I will be working with the military leadership to field an Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marine Corps that will be ready to mete out the justice our American casualties cry out for.”
Applause
“But to do everything needing to be done, we must work together. We must find the ways to restore what this nation lost, to stand up to those who struck out at us, and to take the steps to make sure this never happens again.”
Applause.
“The United States has been struck from behind. We have been wounded by an unknown assailant that remains hiding like a coward in the dark. We have been knocked to our knees. But we have not been knocked out.”
Applause.
“One of my staff said it right. This is not a political situation. It is a military one. No one deplores sending our young men and women into combat more than I, but that time has come.”
Applause.
“Therefore, I ask the Congress to declare that the United States is now in a state of war.”
The House erupted in applause as everyone jumped to their feet, applauding and yelling their support. After a few moments, the President continued.
“We will continue to search for our attacker. We will find the nation responsible. And when we do, they will feel the full power and might that this nation can produce.”
The men and women stood cheering again.
“I will work closely with the Congress to bring about our ultimate victory and to set right the peace of the world. We did not start this fight. Until two days ago, we harbored no ill will toward any nation on this earth. In fact, we have set the standard for peaceful coexistence with all nations. But this fight has come to us, and we will not back away.”
Applause.
“We have a long way to go. I do not know how long this will take, or how far this shall go. But go we will, and together we will achieve ultimate victory,” he said completing his speech.
The floor erupted one last time, and the Congress voted quickly to place the United States on a war footing. Within minutes the orders went out to everyone. All veterans and retirees were ordered activated and to report to the nearest reserve center. All military industrial centers began bringing in workers, retirees, and hiring new labor to begin gearing up. A draft was instituted, and the call went out to gather any and all pieces of working military gear. The United States was activated. The nation was gearing up for war.
Over Northern Virginia
Colonel Claire Richardson was bone tired. She had spent a day in the CH-46 flying to Memphis. While there, she surveyed the destruction, set some things in motion, and 24 hours later was flying back. It was particularly dark around Washington as the helicopter approached the city. With the imposed blackout, no landmarks could be seen. The helo made a turn to the left and, looking out the window, Richardson saw someone signaling with a lamp. In a moment a crewman came aft and approached her.
“Colonel, we have been told to take you straight to the White House. We should be there in about five minutes,” the crewman yelled over the noise of the engines and rotors.
Richardson nodded. She knew from such a short message they probably didn’t know the reason behind the change. She only wished she had a chance to straighten up a little before seeing the President. After a few minutes she noticed a small ring of lights over which the helo lowered and positioned itself. The Sea Knight came to rest in the circle just in front of the White House. She could see someone on their way to the chopper, not even waiting for the rotors to slow. Richardson left her seat to meet the person at the door.
General Black’s outstretched hand was accepted and he quickly ushered Richardson out of the Sea Knight and through an opened door of the mansion. The brightness of the lights inside made her squint. “You’re the first one back, Colonel,” Black said. “We wanted to hear it from you right away,” he said as they walked briskly through the halls and finally into a heavily guarded Oval Office.
The White House had almost become an armed camp. But inside, the President came from behind his desk to greet her warmly. The President ushered her, Black, and a man he introduced as the head of the Federal Emergency Management Agency to the sofa and chairs in front of the fireplace. Coffee and some snacks were on the table. A mess specialist poured some cups of the dark brew before departing. “Colonel, I appreciate your efforts. What can you tell me about Memphis?” the President asked.
Richardson set her briefcase on a low table beside the sofa and pulled out a pad of paper covered with notes she had taken that day. “I hope somebody can read these,” she said as she handed the papers over. “They need to be transcribed and the materials rounded up. Basically, civilization came to a standstill in Memphis, Mister President. It was a ground burst in the heart of the city. No buildings are standing within two miles. There is a crater and there is residual radiation. The blast extended out another seven miles before it stopped breaking every pane of glass. The city’s hospitals were downtown, but some outlying hospitals and clinics have set up rudimentary services. No electricity, no water, no sewer, and the infrastructure to restore them is almost nonexistent. They need everything — tents, cots, blankets, food, water, medical supplies, and portable generators to keep things operating. You name it, they need it,” she said solemnly. “There is no transportation system and the survivors are on foot trying to find refuge. The Red Cross ran out of supplies the first day. They only had local supplies and couldn’t get more in. There was some rioting for fresh food, but I let people know pretty quickly that only canned food would be safe. The neighboring towns of Bartlett, Germantown, and West Memphis are sending everything they can, and a lot is being delivered by tractor on small flatbeds. In some instances drivers have been attacked and the food taken before they got to their destinations. In what’s left of the city, bodies can be seen everywhere. There are no mortuary services and, frankly, no one wants to go in and pull the bodies out.
“I spent yesterday setting up a military perimeter to keep things contained. We have a few Guard units escorting as many of the supplies we can, but there aren’t enough. Sir, we need manpower to get things down there and set it up. I recommend we send in some medical teams that know radiation poisoning and have the tools to deal with it. I talked to the mayors of the neighboring towns. They are having water shipped in and are trying to get the electric lines back up, but their resources are limited. When I talked to the National Guard COs, I ordered them to get their people online and lend a hand immediately. It’s difficult under these circumstances, but things are moving. In my notes you will see the places I set up for four evacuation stations. They are the Liberty Bowl and University of Memphis on the east, the international airport in the south and the town of West Memphis in the west. Each is on a major thoroughfare and has easy access along with some shelter to work for a while. I wish I could have stayed, but you needed the information,” she said finally, slumping back into the couch.
The President smiled at the Colonel. “Colonel, you did a nice job, but it needs a good touch to finish it. I’m going to have to send you back down there tonight, but at least you won’t go empty handed,” he said. His expression changed as he became more serious. “Did you happen to find anything out about the Vice President?”
She could see some hurt in the man’s eyes as she shook her head. In a softer tone she said, “No, sir. I was told he and his party were downtown when it happened. There’s nothing left of the hotel sir. I’m sorry.”
The President nodded sadly, then smiled. “It’s no matter. We have a lot to do.”
FEMA spoke up. “We anticipated a lot of what you will need and already loaded it on trains out of Petersburg. The other things you listed will be gathered up and brought in on the next available transport. I must admit, there are some things we didn’t think of, but make a hell of a lot of sense. I’ll be incorporating them in the next load. If all goes well, I should have additional FEMA teams on the ground there in a couple of days to help out. Until then, I am sending along an HF communications truck so we can have some voice communications,” he said. “Whatever you need, just ask for it, General.”
“The 46 is refueling and will take you down to Petersburg,” said Black. “The trains leave in three hours. I have detailed 2000 troops from Quantico and Fort Belvoir to be under your command. They are already loaded and waiting. Your staff is also embarked. There is a supply train, a passenger train for the troops and medical personnel, and a vehicle train we scared up to help with the transport. Claire, get down there and help those people,” Black said with a smile.
Richardson looked slightly overwhelmed. She was already tired beyond limits, but things were going a little too fast. The details were okay, but there were two things that stuck out. FEMA called her a General and Black had addressed her by her first name. A questioning look came over her face. “So I am in charge of the whole thing,” she said, more as a statement than a question.
The President almost laughed. “I need people who can get a job done. I don’t have time for bureaucrats or politicians, I need things done and right now. From what I have seen tonight, you are the one to do it in Memphis. Get down there and keep going,” he said. Then he reached behind his desk and pulled something out. “But I do need someone with a little more clout than a Marine Colonel,” he said.
Black started unbuttoning Richardson’s eagles as the president pulled out a set of single stars to replace them. “I heard you were up for it anyway, so I used my influence to speed up the process,” he said as he fastened them on. “Claire, just get down there and make a difference. I’m counting on you,” he said as he shook her hand.
“I won’t let you down sir,” she said totally overwhelmed. “I’ll contact you every day on our progress. If I run into trouble…”
“I’ll take care of it,” the President said with a nod. “You have the authority of the White House until I say stop. But more help will be on the way. All the government agencies will be reporting to you. We’ll do it together,” he assured her.
“Then, sir, I have the conn,” she said coming to attention. The sound of a helicopter starting up was heard faintly through the walls.
“Thanks, General. I appreciate your help,” the President said. “Now, I believe your chariot awaits,” he said.
The two shook hands and the two generals left the Oval Office. “That’s a tall order,” FEMA said to the President after they left.
“Yea, I know, but I think she’ll do just fine. Glancing through the papers she gave us it looks like she has her act together.”
“I agree. She has a pretty detailed set of plans. I’ll make sure my people don’t get in the way. Any word from Dallas?”
“Not yet, but hopefully by tomorrow we should hear back. Are the trains ready for Dallas?”
“I got some old rolling stock from Chicago on its way via Arkansas. The trains are making a stop there to make a requisition and should be ready tomorrow afternoon. It’s getting hard to piece all this together. Two separate disasters of this magnitude are using about everything up,” FEMA said rubbing his chin. It had been a long day.
“I know, but we have to do it. Our biggest problem is going to be scraping together things to fight this war,” the President said before collapsing into his easy chair. “We’ve got to do that too.”
In a Small South American Country
Admiral Pedro Alvarez looked outside his window. The word had reached the government about how bad it was in America and he was concerned. America was not liked in a lot of places and was not especially admired in South America. His small country had maintained friendly relations, but there wasn’t much that interested the United States in his country. Alvarez earned his college degree at Georgia Tech and returned to his small navy to try and get it into the 20th century, if not the 21st. He gazed out at several ships sitting at the pier. They were some of the first real ships used in his navy and now were worn almost out. His men kept up the maintenance, and they still performed well when needed. But he had newer ships and these vessels were awaiting the scrap yard.
An idea came into Alvarez’s head as he looked at the ships. The United States was preparing to go to war with someone. They had been dealt a serious blow. They were probably looking everywhere for ships to help in this. Anyone helping them in a time of need would benefit greatly after that war. After making up his mind, he walked to his desk and placed a telephone call. Within eight hours four old destroyers made their way out of the harbor and turned north.

Chapter 4

April 1 — The Attack
Korean Demilitarized Zone
Master Sergeant Paul Hufham was making his midnight rounds as usual. He wanted to personally make sure each of the guard towers was manned and the occupants alert. It didn’t make much sense to him why they were there. The Korean Demilitarized Zone or DMZ had been there for over seventy years and, aside from a couple of small skirmishes, it had remained quiet but tense. The tenseness bothered some of the younger guys but not him. He was used to it and had come to love Korea and its people.
Tonight it was almost pitch black and the air was cold. A slight breeze blew along the line and brought a shiver to the man as he stood by the tower. There was the smell of dust and decaying vegetation in the air. As he looked at the treeline across the DMZ he could just make out the darker area of the trees from the sky beyond. For several months a very faint light had been in the distance he had not remembered since the last time he was there. Only one other guy had noticed, but it was passed off as a new barracks intelligence had seen being built. He looked up at the concrete tower before him. They had been constructed years before to act as a sort of fortification against the hoards of the north, but they were mostly a cheaper shelter for the occupants that changed stations every four hours. The towers were all the same — a circular tube that ran from the ground up with a much larger circular enclosure with wide viewing slits around the side for watching the “enemy.”
Entering through a steel door, the first thing he noticed was the dim red glow of an electric heater at the base of the inner curved wall. The men blessed the designers every day for those heaters. The nights at the 38th parallel could get quite cold and the winters brutal. The heaters at the base were out of sight and the warmth radiated up to the men on the top. The floor the men stood on was wooden and had small vents in it. This allowed their feet to stay warm even if the rest of them froze. It made all the difference in the world.
Hufham slowly climbed the ladder to join the two men on watch. As he opened the hatch at the top, he could feel the heat rushing past him into the cold, dark space above.
“Come on in the house,” said a quiet voice from the darkness.
“How the hell did you know it wasn’t some North Korean trying to sneak up on you two,” the Master Sergeant grunted as he closed the hatch.
“Been watching you make your rounds. Besides, you’re too big to be a Korean,” said Corporal Bill Masters from the other side of the enclosure. He and Hufham once spent a tour together and had come to know each other pretty well. He also knew enough to continue looking out towards the DMZ and not turn to address Hufham. What came next was not unexpected.
“Keep your sights on that DMZ, Private, or I’ll shove my foot so far up your ass that you’ll taste shoe leather,” Hufham growled at the figure across the way.
Masters grinned. Private Dale Ricks was a newbie. Still wet behind the ears and couldn’t keep from turning around to try and see who came in. It was one of Hufham’s pet peeves. Always watch the guy across the street. What’s behind you makes no difference. That was something he always drilled into the guys up here. As a result, they caught onto a few things on the other side that no one else seemingly observed. True, it was small things like smoke break habits and the tendency to avoid certain places along their line where there might be something under the ground to avoid.
“Yes, Master Sergeant,” came the sullen, quiet reply from Ricks. Masters could almost feel the young kid deflate as he turned his eyes back to the viewports.
Hufham walked over to where Masters was watching his sector. “See anything new?”
“Just the usual. Guard change and a sentry taking a leak and a cigarette break.”
“How can you tell that?”
Masters grinned. “He stood in one place a long time and when he took a draw I didn’t see any hands,” Masters said confidently. He heard Hufham chuckle.
“If our night vision equipment was working you might have had a show,” Hufham said grinning. After the one high altitude blast that occurred over the zone, nothing worked worth a damn.
“What show? I bet that North Korean could hardly find his own dick,” Masters joked. “Make a loud noise and he’d probably piss his pants before he could get it out.”
The two men shared a light moment as Masters strained his eyes through the binoculars. After a moment, he lowered them and rubbed his eyes. “Sure wish we had our equipment back. It’s hard as hell to see anything with just binoculars.”
“Yea, I know. You get kind of used to all that stuff. When it’s gone you appreciate it more. Last I heard we wouldn’t get replacements for a couple of months. Just do as best you can,” Hufham said. It was painful having to guard a border with almost none of the hardware they were used to. He was already having nightmares of soldiers streaming across the Z. Luckily, there were enough mines scattered across no man’s land to wake the dead and stop an advance cold. He took a few minutes to stare across the void towards the towers opposite them. Men would be in those, too, possibly thinking the same things they were.
“What the fuck is that?” came the voice of Private Ricks.
“What do you see?”
Ricks was staring out his port watching a small red light blink in a watch tower. As the Master Sergeant watched, it was picked up by the next tower, and then the next along the line.
“I don’t like this,” said Hufham as he reached for the portable battle phone on the wall. He began turning the crank furiously.
The explosion knocked the three men off their feet as the tower shook beneath them. The second sent shrapnel through the wooden floor from below. The tower, built of reinforced concrete, actually began to tilt backwards. The men inside scrambled to maintain their footing as the structure seemed to bend in half at the waist in slow motion almost as if bending over to pick something up from the ground. It stopped when the roof of the structure finally struck dirt.
Gunfire suddenly erupted outside and bullets began pinging against the side of the structure as Hufham grabbed Ricks and pulled him toward the roof hatch. He yelled at Masters to join them as he kicked the hatch open, glanced out to see that there was still some cover from the rain of lead outside, and then shoved Ricks through it. Turning for Masters, Hufham saw he was not nearby. He quickly scrambled over to where Masters had been. He found him lying in a heap in one corner. Feeling rapidly around his body, he found a two foot piece of splinter from the floor sticking up through Masters’ chin and out the top of his head. Cursing aloud, Hufham grabbed Masters’ rifle, sidearm and ammo packs, and then dashed through the hatch into the compound and the hail of bullets outside. Rifle fire seemed to come from everywhere. Luckily, the way the tower fell afforded some shelter, but not enough. He caught a glimpse of someone crouching behind the small latrine built for the guards. In a brief lull in fire, he dashed over to find Ricks taking cover, scared to death.
“Come on Ricks,” Hufham shouted. “We ain’t gonna die behind a shithouse!” Grabbing Ricks by the collar the two dropped to the ground and crawled from cover to cover trying to avoid the now withering fire coming from a few places in the opposite trees. Most of the fire was concentrated at the tower and a general spraying of the compound. Just after they left, explosions from a couple of grenades blew the flimsy latrine apart.
Once deeper in the woods, Hufham raised up to get a look at the situation. None of the gunfire was now directed at them. It appeared whoever it was still thought they were in the tower. From the explosions and gunfire along the Zone it was obvious there had been a well coordinated attack on each of the outposts. He saw the outline of a man with a gun move across the compound and fire into the hatch of the now smoldering tower. He then motioned for some others and they began to join him and fan out to look for survivors.
The Master Sergeant eased back down into the thick scrub and saw Ricks raise his rifle and aim it toward the oncoming soldier. Hufham placed his hand on Ricks’ gun, pointing it down and shaking his head. “Better part of valor son,” he said in a whisper. They hid silently as the soldier passed. Whoever it was didn’t appear to be anxious to find anyone and soon turned back to the compound as the other soldiers congregated and signaled across the Zone with a flashlight.
Silently, Hufham and Ricks crawled through the woods away from the compound. Once clear, they made their way just below the top of the ridgeline and began the descent to the next valley. More hills would be beyond that. At one point near the base of a mountain, they were close enough to the road to hear heavy vehicles moving along it. Hufham left Ricks to get a look and was surprised to see heavy trucks full of soldiers tearing down the road followed by a couple of tanks and other equipment. The trucks did not have white stars on the side like he was used to seeing. More to the point, they were entering the regular road from a side road that looked very new.
Those trucks have to be coming from somewhere, he thought. Hufham followed the new road back a few hundred yards and saw his answer. A steady stream of trucks seemed to be coming up from a hole in the side of the mountain. With all these men and equipment, the allied forces would have a rough time.
Resisting the temptation to take out one of the trucks to slow the flow, Hufham eased back to where Ricks was waiting and the two men made their way deeper into the hills away from both the road and the DMZ. After running and walking about six miles up and down the hills, Hufham signaled for them to stop. “OK, let’s get our bearings. We both know the outposts are gone. I found out why the fire came from behind us, not across the Zone. Now we need to get this information back to our people.” He had already told Ricks about the tunnel.
“But how?” Ricks asked almost pleadingly. Hufham could tell he was still scared to death, but the training he had received had him reacting like a soldier instead of crawling in a hole to hide.
“Just follow me,” Hufham said quietly. He knew a calm voice was needed and that, coupled with reason, would make a big difference in how Ricks operated. “There is a motorpool about six miles down the way. Let’s make our way there and see what’s available.”
“They’re probably there already. And these guys aren’t going to let us just drive down the road,” Ricks said nervously.
“True, but if they are like those guys…” he said pointing back toward the compound, “…they will probably kill everyone and move on. I have a feeling this thing is on a strict timetable and there won’t be time for prisoners or holding ground. Those trucks are heading somewhere quick and the quicker we get to where our guys are, the better off we’ll be,” he said. Then he put his hand on Ricks’ shoulder. “Besides, I’ve been here so many times I can tell you where the roads are and where the roads are,” he said indicating he knew some “shortcuts.”
The effect on Ricks was almost amazing to see. He straightened up and looked around. Now he had a chance. The Master Sergeant knew his way around and had a plan. That was good enough for him. “Which way do we go?”
Hufham grinned. “Follow me, sport.” He led the way down a small trail across the next hill. Ricks couldn’t know Hufham had used this trail when he had been stationed here before to sneak away to a little bar he knew. The bar was long gone, but he was using the trail now for the same reason — mainly because he had never seen anyone near it and it was not marked on any map.
Atlantic Ocean
Captain James McPherson was a troubled man. He was troubled about the safety of his ship, its cargo, and the crewmembers he had grown to admire and respect. A veteran sailor from a number of merchant ships, McPherson had proven his skills time and again, starting as a deck hand and quickly rising in rank. He had been noticed by one of his captains and given the opportunity to attend a Merchant Marine Academy. As an officer, his career continued to grow with several notable exploits where his actions had either saved lives, cargoes, ships, or all three.
McPherson seemed to have that rare quality of being able to “feel” a ship and its moods. Better yet, he was also a good judge of character for the men and women in his crew. He could tell just how far he could push without breaking down his crew’s spirit or morale. He always seemed to have a happy ship — and one that could be relied upon to make port safely and with cargo intact.
Two years ago he had been made the Master of the largest cargo ship in the company’s fleet. The M/V Isle of Wight was huge. Over 400 meters long, she could carry 14,000 TEUs (20-foot containers) or more than 150,000 tons of cargo. Right now, her huge 14 cylinder turbocharged diesel engine was muscling the giant ship through the sea at a little over 25 knots.
Normally, the Isle of Wight would be going only about 15 knots, but over the past few days the world had changed. He had doubled his normal number of lookouts. No telling what might be out there. Before leaving port the urgency of his mission had been stressed several times. He gazed out the large bridge windows at a bright, clear, empty sea. The ship felt good and his crew was happy, if not a little on edge. The trouble in America had caught everyone by surprise and suddenly the cargo destined for India had been removed and new containers rapidly loaded.
McPherson gave off a small chuckle. His ship had been chosen to bring life back to the U.S. — something the U.S. had done for Great Britain in two world wars. No, the U.S. wasn’t dead, but it was having trouble speaking. He was returning that voice. Inside the containers on his deck were hundreds of transmitters and several hundred thousand radio and television receivers. Along the sides of the containers he read the names of hundreds of electronics companies from around the world. When the cry had gone out from his government, the response had been quick and generous. Names like Philips, Telefunken, Harris, Surrey, Bosch, Marconi, Siemens and many others emptied warehouses to rush equipment to Southampton where the ship was loaded. It had happened within 48 hours. Everything arrived, was packed tightly into empty storage containers and loaded onto the ship. The Isle of Wight had containers stacked to just below her bridge windows. There was not one square inch of her cargo decks that was not filled. It was the largest haul the captain had ever seen, and he was determined to get it to its destination ahead of schedule.
McPherson looked over at his first mate, Donald Winston, who was straining his eyes through a pair of binoculars scanning the horizon. None of them had liked the order to run without radar. They all knew the stories of ships making errors and colliding because they had not used the equipment, or because it had been used improperly. No one wanted another Andrea Doria. After a minute Winston lowered the glasses and rubbed his tired eyes. McPherson walked over to his second in command, glancing at his watch. “Almost time for you to be relieved, isn’t it?” he asked.
Winston gave a weak smile and a tired nod. “Yes, sir. It’s been a long morning,” he said. “I checked our position and, if we keep up this speed, we will make New York early tomorrow. None too soon by my thinking.”
McPherson nodded. “Yes, it’s been a strange voyage this time out, but a good one.” The Captain grinned. “I like being the cavalry coming to the rescue, as the Americans say. I doubt the Portsmouth Lass could make this kind of passage,” he noted with a gleam in his eye. The M/V Portsmouth Lass was a sister ship which had a long standing rivalry with his own.
“True, Captain,” Winston grinned. “The last I heard, she was on her way to the Middle East with a cargo of agricultural products and fertilizer. I dare say it is an uneventful transit.” Both men shared the moment until a voice interrupted their thoughts.
“Sir, I have something in the water two points off the starboard bow,” the lookout shouted. Both men nearly ran to the bridge wing. “What is it?” the Captain shouted.
“I’m not quite sure sir. It is like something lying flat on the water, but I can see a couple of men on the top.”
His eyes straining through his binoculars, the Captain could barely make out what appeared to be a piece of bread with some small figures standing on it, sitting on top of the water. Waves were washing over the structure and both men were waving frantically.
“Shipwreck?” Winston asked
“I’m not sure. But let’s not take chances. Order the men to action stations and lay us on a course to see what it is,” McPherson ordered.
The First Officer sounded the alarm and the 40-man crew began rushing to their stations. The wheel was spun over and the great ship slowly turned in the direction of the object. The ship’s engine slowed, but the momentum of the ship kept it going at a rapid pace. Through the skillful maneuvering of the crew they had the object in sight from the deck within 10 minutes. More men appeared on the object and soon there were about 12 shouting and waving toward the containership. The Captain almost immediately recognized the object as containers welded or lashed together. More troubling was one of the corners of the makeshift raft was much lower than the rest. He brought the big container ship upwind of the raft and let the winds blow the ship down on it.
From the bridge wing he could see that the men all looked Asian. Nothing strange for the Atlantic, but he hadn’t heard of a shipwreck. Normally an SOS would have whole fleets scrambling to render assistance. Lines were thrown down to secure the raft alongside, and a boarding ladder was lowered so the men could climb up.
They were met by willing but cautious hands as the British crew helped each man aboard. The appearance of two crewmen with automatic weapons kept the men coming aboard quiet and somber. They were all herded into a tight circle on the deck. The last man up was much older and had a book in his hand.
Captain McPherson came out of the superstructure and onto the deck as the last man came aboard. McPherson looked resplendent in his white uniform and the older man immediately recognized him as the man in charge. He turned and began to walk to him but was stopped by one of the British crew. “Hold on a mo,” the sailor said.
Captain McPherson waived the sailor back and motioned for the man to come forward. Captain Sohn looked into McPherson’s wary but compassionate stare. It was now or never. “I am Captain Tien Sohn of Democratic People’s Republic of Korea ship Baiku,” he said in very broken English. “We thank you for assistance and turn ourselves into you custody.”
At first McPherson thought the old captain had simply chosen the wrong words. Then the old man said a few words to his crew and they all placed their hands on their heads. The men looked scared to death. Bloody Hell, thought McPherson. What have I stumbled into? Regaining his composure McPherson placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Captain, are all your men aboard and safe?”
Sohn looked into the man’s eyes. Seeing no hatred he nodded his head. “This all that left.”
“How did you lose your ship, Captain?”
“Missiles burn through bottom and it sink. Only this piece float.”
“Were there no lifeboats?” McPherson asked. Something was definitely wrong. Hopefully the boats were in the vicinity and could be rounded up.
“No. Party Official make holes in all boats. Only control room stay.” Sohn’s English remained very broken, but his choice of words was screaming in the Captain’s ears. Then Sohn’s face changed to one of great sorrow and shame. “We not know start war.”
Only then did the enormity of his rescue efforts become realized. McPherson suddenly had the answers to questions that people around the world had been looking for over several days. These men knew exactly what had happened and they had surrendered to him. A part of him said to place them all under heavy guard, but another part realized that these men may just be poor sailors and not a real threat.
Things just didn’t add up exactly right. If they had done this on purpose, what was their goal? Why were they here? The first thing he thought about was their ship had sunk and an official had disabled their boats. They had been meant to die with their ship. But the man had turned himself and his men over to their custody. It was a surrender, plain and simple. There was too much to take in. Turning to a sailor he said, “Jones, take the men into the crew’s mess and give them something to eat. I want them under guard at all times.” Then turning to another, “Tell the First Officer to set up cots in the passenger lounge. Once they have been fed, take them there and keep them there. I don’t want anyone harmed in any way. Once there, we will get this all sorted out. Now get cracking.”
The group of sailors was herded into the superstructure as McPherson addressed the captain again. “Captain Sohn, is your vessel sinking?”
Sohn nodded in understanding. “Leaks too many. No more power to fix. Sink slow.”
McPherson turned to one of his men. “Bos’n, get a party aboard this thing right now and see if she’ll float. If we can, I want to tow this thing to New York.” The man scrambled to the watertight door and reached inside to a telephone. In a few minutes men were scrambling down ladders and lowering pumps.
McPherson asked if Sohn would take him aboard the vessel and take some photographs. Sohn had readily agreed. McPherson had his camera sent down and brought another crewman with one of his own. As the crew slaved to try and stem the water coming into the vessel, both men completely documented every nook and cranny of the makeshift raft while Captain Sohn pointed out the various equipment and publications that were inside. Photographs were taken and the manuals and other documents removed to the ship. After an hour of steady work the Bos’n walked up to the Captain. “It’s no use sir. Every time we try to patch one leak, ten more pop open. Frankly I don’t know why she has lasted this long. Every wave is popping welds. We need to leave, sir.”
Captain McPherson nodded in agreement. The level of water on the deck had not gone down, but had risen. He knew that if the Bos’n said it was no use, there was no arguing the point. The men removed the equipment and everyone returned to the containership. The lines were cast off and the little raft was left to meet her fate. As she passed astern a large wave struck the vessel and a terrible grinding and shrieking could be heard. A huge gust of air and moisture poured out of the top hatch as the makeshift raft slipped quickly beneath the seas. Captain Sohn stood on the bridge wing and watched. He mentally thanked the little vessel for saving his crew. After a moment he turned back to Captain McPherson who was watching the old man closely. “May I tell story of what happen?” he asked.
Mare Island, California
Nearly 4,000 miles away, Jack Latham threw his pencil down in disgust. Since the war started, he and his men had done everything they could to get the ships they had in the shipyard back to sea. He and the other company officials knew that the ships and any other assets had to get back online as soon as possible. Working his men at a furious pace, the jobs had gotten done. Unfortunately, no jobs were left to do. A telephone line had been reestablished between his office and the few other places that were deemed a national asset. That included other shipyards and repair facilities as well as seats of government. Now he was trying to figure out what could be done to keep his men occupied and the company going. So far, he had run up against a brick wall.
Latham walked out of his office and onto the pier in front of the facility. The small shipyard was all that was left of the once giant Mare Island Naval Shipyard in Vallejo, California. But what had once built some of the largest ships in the fleet was now just a backwater operation only repairing smaller civilian vessels. The Navy closed the facility in the 1990s turning it over to the city of Vallejo. Latham was able to lease some of the buildings and a couple of drydocks. He moved his company here just ten years earlier. Even though it was small, there was enough traffic to keep the company in the black. It was a nice little company that made sure their employees were well treated. Most had worked with his company all their lives. Something would come up.
As he walked along he looked over at the memorial sitting further down the Mare Island facility. The old Navy ship had been requested by a group of city officials many years before and had established a naval museum around it to go along with the other historic buildings at the old naval shipyard facility. Tourists came in every day to see the old ship and it also served as a sort of community center for group meetings on occasion. He himself had been aboard many times, if only to marvel at the engineering that had gone into her.
Latham walked slowly along the pier staring at her tall towers and raked bow. He suddenly stopped and looked at the ship a little harder. If this country is going to go to war, they might just need a ship like this, he thought. I wonder what it would take….. He headed for his office at a run, grabbing people along the way. A call to the mayor was followed by men with tool boxes making a bee line toward the big ship just down the jetty. By nightfall, there were over 300 workmen onboard. By the next morning, the four tugs still running pulled the great ship from her permanent berth toward a huge floating drydock that had been prepared overnight. After one more telephone call that took an hour to set up, work began in earnest.

Chapter 5

April 3 — Growing Conflict
South Korea
From the top of a hill Master Sergeant Paul Hufham surveyed the remains of the motorpool yard with Private Ricks. The sun was just peeking over the horizon and the scene it illuminated was not a good one. As expected, the North Koreans had already been there. There was evidence of grenades and a lot of shooting. Several small fires were visible from the residue of some oil barrels, but the place looked deserted. Hufham took out his binoculars and scanned the area more closely. Dead soldiers lay at the gate, a couple were near the garage and several outside the door of a small barracks and office in the compound. It was obvious the surprise had been complete. The poor soldiers had been awakened and died within feet of their beds. Those on duty or working late died where they were working.
“Where are all the vehicles?” Ricks wondered in a whisper.
Hufham smiled. All those days of watching the enemy across the Z had paid off on this guy. He was noticing things that were not the norm. “Good call, sport. The last time I saw this place there were 20 or 30 vehicles here. I only see about 8. I guess they are the ones that didn’t finally start,” Hufham said quietly. Then he looked over at the boy. “What does that tell you?”
Ricks continued to peer through his glasses. “I’d say they are scavenging transport and fuel along the way,” Ricks said. He pointed to the far side of the compound. “I don’t see a scratch on the fuel depot. I bet they filled up and took a little with them…” he stopped mid-sentence and pointed. “About 9 o’clock from the office. I just saw somebody move.”
Hufham shifted his glasses and scanned the place Ricks pointed out. Just barely visible, he could see a leg moving back and forth between the edge of a building and a drum of something. The boy’s got good eyes, he thought. “That makes sense, doesn’t it? There’s still fuel here, so they leave some people behind to keep an eye on it. OK, let’s take this slow. You circle toward the gate and see how many there are. I’ll circle this way,” pointing to the back of the compound. “We take it slow and meet back here in one hour. Make sure you stay in the gullies and vegetation. No shooting since we don’t know how many there are yet. Just act like you’re a ghost and get info. Got it?”
Ricks nodded. “One hour,” he said quietly. He turned and eased down into the bushes slowly making his way in silence. The sound of the crickets and other insects drowned out what little noise he made.
Hufham was a little surprised at how the boy had grown up in the past few hours. He wasn’t cowering in a hole anymore. Somewhere between the Z and the motorpool he had grown a couple of balls. The kid was thinking like a soldier — on mission. It never dawned on Hufham that his own leadership and example had anything to do with it. The kid will go far, he thought as he got down on his belly and began crawling through the weeds. Every movement was getting a little more painful. Age sucks, the Master Sergeant thought as he made his way. Every so often he rose up to get an overall view. All was still quiet.
The quiet was interrupted by a couple of shouts. At first Hufham thought Ricks had been found, but a few seconds later some vehicles rolled through the gate. Four men walked out of the sheltered area to greet the trucks and lead them to the fueling depot. After a few minutes, the trucks left fully fueled and the men returned to the shelter. Hufham wished he could hear what they were saying. He had learned the language over several tours, but the men were too far away to make it out. He checked his watch and decided it was time to head back to the rendezvous.
Ricks was there waiting for him. The sneaky little shit actually surprised Hufham by concealing himself pretty well with some dirt and grease from an old drum that had been discarded. That earned the kid a slap on the shoulder and a big grin. He even borrowed some of the concoction to put on his own face. “I saw four guys. They are in a little open shed eating Ho Hos and drinking sodas,” Ricks said. “I didn’t see anyone else.”
“That’s old Charlie’s shack. He’s an old Korean that has a little concession stand there. I guess he’s out of business now,” Hufham said. “I didn’t see a soul, but I did see what we were coming for.”
Ricks grinned slightly. He’d had a feeling there was a method behind this madness. Trust the sergeant to have a plan. “I didn’t see much of a way to sneak up on these guys. Just open ground from the gate all the way in. We don’t have grenades or we might get close enough to throw some. Is there another way in?” he asked.
Hufham winked at the boy. “Trust me,” he said. “There was an accident a few years back and the fence was damaged. Split it wide open, but instead of fixing it, they just tied it together.” He pointed toward the other end of the compound. “If we go this way, there should be plenty of cover, but it’s two to one and I don’t like the idea of making a lot of noise.” He reached into his boot and pulled out a long knife. “You remember your basic training?”
Ricks gulped at that. He hadn’t been that good at it, and he still considered himself a 90 pound weakling. Worse yet, he didn’t have a knife with him. He pointed that out to Hufham.
“That’s okay. I can get you a knife,” Hufham said with an evil grin. “Until then let’s see how jumpy these guys are.” He picked up a rock and threw it deep into the yard. It rattled off some barrels causing the men in the shack to come out and look around. Three of them fanned out and searched the yard. After only a few minutes they gave up and returned to Charlie’s shack. A few minutes later another rock was thrown into another part of the yard. Only two came out this time and walked around a little. This time Hufham heard one of the guys say it must be the heat from the sun causing the metal barrels to expand. The men returned to Charlie’s.
Using hand signals, Hufham led Ricks toward the back of the compound near the garage. Sure enough, behind a stack of oil drums was a place where the fence bulged out between two of the supporting poles. In the center, a simple rope held the links together. A couple of cuts later and both men were inside the compound making their way — building by building — toward the “enemy.” Hufham and Ricks both now thought of the North Korean soldiers as the “enemy.” In some ways, it made what they were about to do much easier.
Hufham stopped Ricks as they neared the corner of a building and listened. They could hear footsteps in the gravel of the yard that appeared to be getting closer. Hufham motioned for Ricks to stay put, then pulled his knife and eased farther along the wall. Listening carefully, he knew it was only one guy, not two or three. He stood and pressed himself tightly against the wall and waited. The soldier didn’t even have his rifle ready. He seemed to be looking for something as the sergeant reached out from behind him and cupped his hand across the soldier’s mouth. The knife flashed and the soldier stiffened and tried to cry out, but there was nothing he could do but die. The gurgle from the dying man’s throat could not be heard five feet away. Within a minute, the man was limp and Hufham dragged him away from the center of the compound.
Ricks looked a little pale.
“You gonna be okay?” Hufham asked.
Ricks took a breath and nodded. Hufham reached into the belt of the dead soldier and grabbed something long and straight. “This should work,” he whispered as he unsheathed the bayonet.
“Do the same thing I did, but put it through his back, kind up upwards, like this,” he said demonstrating the technique. “It’s good for stabbing, not cutting,” he said. The boy nodded in understanding but still looked a little pale. Hufham smiled at Ricks and placed a hand on his shoulder. Ricks gathered himself up and followed Hufham along the wall.
There was a call out — probably for the dead soldier. Hufham said something in Korean changing his voice so that it sounded higher and echoing it off a back wall. Ricks looked at him questioningly. Hufham leaned in and whispered, “Told them I had to take a shit.” Ricks almost laughed. They even heard laughter from the shack. A couple of minutes later they were well concealed behind another building and Hufham whispered to Ricks, “Stay here and be ready. I’m going to sneak around to the left. If any come by, you know what to do.” He then eased around the opposite corner and was gone.
There was a call again. This time, there was no answer. More laughter came from Charlie’s shack and one of the soldiers walked around to check on his friend. Ricks heard the footsteps getting nearer. He gripped the bayonet tightly in his hand and pressed himself into the wall. He could hear his blood racing in his ears and hoped no one else could hear it. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the shoulder of a man appear walking along the building. Just like Hufham, he reached out and slapped his hand across the man’s face while shoving the bayonet deep into the man’s back. This time the man’s voice could be heard through his fingers and he was desperately trying to get his hands around to grab Ricks. Instinctively, Ricks pulled the bayonet out and shoved it forcefully in and up again. This time the man tensed and in only a moment went limp in Rick’s hands. Ricks could feel the life leave the man as his arms finally dropped and he took all of the weight. He swore he could even feel the man’s heart stop beating. Ricks pulled the man back into the shadows and laid him on the ground.
The click of a rifle bolt was heard and Ricks turned to see another soldier aiming directly at him. Then something suddenly came at the soldier from behind. The soldier dropped like a rag. As he fell forward, Ricks saw a machete embedded neatly through the spinal cord in the man’s neck. Hufham eased down and gently rolled the soldier over. He was still breathing somewhat, and his eyes darted back and forth at Hufham and Ricks. It appeared he was trying to say something. Hufham gently patted the man’s face and said something to him in Korean. The young man appeared to calm a little. Hufham spoke again and the young man smiled slightly, though the fear in his eyes gave evidence he knew what was happening. Then Ricks came over and reached down, taking the man’s limp hand and holding it for both to see. The young man smiled weakly again and closed his eyes. In a moment, the breathing stopped.
After a moment Hufham stood. “He’s just a kid,” he said sadly.
Ricks could not keep his eyes off the boy. “What did you say?”
“I told him I was sorry and that we would no longer hurt him. At the end I said to be at peace.”
Ricks nodded. Then an overpowering urge swept over him and he lurched to the side and vomited into the sand.
Hufham watched as the young man heaved violently. His first time had been not that long ago in Iraq. The young man he killed had been dressed almost in rags and so young he had trouble holding the assault rifle that lay beside him. The youthful face had been contorted in the pain of the bullet in his chest from Hufham’s own rifle. Even in death he could tell the young boy had been in agony his final moments. That was when Hufham understood that it wasn’t the kids’ fault they were fighting. It was the fault of some other person — a leader, a cleric, or a group of men — that had forced them to take up a rifle or some other form of destruction. Since then, that was the real person the Master Sergeant wanted on the end of his knife.
Hufham walked over to a water bowser and filled one of the water cans. Ricks had finally stopped heaving and was sitting exhausted in the dirt. He took the can over and poured some water over Rick’s head. Ricks held out his hands and washed off the blood before filling them with water and washing his face. He then took out his canteen and washed out his mouth.
“Don’t worry,” Hufham said quietly. “I did the same thing my first time. Stand up,” he ordered.
Ricks did as he was told. Hufham poured the contents of the can over Rick’s uniform, washing most of the blood away. When he was done, Ricks looked like a drown rat. Hufham then grabbed another can and did the same for himself.
Ricks looked around. “I thought there were four.”
Hufham motioned for him to follow. They walked into Charlie’s shack. The soldier was sitting in a chair leaned back against a table. His head was sitting back on his shoulders at an awkward angle. “That’s why we tell you not to sleep on watch,” he said. “That last one left him here and I had to take care of business. Lucky it didn’t take but a second.”
Ricks looked at Hufham almost in disgust. “You must have enjoyed yourself. Three in one morning.” You could tell he was disgusted with himself and anyone else that could kill with such disdain.
Hufham chuckled. “If you think I enjoy it, you are sadly mistaken. I remember the face of every man — and this is the seventh that I have had to kill up close. I keep telling myself that I didn’t start whatever war I happen to be in, but might just be the one to end it. Just keep in mind — these guys would not hesitate to put that same knife through your heart if they had the chance. You are a soldier, and a soldier’s job is to kill people and break things. It may not be the fun you think I am having, but it’s a job that’s up to us to do. So soldier, you are stuck with it. Now grab your weapon. We’ve got a job to do.”
Washington, D.C.
In a Senate office building a meeting was going on. Senator Dan Williamson was visibly upset at the more recent turn of events. It was bad enough that his party had lost the recent election, but now they were getting blamed for the inability of the government to either detect or stop the attack. Now O’Bannon was crusading down a path of war and no one dared to stand in his way. He couldn’t let the party be run over this way. Three close confidants in his office listened to every word.
“We have to derail this effort. Even though the President hasn’t said so publicly, the people are blaming our party for all this. More than that, if he succeeds in restoring the services in a short amount of time, I guarantee he will be hailed as some Caesar and we will be out holding the bag. I want us to find some way to change all that. So I need ideas.”
Frank Fallon sat back in his chair. He had been dreading this meeting, but he had to give his best advice. As a thirty-year veteran of the political system, he had been instrumental in getting two presidents elected and keeping the party one step ahead of the game. Unfortunately, the last man elected had been a bone head that ignored his advice and had pulled out some pretty whacky ideas before being drummed out in a landslide election. Now the party was once again trying to get him to pull their proverbial nuts out of the fire. Senator Williamson was not a bad man, but he was an opportunist. He could smell out a weakness a mile away and exploit it. Now even he was grasping at straws. Williamson was up for election in two years and wanted the backing of both the party and his constituents. It was obvious he was starting that campaign now.
Fallon took a deep breath. “Senator, if we go storming out right now the American public will stomp on us like a bunch of grapes. Everybody, and I mean everybody, is really pissed that they have personally been attacked and they want something to start happening. Whether we like it or not, O’Bannon is doing things. I talked to one of the White House staffers and they say no one has a clue who did this yet. Until then, there’s not much you can hold against him,” he said.
“It goes deeper than that,” said Hank Yates, the party’s media czar. “Right now even if we did have something to say, there’s not much of a way to get that word out. The media is almost hard down. I could get something in the Post, but that’s about it. The President has a lock on what information is being put out to the media. I was told they all bought into it too. He told them it was all a part of keeping information from the enemy and all that garbage. When I started talking about freedom of the press, I was told there were other aspects of things I didn’t know about and was shut down,” he said.
“What kinds of things are going on here?” Williamson asked. “What’s he got on them?”
“Beats me. It’s not just the one, it’s all of the reps I talked to.”
“Damn it. He can’t squash the people’s right to know! What can we do about this?”
Fallon raised his hand. “Hang on. Remember, we declared war. Under those circumstances there’s a whole lot he could do. Look, we are in the early stages of this thing. One thing I have learned over the years is to be patient. The longer we wait, the more things will get back to operating as normal. O’Bannon is going to screw something up. When he does, it will mean we will be in a better position to take him down,” he said. “Until then, I suggest we get on the bandwagon and do a few things ourselves to support the war and get things going.”
Williamson looked like he might explode. He looked over at his Chief of Staff. “What do you say?”
Torry Yates had been standing in one corner listening to the conversation and his boss’s tirades. He knew he was in a tough spot. He had to keep the boss happy without letting him shoot himself in the foot. Too many times he had been forced to tell his boss to calm down. This was one of those times. “Frank’s right. This isn’t the right time. To change public opinion we have to be strategic in our efforts and right now there’s not so much to say against O’Bannon. Even if he is controlling the media some, most Americans would celebrate that fact. But if we wait and find that right event or moment, we can flip this. If we can get the public to start questioning his motives or his decision making, I have a feeling the whole house of cards will fall. Then we will be in position to provide our own view on things. Until then, we know there is going to have to be some rebuilding in our armed forces, so I will be trying to get a few contracts in our districts, make sure our television and radio people get back on line, everything that will make us look good and trustworthy. Then when we shake the tree we will look much better in the public eye,” he said.
“That’s exactly what needs to be done,” Fallon said. “Get out there and tell people we are getting their phones back and their cars running. Then tell them we are doing everything we can to find out who attacked us and what we will do. It’s going to have to be done at home instead of here, but that’s just the price we have to pay.”
Williamson calmed down. That was some basic politics. He could no longer sit in his office in Washington and send out press releases. This would mean spending some weekends and weeks on the road in his state. But that wasn’t so bad, was it? “I can’t fight all of you,” he said breaking into a smile. “Okay, we wait and look. Torry, lets see if we can scare up a train or something to go home on and do some stumping. But let’s also schedule a meeting each week or so to see what’s happened and what we can do about it. We can’t let the party take the blame for everything and just sit by and watch. I want to make sure we are there when O’Bannon screws up and ready to jump in when the time comes.”
The men in the room nodded, though they all knew it wasn’t really about the party, it was about Williamson. There was a little more discussion on other issues before the men finally got up and left.
South Korea
After a brief rest, Hufham picked up his rifle and headed toward the small barracks. Ricks took a deep sigh, and then followed the Master Sergeant. In the little bunkhouse they gathered the tags and weapons. Fortunately the small arms locker was open and they were able to get plenty of ammunition and a few grenades. They even found a couple of packs and sleeping bags. Next the men went to the messhall to see what food they could find. The MREs were pretty new, much to the joy of Hufham. They also gathered up the canteens and filled them at the bowser along with a couple of five gallon Jeri cans. They brought all the gear over to a small shack behind one of the outbuildings.
Old Charlie hadn’t had a chance. He was spread-eagled on the floor — in pieces. The North Koreans had obviously begun to cut the man up before he died. Blood was everywhere. Hufham lowered his head and said a small prayer for the old man. Then he backed out of the door and closed it.
Rick’s eyes were wide and he seemed to be in a state of shock. Hufham started pulling him away from the carnage. “Who was he?” Ricks asked.
“Old Charlie. We let him run the concession over here for all the guys in the area. He would bring us Cokes and candy up at the Z every so often, or we would sneak away down here. He always seemed to have cold beer stashed somewhere,” Hufham grinned. “He was so much a part of the Army we gave him a uniform. He was a good man,” he said sadly. “He’s why we’re here. We’re gonna borrow his vehicle.” The two men walked around back to a wooden outbuilding attached to Charlie’s shack. Hufham pried the lock off the old timbers and pulled the door open. Sitting inside was something to make old soldiers feel homesick. It was a Jeep.
“We gave him this thing,” Hufham said. “When the Army started getting rid of them, we got this one declared surplus. Then we put the engine, transmission, and all the parts back on it and gave it to Charlie. It’s what he delivered his goods in,” he said getting into the driver’s seat. The keys were in the ignition. When he turned it, the engine fired immediately. Hufham backed the Jeep out and around to the front where they loaded their gear. Then he and Ricks took it to the fuel station and filled it up along with six more five gallon cans and a case of oil. Hufham pulled the Jeep up to the back gate. Using some bolt cutters he found, he opened the gate and drove the Jeep down a narrow two rut trail in the trees. He walked back to Ricks at the gate.
“Okay, now we have to blow this place the hell up,” he said. Ricks nodded and followed. He had seen Hufham’s reaction to old Charlie and somehow he seemed to understand the man a little better. The two men walked around the compound opening every drum of fuel they could find and began pouring the contents on the ground. They left trails to each building and to the remaining vehicles. Then Hufham opened the main tanks to the underground gasoline storage.
Ricks looked at him questioningly. “If you think I’m going to light a match and drop it in, you’re nuts.”
“Not so dramatic. I’m going to turn on all the pumps and let it pour out some. Then we’ll use a grenade. I don’t particularly want to be around when it all goes up.”
Working quickly, Hufham saturated as much of the ground as he could while Ricks dragged the bodies of the North Korean soldiers around one of the pumps. The last thing they did was to raise the American flag once more over the compound. Ten minutes later Hufham and Ricks stood by the Jeep as Hufham pulled the pin on a grenade and lobbed it into the compound.
The explosion knocked both men off their feet as the whole facility seemed to ignite at once. Buildings, shops, and other facilities began burning fiercely. As planned, it even penetrated the main gasoline and diesel tanks. The resulting explosion blew parts of the fuel depot far into the sky and set fire to the surrounding woods. But by that time Hufham and Ricks were long gone. The trusty Jeep was sprinting through the dense woods around the far hill as it was designed to do. By nightfall, they were far away searching for the American lines.
Over Virginia
Vice Admiral Thomas Granger was the Commander of the Naval Sea Systems Command. He was a surface line officer who had been in the Navy for 29 years. During that time he had commanded a destroyer, a cruiser, a destroyer squadron, and a task group. It was a good career on paper, but there had been some problems along the way. His destroyer had nearly run aground at one time because he decided to take his ship outside a marked channel. Only the quick response of his executive officer saved his bacon. His cruiser had failed an operational propulsion plant examination, but he had just been relieved by the new CO prior to the event, so it did not occur on his watch. Finally, as a task group commander he had drilled his ships to the breaking point and when a sailor accidentally launched a missile at a civilian plane, he blamed the CO of that ship for poor leadership. Luckily the missile was self-destructed immediately after launch.
The only reason he continued to rise in rank was because he had made all the right friends and offered the right favors. Along the way he had several tours in Washington, DC, giving him the chance to become friends with a number of influential congressmen and senators. Since his last tour at sea, he spent almost the entire time around Washington. On the outside he was a respected Naval Officer, but in the Navy Surface Line community he was more of a serious joke. He was better known for going with the flow than making a real decision.
His type of rise in the Navy wasn’t supposed to happen. The selection boards were supposed to be fair and impartial — simply looking at the merits of each officer. But insiders knew this was not the case. All it took was the right word from a briefer or a nudge from a senior member of the board and you were either out or in. This allowed the board to become more “selective.” In Granger’s case, he always seemed to have a friend on the board who got the word to the members that Granger should be advanced.
Now he was making decisions on all shipbuilding in the Navy — and that included all the systems on the ships as well. He was tasked by the CNO to go to Lockheed Grumman Newport News Shipbuilding to see about how more ships could be built as quickly as possible.
He was seated in the helicopter beside RADM Mike Shranski, his Supply Officer, and Captain Hammond from the White House. Granger didn’t like either man. They said “no” too much to suit him, and he wanted people around him to say “yes” with a “sir” tacked on the end. But they were necessary. First he needed someone to talk contracts and Shranski was the best in the Navy at that. If anyone could make sure he didn’t make a contracting mistake it was Shranski. Hammond had been invited along to appease the President and show him the Navy was trying to make things happen. Hammond had a good reputation in the Surface Line and that was a plus. If he could convince Hammond of his ideas, Granger knew the President would not be far behind.
The Chief of Naval Operations had talked to Granger about what he thought was the proper way to get things moving and Granger was going to carry out those ideas. He sat back and shouted over the scream of the turbines. “We’ve got to get these big shipyards to start turning out new ships right away. Some of the ships we have can be overhauled and made ready locally, but this is the Navy’s chance to get a whole new line of equipment in a short amount of time. If we can get just a few frigates and destroyers online this year, it will set the stage for further shipbuilding at a lower cost per unit than what we are currently paying,” he said. “All we have to do is convince these civilians to get off their duffs and build ships,” he said with a smile.
“At what cost?” Hammond asked. He knew what Granger was saying was not quite true. Operations like Newport News were run by top engineers and former Navy men and women with a lot better reputations than he had. They knew shipbuilding from front to back and they did not like paper pushing admirals trying to tell them how to do their jobs. He also knew that getting geared up to build a ship was expensive and time consuming. What he didn’t know, and had come to find out, was what capabilities they still had. Hammond glanced over at RADM Shranski. He looked a little uneasy. Either he didn’t like flying or he didn’t like Granger — or both. At one point in their conversation he noticed Shranski roll his eyes. That was what really gave him the answer.
“Costs aren’t as important as getting the ships Hammond,” Granger continued. “We have us a war starting and the purse is open. Besides, we at the Pentagon know best what is needed to fight a war, don’t we?” he said with a grin. Shranski turned his head away and sat back in his seat. Hammond smiled and nodded. There was no use getting into an argument. Granger sat back and smiled at himself. He took Hammond’s nod as agreement with him.
The helicopter continued heading south and after a few minutes Shranski motioned for Hammond to come over to the bubble window. Looking down, he saw a sight people rarely saw these days. Sitting in the drydock at the far end of Newport News was a monster of a ship. Her nine 16-inch guns were pointed skyward as if ready for action. A few workmen were working along her sides apparently sandblasting off a layer of barnacles she had acquired sitting as a museum piece. “I wonder which one she is,” Hammond said.
Shranski shrugged. “Pretty though.”
It was then that Hammond noticed the surface warfare badge Shranski wore. He pointed to the pin. “I didn’t think Pork Chops got these things,” he said smiling.
Shranski’s grin broadened. “I was a SWO before I became a chop. I always have loved ships and being at sea. If I had my choice I’d still be there,” he said.
Hammond nodded in acknowledgement. He knew the feeling well. “Well, at least we can still get close,” he said over the din.
The helicopter began banking as it made its way to the pad by the Norfolk Naval Base. Sitting beside the pier were all kinds of ships and swarms of men. A purposeful bustle seemed to always go on at the base. The helicopter circled a set of buildings just beyond the base and settled in a grassy area beside some older brick buildings. Very quickly the engines were shut down and the rotors stopped. VADM Granger was met by a Rear Admiral that Shranski knew as the Deputy CINCLANTFLT. Granger greeted him warmly. “Tom how are you doing?”
“Pretty fair Admiral. Admiral Johnson asked if you would join him for lunch,” he said formally. Then he turned to Hammond and Shranski. “If you gentlemen would like to freshen up, I have a place in our main office. I have a vehicle running that will take you to your meeting at 1400 hours.
Rear Admiral Shranski waved him off. Don’t worry about us Tom, the Captain and I will go to the mess and then meet outside your office just before 1400.” Then he turned to Hammond, “Roger, let’s get a bite to eat and talk about ships,” he said with a grin. Both men made their way to the officer’s mess just a few doors down. Once inside, they ordered their meal and sat in one corner of the room away from the rest. Shranski looked around first, then leaned in to Hammond. “Roger, I need to know something. How do you really stand on this meeting?” he asked.
Hammond looked a little ill at ease with the question, but Shranski smiled at him. “I could tell you weren’t really buying all that hogwash about building ships. Quite frankly, I don’t either. But I kind of want to know if I’m out on the limb by myself,” he said looking around again.
Hammond became more relaxed. “Not only do I not believe it, but I have the feeling Granger is going to be handed his head on a plate for just suggesting it. But that won’t be my call. Look,” he said making his point, “first of all we don’t even know who the enemy is yet, so we can’t say what we will need. Second, we already have a bunch of ships that may need only minor work to get them back in some sort of shape, and third, despite what he thinks, the purse strings are not open. The President has made that abundantly clear to me and a lot of others. The only problem he seems to have is a bunch of senior officers who are looking for political points and more toys,” he said in somewhat disgust. Then he caught himself. “Present company excluded, I hope.”
Shranski almost laughed at that one. “Present company excluded. The way I see it, we do need some assets. We just don’t have enough to meet all the commitments. It’s like you said, we don’t know who yet, and if it’s far away or in more than one place, there will be hell to pay getting enough in place for any invasion.”
Hammond nodded. “I’ve been talking to General Black. His Marines are going to have to hit a beach somewhere and right now we don’t have much to get him there or to soften that beach up. We also don’t know if more nukes can be thrown at us. That means we have to be ready for strong weapons or more EMP. I know we’ll have some building to do to get these assets, but we don’t know what or how much. We can’t afford to throw money away on things we don’t need,” Hammond said.
“I totally agree. I’m supposed to be going down here to be ready to execute some contracts, but nobody has thought of what they will look like or what for. This trip is a thrown together mess,” Shranski said in disgust.
“Oh I don’t know. Admiral, I was told you are the contract czar. What could we do on short notice if we found some answers?”
Shranski smiled. He liked Hammond and the way he thought. “Call me Mike. Look Roger, we find an answer or two, I can generate a contract like nobody has ever seen and have these shipbuilders running around like there was heaven on earth. But before we wheel and deal, we both need some answers. I suggest we keep our ears open and see what happens,” he said.
The food came and both men settled into some general banter about ships and the sea. During coffee Shranski looked over at Hammond. “Roger do you know anybody we will be seeing today?”
“Not really.”
“Well, Tim Reardon is the head of Newport News. We’ve worked some before. He’s a straight up kind of guy that knows ships and contracts. You won’t be able to pull any wool over his eyes. He is shipbuilding and nothing but, and his loyalties are to the company, not the Navy. However, he is also a patriot,” he said emphasizing the word. “I don’t mean fair weather either. If he knows something will be good for this country, he will back it and put the company on the line. He may seem to be a little pompous, but his heart is in the right place. I would suggest being open with him if we find something. He’ll lay it on straight,” Shranski said.
“Good to know. And that tells me our esteemed Admiral may come home with some bruises if not a few good cuts,” he grinned.
Shranski raised his coffee cup. “To cuts and bruises,” he said with a smile. The two men tapped their cups together and shared the moment. Shranski was a good man, Hammond thought. Nice to know there are more on our side.
Thirty minutes later the car took the three men out the gate and toward the highway leading to Newport News.
* * *
“So we need you to begin building frigates, cruisers, and destroyers as soon as possible. We would like the first ones available by January of next year,” VADM Granger said to the men seated around the table. He sat back in his chair.
Tim Reardon had listened patiently. He knew it was all bullshit from almost the second sentence. It was blatantly obvious this man didn’t have the faintest idea how ships were built or the situation they were currently in. More than that, this jerk was trying to tell him to build his ships for practically nothing because of the current emergency. That really pissed him off. He looked over at Mike Shranski and the other captain sitting with him. Both were playing their cards close to the vest, but he knew Mike and could tell in his eyes that he thought the same things. That made his job a little easier.
“Admiral, I appreciate your bringing your ideas to us. Newport News Shipbuilding is the primary builder of naval ships in the world. If we can’t do it, it can’t be done.” He got up and walked around the table a little, more to organize his mind than to stretch his legs. “You propose we take your plans and begin building ships we have not built here before. You also propose that we have the first ones out to you within 8 months. Granted, back in the Second World War the Kaiser people turned out a merchant ship in a week. But those were merchant ships, not warships. I can gear up and build them, but the costs would be astronomical. Why, because we no longer have the laser cutting capabilities, the bending and the shaping we could do with the computers. In other words, we are back to the good old World War II days of shipbuilding and it all has to be done by hand.” He pointed out the window at the far drydock. “You see that old battleship out there? I could put her and four others like her back in commission for less money than it would take to build one of your frigates. Aside from piping and some refurbishing, everything is already there,” he said.
With that comment both Hammond and Shranski glanced at each other. The idea needed some cultivating.
Reardon continued. “I don’t have the manpower or the equipment to do what you are looking for, and I can tell you none of the other shipyards will be able to do it either. So I suggest you go back to Washington and rethink all this,” he said. Reardon sat down before Granger exploded.
“Then we will take our business other places. You are not the only shipyard around and you can’t tell the Navy what it can and can’t do!” Granger stormed.
Reardon laughed out loud. “Go take your business elsewhere. We are the only ones that can build your submarines and aircraft carriers. I am one of two that builds the DDGs. I am telling you it is a waste of time and money to build all these ships in the timeframe you are giving. If I did, each frigate would cost two billion. The DDGs would jump to four. Carriers simply can’t be built that fast. Now are you telling me that we suddenly have the funds to do this?”
“I am the one that makes these decisions and in the name of national security I am ordering your shipyard to do it!” Granger shouted.
Shranski and Hammond stared wide eyed. Granger had just made the ultimate blunder. That became immediately apparent when a voice came over the speakerphone on Reardon’s desk.
“Actually Admiral, I am the one that makes decisions like that,” the President said before the men in the room. “Mister Reardon, I appreciate your allowing me to listen in, it appears the Admiral does not wish to hear any suggestions. You are quite right. The purse strings are not as open as some may wish. Admiral, I thank you for your time. Could you please leave while I discuss some things with these people?”
The room was silent. Granger looked as if he had been stabbed in the head with an ice pick. He stood suddenly; growing angrier by the moment. “Come with me gentlemen,” he said to Hammond and Shranski.
“If you please, Admiral Shranski and Captain Hammond, could you remain behind for a moment,” the President said calmly.
Granger looked as if he was about to blow a gasket. He snatched up his notebook and stormed out of the room slamming the door in his wake. After a moment the President asked, “Is he gone?”
“Yes, sir, he is gone,” Reardon said letting out a slow breath. All of the people in the room started breathing again.
“Again, I thank you for letting me listen in. My chief of staff had a feeling this meeting might go this way. I felt like I needed to hear it first hand,” he said. “Ladies and gentlemen, I need help to build up all my armed forces to face what I have just been informed is the country that caused this. Do I have the assurance of everyone there not to divulge what I tell you?”
Reardon and everyone present sat up in their seats. “Hold on a sec,” he said as he got up and locked the doors. “I will vouch for everyone in this room including Admiral Shranski, Mister President. It the word gets out, it won’t be from here,” he said.
“Thank you, my friends. I am counting on you to help me find a way to get this job done. It all boils down to two words — North Korea.” The gasp was almost audible in the room.
“I didn’t think they had the capability,” one of the men said.
“Actually we didn’t either,” said the President’s National Security advisor, Carrie Strong, also on the telephone. “It appears they disguised some container ships and carried intermediate range rockets aboard. They parked off our shores and cut them loose. Then they figured the ships would be sunk with all hands hiding the evidence. We just found out about it.”
“Not like they haven’t done strange things before,” said another man.
“True enough,” said the President. “Now what can we do?”
Hammond spoke up. “Actually Mister Reardon made an excellent suggestion.” He looked at Reardon who had a puzzled look on his face. “Did you really mean what you said about recommissioning the battleships?” he asked Reardon.
Reardon scratched his chin. “Well, I was using that as an example. I hadn’t really counted on actually doing it,” he said. “But I wasn’t kidding when I said it would be cheaper.” He pointed out the window. “That’s the North Carolina out there now. She came in to clean her bottom and check her hull. That one would take a lot more work, but the four Iowas were last used in the 1990s. They wouldn’t be any problem at all,” then he paused a second. “What are you thinking about?”
Hammond walked over to the speakerphone. “How many older ships are still in mothballs?”
“I’m not sure. I know a few are sitting around,” said Strong.
“Think about it. Remember the older cruisers? Most of that equipment was vacuum tubes as well. I remember several amphibs over in Pearl. There might be enough to get something going and still be effective,” Hammond said. “Just before we went to the Barry I mentioned to Jim Butler about looking back and using the older stuff. We just need to expand that a little.”
“Reactivating the older ships might just work,” said one of the older men at the table. “We did it in WWII and in the Korean Conflict. Nowadays we usually just let them sit around and either sell ‘em or scrap ‘em. Unless I am mistaken, the North Koreans aren’t really up to par on technology anyway. These old ships might still do the trick, at least for the time being. They would be relatively impervious to EMP. The trouble will be getting those old systems put back together. I know a bunch of retirees who could probably do it, but it’s not in our training pipeline anymore,” the man said. “There aren’t that many of them anyway, so it shouldn’t really tax the different shipyards that much. Even smaller yards could do it.”
“This can work well for us in the short term, Mister President,” Hammond said. “But now I’m thinking about the Marines. If we can activate the battleships or some other gun ships, we can use those to soften up beaches before the Marines go in and provide support as they move inland. As I recall, Korea is only about 120 miles across in some places. With battleships on either side we can effectively deny the North about one third of the landmass. This is looking better and better.”
“Okay, but how do we make this happen?” the President asked. “Mister Reardon, do you have any ideas?”
Reardon sat back in his seat. It was a rare day indeed when a President asked for advice, much less help. It was time to earn the big bucks. “Okay, Mister President. You want ships, I will give you ships. Get those battlewagons to my yards and I will make them whole again. The North Carolina is here now and the Wisconsin is in Norfolk. I can pull her in tomorrow morning. As I recall, the Iowa is in California, the New Jersey in Philadelphia and the Missouri in Pearl Harbor. I will get in touch with the shipyards in those cities and we’ll get them refit in those yards. I’ll coordinate it for you. Now as I recall, there are at least two others in museum status — one in Massachusetts and one in Alabama. I’ll get Ingalls to do the Alabama and maybe New York to do the Massachusetts. If you guys come up with other ships, I will try and coordinate their activation too. At the same time, let’s try and find out where all the mothball ships are and make our plans accordingly,” Reardon said. There was no denying he was a man of action.
“Now that I have said all this, what’s in it for us?” Reardon asked. “I will gladly donate my time and efforts, but shipyards have to pay staff and workers. I need to be able to cover my expenses. If there is anyway to make a little profit, I am one happy man, but we need to work this out,” he said.
Shranski stood up. “Mister President, I need your permission to do something. It is out of the ordinary, but in this case it might work well,” he said.
“What do you propose?”
Shranski straightened up. Now he was in his element. “Mister President, I think Mister Reardon will agree that the biggest headaches in military contracts are all the minutia we have put into them. If we can make it plain and simple, we can save money and get a product much faster.”
Reardon nodded. “That’s entirely true, but what are you getting at?”
Shranski grinned. “Sir, I propose a cost-plus contract for the refurbishment and recommissioning of the seven battleships mentioned. The costs will be the actual expenses of the organization with a ten percent administrative charge to cover any additional overheads. All charges will be accompanied by receipts and invoices. Any ship delivered within 100 days of it entering the shipyard will get an additional bonus of ten million dollars per ship for expediting the order. All materials used will meet the requirements set down in the original shipyard plans or as prudent for its operation. There will be no further stipulations.” He turned to Reardon, “Would this meet your requirements?”
Reardon was astonished. He had never seen a contract that lenient. But Shranski was right, with this, he could make a small profit and get the work done in practically no time if he had a free hand. He even had an idea of how to speed up the process. “Will all the work be MilSpec?” he asked; referring to stringent military specifications.
Shranski thought a moment. “With your approval, Mister President, we will suspend the MilSpec provisions until this conflict is over. Just make sure the materials are top quality and the systems work well before turning them over. As long as the systems work, we will consider the contracts fulfilled.”
“I see Strong nodding her head, so I agree,” said the President.
“This will work, Mister President,” Reardon said. “I pledge that no one at this shipyard will use shoddy materials or cut any unnecessary costs. Hell, there’s no reason to since you are paying all the costs anyway. By requiring copies of invoices and our bills, I can cut out half the paperwork at this end. You guys would be doing a lot of the accounting as it is. I can make this fly with the other shipyards. If I can’t, then Mister President, we may have to double team them.” Reardon was beaming by this time.
“You know, I think that could be fun,” the President said. “Admiral, draw up and sign that contract. If you need me to sign it, bring it up,” he said over the telephone. “When you get back to Washington, I think you will find a few changes made. Come with Captain Hammond when you get in town so we can discuss a few other things I have in mind,” he said.
“My pleasure, sir,” Shranski said.
“Is there anything else to discuss?” the President asked.
“I don’t think so, sir,” Hammond answered.
“Good. Thank you all very much. Our country is in a bind right now and I’m glad we have people like you working to get it fixed. Mister Reardon, you may call me anytime,” he said. “Thank you again.” The line went dead.
Everyone in the room let out a whoop. Reardon came over and slapped Shranski on the back. “Mike, that’s one hell of a boss you have there.” He turned to Hammond. “And you, sir, are a shrewd operator. It’s a pleasure to work with you,” he said shaking Hammond’s hand.
Reardon then asked the people in the room to sit again as he brought up his ideas. “In order to make this work and get that bonus, I need people. Not just shipyard workers, but the workers that put those ships together and operated them. They are the ones who will know what to look for and how to get them working. Craig,” he said indicating one man at the table, “I want every retiree from this place identified and brought back in for this special purpose. If they worked on these things, then they get a bigger salary. Bill, get up with Ingalls and Brooklyn. Get what you can there too. I think even the old Philadelphia Navy Yard had some people. We got phones back, so let’s use them where we can. Tom, you get on the horn to Norfolk and get all the plans for these things. George, get the ball rolling internally to hire these people back and outfit them, then make sure all the shops are online and ready to go on a 24-hour rotation as of tomorrow. When these ships come in, I want work to start immediately and be at 100 percent until they are accepted by the Navy.”
Then he turned to Shranski. Admiral, we don’t have the access to the ammunition or the electronics that these things had. If something is broken, I can probably get it to work, but specialized equipment might be a problem. If you guys can deliver what radars you want on them, the fire control radars and stuff like that, we can get them installed and operating. Then you guys will need a crew. The quicker you can get them here, the quicker I can help you get them trained on where things are and how they work. After that, it’s up to you,” he said with a grin.
Shranski was taking notes. “I’ll see to it. Will you need any materials shipped here quickly? I can probably muster up some transportation.”
“I’ll need a couple train loads, but I can let you know. We have enough for now. The big thing right now is manpower. I am going to bring in a shitload of people to get these things out the door. The good news is that the work is mostly just time consuming. We’re not building hulls. Most of this is piping and clearing out the Cosmoline. I may even throw in some air conditioning for these older ones,” he said standing and extending his hand. “Mike, I’ll get them done for you,” he said. “And I’ll operate on a handshake until you get the ink dry,” he said.
Shranski took Reardon’s hand and shook it firmly. “Tim, let’s make history.”
After a few minutes RADM Shranski and Captain Hammond were walking out the front door of the headquarters building. They looked around for VADM Granger, but he and the car were gone. They heard a helicopter overhead and looked up to see the one they came on pass over them. Hammond looked over at Shranski. “The son of a bitch took our ride.”

Chapter 6

April 11 — Movements
Washington, D.C.
The Joint Chiefs stood when the President entered. He came in with Butler and the Secret Service agents in constant companionship. “Please be seated,” he said as he took his seat.
“Gentlemen, I called you all here today because things are not going totally as I asked. As you recall, I instructed each of you to come up with plans to be able to engage in a conflict. I said, based on your reports and estimates; that we would probably have to be prepared for at least a sealift and incursion on some foreign soil. I also asked for contingencies to do so in the soonest possible time.” He opened a folder he brought with him. “What I got from some of you was a pretty good start, but from others all I got was an estimate of how many ships and tanks to build, helicopters, aircraft, totaling well over two trillion dollars in one year alone, with the earliest possible start date being one year from now. Gentlemen, this is not good enough.
“What’s more, I have heard from my colleagues on the Hill that some of you have been shaking the tree to get all this paid for, not only without letting me know, but in opposition to what I requested. Gentlemen, never try to out-politic a real politician. General Black, you say you have 90,000 men and materials to sealift wherever needed and can go within 10 days after I say jump.” He smiled at the General. “We won’t have to go that quick,” he said with a grin. “You also recommended we take the ready force out of Diego Garcia and some of our European assets to provide the tanks and support. That’s a good idea. Quick and dirty.”
Then he turned to the Coast Guard Admiral. “Admiral your forces are ready with a few exceptions and you say here you don’t anticipate any problems with your current mission. Let me ask you, can your guys pull some escort duties if we need you?”
The admiral thought a moment. “Sir, we never have had much in the way of deep ocean equipment. My cutters are not all that big, but there are twelve of them if you need them. They weren’t affected by the EMP except for the electronics. Right now I have them using Morse and signal lights. We can cut out the drug interdiction and some of the mundane tasks and go wherever you need. The rest are coastal only.”
“What about helos?”
“Now there’s a problem. I can get about two-thirds of them up, but again it’s a radio thing. Once some of those NATO sets arrive, I can replace the basics and make due. Our birds just aren’t as high tech as the others. I do have a flock of old C-130s for coastal patrol. We can set some watches along the coasts. Won’t be much, but at least there’ll be some eyes overhead,” he said grinning.
“Nice work. Let’s start some of those patrols around the major ports as soon as we can.”
“They will be starting tomorrow sir. I kind of anticipated that.”
“Good. Now General Foote. I see you have been talking to some of my staff,” he chuckled. Butler had told him about the telephone call between Foote and Hammond after the trip to Norfolk. “How was your enquiry?”
Foote seemed to swell. He had been stumped by his politicking staffers until he talked to Hammond and heard his idea. From that point on, he was in the pilot’s seat and enjoying the hell out of it. “It’s still going to take some time, sir. But I have been assured by the people at Davis-Monthan that they can get 100 B-52s back online within 90 days if they pull out all stops. It will take longer if we do a full load, but I suggest we do just that. I want all the 52s, the F-4s, the 15s and 16s, and Warthogs they can spool up, and we can even include a bunch of others if the Navy wants them,” he said. “I talked to the CO and he is doing what the shipyards are doing, calling in everybody that can turn a screwdriver,” he said beaming. “I can probably have some equipment in the air at about the 50-day mark with a hell of a lot more a month or two after that. Your man had a great idea.”
“Yes he did. So as I take it, we can drop a lot of dumb bombs and a few of the more high tech, but the big stuff will have to wait.”
“That’s exactly right, Mister President. I have pilots behind the throttles and these older planes are not fly-by-wire. I’ll need to train them a little, but we will give more than we take.”
The President smiled at the man. He was really enjoying this. Then he turned to the last two men at the table. “Ok, I have a Marine Corps, and Air Force, and a Coast Guard. What about my Army and Navy?”
Both men knew their days were numbered by the way he asked the question. The Army general answered first. “Mister President, I have troops that can go anywhere, but I won’t send them into combat without the proper support. All my helos are down except for the ones in Europe and the Middle East. The tanks are electronically controlled and supported. My communications gear is non-existent and things like handheld missiles are worthless. Even the Paladins are computer guided. My suppliers say they are trying to get some boards made up as spares, but that takes a lot of time. Then I need to retrofit the machines so they won’t be affected by EMP again. We are talking months for the parts, then gearing up, training, all that needs to be done to be ready — eight months at the earliest.”
The President almost scowled at the man. Then he turned to the admiral. “And the Navy?”
The admiral had already been dreading this one. The word quickly came back to him on how the President handed Granger his head in Norfolk. Now it was his turn. He took a deep breath. “My ships are sitting inport unable to start or barely able to move. The radars are down, the combat systems are down, and there are no parts that work. If we did get them fixed, and another burst happened, the sailors would be stranded on their own ships. At best, I can field a carrier without planes, a few cruisers and destroyers. I can throw in four old destroyers brought up from some South American country or another, but they are worthless in modern warfare. I still say we need to build while we fix to be ready for anything that comes up.”
The President sighed. “Well, as I said, that’s not good enough. While you gentlemen have been planning on this big party, a few people have been getting some work done. I am here to tell you our enemy is North Korea. I just found out for sure last night. From the briefing I got this morning from the CIA, it looks like they have also initiated ground operations and have crossed the DMZ. Our forces are currently falling back. This little shit of a nation has effectively kicked us in the balls and a couple of you are willing to let him do it until worse happens. Well, not on my watch.”
The President looked at all the men. “We are not going to let this country kill our people, practically destroy our livelihood, and take over an ally because the timing isn’t right or we want to make things perfect. Gentlemen, this nation is going into harm’s way and I need leaders, not politicians. General, Admiral, you are relieved. I will contact your reliefs personally. Thank you for your service.”
The two men rose from their seats and exited the room. The rest of the men paled slightly but maintained their composure. Once the dismissed officers had left the President spoke again.
“Gentlemen, I didn’t like doing that, but I can’t let someone’s ambition or laziness jeopardize this country. I need people who are fast on their feet and can make competent decisions. Do any of you know Admiral Johnson or General Bradley?”
General Black sat back and laughed. “I know both. Johnson is a wiry son of a bitch that gets things done. He got to where he is by being smart,” he chucked. “And choosing someone from Omar’s family is better than a political move. He and I were the ones that thought up the exercises four years ago when we effectively beat the blue forces. He’s smart, crafty, and one mean son of a bitch when he’s pissed off. I can’t think of two better guys.”
Foote agreed. “Bradley worked with me on a project a few years ago. He knows how to lead people and get things done. I’ve never actually worked with Johnson, but I have always heard good things. I doubt you will have much start up time with either of them.”
“Then I will call after this meeting. In the mean time, what can we get short term to Korea?”
“I think it’s up to me,” Foote said. We have men and equipment in Okinawa, Guam, and a few other areas nearby. I have a few B-1s available. Let’s cut orders to transport by best available means all the troops, equipment, and ammo we can to South Korea ASAP. I can fly over the orders, but getting the things moved is something else,” he said.
“Let my staff wrestle with that part,” Black said. “Let me see how many people we are talking about and how much stuff. I’ll get back to you tomorrow afternoon on what we come up with,” he said.
“Good enough. Just remember we need to keep those guys going until we really can get our guys there,” the President urged.
“While we’re on the subject, what exactly did you mean when you said you had some things going on?” Black asked.
The President grinned. “As of this morning, within three months, one 8-inch and one 6-inch gun cruiser, about fourteen destroyers,” he paused for a special effect, “and about seven battleships.”
Black sucked in a breath. “God, I’ve died and gone to heaven. Now I won’t worry about putting my guys on a beach. Whose idea was that?”
“Hammond.”
“I like him. Can I have him when you’re done?”
The President laughed. “All in good time, General. Thank you all for coming in. We have a good start here. Let’s make it better,” he said. The men left the room to start a process that would continue for the next several months.
Memphis, Tennessee
General Claire Richardson was a busy woman. Upon arrival in Memphis she immediately toured the area to see how much had been done since she had left. It hadn’t been that much, but it was a start.
Within 24 hours the four evacuation areas had been set up with tents and services. Makeshift hospitals were erected and the doctors began their work. Luckily, local physicians were rounded up and lent their help. Triage centers were the first stop for everyone who walked into a camp. Once a diagnosis was made the individual and family were moved into their respective treatment areas. Those not needing treatment were sent to huge tent cities and given work to do. Most of the time this work was either helping move people or to clean up rubble that was not radioactive. The sickest of the people were moved into the university dorms where they could have a stable, clean environment and more dedicated care. In a few days the worst cases were removed to larger centers by train. People wanting to move somewhere to be with relatives were allowed on departing trains or to travel on the roads (if they had an operating car). Most stayed.
By the end of the first week, more than 475,000 people had been evacuated or were in shelters. The medical units were operating and the sick responding to treatment. Those who were well were asked to help start cleaning up the city. They started going through neighborhoods block by block, clearing rubble and hauling it off to landfills. In areas of radiation, federal teams went in with special suits to wash down the materials until the hazard passed, then haul the materials into a central location. Unfortunately, the radiation wouldn’t go away for a few thousand years. Plans were made for putting all the radioactive rubble in the center of what was downtown Memphis and covering it with a concrete dome.
Richardson entered the “Carolinian” railroad car that had been her home and office for the past three weeks. After pulling the curtain on the window, she kicked off her shoes and took off her uniform coat. She had just settled into one of the arm chairs when the telephone rang. It never ends, she thought as she picked up the receiver.
“Damn, Claire, you do good work,” said the booming voice of General Black. Richardson laughed. The two had worked together closely on the project and they were getting to become very good friends.
“Bet your ass. I may even get elected,” she quipped back.
Now it was Black’s turn to laugh. “So I hear,” he said. “I got to tell you, Claire, everyone is impressed as hell up here. You have put them all to shame, lady!”
“Isn’t easy,” she said. “I’m still upset about shooting those looters early on, but it had to be done.”
“That’s right. You made the tough one and it worked. I know I appreciate what you’ve done and I know the President is ready to marry you,” he said.
“Tell him he’s not my type,” she chuckled. “But I appreciate how you both backed me up and got some things down here ASAP when we needed them. It really helped,” she said. Then she turned a little more serious. “Now what has you calling me at 11:30 at night?” she asked looking at her watch.
“Plain and simple. It’s time to quit your cushy job and come back home. I have something going on and I need you here. When can you get back?”
She sat up in the chair. “How soon do you need me? I need to get some word to my people.” She knew this was something serious. Black didn’t make many calls like this.
“Claire, I can’t talk on this phone, but turn things over to your number two and hightail it. The night train should have gotten there. Have them hook up your car and drag you back up here. I’ll send down a replacement.”
“Howard, never mind the replacement. Bostic has his shit together. Let him keep running it. If he starts to lose it, he’ll be the first to call for backup. Is that okay?”
“I’ll cut the orders. Tell him to assume command tomorrow morning. I need you here, Claire. We have work to do,” he said solemnly.
“I should be there tomorrow night then,” she said. Black heard her sigh on the phone. “It was fun while it lasted.”
“Trust me, Claire, you will love what I have in store for you.”
“I’d better,” she quipped. “I’ll see you sometime tomorrow then.”
“Good night, General,” Black said as the line went dead.
Richardson looked down at the handset and then placed it in its cradle. Standing back up, she put her coat back on, opened the rear door and spoke to the sentry. “Get Colonel Bostic and the department heads over here right now, then get some coffee and some snacks ready. We’re going to be here for a few,” she barked.
The sentry saluted and said “Aye, aye sir!” then called for the duty Corporal. In ten minutes the car was abuzz with activity.
South Korea
It was like a maze. Hufham and Ricks skirted around the mountains, major roads and places where they could hear activity. Late in the third week Hufham eased down a hill toward a wayside gasoline station about 10 miles outside the major city of Chuncheon, far away from the regular roads. It was a nondescript building with an old metal gas pump in the front. The pump looked like it had come from the 1950s with mechanical numbers on the front. After a few instructions, Ricks left the Jeep and made his way around the station while Hufham watched the front and right side. There was a small shack on the far side of the station with no lights showing. Hufham waited in the cover beside the road until he heard a footstep nearby.
Ricks emerged from the grasses beside him and shook his head. “Nothing around the building. There is a family in the small building beyond, I can hear two sets of snoring. No other movement. I could see through a back window to the garage. There’s an old car in there and some tools and supplies, but nothing much else.”
“Okay, the object is to get the Jeep filled and refill our cans. We can’t just drive up and blow the horn,” he chuckled softly. “So the best way is to fill the cans and take a chance we can refill them after topping off the Jeep. Let’s grab a can and do this quietly,” he said as he began easing back toward the spot where the Jeep was hidden.
Ten minutes later the two men eased around the corner of the garage and entered a back door. Getting through the garage was a chore. Cans, tools, and other equipment were scattered everywhere. A couple of times metal could be heard as it dropped to the floor or was kicked. Each time, both men tensed and froze in their steps for a few minutes to make sure they had not been given away. Then they slowly began the process again. Eventually they made it to the front of the store. Behind a small desk there was a fuse box with several switches. Hufham pulled out the flashlight and covered it with his hand. After turning it on, he eased the fingers open just enough to see the switches. They were all marked in Korean. Hufham recognized one set as the pumps. Both were in the “off” position. Praying that he was right, he flipped the switches. He heard some clicks outside near the pumps, but no lights came on. He wasn’t sure what the clicking was, but after only a second it stopped.
They quietly opened the front door and eased to the pump. Hufham looked around at first, then removed the hose and inserted the handle into the top of the first can. “Wrap your arms around this thing to muffle any sound,” he said. Ricks did as he was told and Hufham eased the handle on the side of the machine up.
The pump began to hum as the electric motor came to life. The noise seemed to fill the air although it was barely above a murmur. Ricks could feel the vibrations flow through his arms and body. It was probably a good thing he was holding on — the pump would probably rattle noisily if he didn’t. There was gas in the tanks and it began flowing rapidly into the first five-gallon container. Hufham and Ricks continually scanned the area to make sure they were alone and no one was sneaking up on them.
The first can filled. Hufham removed the handle of the hose and inserted it into the second can. As it started to fill a voice came out of the dark, scaring both nearly out of their shoes. “There are some other cans in the back. You want them too?”
A figure suddenly appeared from the door of the station. “You guys must be hiding from the DPRs,” the figure said. “Well, they are all around here now, so I would stock up and get moving.”
The gas started running over the top of the can. Hufham let go of the handle, stopping the flow. His hand was already on the pistol in his belt. “And who are you?”
They heard a chuckle. “Lee Tai Nu, I own this station. Next time, you might want to look in the little room around the corner from the desk. I have a small bedroom back there,” he said quietly. “The DPRs came through here earlier and passed this place by. There’s a checkpoint they set up about half a mile down that way,” he said pointing down the dirt road. “Let’s get you another can.”
Hufham reinserted the hose handle in the machine and turned the pump off. “How did you know who we were?”
Another chuckle. “The DPRs wouldn’t have been sneaking in. They would just take everything. Come on back.”
Hufham shook his head. He was right. It was pretty obvious. He motioned for Ricks to follow him as they entered the garage and stepped into the room behind the front office. The door was closed and a small light turned on. In front of the two men stood a young man, slightly smaller, but well muscled, his eyes were bright. The young man passed them a blanket. “Hang it over the door,” he said. Ricks took the blanket and did as he was told. There were three nails in the wall that matched holes in the blanket. It effectively blocked the light around the door.
“You know you scared the living shit out of us back there. I was ready to blow your ass off if you hadn’t spoken English,” Hufham said.
The young man smiled. “That’s why I was hiding behind the door sill when I spoke,” he said.
Hufham smiled. “You said something about stocking up?”
The young man walked to a closet and pulled back the curtain. There were cans of food on shelves and dried meat hanging from the ceiling. He looked at Ricks. “There is a wooden crate on the floor. If you can fill the thing up, we can get another couple of cans for more gas.”
“Hold on, partner,” said Hufham. “What’s the deal?”
Lee smiled. “The deal is I come with you. It won’t take long before these cretins find out I was a sergeant in the Army up until a month ago. When they do, my life won’t be worth a pile of dog shit, and you know it. So I am going to collect some things and we are going to get the hell out,” he said lifting the lid on a footlocker. There was his uniform, and an old M-1 with several boxes of ammunition. “It’s my dad’s rifle, and my uniform.”
Hufham held out his hand and Lee handed over the rifle. It was well oiled and could have passed even his inspection. Hufham smiled and tossed the rifle back to the man. “Get dressed quick, sergeant. We will need to be about 20 klicks away before these guys find out you’re gone.
Lee quickly donned his uniform as Ricks packed up the crate with the food and some water bottles. Then the light was turned out and the men silently left the building. Walking quickly, they loaded the Jeep and filled the tank, then went back to refill the cans again. This time, they also brought back two additional cans of gas and put them in the floor of the Jeep.
Hufham turned to Lee. “Okay, now which way should we go?”
Lee glanced down the road. “Can’t go that way, but I know a couple of dirt paths we could use. The word I get is our lines are about 10 miles to the southeast. But I don’t have any idea what’s between here and there.”
“Where are these paths?”
“Let’s go. I’ll show you,” he said getting into the passenger side.
The Jeep started smoothly and pulled back into the road. About 100 yards up, they turned down a narrow alleyway to the left between two houses. At the end of the way, they charged through the bushes, up a narrow path, and out of sight.
Washington Navy Yard
Admiral Perry Johnson couldn’t believe the course of events that landed him the position of Chief of Naval Operations. He always tried to do the best he could in any job and had made a reputation of being a good leader. But he thought only the politicians could make it to the exalted rank of Chief of Naval Operations. Now he was ensconced in the Washington Navy Yard at his new quarters. The President had told him to get the Navy ready for war. The first day had mostly been briefings and meetings with departments trying to get him up to speed and to make their own plays for things. Yet despite it all he felt like something was missing.
Now General Black was sitting in an easy chair opposite him. Black had been made Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, so technically he was outranked, but Black had called personally to “have a couple of drinks.” They had known each other for a while and worked together a few times. As a result, a little while was spent swapping sea stories and experiences. After a few laughs the atmosphere turned a little more serious.
“Tell me Perry, have you figured this out yet?” Black asked.
“Are you kidding? I can barely believe I got the call. If the President hadn’t told me personally I would have said it was a joke,” Johnson said. “But nobody has had the gump to tell me what really happened and what is really wanted. Most of these guys today have their own agenda,” he said seriously. Johnson’s eyes fixed on Black’s and began boring into him.
Black didn’t flinch. Now was the time to shoot straight. His eyebrows shot up. “Well, Perry, you deserve the straight poop and that’s what I’m here for.” Both men sat forward slightly. “Your esteemed predecessor was too afraid of thinking out of the box. He saw this tragedy as a way to further his own ideas and not what was needed to get the job done. The President told us all to find ways to get assets online fast and be ready to fight this war. I believe he told you the same thing?” he asked.
Johnson nodded. “Yesterday morning.”
“Thought so. Well, the rest of us are making do with assets we can scrape together that will get the job done, while the Army and Navy chiefs kept screaming for new equipment and lots of time. They were saying they would not send their men into any situation where they had distinct superiority in equipment, planning, and people. Your predecessor told the President he wouldn’t have anything ready for more than a year.”
“Shit. No wonder he was relieved,” Johnson said with a frown. He had watched fair weather admirals make the decisions for years. Now when the country needed leadership, they were waffling. After a moment, he looked back up at General Black. His face had changed and Black had never seen such determination on a face in his life. “Well, that kind of crap won’t happen on my watch, Howie. Our country needs us and we don’t need to screw this up. I think you can count on some changes as of tomorrow morning. My only question is, how many can I fire, and how many can I promote? That’s the problem with a peacetime force; too many bad apples end up in the pie. If we’re going to do this, I want people I can count on.” He paused a second. “By the way, whose idea was it to bring those battleships back?”
Black laughed. “You’d probably like him. A black shoe named Hammond. He was the one that went down to Newport News with Granger just before he got the axe. He and Shranski wheeled and dealed. Of course you know I like the idea. I want those big guns behind me when I go ashore,” he said.
“It wasn’t bad thinking either,” said Johnson. “Power projection at its finest. You know, somebody once told me something about those things that made a lot of sense to me. They said you can send a carrier in, and people wonder at how big it is and all the airplanes it carries. But you can’t tell if it can hurt you. You send one of those battleships off a beach and everybody knows what a gun will do. And by god, those are the biggest guns we ever put on a ship. I also found out Shranski threw in an 8-inch cruiser and a pot full of old destroyers. Howie, with that combination, we can protect your guys hitting the beach and we can keep a 20-mile corridor open around the whole peninsula,” Johnson said with enthusiasm. “In case you hadn’t heard, I talked to the Air Force today. Davis-Monthan is revamping me six squadrons of F-14s and A-6s. When I heard about the battleships, I thought about a couple of other ships that might help out. So they are being fast tracked as well. They should round things out very nicely.”
“Which ships?” Black asked, his curiosity piqued.
‘The Saratoga and the Constellation,” he said. “Yea, I know we have carriers, but these are conventional, not nuclear. I won’t have to worry about these things getting stopped by more EMP or anything else for that matter. I can put these older squadrons onboard and keep the war going until the rest gets back online.”
Black grinned. “You told the President yet?”
Johnson shook his head. “Not yet, do you think he’ll mind?”
That got a chuckle. “He may just kiss you,” Black said taking another sip from his drink. “As far as the hirings and firings, you’re the CNO right?”
That got a nod.
“Then the only one that will say stop is the President himself.”
“It may get his tail feathers burned. Some of these guys have friends on the Hill.”
“He likes a little vinegar in his greens. I’d say put your people in the key places and assign the others where they can’t do any harm. If they complain, you can say it was the rotation that met the needs of the service.” Black got up out of his chair. It was late and he already knew Perry Johnson would kick ass and take names.
“By the way, I saw Jim Butler is the new Chief of Staff. I always liked that guy. Is he a player?”
Black’s face split into a wide grin. “Best thing to happen to the White House since Washington. He is one smart son of a bitch. Between him and Hammond, they are coming up with the ideas and getting things done. If you really want to know how the President thinks, talk to Butler. Don’t make the mistake of thinking you can bullshit him. Play with an open hand. They both like it that way.” Black took Johnson’s hand. “I’m glad you’re here, Perry. Let’s shake the tree a little.”
The CNO walked the Chairman to the door. It had been a short but productive meeting. Johnson had been given a green light and almost carte blanche to get things done. As Johnson closed the door, dismissed the mess specialist there to assist him, and made his way to his bedroom. On the way he looked at some of the paintings on the wall of the mansion. Almost all of the portraits were of naval heroes. He stopped at one of John Paul Jones. After gazing into the eyes of the figure in the portrait, he looked around at the others. “Gentlemen, I intend to go in harm’s way,” he said to the silent portraits. It was strange. Somehow, as he made his way up the stairs, he could almost sense them smiling at him.

Chapter 7

May 20 — Initial Stages
Pyongyang, North Korea
“It is going well, Comrade Chairman,” said Lu Chen, Deputy for Defense. Chen had been raised to this level by Chairman Kim nearly six months before when he came up with the idea for reuniting Korea through military force. He was a slightly built man whose uniform seemed to almost hang from him. His face looked almost like death itself, but his black eyes burned with the thrill of conquest. He used a pointer to show the progress on the wall map. “Since we invaded, our forces were able to extend over 100 miles in just the last three weeks. Our surprise and preemptive actions were very successful in keeping our enemies off guard and unsure. The only holdout in the north is Seoul. Our forces have surrounded the city. They stand no chance,” he boasted.
Kim Sung Nua had taken over as Party Chairman upon the death of his uncle Kim Sung Il. He was selected because, like his uncle, he did not worry about other countries and their opinions of his own. North Korea would make its own destiny and nothing could now stop that. Even his party was praising how he was defeating the Imperialists and finally uniting North and South. Best of all he was doing it with a standing army, not terror tactics. This would give him even greater prestige.
Kim did not hesitate to use a heavy hand in the process. If the people of the South needed some discipline in their lives, he would be the one to do it. If they need persuasion to help them understand what was best for them, he would do that too. More prisons could always be built. He looked with pride at what had been accomplished in just a few short weeks. Lu had done a great job. He was dedicated and loyal. Once this was complete, Lu would be allowed to keep his job. Perhaps they could move into some neighboring countries — something his predecessors had not done. “When will we take their capital?”
“It is just a matter of time. We have them completely surrounded and there is no way to get anything to them. Our forces are in total control. It may even be possible to simply starve them out,” Lu said. “It might set a good example,” he added dryly. He pointed farther down the line. “The enemy has strengthened its resistance along the line here. We have seen some massing of older armor and additional fortifications. There is also some indication that a few reinforcements are coming in from surrounding areas. I have ordered our air force to down any aircraft trying to make its way in and our submarines to sink any ships. That should effectively hamper their resistance,” he said. “They are fighting well, but we expected much more difficult opposition before now and have taken this into account in our planning. This last ditch effort to save them will not work,” he said confidently.
Kim nodded in agreement. “This is good. Have the teams been effective in retraining the populations?”
“They are making progress,” Hu Te Wan, the political officer said. It was a lie, but there was no way anyone could verify what he was saying. The population in the occupied lands had continued to resist in what ways they could. His people were being killed off when no one was looking. While the people attended classes as they were directed, he was not so sure they were listening. “Of course there will be some difficulties getting all the poisons out of their minds, they will all come to understand the benefits of the party and the state. I am sending more teams down every day to help out,” he said with a straight face.
Kim nodded again. It had been planned perfectly and everything would go by the plan. He called the meeting to an end and made his way to his office. He now had to make plans on where he would take his country once this action was complete.
South Korea
“Dang it!” Ricks said softly in disgust. For a week since picking up Lee they had been moving through the brush trying to find a way back to the American lines. But as they got closer, it became much more difficult. This was the last bridge Lee remembered and it too was nothing but a pile of rubble, blown up by the South Koreans and Americans.
Lee sat in the back of the Jeep and simply closed his eyes. Hufham shrugged his shoulders. “I guess I should have figured they wouldn’t leave any place untouched. Beats the hell out of me where we can go. This place is swarming with bad guys. Lucky we still have gas and food,” he said. Hufham looked back at Lee. “Anybody for a picnic at the beach?”
The men were near exhaustion. Progress on the ground had been painfully slow. They had camouflaged the Jeep as best they could and had done the same for their uniforms and faces. Despite this, two patrols stumbled on them the previous day. The short but intense hand-to-hand ended up in their favor both times. Hufham stressed knives only. A gunshot would bring Democratic People’s Republic forces from miles around and they didn’t need that kind of attention.
There was one exception. Early on the first day after Lee joined them, the men had come upon a small farm and heard rifle shots and screaming. The farm was out in the middle of nowhere but when they got closer they saw three DPR soldiers beside a small dirt house. Through their binoculars they saw a family lying dead on the ground where the soldiers killed them. Only a teen-aged girl remained. She was naked. Her clothes were in tatters around her and she was being held on the ground forcibly by another soldier. She was struggling hard — her legs and arms thrashing wildly. One of the soldiers had lowered his pants and was standing in front of her. A third soldier watched as the first soldier began showing himself and making crude gestures. All three men were laughing.
Scanning the area, it appeared these were the only soldiers around. Ricks watched Hufham pull out his weapon and he did the same. Even Lee brought up the trusty M-1 and put a round in the chamber. “Ricks, you take the one holding the girl. Lee, take the one watching. I have the one with his dick out,” he said in a tone that made Ricks shiver. “On the count of three. One — two…”
At three all three rifles discharged at once. They were over 150 yards away, but the aim was true. The soldier holding the girl and the one standing dropped first due to the higher muzzle velocity of the M-16. This just meant that the third one realized he was in trouble before his bullet struck.
Hufhan, Ricks, and Lee quickly made their way to the now hysterical girl. The first two men had fallen on top of her, bleeding out all over her. She had been too weak to push them off. When the three got to her she was wild eyed and hyperventilating. They dragged the bodies off of her and she quickly backed against the wall of the house covering herself up with a scrap of cloth that had once been her clothing. Lee told her to get up, but she was scared to death of him. Then Hufham reached down and offered her his hand. She could see he was an American and as Hufham spoke softly to her in Korean she eventually reached out and took his hand.
Ricks stood back and kept his eyes open. They were vulnerable here and he didn’t want to be caught by the North Koreans, or DPRs for Democratic People’s Republic. He was having a tough time. She was a pretty girl and everything in his body was screaming to go help her out. He watched as Lee got a pail of water and splashed it on her to get the blood off. After she had calmed down Hufham had her clean up and gather some things so she could go with them. While she was doing that, the three men dragged the DPR soldiers deep into the brush where they would not be found. They took their weapons and more importantly, a map of the area. When the girl reappeared she was wearing loose working clothes and had a bundle under her arm. As she left her home, she didn’t look back, and she hadn’t uttered a word since that time.
For the next few days Ricks took charge of the girl. When they ate, he made her a meal. He offered water and even his sleeping bag at night. She continued to eat in silence, and refused the sleeping bag, preferring to sleep in the open under a coat she brought.
Now after Rick’s outburst at seeing the latest bridge gone, he was sitting in the front seat with his head in his hands when he felt a hand on his shoulder. He lifted his head to see the girl looking at him and rubbing his shoulder gently. Hufham looked over and grinned, then grabbed the map again. He gestured to Lee. “I don’t see any other places to go,” he said.
Lee looked over his shoulder. Actually, I do know of one more place. It’s on the river here,” he said pointing to a point between the towns of Nut’i and Danjang. “There is a small bridge there made out of wood. You couldn’t get a tank across it, but this Jeep should.”
Hufham sighed. “Well unless someone has another option, we’re on our way.” He started the Jeep and they made their way slowly along the path.
Three hours later the four of them drove over the top of a wooded hill and saw their objective. The wooden bridge had rotted and fallen into the river. Beside it, however, the North Koreans were putting up a temporary bridge on boats, using wooden trestle-like supports on the sides. Troops, tanks, and artillery sat on the side of the road waiting for the chance to cross. Farther down the road was a small area where some of the men were eating. Some additional covered trucks with supplies appeared to be near the eating area as well. The road itself was clear of traffic so people and equipment could get through. The engineers were struggling with one of the sections three quarters of the way across. What surprised Hufham was the quiet. Usually there was a lot of yelling and noise from the hammers and the equipment. Except for an occasional thump of wood, very little sound could be heard. It was obvious they did not want to draw attention to their activity.
“Nice bridge,” Lee whispered behind him. “Now how do we get across?”
Hufham sat for a minute before a smile began to stretch across his face. “First, we wait until they get it finished. Then we go across,” he said.
Ricks looked over at him. “Mind giving us a clue?”
Hufham looked over still smiling. “You ever watch a movie called Kelly’s Heroes?” he asked. By the time he was finished, they were all smiling. After making a couple of assignments, the men left separately to perform their tasks.
* * *
It was getting dark. Through his binoculars, Hufham could see the engineers putting the final touches on the bridge. Then in Korean, he told the girl (they still didn’t know her name) to get down in the back and hold on. He pulled out the flashlight, aimed it toward the rear area and flashed it twice.
Within seconds a spark of flame appeared to fly through the air and strike one of the trucks. A second one came a few seconds later. The flame grew as the bottle of the Molotov cocktail smashed against the side, spilling and igniting the gasoline. Both trucks burst into flame, startling the DPR soldiers nearby and causing an uproar all along the line.
Hufham quickly started the Jeep and gunned it down the small road toward the conflagration. In a moment both Ricks and Lee jumped in and Hufham jerked the wheel to the left sending the Jeep down another small road toward the bridge. Just as they burst through the bushes onto the main road a terrible explosion erupted behind them. One of the vehicles had been an ammunition truck. Tons of munitions showered the road and woods with flaming materials as the fireball jumped skyward. Men fell all around from the concussion, but Hufham kept his foot on the accelerator swerving the jeep through groups of men and machines. Seeing his opening, he swerved the Jeep right, losing his traction and skidding sideways almost right into a man who suddenly recognized them and began to shout. Hufham used his left hand to grab the man and jerk him into the back of the Jeep while downshifting and powering the Jeep over the edge and onto the bridge. More explosions rocked the small camp, illuminating the Jeep as it made its way across the river.
That was when Hufham played his last card. Lighting two more cocktails, Ricks and Lee sent the last two sailing behind them, striking the bridge and setting it aflame. By now the North Koreans had seen what was happening and started firing at them. A couple of shots pinged off the side and back of the Jeep as it finally left the bridge and sailed up the far bank and into the woods.
“Open Fire!” came the shout from around the Jeep as a hundred rifles opened up around them along with small artillery. The North Koreans came under withering fire as they scrambled to get to their equipment. The explosion of the trucks had blocked their escape and the now fiercely burning bridge prevented them from coming forward. Artillery rounds ate through the packed equipment and incendiaries started fires on the rest of the trucks. The rest of the troops were mowed down unmercifully.
Hufham dodged the men and machines that suddenly appeared in front of him and stopped beside an old M-60 tank rapidly making its way to the front. All of them looked around in amazement as the Americans and South Koreans did their grizzly work. A bird colonel walked up to Hufham and looked down at him. “Just where the hell did you guys come from? And better yet, where did you get this Jeep?” he asked.
“Get this guy off me first,” Lee said, not knowing who was talking. A flashlight was turned on as Lee shoved the unconscious man off the Jeep and in the dirt. The light revealed the uniform of a North Korean general.
“Sonofabitch!” said the colonel. “Major, get some MPs over here pronto and take this guy back for interrogation,” he yelled. As some men dragged the general away the colonel said, “Okay, sergeant, mind telling me what’s going on?”
“Master Sergeant Paul Hufham, sir, assigned to the 325th on duty at the DMZ when all hell broke loose, sir. This is Private Ricks and Sergeant Lee, formerly of the South Korean Army. We have spent the last few weeks working our way back home, sir,” he began his report.
“You were at the Z?”
Hufham nodded. “Yes sir. We were there when it got hit, and boy do we have some things to tell you sir.”
Newport News Shipbuilding
In Norfolk, an old fire control technician fretted over a ship’s main fire control system. In the 1980s and 1990s the ship had been cannibalized to keep the old Ford Rangefinders operational on the Iowas. He looked at the mess inside an old cast steel container housing the computer. What he saw was a mass of gears, spindles, weights, and counterbalances, along with what looked like small electric motors. Back in 1938, this was state-of-the-art computing, he thought to himself. He could plainly see the gaps in the system. After making a number of telephone calls, he knew it was a lost cause. There was no way to repair this equipment. The men with him were still scratching their heads.
“What do we need to do, Master Chief?” one asked.
Master Chief Fire Control Technician Zeb Skelly shook his head and rubbed a hand through his thin hair. “Well, I knew we wouldn’t be able to get them all up. I’m just glad we were able to get them all but this one,” he said. The Master Chief had been working four weeks getting at least one of the old computers operating on each of the battleships. The four Iowas were not a problem. They had been operational when last decommissioned, but the others were put together from parts scavenged from what was left. The Massachusetts and the Alabama were running, but the old North Carolina had been the worst of the lot. No parts were left to scavenge, and it was obvious no one made computers like this any more. He ran his hand over some of the parts. “It’s okay, fellas, pay your respects to a fine piece of machinery. When they lit off the Iowas back in the 1980s, these computers were able to operate just as accurately as a digital computer to tell these big guns where to shoot. Let’s just put the old girl back together for now. We’re going to have to find another solution,” he said.
The men started lowering the big casting back over the inner workings as Skelly headed back up from the depths of the ship toward daylight. Despite his age, he didn’t get very winded after climbing up four sets of ladders. He walked up the starboard side and down the brow to the pier. After a short hike he came to an office in one of the workshops. It was a little strange, Newport News had shops for everything, but the modern systems were digital and nobody knew the kind of work he had been called in to do. As a matter of fact, most of the guys were sitting around waiting for electronic parts to come in so they could fix some of the newer systems. He walked past several men and opened the door. His friend Jason Fuchs was sitting there going over some diagrams. “Any luck?” Fuchs asked.
Skelly shook his head. “No way in hell unless we can get the parts made. But I got an idea,” he said. He grabbed the telephone and put it to his ear. “Get me Naval Sea Systems Command. I need to speak to Master Chief Dave Castigan,” he said to the operator of the shipyard. He sat back in his chair and waited. Fuchs knew to leave him alone. He had seen that determined look before and knew something was brewing. It took five full minutes for the call to go through.
The Master Chief suddenly sat up. “Dave! This is Skelly, how the hell are you?” There was a pause as the other man responded. “I bet. Listen, we got a problem with the North Carolina’s system. Yea, it’s a total loss. The directors are okay but the computer is trashed. Tell me something. You remember back in the eighties when they brought these ships back? Remember they did that test to see if a digital system would be any better? What kind of a computer did they use for that? You’re shitting me? Are the components around somewhere? What about the plans?” he fired off the questions one after another. Then a grin crossed his face. “OK, Dave, I think you know where I’m going with this. I need you to dig that stuff up and get it down here ASAP. I’ll find a computer, but I need the digital/analog converters and interfaces. I’m gonna get some of these sand crabs down here to get it ready. Right, the whole thing. What’s the program on?” He froze a second. “Now how the hell can we get that program off of magnetic tape?” he suddenly asked a little miffed. Finally he nodded. “Okay, Master Chief, I’ll leave it up to you. Get it on CD or something so we can get going. I’m going to call Dell or HP and get what I can. Thanks, Dave,” he said finally hanging up the telephone.
Skelly looked over at Fuchs. “Close,” he said. They used an old IBM 486 desktop to do it the last time. They modified it a little but used parallel connections to hook in all the inputs. Then they used digital/analog converters to tie it into a system. Luckily, it’s down at Dahlgren. But the program is on mag tape and he said it was too big to use a floppy. He’s going to see if there is a way to transfer it to a CD. We should get a call from Dahlgren this afternoon,” he said looking around the room. “In the mean time, I need a PC. Get one of these guys out here to start rattling the cages and find me one, then tell them to get ready, cause I’m going to rip this old computer out and put the new one in. They are going to have to make it fit all the old couplings,” he said as he flew out the door and back toward the ship.
Fuchs got up and walked to the door, looking out at the men sitting around. “Okay, you guys, I have work for you. I need a brand new PC in here and I want it within 24 hours. Second, I need you to get ready to rig some adaptors to change parallel connectors to USBs, then drag out the schematics on the connectors used on these old Fords. We will be hooking the fire control directors from 1936 into a computer made just this year — along with the interfaces — and I don’t want any mistakes,” he growled. “So off your asses and on your feet, we have a job to do!” The men knew he was not kidding. They jumped to their feet and started getting the materials they needed. The supply clerk got on the telephone. All he needed was a computer.
At Sea off Norfolk, Virginia
Commander Bobby Dandridge was sitting in his chair on the bridge wing — holding on for dear life. Never had he imagined how exhilarating it would be to go this fast. He was given this ship and told to get a crew up to speed. Nearly every crewman was either a reservist or retiree. The ship was USS Rooks a World War II era destroyer brought back to the US from South America. At first, Dandridge thought he wouldn’t be able to get the ship out of the harbor, but in just a short period of time he saw the wisdom in detailing the personnel to the ship. Nearly every one of these guys had served in “cans.” They came aboard knowing nearly every system onboard, and the few systems added were quickly learned. The maintenance facility fixed all the problems reported, so there was no excuse for not taking the old girl to sea.
Chief Engineer Chad Messer had actually been an LDO or limited duty officer. Starting as an enlisted man, he came up as a Machinist Mate and had been sent to college and made an officer. He retired at 30 years, which was a good 10 years before. Once back in an engine room, he purred over the equipment like a mother cat with her kittens and had all his people doing the same. He drilled his people unmercifully until they could recite the Operational Propulsion Plant procedures coming and going. Then he re-inspected all the things the shipyard had cleared. The commander remembered him coming up and requesting an underway period to shake the ship out. After getting the OK, Messer ordered fires lit. With great fanfare, he lit off 1 Alpha. When he found no problems, he lit off 1 Bravo. Then 2 Alpha and Bravo. After setting safeties, and topping off fresh water, feed water and fuel, USS Rooks was underway.
The first few hours were spent letting the ship settle in. There was a moderate swell, but relatively calm sea. Most of the crew had to get used to the motion anyway. Most of the newer ships were much heavier — almost three times as much. Most had fin stabilizers to keep the ship sitting relatively upright. Stabilizers hadn’t even been dreamed of when this ship had been built. The ship weighed only 2,050 tons. She was about 350 feet long but only 40 feet wide, so she sliced through the water instead of forcing her way through it. The near vertical bow often allowed the sea to roll over the top and down the forward part of the ship, sometimes throwing spray high into the air.
The Commander, called “Captain” since he was the senior officer aboard, decided to enjoy the afternoon just seeing what the ship would do. The Engineer had been running drills and tomorrow they would have a gunshoot. Things were very peaceful when the Engineer said he was ready to do a full power run. The Captain gave permission and within a minute, the enunciators were shifted to flank speed with 9-9-9 indicated for revolutions.
That was when things started to happen. They started out at 15 knots. Suddenly the Captain heard the whine of forced draft blowers as they sped up to their maximum revolutions. Dark smoke poured from the stacks only to disappear to a soft haze almost immediately as the men below adjusted the fuel/air mixture to get the optimum heat and steam out of the old boilers. The stern gave a shudder as the twin screws began to thrash their way faster and faster, turning the blue-white wake into a wild, bright white froth. The back of the ship began to dip lower into the water and people standing could sense the ship’s speed increase. The bow began to rise, and the spray from the bow wave shot farther out and higher into the air. The waves and chop started passing the ship more rapidly now and on occasion when going over a swell, the ship seemed to leap forward, throwing water into the air as she cut through.
The Captain looked at his Officer of the Deck. “What’s the speed?” he asked.
“We just passed thirty knots, Captain,” the young lieutenant said nervously.
Not bad, the Captain thought, especially for such an old ship.
Down in “Main Control” the Chief Engineer watched the instruments and especially the torque gages on the shafts. The one thing he did not want to do was torque off a shaft. The engine and firerooms were hotter than three shades of hell, and the men clustered under blowers that belched cold air from the air conditioning system straight down on them at a furious pace. Despite it all, sweat poured off the men. But this was what real engineers understood. The heat, noise, smell, and vibrations were a part of their very being. The Chief Engineer felt at home. Everything was well within tolerances and he was determined to show these rookies what a real tin can could do. He reached up and grabbed the microphone for the sound powered phones that were also amplified to serve as an announcing system down in the holes. “How we doing aft?”
“Lookin’ good here. Vacuum at 28 inches and steady, all pressures good,” came the reply.
“Okay, let’s crack her open and see what she’s got. Watch the torque gauges and your water levels,” he ordered. After a quick acknowledgement, he turned to the throttleman. “Open it one full turn,” he yelled in his ear.
The throttleman was a second class petty officer in his mid-thirties. He had volunteered to return to duty to get back in just such an engine room. He followed his instructions and opened the throttle one full revolution and watched the steam pressure rise in the intake of the high pressure turbine, followed by the low pressure turbine. He also kept an eye on the vacuum as the steam was totally spent in the turbines and entered the main condenser, where the steam flashed back into a liquid called condensate and began the continuous process of becoming feed water and boiled into steam again in a never ending loop. They watched as the revolutions on the shafts passed 300. The whole ship was shaking now, especially the stern as the screws pulled the ship ever faster. It was getting difficult to stand back aft and it seemed as if the water was actually above the deck edge.
Now it was one hour after the ship began its run. The pit log showed the ship turning 36 knots. The wind was howling across the length of the ship as it sliced its way. Sailors had stopped going on the main deck and only stood on the O-1 level or higher. Everyone was seemingly topside to witness the spectacle. Only twenty minutes before, the lookouts had spotted another ship. Looking through the “big eyes,” a set of huge binoculars, they could see one of the newer cruisers on her way back from the Med. As the ship came closer, light signals were exchanged and the niceties to senior officers observed, but the Rooks never slowed. She passed USS Port Royal as if she was standing still. After moving five minutes beyond, the captain ordered a right five degree rudder to change course. The ship heeled over while the screws continued to bite into the sea, turning the ship rapidly and coming back up on the Port Royal’s stern. The CO of the Port Royal saw the turn and ordered his engineers to open up the stops on his ship as well, and the mighty LM2500 gas turbines spun rapidly up to full speed. But it was no use. The Rooks passed the big cruiser with a nearly 10 knot advantage and kept going.
Later that evening the ship had returned to her cruising speed to conserve what fuel she had, but the crew was abuzz with the excitement of the day. Many had not really cared about being put on such an old ship. After what just happened, however, they were getting to like the old girl. After dinner the men drifted topside and watched the sunset much like their fathers and grandfathers had on ships like these. Tomorrow, they would shoot the four 5-inch guns. If they could shoot as good as they could run this would be a kick-ass ship.

Chapter 8

May 25 — Desperation
Pusan, South Korea
The interrogation had taken two days. Every detail from the attack at the DMZ to the final sprint over the wooden temporary bridge was taken down and analyzed in infinite detail. Where had the first rounds come from, what kind of rounds, how many men, what kinds of weapons had they been carrying, how many had been in the motorpool, how mutilated Charlie’s body had been — all of it was discussed again and again. At the same time, Hufham was able to find out a few things on his own. The North had come through in five different places in the Zone, none of which were actually above ground. They had quickly moved through the night taking positions, towns, and even cities with relative ease for the first 24 hours. Then things began to bog down even though there was little in the way of resistance. Because of the EMP, the South Korean forces and Americans had difficulty moving rapidly to respond. Tanks and trucks were running on borrowed time. The EMP had disabled the computers actually helping to run the engines. The few that had started were jury rigged by smart mechanics to get them on the road. In some cases, the jury rig lasted about 10 miles. Some trucks just kept on running. Tanks were limited to old M-60s still in theater. Their diesels were all mechanical, and not as fast as an M-1. For the most part, everything moved as fast as someone could walk.
It seemed the biggest hold up to the DPR army’s advance was the DPR itself. The North Koreans were not well equipped to keep an army moving. Trucks were pouring supplies across the DMZ, but in no order or priority. Some units had more bullets than they could use, while others had practically none. The worst part had been food. Almost none had any priority and some was stockpiled in the rear while ammo moved forward. The DPR army had to stop to forage for food and fuel. Many times trucks arrived at the front with their supplies and were stuck there because they didn’t have fuel for a return trip. The supply lines began to dry up, especially since the South Koreans began to use a tactic the Russians had used on several occasions — scorched earth.
As the North came down, the South burned their fields, fuel, food, anything that might remotely be useful to the North. In retaliation, the North murdered hundreds. Anyone suspected of striking a match much less fighting for the South was shot as a warning to others. Refugees clogged the roads, making their own delaying action by making it harder for the DPR army to move. All of this helped buy time for the American and ROK army to get organized and set up defenses.
The line was finally drawn 130 miles south of the DMZ. The line held there for three days before the North mustered enough forces to push them back a couple of kilometers. The line held again at the Han-gang River near Tanyang. The river was a good natural barrier, but every day more troops and machines were seen on the other side. The Americans wanted to use artillery day and night, but there were not enough shells in theater to last more than a few days. The Air Force wasn’t even in the air.
The North Korean Air Force was. It flew daily missions along the demarcation line bombing and strafing what it could see. Luckily, the North Korean Air Force didn’t have many operational aircraft, and the ones it had were not that sophisticated. They were stuck with dumb bombs and bullets.
None of this had any effect on Hufham and Ricks. Both had been ordered to Pusan for the interrogation and a little rest. They drove in their little Jeep and reported to command headquarters. Lee and the young girl went along as well. Lee found out he had been called up and the girl had no where else to go. She latched herself onto Ricks and almost wouldn’t let go. After being checked into a hospital to be treated for the cuts and scratches she endured, she settled into a small center set up for refugees. She slept at the center and walked daily to the barracks where Ricks and Hufham stayed. The girl tried to prepare meals but had to be turned away. It was obvious she didn’t understand what she should do.
That changed one afternoon as she made her way back to the refugee center. A young ROK soldier approached her as she started to go in the door. When he called out to her, she turned and her face broke out into a huge smile. She ran up to the young man and threw her arms around him. They embraced each other a long time before stepping apart and both going inside.
Hufham and Ricks were sharing a beer at the NCO club in Pusan when the young girl and the soldier came up to their table. Ricks and Hufham immediately recognized the young girl, but didn’t know the soldier.
“I am sorry to interrupt, but I wanted to meet you,” the young man said in a shaky voice. He held out his hand. “I am Kuan Jeu. I am Su Lynn’s brother.”
Hufham’s eyes went wide and he broke out in a grin. “Well good to see you Kuan. We were afraid this young lady was all by herself. Please, have a seat,” he said warmly. Ricks introduced himself and everyone sat down.
“My sister told me what you did to save her. I am very grateful,” Kuan said.
“She told you? Ricks asked. “She hasn’t spoken a word since we brought her with us.”
“My sister is very shy,” Kuan said quietly. “She doesn’t usually say much, but she was eager to tell me what happened and about our parents. I thank you for helping her.”
“I couldn’t let them do that to her,” said Hufham. “I know we probably should have just walked away. If we had been caught, it wouldn’t have been pretty. But Ricks and I couldn’t let it go. I’m glad she’s okay. Sorry we couldn’t help your folks,” he said sadly.
“We have been hearing about such things since this started. It does not surprise me. If I had not been in the Army, I might have been home to help them,” he said dejectedly.
“Don’t think like that. If you had been there, you would be dead like the rest. At least now you two are together,” Hufhan said.
As they talked, Ricks listened and watched the girl. Occasionally, she looked up at him. When she saw him looking at her, she smiled and turned her head away. She is a pretty girl, Ricks thought. He kind of liked how her eyes seemed to dance when she smiled at him. He remembered how she had tried to comfort him in the Jeep. He began to smile.
Ricks must have been staring because Kuan noticed him looking at her. He glanced at his sister and then at Ricks and smiled. He was about to say something when sirens began to wail across the city. Ricks and Hufham grabbed their guests and practically dragged them to a recently dug shelter next to one of the buildings. Everyone rushed inside and was roughly shoved tightly into the far end of the shelter. Most of the people were soldiers; however, other civilians were in the shelter from the offices nearby. The inside was unlit, except the light from the doorway. Everyone huddled on the ground, scared to death of what might happen.
Within a minute they began to feel the distant explosions. It came through the ground up through their feet and transmitted to their heads. It was a strange thumping feeling like being on a kind of trampoline when someone else was tapping it with a ball bat. Then the big ones came. They shook everyone to their core, picking them up and bouncing them on the ground. In the middle of it, Ricks felt a set of arms surround him and hold him tight. He felt his own arms surround her trying to protect her from the dangerous world outside. He heard her let out a small whimper. In between the blasts he softly told her, “It’s okay. It will be okay. I’m here.” He kissed her on the cheek.
He felt her relax a little although she was still clinging to him in fear. In the very dim light he looked at her face. All he could see was an outline, but somehow he could feel her eyes on him. Ricks never had anyone close to him before and never really had a girlfriend. He was just a good ol’ boy from Georgia who liked NASCAR and hunting. He had no idea what possessed him to pull her close. He found his face moving closer to hers. Suddenly the bombs didn’t seem important. Their lips met and they kissed each other as if there would be no tomorrow.
When they finally parted, the last of the bombs were falling in the distance. He felt her back away, yet her hands felt around until they were in his. That was when Ricks realized how wonderful he felt. Whatever it was, he was happy. He could almost tell she was smiling at him.
The all clear sounded and people began to leave the shelter. They left, hand-in-hand, to witness the destruction around them. The main administration building was burning and several other buildings were either on fire or piles of rubble. The barracks and NCO club were intact, though glass was broken. The place was a mess.
“You better get your sister to safety,” Hufham said. “Looks like we’re going to be busy for awhile.”
Kwan nodded. “I will take her to the refugee center. We have an uncle that lives just west of here. I may take her there,” he said.
Ricks took his arm. “Let me know where she is. I would like to see her again, if it’s okay,” he said.
Kwan nodded. His sister already told him she really liked the younger man called Ricks. Kuan spoke to his sister in Korean. Her eyes brightened as she nodded to him. Ricks leaned in and kissed her cheek. “I’ll see her as soon as I can,” he said with a smile.
People started barking orders and Hufham grabbed Ricks to follow him. Ricks pulled away from Su Lynn and waved good bye.
Kuan and Su Lynn watched them go and Kuan looked at his sister. “You were right. He is a good man,” he said looking back at the departing men. “And so much younger than the other one,” he grinned. He was rewarded by a smile and hit on his arm. They turned and made their way through the rubble to the Center.
May 30, Over Kansas
The flight is really smooth, thought the President as he gazed out the window of his small office. His desk had a telephone that supposedly could let him talk to people anywhere in normal times. Though the décor was a little dated, the functionality was not questioned. The small office served its purpose and would just have to do. Unfortunately the plane was not the Boeing 747 designated SAM 28000. Despite the precautions against EMP designed into the aircraft, several systems were inoperative and the Air Force was taking no chances. The computer-enhanced controls and systems were suspect and placed out of commission. Now the President and his staff were flying in SAM 26000, the venerable Boeing 707 that had served seven presidents. It had been serving as a museum exhibit at the US Air Force Museum in Ohio, but just three days after EMP Day the Air Force mechanics pulled the jet out of the museum and readied it for duty. Most of this entailed taking out the Plexiglas walls and preparing the engines. Most of the equipment was still in place. The radio equipment was lower tech and enough still worked for the aircraft to be serviceable. In two weeks it was flown to Andrews Air Force Base for Presidential use. This flight was the first with the President onboard.
The President was heading to California to make some speeches and raise money for the war. O’Bannon decided that funds would be raised just like the old days, by selling bonds. A big gathering of celebrities and dignitaries would kick it off in San Francisco. While there, the President would make a few smaller stops in the area before heading to Los Angeles and San Diego. The back of the airplane, as usual, held the media contingent. This was one event that would be publicized. It had actually been suggested by media executives to help with the drive and divert attention from other things. It amazed the President how much the executives had become a media team for the war effort. They set up their own guidelines and rules — all blessed by the President — and were taking an active part in information deception to keep some information going out while denying an enemy anything vital. So far it worked well.
Jim Butler stuck his head through the curtain leading into his world. “You settled in, sir?”
O’Bannon laughed. “As settled as I can get. I could barely get behind this thing,” he said. The friendship and respect between both men had grown immeasurably since EMP Day. It made the work much more bearable.
“I have everyone settled down and fed. We should get there in about three hours,” he said. Then he handed over a piece of paper. “This just came in.”
The President read the message:
FLASH
//TOP SECRET//
FM: US EMBASSY, REPUBLIC OF PHILIPPINES
TO: POTUS
INFO: SECSTATE
SECDEF
CIA WASHINGTON DC

DIA WASHINGTON DC
SUBJ: SINKING
1. AT APPROX 0700 EDT SS ROYAL TRADER SUNK BY SUBMARINE POSITION 35N 130E. 25 DEAD, FIVE SURVIVED. ALL CARGO LOST.
2. ATTACK COINCIDES WITH BOMBING CAMPAIGN AGAINST PUSAN AND ATTACK ON TRANSPORT AIRCRAFT FROM JAPAN.
3. INDICATES ALL OUT SEA/AIR CAMPAIGN TO TAKE SOUTH.
4. ADDITIONAL SUPPLIES AND EQUIPMENT TO LEAVE SUBIC BAY BY 1200 EDT.
5. REQ ESCORT IF FEASIBLE. WILL ADVISE UPON DEPARTURE.
6. DUNCAN SENDS.
BT

The President threw the paper on the desk. “We knew this might happen,” he said to Butler.
“Yes, sir, but we can’t say we aren’t prepared for this one. Shall I relay the order?”
“Commence unrestricted submarine warfare against the North Koreans,” he said sadly. “If it floats, sink it. And tell them to make sure the submarine that sank that ship never gets home.”
Butler left the space and went to the communications office, which had an encrypted link to the Pentagon. The equipment they were using was British in origin. No matter what, it was the message that was important. Once done, he walked to the forward cabin and picked up the CNO on the way back to the President’s office. After a quick knock he and the CNO entered. “Done,” he said.
“Have a seat both of you,” the President said with a tired voice. Admiral Johnson had his coat off and took a seat along the outer wall. Butler took one of the benches on the opposite wall. “You got the word, I take it,” the President said.
“Yes, sir,” Johnson replied. “The Chief of Staff told me. We both thought you might like to know what I planned.”
The President grinned. “Yes, Admiral, Jim told me you had something up your sleeve, but he wouldn’t tell me what it was.”
“He is getting pretty devious for a mere captain,” Johnson joked. The three men had been working together for a while and developed a rapport that was very invigorating to say the least. Butler chuckled and the President sat back and grinned. “Actually, Captain Butler and Captain Hammond and I talked about this at length about a week ago. I saw no use in waiting around, so I have forward deployed eight of our Los Angeles and Seawolf class submarines around the coasts of Korea. Four are off each coast with two covering the very bottom end. The last one arrived just this morning and took up station. They were ordered not to take any action unless attacked. Their orders are to gather information on North Korean shipping and naval operations and be ready to go to work on a moment’s notice,” he said. “With the alert code that is going out they will commence operations. Since you ordered unrestricted submarine warfare, those ships will begin aggressively sinking anything with a North Korean flag on it. Their first priority will be those submarines, sir. So I doubt that guy will ever see daylight again,” he said seriously.
Unrestricted submarine warfare was something never done lightly. It was a cold and often cruel way to hurt an enemy — cutting off supplies and often starving and restricting the population as well. It was a very serious move. “I have also given strict orders that they must be certain of all surface targets. I don’t want some cruise ship blown up by mistake,” he said.
President O’Bannon nodded. Mistakes had been made before and they just seemed to make things worse for the one who did it. He liked the fact that these men were careful enough to take that into consideration. “That’s a good call. Will eight subs be enough?”
“More than enough Mister President,” Johnson said. “Today’s submarines with good crews can cover ten times the area of a World War II boat. I wouldn’t be surprised if these skippers don’t already have a track on three quarters of the ships between Guam and Hong Kong. But other nations need to know what we are about to do. That way they can steer clear.”
“Done,” Butler said, joining the conversation. “Our envoy spoke to the Japanese Prime Minister last night our time. Things should already be rolling their end. Unfortunately with the communications problems, those men will have to figure a lot of this out on their own. We just have to trust them.”
“Well, if they OK the use of the bases, we can at least put some more assets over there to protect incoming transports. I understand they shot up two air cargo planes bringing in supplies,” Johnson said.
“Yes,” the President said. “Unfortunately we are not quite ready to move much equipment. Any word on the ships and planes?”
“Those guys at Davis-Monthan are busting their bum to get aircraft spooled up. There are already two squadrons of F-4s and A-6s online. One of F-14s. I understand the B-52s are coming in pretty fast too. The head guy called up everyone up to the age of 70 to get these things online. The 4s and 14s are already in training. The 6s start day after tomorrow. As for ships, they are actually going faster than we expected. That guy Reardon is a slave driver, but he is sharing what’s going on and how to get things done quicker with every shipyard. I should have the first of the recommissionings sometime next week over in Pearl. They are getting all the old LSTs back online along with the Missouri. In all there will be 14 destroyers, four DDGs, six frigates, seven cruisers, and all the battleships. One good thing. We contracted with Germany to provide us with new comm gear for the ships. They are sending us what they use, including their encryption stuff. That way I can get comms on all our ships in short order. The Italians and Taiwanese are sending over chips and circuits so we can repair our computerized equipment in most of the ships. I cancelled the recommissioning of the Saratoga and Constellation. I will be able to get our mainline carriers back online using the older aircraft. I have also instituted some shipalts to make sure these ships will not go down on us if we are EMP’d again. They will all be able to keep running and make it back to port, even if it takes a lot more people to do it,” he said. The list he had was impressive.
“You know, I never believed we could actually do things that fast. You and your people have done a great job,” the President said.
“Just didn’t want to get the boot like the guy before me,” Johnson said. “But you got to give some credit to this guy,” he said pointing to Butler, “and Roger Hammond. Hammond has been working so close with my staff that we feel like we needed to give him a bed in my office.” The men chuckled.
“He has one in the basement of the White House,” said Butler. “He didn’t have any place to go and didn’t want to be far away from work, so we let him have one of the small apartments down there. The Air Force liaison is down there too. It’s not so bad.”
“Well, if he wants anything, I’d get it for him. The man is one smart officer. His ideas are right on target and his thinking outside the box is paying off big time,” said Johnson. “If you get tired of him, let me have him. And this one too,” Johnson said pointing to Butler.
“You Navy guys — always thinking about yourselves. I finally get a Chief of Staff that people aren’t afraid of and you want to drag him away,” the President said. They all laughed.
“Actually, I’m really liking this job. How often does a captain get to push around admirals?” Butler smirked.
“See if that gets you a command at sea,” the Admiral laughed.
“Well, I tell you gentlemen, after a few changes, I am really happy with the way things are going. These guys started a war and they have no idea what is about to hit them. You guys are helping make that happen,” the President said.
“That’s our job, sir. Sometimes a few of us need to get our butts kicked to remember it, but it really is our job. We’ll get it done,” Johnson said.
The men talked a few minutes more before the President met with the Secretary of Commerce on some business issues they would discuss in California. The rest of the flight was enjoyable.
Mare Island, California
“Ladies and gentlemen I cannot express the admiration and deep respect you have from all of us in Washington. As you can imagine, we are working very hard to assemble the assets, people, and materials necessary to combat the nation responsible for this outrage. Yet your city took the bull by the horns and started even before we had made our plans. This is exactly the spirit of teamwork and patriotism we need to bring about victory. Your efforts, with your ship, will be a magnificent addition to our fighting forces. I thank each of you for the hard work, sacrifices, and dedication you have made to return this great ship to her nation,” said the President in his speech. “I look forward to seeing her in our Navy again. I know she will serve as she always has served, as a vision of the strength, purpose, and will of the people of the United States. Thank you all, very much,” the President said ending his third and final speech of the day. He waved to the crowd of at least 50,000 people who came to hear him. They looked very happy, and he was sorry he had to leave them, but duty called.
The President was escorted through the handshake line and back into the shipyard offices to sit for a few minutes with Jack Latham, the shipyard superintendent and a few other dignitaries. As he came in, Latham offered him a chair and a cold can of Coke. Someone had told Latham it was the President’s favorite refreshment.
“You don’t know how bad I needed that,” the President said after a long pull. “Mister Latham, what you have done here is amazing. How much longer do you think before she’s ready?”
“We just got the search and fire control radars yesterday. My people are making sure the waveguides are set. We light off the boilers and start testing the systems tomorrow. Give me the rest of the crew and about three more weeks and she will be ready enough for loading,” Latham said proudly. He sat forward in his chair. “Mister President, this isn’t the kind of job I like to turn out. When a ship leaves my yard, I want all the welds ground and the paint even. But for this work, I told my guys make it functional. Pretty can be gotten later. So if you see some places that look a little rough, just know underneath it’s rock solid,” he said.
“Jack, you aren’t doing anything less than Tim Reardon is doing out of Newport News. But you beat him at his own game and got this ship started before the others. Mind telling me how you’ve done it?”
Latham laughed. “Hell, sir, I didn’t do it. I had about 800 old guys show up on us and just about take over. It was that damned veterans association. They came in wearing dungarees, took over all the menial labor and helped out in the places where my guys fell a little short. They knew their ship and kept us in line. This guy named Moosally showed up one day and kind of took charge. He said he was too old to serve, but not too old to lead. Man, did he know his ship. He and a buddy named Morse just kind of grabbed the reins.” He pointed out the window. “They were all out there grinning when you talked about their ship. Most of them signed up through the Reserve Center to be crewmen when she’s commissioned. About all they need is a CO. You have anyone in mind?”
The CNO tilted his head. “You got her up a little faster than we expected, but I’ll get something lined up,” he said. “I was actually thinking about someone in particular, but I can have him here before she gets under way for Seal Beach. Are the other crewmen settling in?”
“Yes, we have them in the best hotel in town. We work them hard and put them up wet. I haven’t had a one get pulled in by the police or have any complaints by the local citizens. As a matter of fact, there’s an old Chief Warrant Officer who showed up and took charge of keeping the guys in line. From what I understand his language scares the hell out of some of the younger sailors. The older ones just roll their eyes,” he said grinning. “But he made it clear that the crew would measure up to what he calls battleship standards. He even produced a booklet that I had reprinted and passed out. Even some of my guys started using parts of it,” he said. “There’s something about these men. It’s something I have never seen before — kind of like a spirit that has them really working close and keeping things tight. When they do finally get underway; watch out. They’re going places.”
Both the President and CNO could see the man was totally impressed. If this was true, it meant they really would need to get someone special as the CO. “That’s good to know,” said the President. “Now on to other things. I know you guys are going deep in the hole getting this ship operational. I know we tried to help and you guys turned us down. But you got our attention. If you can do a job this good with this ship, you can do it with others. We need to send some other ships this way. Would you like a contract to bring them back as well?”
Latham smiled. “It wouldn’t hurt. I had to call in a few favors to make this happen for the city. It would be nice to see a payoff.”
“I thought it might. So here’s the deal. I will send up two cruisers and a couple of destroyers for you to bring back. I have an admiral who loves cost-plus contracts and that should bring cash flow back to your organization. The other part of the deal is, when this ship is commissioned you will be paid the $20 million in leasing fees and another $1 million a month for the United States to lease this asset from the city. Once the costs you and the city have incurred are paid back in full plus an additional ten percent, that lease will be reduced to $500,000 a month. Once the federal government no longer needs the ship, it will be returned to the city where it will become a museum again. However it will be maintained by you in a restricted status and used as necessary by the city until such a day when she may be needed again. We will set up the contract with you to maintain her for a period of no less than ten years. Then we can look at it again. Does this sound like a reasonable plan?”
Latham was dumbfounded. He hoped this might bring in more business, but this was guaranteed income that would help move his small yard into the big leagues. It would also repay the company and the city all it had invested and then some. He didn’t know what to say.
“I’ll take that as a yes,” the President said as he extended his hand.
“Y-Yes, sir. That will be very welcome news. We thank you,” he said taking the President’s hand.
The CNO was next in line. “We really do appreciate it, Mister Latham, and we look forward to working with you,” he said. “There will be an Admiral Shranski calling on you sometime next week. He’ll help get things set up.”
The men said a few more words then the President left for Air Force One and his return flight home. The CNO rode with him. The President was curious about one thing. “Admiral, you mentioned you had someone in mind to command the ship. Mind telling me who?”
The CNO took a breath. “You may not like it,” he said. Then he told him the name. To his surprise, the President liked the idea a lot.
Beijing, China
“Comrades we have an extremely dangerous situation before us, said Minister Inu Che, special delegate to the People’s Congress. Che was the head of the Bank of China and well respected by the Party and its members. Today he was attending a closed door Politburo meeting with select high level leaders. They were seated in the Politburo offices overlooking Tiananmen Square. The sunlight streamed in through the windows making it a little warm. Che was dressed in a western style business suit.
“Our Communist brothers to the south decided to assert themselves a few weeks ago and, although they did not attack our nation, we are experiencing serious repercussions,” he said solemnly. “I believe we have all known that our brothers might do things rashly on occasion; however, I do not think anyone in this room expected them to attack the United States in the way they have. While doing relatively little damage to the population of the country, they nevertheless did bring the United States temporarily to its knees.”
“However, I do not believe this caused the political turmoil that our neighbors expected. Had they sought our wisdom in this matter, we would have gladly shared our experiences in dealing with the United States. In this case, instead of dividing and segregating the people, we know through our contacts that the opposite has occurred. Their President, whom they considered a weak newcomer to the political arena, has demonstrated extreme leadership and foresight. His decision-making powers were sorely underestimated, even by our own intelligence services. Where we initially estimated it would take at least six months before order would be restored, we now know it returned within one week. We know that their free press has been curtailed and there are forces at work within their military. However, because of the loss of communications and the news blackout, we have been unable to ascertain what measures have been taken or what the plans are.”
“So their news media, such as CNN, are not reporting the news?” asked a delegate.
“Yes, comrade, the news media, through its now limited resources, has begun reporting news, but it is being read only and is obviously censored. As you recall, comrades the effect of the nuclear attack was to damage all of their electronic capability. This includes their satellites. Where before there was strong centralized control of the news by a few people, that has now relegated to local news reporting and a limited amount of news on a national scale. In the past we could count on getting a good idea of what the Americans were doing through their media, but this is no longer the case,” Che said flatly. “Unfortunately, our intelligence assets are hampered by what our brothers did as well. The energy pulse disrupted the communications and there are severe restrictions on who can use them. Our contacts can get word to us only through diplomatic bags delivered once per week.”
“So, comrades our communist brothers to the south have seriously misjudged the effect of their attack on the Americans. First, by using nuclear devices, they have displayed the most open and deadliest form of aggression. I will note that two of the weapons actually detonated on the ground. The Americans are using the figure of 1.7 million people dead. Second, they misjudged the anger of the American people. Many remember what anger was generated when the Japanese performed a sneak attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941. The result of that error was the almost total ruin of Japan. Third, they misjudged the resourcefulness of the Americans. Instead of wallowing in the aftermath of an attack, they jumped back aggressively and restored basic services. Lastly, they misjudged the political will and leadership of the American President. The man has clearly demonstrated firm resolve and control,” Che said.
“It is obvious there have been errors, Comrade, but why should the People’s Congress be concerned?” asked another delegate.
“Very simple, Comrade. With this attack, the United States changed its buying patterns.”
Some of the men around the table laughed. “And how does this affect the Party?” the delegate snickered.
Che smiled. “Comrades, many years ago you sent me to learn banking from the Americans and the British. In that time, I did not forget my dedication to the party and our political system, nor did I waste time by learning just the basics. I tried my best to understand why the system works as it does and what it responds to. Since that time, our nation has embraced what some would call a more capitalistic outlook. We did this for good reason. It allows us to operate in a world market and have influence in areas where our former comrades the Soviet Union could not. As you have seen, their system failed, where ours continues to flourish. In this case, we trade with the Americans and other free nations to earn hard currency that we can use to purchase technology and expertise we do not have. For example, to drill for oil, we use American equipment and expertise. Our computers are licensed from IBM, our automobiles are American designs — even much of our food comes from the United States. We all know our communist ideals are spreading slowly but surely; however, by adapting our methods we are able to continue the progress over the long term while assuring our people are happy and our appearance to the world is a benevolent one.”
“In particular, the People’s Republic of China brings in approximately four billion dollars a week in revenues from the United States alone. This is from their purchase of clothing, electronics, ore, toys, porcelains, any number of items. Do you know how much was brought in this past week? Zero,” Che said forming a circle with his fingers to emphasize the point. It was a shame he had to lead them by the hand, but it had to be done.
That figure got the attention of everyone at the table. The men started conversing with the delegates seated beside them. After a moment, a gavel was heard from the front of the table and order was restored.
Che continued his remarks. “Thank you, Comrade Chairman. So you see, comrades, although politically we are against the United States and firmly behind our communist brothers in Korea, economically, we must make a decision on who we shall openly support and the consequences of our decisions. If we firmly support Korea, we risk losing our largest paying customer and most influential player in the geopolitics of the world. However, if we support the United States openly, we provide conflicting messages to our own people and the politics of our own nation. We also send messages to our allies that may not be what we desire. It is a most difficult set of decisions comrades,” he said finally seating himself in his chair.
“If we were to support our communist brothers, what is our potential loss?” asked the chairman.
“Comrade, we not only lose the four billion a week, we also lose support from the British, European nations, some South American nations and many in the Pacific as well, including Australia. We potentially lose the technology we currently receive from those nations. Even more disturbing, we could lose our food imports. Comrades, we already have difficulties with the size of our population and we are moving towards solving these problems; however, when people are hungry, they tend to do a great many things that are not planned or expected and often not very pleasant. We have seen this in the past as well,” Che concluded.
“What about other communist nations? Do they not trade with us?” another asked.
“Comrades, none of our communist brothers has the money to trade for anything. You must understand, we all know communism is a political movement. What we are talking about is economics. These are two different things. If everyone were under a communist government, all things would be owned by the state and all products could be shared equally. But three quarters of the world are not under our influence. They trade openly and support their people through that trade. We decided to do the same and it has worked for us. It can continue to work for us if we desire to allow it.”
The discussion continued all morning. Some still could not understand why decreeing something or another would not necessarily make it happen. These tended to be the delegates without a western education or at least some western experiences. The delegates who received their formal education outside China understood completely. They were the ones now trying to get the others to understand what Che was saying. The final decision was a Chinese one, full of compromise and manipulation.
“It is decided then,” said the Chairman. “We will say nothing negatively about the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. However, we will secretly make contacts with the United States and offer some limited assistance. It must be made clear, however, that these efforts are informal and will never be acknowledged. Our political leaders will begin working with them to maintain our trading and possibly improve our relations with the west, without openly jeopardizing our communist ideals and policies,” he said stiffly. The Chairman banged the gavel and everyone left the room. Che was one of the last to leave. He almost doubted they would be able to pull it off.
Washington D.C.
“Thank you, gentlemen, for meeting with me at the White House,” the President said as he ushered four Congressmen and two Senators, including a grinning Senator Williamson, into the Oval Office. The meeting had been hurriedly set up when these same congressmen had said they were going to call a public hearing on the recent firings and shuffling in the various military departments. In every case, they had invested some political capital in the senior officers and were not going to let them go down without opposition. Jim Butler asked for the meeting so that everyone could ‘understand the feelings of the others and address the subject with the respect it deserved.’
It had been a masterful stroke to bring the men over after dinner for some drinks and a more relaxed setting. Through a couple of disgruntled employees Butler learned these senators and congressmen were hoping to spring a political trap on the President by calling into question his decision making and possible favoritism by the White House. There were also some questions about a few government contracts. The senators and congressmen thought they were in the right and might even get a public apology — something that could damage the President’s party. That changed once the meeting actually started. After a few pleasantries the President began.
“My friends, you have all voiced some concerns about a shake up in the Department of Defense. You should rightly be concerned and I am here to answer your questions fully and completely, understanding the Department of Defense comes under my purview as one of my departments. Necessarily, I may make changes as I deem necessary for the conducting of military operations,” he said flatly. Several of the men began fidgeting in their seats.
“You see, recently we have begun preparing this nation for a war. In each of the changes we made, grounds were sufficient to remove the individual in question and transfer them to other duties, also vital to our war effort. If any of the individuals decided to retire, their resignation was taken without prejudice and they were allowed to retire with their full rank and benefits. One thing I did not want to have was a lineup of courts martial. That would have embarrassed the nation or yourselves in the process. We did not need people becoming disenfranchised with our fighting forces or political leadership.”
“I wanted to discuss this with you tonight in a private setting so you could understand our reasoning.” The President picked up one of a foot high stack of records on the table beside him. “Here is one example. Two of you contacted my office regarding Vice Admiral Granger. In his case, he met with shipbuilding officials and was preparing the authorization of well over a trillion dollars in shipbuilding over the next two years. He made the statement that he was in charge of how the money would be spent and he would authorize it. I do not believe the Congress would have approved of what he was doing. He was further doing so without proper authorization from the chain of command. In digging further into his background, we found he authorized a number of sole source contracts within certain congressional districts or states that were supposed to be competed out. Upon going over his military record, there are a number of events that narrowly avoided the loss of a ship or plane related to his own incompetence. Along the way there are documented intercessions by some political leadership in Washington that steered his career. In this last case, he was attempting to make presidential policy and authorize expenditures without the approval of either myself or the Congress,” he said finally looking around the room. His gaze lingered on a few of the men. “Of course I shall not go into who has gone to bat for the Admiral in the past. I seriously doubt anyone would have supported the man if they had known his true record. And again, we cannot let this man’s actions hurt someone who may be innocent,” he said finally closing the folder.
“Now we shall take up Admiral Harris, the CNO. In his case….” The President took the men step by step through each of the records on the table, addressing each man removed from his position. The reports were damning. For those in the room it had been a wonder these men had ever risen to the positions they acquired. However, it was what was unsaid that affected the men more. In each case, there was something in writing tying these men to a congressman or senator who used influence to help them remain in power. If that ever got out, the political repercussions would have been devastating. With the current mood in the country, it would have meant the elected official being run out of town on a rail. They all knew when to fold their cards and it happened during the two hour meeting. Jim Butler sat at the back wall and said not a word. The man definitely knows politics, he thought.
In the end, there were few questions but no one wanted to pursue the matter further. After some refreshments, the President took the floor one last time. “My friends, I hope you now know why these unfortunate decisions had to be made. I want to continue to work closely with you and your staff to make this country great and I am sorry that officers in our armed services have painted the wrong picture for you. I will, of course, maintain these records so that they are not released to the public. If in the future you have questions of me or any of the departments under my administration, please contact me or my Chief of Staff. Thank you all for coming this evening,” he said as he shook each man’s hand and then walked with them to the main portico. He stood at the steps as each got in the special transportation and left.
The President then turned to Butler and let out a long slow breath. “I hope I’ll never have to do that again,” he said.
Butler nodded as they went back into the White House. “Boss, you never cease to amaze me. I thought they were going to eat us up; especially Senator Williamson.”
The President shook his head. “Most of those guys are not the big hitters they think they are. I hope you noticed that all I had to do was hint at a scandal and they backed down. Williamson sees himself as the next god. If it ever got out he was involved in something regarding these men, he would probably find himself retired and on some speaker’s circuit.”
“I also noticed you mentioning things written on paper. I didn’t recall anything like that in the service records.”
The President grinned. “Actually, I had some additional records pulled. Like letters to the boards, letters to their superiors, things like that. For a politician, it is the paper trail that can hurt you. In these cases, they had been using their influence for years. Williamson was one of the worst. You just have to know where to find it. A couple of those guys will be pissed off at us for a while, but in the end, if I keep my word and it doesn’t get out, they will come around. Besides, now I have one hell of a bargaining chip when our backs are against the wall,” he said slapping Butler on the back. “Now why don’t you get home. Your wife already thinks I’m a task master down here. Tomorrow is Saturday. You take tomorrow and Sunday off like a normal guy. The office will run itself. If I need anything I can call you now anyway,” he said grinning.
“You sure?” Butler asked. “I’d hate to be missed,” he said with a slight grin.
“Get on home,” the President said. “Relax some, Jim. I need my friend back on Monday.”
Butler looked around and made note that only the Service escort was around. He winked at the President. “Good night, Steve,” he said in a short private moment. Butler turned and headed down to the staff offices and home.
President O’Bannon watched the man leave. Butler was quickly becoming his best friend. He would have to make sure they continued to work together even after his presidency.

Chapter 9

June 15 — Gathering Assets
Washington D.C.
General Claire Richardson went over the reports on her desk. They told the story of men and women, materials, equipment, timetables, transportation, munitions — everything that would be needed to conduct a war. Since her return from Memphis, she had been totally immersed in planning and preparation for an invasion. It had been rough. Transportation issues plagued her from the start. At first, it was bringing in the supplies and troops. Then it was the staging. Now it was getting the whole show to Korea. A Navy three star was in the overall command of this venture, but so far all he worried about was his own precious ships. The Navy was getting assets but the wrong kind. Warships were great at protecting things and projecting power ashore, but what she needed was transport to get the Marines and Army to the beach with all its equipment and be able to provide enough to make it decisive. US pre-positioning ships were on their way from Diego Garcia, and a couple were coming from Europe. There were even a few being readied from Pearl Harbor, but that was not near enough. She wanted enough to put at least five full divisions on the beach with enough equipment to outfit a couple of brigades with spares — and that was just for the initial landings. One thing she had learned about amphibious warfare; go in with overwhelming superiority.
“Okay, let’s go over it again so I understand. You plan on transporting us over there on a few LSTs, some LPDs and the rest on chartered cruise ships. That should get the men over, but the equipment side is left hanging. The LPDs and LSTs don’t hold but a fraction of what’s needed. You are bringing in the Ro-Ros to handle some of the tanks. But you’re telling me you can’t bring but half of the equipment they will need. What kind of options are you suggesting?” she asked.
The Navy Captain had already thought through tons of options, but none were really satisfactory. “General, the only thing my guys came up with is to go in with what we have and stage the rest in Japan. We empty, go across the strait and pick up more. If we were to round robin the stuff, we probably wouldn’t leave the guys without equipment for too long,” he said.
She shook her head. There were just too many times in history when people made assumptions and the Marines ended up paying the price. Guadalcanal was a prime example. “Look Captain, I understand we are short stocked on transport, but we can’t do this unless we have some way to get tanks and trucks on station. We can’t really do it with freighters or containerships. There has to be something that can get that equipment there and put it on a beach. You and your team find me that transport within the next 24 hours or I will have to tell the President this thing can’t work. You get me?”
The Captain gave a sigh. “Yes, ma’am. We’re still working on it. I don’t like it any more than you do, General. My people have been scrounging around every port on the East Coast and in the Gulf trying to figure it out. One guy mentioned barges, but that would be a no go in any kind of offshore operations. The other problem is our equipment is big. Trucks and tanks take up a lot of room and weigh a bunch of tons. We’ve maxed out our sealift capacity as it stands. Nobody ever believed we would have to mount such an amphibious operation again.” The man rubbed his forehead.
Richardson looked at the man and could tell he was frustrated. He couldn’t help that the political climate of the previous administration had choked back the budgets and, as a result, the ships. “Captain, I understand and I can’t say as I have all the answers myself, but we have to solve this one. It means my people dying on some godforsaken beach without a chance. I can’t do that, and I figure you can’t either. So push hard. We have got to find an answer,” she said.
“Aye, sir. We’ll come up with something,” he said. The people at the table gathered up their papers and trudged out the door. It had been a long and exhausting day, and it looked like it would be a long night too. The General sat back and looked over the lists one more time. There had to be some way of making landings on Korean soil where it would be strategically placed and not a deathtrap for her troops.
After a minute she put the papers down and closed her eyes. Black had been right. It was the ultimate for her — planning the largest amphibious landing since Inchon, during the last Korean conflict. She had the men and materials and almost everything in place to kick off; and she would be in command of one of the units. It was a back breaking task, but she loved it. She didn’t even question the order. She took the reins and sank spur. Her thoughts were interrupted by Colonel Grayson. He missed the last meeting and was upset.
“Grayson, where the hell have you been? The meeting’s over,” she chided.
“Sorry about that, General. I was up in Baltimore looking over a couple things and had a hell of a time getting back. One of those ships broke her anchor chain and drifted into the bridge. I had to detour forever before I could get here,” he said.
“What kind of ship was it?” she asked. “I didn’t know there was that much traffic going in and out.”
“No, ma’am, it was one of those car carriers. Baltimore is a major hub for sending over the Hyundai’s and Toyotas. With Korea closed up, the Hyundai people have them stacked all over the Chesapeake Bay. I’ll be glad when we can get those barges out of here. Ugly things,” he complained.
The General stood up. There was a surprised look in her eyes. “Get Captain Ross back in here right now,” she shouted.
The Colonel jumped and quickly made his way out the door. He thought she was really pissed. In fact, she was happy as a clam. In three minutes Grayson and Ross came back in the room. They found her pouring over charts of the coasts. She stood again when they entered. “Gentlemen, I think we may have an answer.” Both men looked at her questioningly. It had only been a few minutes since they had all left in dismay. Now a change?
“Ross, I want to change the plans a little,” she said. “I want to land here and here,” she said pointing at two places on the chart. Both men looked down at where she was pointing. It looked like major cities with large port facilities. It was obvious they didn’t get it.
“Ross, how about going to Baltimore with the Colonel here tomorrow and talk to our friends at Hyundai. I bet they have some ships we can use,” she said with a grin.
Mare Island, California
“Permission granted to light off One Alpha,” came the voice over the bitch box.
Senior Chief Messick checked the boiler front one last time. He reached down and picked up the lighting off torch. One end of the torch had a cloth that was soaked in some fuel. One flick of a lighter and the cloth end caught and began to burn. A small cover was pulled open on the lighting off port leading into the boiler casing. He already made sure that no fuel was on the floor that might pre-ignite. The lighted torch was inserted into the boiler and, after making sure it was still lit, the port was closed. The First Class Petty Officer opened the number one burner atomizer safety valve and then opened the number one fuel oil supply valve one-half turn.
Inside the burner, the pressurized fuel oil slammed through the tube and hit the tip of the atomizer causing it to spin rapidly, spinning the fuel into a vapor. The vapor sprayed into the boiler casing just above the torch resulting in a sudden flash of flame. The Senior Chief looked through the observation port and saw the flame. He then adjusted the flame and opened up the fuel oil supply to full. He smiled at the result, turned and grabbed the mike. “Fires lit in One Alpha.”
The Senior Chief opened another set of valves on the number two burner, then three and so on over the next hour until all the burners were lit and the water was slowly brought to a boil. The top watch kept an eye on the water levels in the steam drum, while the lower level watched the burners and the pressures. The steam-driven forced-draft blowers were sped up as the boiler came up to pressure taking over from the electric one used when lighting off. Care was taken to make sure the water levels inside the boiler were maintained. Too much water and there was a high water casualty that would possibly allow water to enter the system and strike rapidly turning turbine blades in an engine, generator, or blower. Too low and the water, which actually cooled the steel boiler tubes, would drop below the tops of the tubes causing them to overheat and possibly split open. A rapid refilling would cause a thermal shock and tremendous explosion. By the time the boiler was online, it was operating at 600 psi and generating superheated steam at a temperature of nearly 800 degrees. The safeties were set and, after making all the tests and checks, the boiler was certified as operational. By that time One Bravo had been lit off and was nearing its operating pressures. Six more boilers waited to be tested and certified.
Pyongyang, North Korea
Kee Yuan Ho was scared. He was a common driver for the Democratic People’s Republic who worked his way up from small Lorries to the largest trucks in the fleet. He spent the last three weeks delivering Army supplies from the huge depots near Pyongyang to troops now in what was called South Korea. Day after day he had driven his truck almost to the breaking point, and then he was told to take two days off because his truck was scheduled for maintenance. He fell onto his mat and didn’t move for over 24 hours. When he woke, he stepped from his one room apartment and looked around the neighborhood.
The suburb of Pyongyang was not much more than a slum by western standards. The streets were made of dirt and the buildings plain and utilitarian. Occasionally there was room where a tree was growing either in a courtyard or beside a building where it was protected from the street. Smoke rose from each building as the cooking pots boiled the evening’s meager meals. A haze hung over the buildings and the rest of the city, not from automobiles but from the manufacturing plants surrounding them. You could smell a variety of things in the air, from some kind of flowers and food preparation to the heavier smell of industrial waste. Kee was about to go back inside when he saw it — a small stick poking out from under a flower pot in his side window.
It was a signal he dreaded for the past five years. He had worked his way up the chain at the transportation office to a position of trust. On his very first assignment to make a pick up in China it happened. He had been required to wait overnight as the truck was loaded. While staying in the local party barracks he had befriended a Chinese man and they had gone out to have a couple of beers. The next day he awoke in the man’s bed. Exiting quickly; he had been confronted by a Chinese official. They had taken photographs and had all the evidence of a homosexual orgy he could not remember. He was taken to a headquarters and after a long interrogation offered a chance to have all charges dropped. The only catch had been that he would forever do their bidding. During several trips to China he was trained in covert operations and told to return to work. They would contact him by placing a small twig under the flower pot. He had been told to keep that pot there all year long. Now he must put on his clothes and go down by the river to seemingly fish.
Kee rapidly threw on his clothes and grabbed his fishing pole. The river was about ten blocks away. He walked rapidly through the people on the street. No one looked up or had anything but a bored expression on their face. It made his job easier since he thought he probably looked guilty of everything. He crossed several streets and came to the reed covered backwater along the river. It was full of trash and debris. Coming to the water’s edge, he sat on a small stump and cast out his line. In no way would he eat anything caught in this river. He hadn’t even baited his hook. Thirty minutes later he reeled in his line and packed it up.
On the way back Kee took his time. He looked into a couple of shops and made his way through a small crowd. Upon returning to his home, he closed the window and retrieved the message that had been expertly placed in his pocket. After reading it, he threw it into the small wood stove and watch it burn thoroughly. He didn’t feel rested yet, but he knew he must get back to his truck. He would be contacted again soon.
South Korea
It was no use. The river had been forded in several places. The North Korean Army was moving forward again, although at a heavy price. The Americans were throwing everything into defense, while the South Korean Army soldiers were fighting fanatics. On two occasions the North Koreans were pushed back across the river, using up a month’s worth of artillery shells in the process. The next time across, the North sent over twice the men using three times the guns. Even then the South Koreans kept them at bay for more than three days until the North Korean Air Force hit the ammunition storage area and fuel depot. The soldiers simply started running out of things to throw at them.
The crossing was not an isolated incident. The South was fighting along a 180 mile front and constant pressure was exerted along the entire length. The defensive effort was enormous. A few ships had come through to Pusan bringing sorely needed ammunition and supplies. The airplanes brought even more, but there was no way to supply the entire effort by air. It would mean a constant airlift similar to the one supplying Berlin during the blockade. It was ships that always brought what was really needed. The submarine offensive helped, but aircraft came over almost every day. In the first two days all the aircraft in South Korea had been destroyed on the ground. Only now were some aircraft able to come across from Japan to provide very limited air cover. But these aircraft had limited time on station and were not top of the line. Despite all efforts, the South was losing ground by a couple of miles a day.
Master Sergeant Hufham and his company held the high ground overlooking the only serviceable road in this sector. The road was surrounded by steep hills, filled with vegetation and a few rock outcroppings. It made a 180-degree turn just beyond the base of Hufham’s hill partially blocking the far side of the road, but denying anyone a lot of maneuvering room. They chose this spot carefully. The top of the hill gave him a 270-degree look at the valley below, and he was going to take full advantage of it. The men were armed with mortars and .50 caliber machine guns. This time they even had some light artillery. Quite an accomplishment except for the fact there were fewer than 50 rounds for each of those guns. Luckily, the other hills around them were smaller, so their position was protected unless someone decided to climb the hill; not a likely prospect. He and the major commanding the unit were given 24 hours to set it up.
Major Peterson is not a bad leader, Hufham thought. He made good decisions and worked with the men to get the job done. Best of all he listened to his NCOs who had been the ones to dream up the plan in the first place. Hufham watched as the men completed the camouflage around the positions. Instead of just draping the nets around, the men had pulled up shrubs and other undergrowth from the other side of the hill to weave into it. By the time it was finished, no one from the ground or the air would be able to see any of the positions. Peterson made his way up the hill toward Hufham.
“Looks good from down the hill. Are the people spaced out enough?” he asked not wanting to increase the likelihood of losing too many to return fire.
“Should be no problem, Major. The ammunition is under cover and the whole place is ringed with field telephones so we can communicate. I checked the line to the next position over on Hill 419. Good comms, and the way is clear for us to back off when we need to,” Hufham said.
The Major nodded. The sound of gunfire could be heard not far away. Heavy thuds of artillery and mortars accentuated the staccato of the rifle fire. “Okay look. I want everyone to get to their positions and stand by. Eat a good meal, but no fires or smoke of any kind, including cigarettes. Pass the word. No one opens up until I say so. We may have one hour, possibly two before all hell breaks loose. When the people from hill 432 come around, have the guys meet them on the other side of this hill and send them back to 419. We don’t need them getting in the way or giving away our positions. I told Captain Washburn to stay on the far side. Lieutenants Harvey and Donnelly are already placed. Just make sure no one runs out into the open. I don’t want to give away anything,” he repeated sternly. It was clear he thought it all through and was worried about getting the job done. Then he smiled. “And keep your head down Top. I may want a ride in that Jeep of yours when this is done,” he said.
“Don’t worry. I got it hid. The keys are in the ignition, sir.”
“Damn, I like an efficient man,” he grinned. He turned serious again. “If we have to leave, get as many of the guys down that hill and back to 419 as possible. Blow up anything left, but above all, get these guys home, Top,” he said.
“Will do, sir. You know where I’ll be,” Hufham said. The men exchanged salutes and the Major blended back into the side of the hill. Hufham scanned the compound. Not a soul was stirring. That was good — exactly what they wanted. Hufham walked to each position along the line and told the men to eat a meal and stand ready. By the time he got to his position his stomach was churning, both from hunger and in anticipation of things to come. Ricks sat back from his binoculars and pointed to an MRE already in its cooker. The chemical heater had the water boiling.
“I made you some beef stew. Have a seat and relax before they come over the hill,” he said. Another explosion was heard and some black smoke billowed up two hills over. Ricks scanned the area and sat back again. “That ought to shut Davis up a while. He’s been bitching and moaning all day about having to set all this up. I finally had to tell him I was going to put my size 11s up his ass if he didn’t get hot,” he said. Ricks had matured quickly since that first night at the DMZ. He developed a focused approach to his job and the ability to get others to toe the line. Most of all, although encouraging, he didn’t mind kicking a few butts to get the job done. He and Hufham had developed a close, strong working relationship. He took another look around. Almost no traffic on the road was going toward the front. Most of it was heading away from it. “Won’t be long now,” he said.
Hufham wolfed down his meal and ate the dessert supplied. Then he threw the box and other leavings into a plastic bag. He doubted they would be policing the area up when they left, but it was good to at least think about it. The noise of gunfire was stronger now and more wounded were being brought back from the front, either in some sort of truck or by foot. Hufham made a call to each position reminding his people not to make a move until the order was given. He had thrown a few expletives in just to get his point across. He was actually pleased with their actions so far. This group had been thrown together from the huddling masses of military refugees who fled the northern part of the country when North Korea invaded. They were harassed all the way toward Pusan and reformed to help meet the needs of a controlled retreat along the front. But the men were not defeated. They pulled together and learned from what happened before. When the Major and Master Sergeant told them the plan, they responded with enthusiasm. This was their chance to get back at the people who started this war. It may not be the best situation, but they would give better than they got.
Ricks was watching the men and machines as they moved back along the road. It wasn’t a rout, but it was close. Lots of people were now trying to save what they had while not getting killed. A few mortar rounds landed at the curve along the far hill. They were here.
A couple of jets flew overhead. Hufham noticed them through the camouflage. They were not carrying bombs, as far as he could see, and the hills restricted what they could do in strafing runs. They passed across the area several times before moving to the north. Hufham pointed as they left. “Reconning from what I see,” Hufham said. “I bet they were checking out the hills along the road.”
Ricks nodded and turned to the other five in the hurriedly dug emplacement. “That’s why we said stay under cover. With all this shit on top of us, those planes have no idea we’re down here. Just stay loose,” he said to the men. He turned to Hufham. “There’s activity on the next hill,” he said. Hufham picked up his field telephone to alert the others and the Major reminded everyone to stay low and hold fire.
The men in the emplacement stared through the camouflage netting to watch a number of men scurry across the top of the adjacent hill. They mostly carried small arms, though a mortar and a couple of machine guns were seen being set up. Down on the road, the allies were carrying out a delaying movement, stopping to shoot and slow the enemy’s approach. It was deliberate work, dashing from place to place, firing at the enemy then moving again. A crossfire had been set up and some of the allied soldiers were drawing the North into the trap. Additional North Korean soldiers scrambled to the top of a hill across the road. It was the same as before, mostly small arms, a mortar and machine guns. More and more soldiers began to appear on the top of the adjacent hill and Hufham watched as an officer directed a part of the group to start moving along the ridge toward his own hill.
Hufham picked up the telephone and gave it a spin. “Emplacement two to command post. We have a couple squads of DPRs heading our way, Major,” he said.
“I see them,” came the reply. “Unit four, stand by, do not engage until I give the word.”
“Unit four roger,” came the voice of Captain Washburn.
“Attention all units, this is command post. Mortar one target hill one. Mortar two target hill two. Machine gun posts no targets at this time. Artillery positions hold; however, if we start to see armor, target the armor and hold. Remember, we don’t want to give away our true positions,” the Major reminded them.
* * *
Along the ridge of the hill the North Korean squad made its way through the brush. If they could get around the back of the Americans, it would be a slaughter. The brush was thick, but not too difficult to get through. Comrade Lieutenant Ho pushed his men forward. They had been walking almost since the war began and needed a break. But the Political Officer told them emphatically they could all rest after the war. It was politically imperative that this campaign get over with quickly. The Political Officer joined them in this push. After carefully surveying the adjacent hill by air and on the ground, it was determined that no one had considered it important enough to fortify, even though it was strategically situated along this major road. The soldiers pulled out their knives to slash away at the undergrowth as they proceeded. It slowed their progress to a crawl. The Political Officer went into another of his tirades, but nature was not something to be overcome through political will. Ho had to laugh at the man. He was typical. Almost every political officer he met thought that things would become fact simply by pronouncing it. Ho helped him out on several occasions when he found himself caught in some brush or dangerous situation. They were coming up on a rocky outcropping that would make easy transit.
* * *
Peterson watched the slow progress through the undergrowth. He also watched as the two hills completed their preparations for attacking the retreating troops. It would be just about right. The Claymores were positioned just behind the rocky outcropping so the ricocheting fragments could cause more damage. Once the Claymores went off, everything would go.
* * *
The Political Officer climbed up over the rocks and began walking along a path down the other side. His men were following behind. This campaign was sure to help him make a name for himself in the government. Any successful operation, no matter how small, looked good in a record. He silently held Lieutenant Ho in contempt. The man was weak politically, but his men followed his instructions and so he served his purpose — at least that is how it would read in his report. As he walked along, he never questioned why a path lay along the rocks. He was curious when he came up on some metal looking things stuck in the ground. He stopped a moment, bending down to get a better look.
* * *
The Claymores went off in unison wiping the entire squad of North Koreans off the side of the hill. At the same time, small sections of the netting were pulled back and the mortar rounds began dropping all along the ridge of both hills almost at once. North Korean men and equipment went flying as the rounds burst inside the tightly packed groups and their hastily dug positions. The machine guns and mortars never even had the chance to respond. The Americans used their mortars with great skill, clearing the top and walking the rounds down the opposite side of the hill. American mortar crews worked feverishly making sure every square inch of the North Korean positions had been neutralized. Within ten minutes the Major called a cease fire. The netting was pulled back in place.
* * *
The North Korean commander watched in horror as both hills seemed to disintegrate before him. He called for more troops to ascend the hill, but they were met by frantic troops coming down trying to escape the carnage. As the last of the American troops crossed the junction between the two hills, both sides seemed to explode at once, showering the roadway with debris and boulders. Then more explosives went off leaving the road unmanageable.
The Korean Commander cursed the Americans for denying him his planned route. There was pressure from above to meet the planned objectives at whatever cost. He immediately ordered the engineers forward to clear and rebuild the road. Then he began peering through his glasses to find out where the attack came from. But there was nothing. No smoke, no fallen trees, no evidence of an emplacement on any of the surrounding hills. He gazed back at the place of the first explosion. He could see where the Claymores had done their work, so he expected that emplacements were there. He next ordered artillery brought up to fire on that position and the surrounding area.
* * *
From a hidden site above the bend in the road, the spotter watched the activities out of sight from the rest of the company. Using the field telephone, he told the mortar crews exactly where everything was being brought up. Waiting until as many enemy soldiers were in the area as possible, Major Peterson gave the order to commence firing. The mortars spat out their deadly cargo at an alarming rate; raining down on the narrow roadway between the hills, killing troops, damaging the guns and other equipment, and more importantly, igniting the ready service ammunition that had been brought up to service the guns. When that happened, the high walls surrounding the roadway began to be peppered with ordnance. In a few seconds, the dirt and rock face gave way on both sides of the steep hills and slid down into the narrow road; making it narrower still. After using a rocking ladder type movement with the mortar rounds for the next 15 minutes, all fell quiet again.
“Move the mortars and equipment to position bravo, I say again, position bravo,” Major Peterson ordered into the telephone. Quickly and quietly, the mortars were dismantled and moved to a new covered position nearly 100 yards away from their previous positions. The entire move was accomplished under the natural canopy or the camouflage netting, giving nothing away.
“There isn’t much moving down there, Major,” the spotter said into his telephone. “I see all the guns overturned, a couple of trucks burning, and a shit load of soldiers dead,” he said. “They moved the rest of the equipment back behind the next bend. I would bet that road is all clogged up now, sir.”
“Just keep your eyes open,” the Major told him. “Now that we’ve pissed them off, they’ll be back.” He turned and walked up to Hufham’s new position. The men were putting the finishing touches on the emplacements and reinstalling the field telephone.
Hufham saluted. “All set, Major,” he said. “How far back did we knock them?”
The Major glanced back toward the road. “I figure about half a klick. They’ll regroup and start coming over those hills to get at us, or they’ll bring up some armor. Either way it will be a hot night,” he said gruffly. “I doubt they were able to get a good fix on where we were shooting from, but I’m being cautious. Have your men get some rest after they re-supply. I have a feeling they won’t come till later this evening when it gets dark.”
Hufham nodded in agreement. “Yeah, they’d be sitting ducks down there,” he said pointing to the road. “I’ll have some of the decoys set off towards dusk to let ‘em know where we aren’t,” he said with a grin.
“Good. That will last long enough for us to drop ‘em. Just make sure no one lets the cat out of the bag. I’ll do a walk through later on,” the Major said.
Hufham made his own rounds of the positions, reassuring the people and reinforcing the Major’s ideas. Whoever came up on their positions was going to learn a really hard lesson.
Washington D.C.
Hammond rode the elevator up from his basement abode and stopped on the main floor. He took a quick look outside just so he could say he had seen daylight for the day, even though it was 5:30 am. Just the hint of a dawn was good enough for him. He walked briskly down the corridors and out the west wing toward the offices surrounding the Oval Office. He stopped by communications and picked up the “Early Bird,” the daily newspaper clippings sheets. The top sheet was always colored yellow and had the words “Early Bird” across the top. He glanced across the front sheet where the most important stories were. As he was about to leave, a Marine captain stopped him. “Captain, the Chief of Staff was looking for you, sir. He said to have you come in and see him right away.”
Hammond grunted. “Another minor crisis no doubt,” he said with a faint smile. He retraced his steps a few yards and turned down another corridor near the Oval Office. Butler’s door was open and Hammond saw Butler reading the Washington Post, sipping on some black coffee. Another Navy captain was in the office. Hammond knocked slightly on the door.
“Come on in, Roger,” Butler said with a grin. He pointed to the other captain who was now getting out of his chair. “Roger, meet Eric Matthews,” he said. The two men shook hands. “Eric is your relief.”
That stopped Hammond in his tracks. He looked at his friend. “My relief?”
Butler laughed. “Yeah, the President and I have been getting tired of looking at your ugly face,” he said. Then he handed Hammond a sheet of paper.
Hammond read the message slowly. “…proceed immediately to San Francisco, CA and report aboard USS (name withheld) and assume the duties of commanding officer….” Hammond’s face broke into a grin. “My god, I never would have believed it,” he said slowly. “What ship? It’s been removed from the orders.”
Butler was beaming. The President and Admiral Johnson both had come up with this idea. He wasn’t about to blow it. “Roger, the boss wants that kept a secret for now. You are to proceed this morning to San Francisco and take command. Some people will meet you at the airport and take you to her.”
“Yeah, but is it a destroyer, a cruiser, some barge — what is it?”
“Probably some supply ship. The boss knows you really wanted to go to sea, but you’ve made a few enemies around here. He did the best he could. Just get out there and command again,” Butler said. “In the mean time, Eric and I have a little work to do. So get back to your hole and pack up. Your plane leaves in about four hours. Just be happy you get to leave this funny farm,” he said extending his hand. Hammond shook it warmly. “Thanks, Jim. Can I drop by and thank the boss?”
“You can try, but he’s on the Hill all morning. Don’t worry. We’ll be in touch. Besides, if this guy doesn’t work out, I may recall you,” he joked winking at Matthews.
Hammond shook their hands again. “Tell the President I said thanks.”
“Get out of here, squid.”
Hammond walked out of the office and back down the corridor. Several of the people stepped out to congratulate him on his new command. No one could say what it was, but they knew it was something he wanted. Back at his quarters, he was surprised to see several staff members packing up the last of his belongings. The staff arranged for his things to be sent up and a car brought around. Hammond stopped briefly by the command center where he picked up his records and his orders along with the transportation documents. Being from the White House, everything had already been arranged.
As he prepared to leave, he stopped by Butler’s office again to find it empty. He walked over to the desk and placed a set of keys to his Oldsmobile in the center of the blotter with a short note. Take care of her, it said. Then he made his way through the corridors again and out the entrance. A limousine was waiting for him. He sat in the front with the driver and the big presidential machine exited the gate and made its way to 14th Street and Reagan International Airport. The driver went to the private plane section where a Cessna business jet was waiting. Inside he found three other officers, all heading for the west coast. Within 20 minutes the jet was climbing steadily into the morning sky.
South Korea
The North Koreans had tried one additional push along the road. Two old T-59 tanks pressed through the narrow passage and started shooting at the rock outcropping where the Claymores had gone off. They couldn’t know that no one had ever really been there. After several rounds each with no return fire, the tanks with infantry following close behind eased out of the gap and around the corner of the road. They were half way along the near side of the hill before the Major opened up with the light artillery he had. The M102 howitzer had been around a while. It was on wheels, fairly light, and shot a 105mm round. Major Peterson had two of them, and both were positioned where they could shoot down at anything along the road. Peterson loved the things, but whenever they fired there was a puff of smoke to give the position away. He had kept them silent until this moment.
Firing armor piercing rounds, the M102s cut through the armored bubble top of the old Russian tanks like they were butter. Immediately both tanks were knocked out and the mortars opened up again to take care of the infantry.
After knocking out the tanks, the M102s opened up on the far side of the hill, eventually knocking off enough dirt and rock to completely block the road, while also cutting off any means of escape. The North Koreans were trapped. They desperately tried to find cover, but none was to be found. Then they tried to climb the hill the Americans were on. They made it to just above the base when the .50 caliber machine guns and other small arms opened up. Within minutes, nothing was alive in the valley floor. Peterson again moved his equipment to new emplacements. The heavier guns were moved just over the top of the hill. No one would be coming along the road any time soon.
By 9 pm the sun was well below the horizon and Major Peterson’s men were firmly in place. All had been fed and they were fairly well rested, even after all the hard work of moving the equipment. Because they no longer had night vision glasses, Hufman had set some of the men to work laying noisemakers in the bushes and wire well ahead of the positions to give warning of an enemy’s approach. Unfortunately the crickets tended to mask the sound of someone moving around. Ricks reminded them that crickets fell silent when someone approached, helping some of the soldiers feel better.
Hufham was sitting in his foxhole looking out across the valley. There was a little moon, but not much. Nothing was moving. “Where would you come from?” he whispered to Ricks.
Ricks moved slightly and pointed. “Along the ridgeline from that low hill to ours. A lot easier than climbing it,” he said. “But I’m not worried about those guys coming in. I’m worried that they start raining some mortar rounds over here from the tops of those far hills. It will be tough watching for the bad guys when you’re trying to keep your head from being blown off.”
“True enough. Now that it’s dark, we really can’t see what’s going on over there,” Hufham agreed. Through the field telephone in his hand he could hear the Major giving orders to the mortar batteries. So far, there was nothing. One could only hope they had given up, but Hufham knew that would never happen.
Shortly after 10 pm flashes of dim light could be seen coming from the far hill. Mortar rounds began dropping all along the promontory next to the road. Round after round landed in the positions they had been firing from and even spread out along the length of the hill. Fortunately the Major had anticipated the move and their final emplacements were closer to the back end of the hill away from the tip. No rounds were fired in return that might give away their final positions. After thirty minutes of sustained mortar fire in the wrong place, the hills fell silent again.
Only ten minutes later one of the outposts heard the rattle of an empty can. It was reported quickly and at a whisper through the system. A few minutes later more were heard. Now the whole compound was alerted. Hufham sat in his position and waited. Slowly, he began to see faint movement as the North Korean soldiers eased their way along the hill. There was no reason to do anything yet. Wait until they had the largest number of them dead to rights, then let them have it, he thought. Hufham glanced over at Ricks. In the faint moon he could see a glint of concentration in Ricks’ eyes as he peered at the slowly moving Koreans. They continued to crawl in closer. In a few minutes Hufham motioned for Ricks to get ready while he pulled out some grenades. All along the line, the other men in their positions were doing the same thing. Closer and closer they came until Hufham could see individual parts of their uniforms. When it seemed that he could almost reach out and touch them, the telephone crackled “Now!”
The entire side of the hill seemed to explode at once and riflemen and machine gunners opened up on the hapless Koreans. Grenades went flying through the air, exploding in packed groups of soldiers who let out cries of pain and fear as a result. All along the line came shouts of anger as the soldiers charged towards the fortified positions, only to be mowed down by the American assault weapons and machine guns. The flash of the .50 caliber weapons occasionally illuminated a North Korean soldier as he rose up or fell down. Many times it caught the agony of the dying soldier’s face.
The mortars were in business now hitting along the crest of the hill where the North Koreans were coming with a few peppering the far hill where the North had set up their own mortars. At one point a large explosion was seen indicating a round that hit an ammunition supply. The M102s then fired a set of star shells over the enemy positions showing for the first time the extent of the assault.
North Koreans were everywhere. Their forces had been hurt badly but more and more seemed to be pouring over the top of the hills toward the American lines. Several machine gun positions were set up and firing into the lines, killing indiscriminately. As Hufham watched, heavier artillery rounds began falling around them. The North Koreans obviously placed their guns farther back where they could not see.
The M102s began hammering at the Koreans to keep them from reinforcing their lines, but the effort was running short. In several places the Americans were overrun. Hand to hand fighting was starting to break out and the North had the weight of numbers on their side. The American mortars were doing their best, but after several assaults, they were running low on ammo.
A North Korean soldier suddenly appeared in front of Hufham’s position. Hufham nearly cut him in half with his rifle as two more came up. With methodical precision, Hufham and Ricks, along with two other men, mowed down the soldiers until they were piled so deep the advancing soldiers had to climb over them.
Still they came. One screaming soldier managed to get into the small emplacement and lunged at Ricks, who calmly shoved his bayonet almost clean through the man. As he fell back, two more came in. Both were picked off by the Americans, but not before one was killed by a rifle shot.
In a final effort, the North Koreans were repulsed. Hufham killed one in a hand-to-hand duel where he slung the man against a piece of splintered wood and then pressed him into it. He turned around to see one last soldier scrambling toward him; his bayonet leading the way. Just as it seemed Hufham’s life was over, the soldier doubled over and fell like a wet rag at Hufham’s feet. That was when Hufham saw Ricks standing there holding his rifle by the barrel. The stock was broken and hanging. Ricks looked at him and shrugged his shoulders. “Out of ammo,” he said.
Major Peterson stumbled into the position and looked at the carnage. “You’ve been busy,” he said. “We won’t be able to take another assault. Gather the men you can and head to Hill 419. See if you can drag one of the 102s with you. I’m going to set the charges. As soon as they come again, we’re all out of here. Get going,” he ordered.
“Yes, sir,” said Hufham. He turned to the others. “You heard the man, get going. Ricks, go along the line and tell the men to be ready to move out when I say.” All the men took off to get things ready. Hufham had two men head to the jeep and hook up one of the mobile guns. The second was hooked up to a deuce and a half sitting unscathed nearby. As they were finishing up, a cry went out from across the ridge as seemingly thousands of North Koreans charged through the brush toward the American lines. The last of the mortar rounds were expended and men kept up the fire while the rest began their orderly retreat. Major Peterson ordered the men to leave and Ricks jumped in the Jeep and pulled out toward the next hill. Hufham led the remaining men in their fall back, still taking a toll on the North Koreans as they advanced blindly and foolishly into what was to become a trap.
As the last of the Americans scrambled down the hill and away, Major Peterson’s last surprise was unleashed. The fuses were set for a number of charges throughout the c& especially around the remaining ammunition. The Americans were only about half way down the hill when the entire top seemed to lift as one gigantic piece straight into the air and fall with a thud back to earth. Men were knocked from their feet and the sounds of the explosions were deafening.
Suddenly all fire ceased. The Americans continued to make their way back down the hill, but no one followed. Hufham went back a short distance to help retrieve the last of the soldiers. In the midst of the carnage Major Peterson suddenly appeared in front of him. His uniform was torn and bloodied. There was a gash across his temple and what looked like blood running down his arm. He was dragging himself slowly toward the hill with a pronounced limp.
Hufham took the Major’s good arm and draped it over his shoulder to steady him. Peterson winced slightly, and then continued at a faster pace. “You know, you are one ugly sumbitch in the dark,” he said.
Hufham chuckled. “Shouldn’t talk to your guardian angel that way, sir,’ he joked.
Peterson shook slightly as he let out a stifled laugh. “Yeah, maybe,” he said. Then he turned serious. “Everybody out?” he asked.
“As many as were alive,” Hufham said.
The Major seemed to droop slightly. “Well, at least we made them pay for it,” he said sadly.
The two men were met by several of the other men and helped up Hill 419. There wasn’t much to be thankful for. Hill 419 was next.

Chapter 10

July 8 — New Command
San Francisco, California
After two stops along the way, the Cessna business jet landed at San Francisco International Airport. As the engines shut down, a man came back, opened the cabin door, and let down a set of stairs. Hammond stepped out of the aircraft into the warm early evening. The sun was setting and he could smell the sea. It was like being reborn.
An old Cadillac pulled up beside the jet and a weathered looking Chief Warrant Officer stepped out. He was wearing summer whites that contrasted with his tanned and wrinkled face. He walked up and saluted the Captain. “Captain Hammond, I am Bos’n Patnaude. The XO asked if I could come pick you up, sir,” he said. Hammond extended his hand. It was met with a firm grip. The old man’s steely blue eyes never left him. It was almost as if he were sizing him up. “Let’s get your bags and head out,” the man said.
The suitcases and some boxes were piled into the trunk of the car. Instead of sitting in the back, Hammond crawled into the front seat beside the Bos’n or ‘Boats’ as rated Boatswain’s Mates are called. The car was started and moved rapidly out of the airport grounds and onto the freeway. They followed Interstate 80 across the bridge to Alameda and kept going northeast.
At first not much was said, and then Hammond broke the ice. “Okay, Boats, are you going to tell me the name of my ship or what?” he asked early in the ride.
Patnaude let out a crusty laugh. “You mean you really don’t know, sir?”
“Not a clue.”
He was still laughing a little. “Well, I’m sorry to say the XO told me I couldn’t tell you until you caught sight of her. It seems he got a call from none other than the White House to set some things up, so you can imagine we’re kinda impressed. When we get there, there’s a dinner going on in the wardroom with the Mayor and a few others to welcome you aboard. Everybody’s been anxious for you to get here,” he said as he drove.
Hammond let out a sigh. “Great. That’s just what I need.”
Patnaude glanced at his captain. They all heard of their new captain and what he had been doing, but now that he met him, Hammond seemed a pretty decent guy. No wonder the President liked him. Patnaude couldn’t let him linger. “Well, Captain, they didn’t say I couldn’t tell you what’s going on,” he said. Hammond twisted slightly to watch the old Bos’n.
“The ship is up in Vallejo, and the head of the shipyard up there talked to the mayor about refurbishing the ship on their own. So the city paid all the bills and got things going. They called in a bunch of veterans to help out. As a matter of fact, about half of the crew is veterans,” he said proudly. “When they called me back up, I jumped at it. Figured I’d never get this chance again. Anyway all us old hands have been drilling the younger guys on all the usual things — you know, planned maintenance, getting their personal qualifications up, how to actually run the older systems, and even some operations drills. We figure there won’t be much time for any kind of real training, so we’re improvising a little.”
“That sounds pretty good. What about damage control?”
“An everyday thing, Captain. We got a crash course at the firefighting school and have been training the guys in pretty much everything. I figure we can hold our own,” Patnaude said.
“What about the ship’s condition? Is she ready to rock and roll?” Hammond asked.
“We’ll find out. We get underway tomorrow evening for Seal Beach and the ammunition onload. The Weapons Officer has been drilling his crews like a demon with dummy rounds,” he said. “Needless to say all of the weapons types are really getting anxious to get some things going. We’ll be onloading the missiles and gun ammo.”
Hammond smiled. So it wasn’t a supply ship. Missiles and gun ammo meant a warship of some kind. Now he was happy.
Patnaude could see the change in the Captain’s demeanor. He plowed ahead. “The snipes are pretty anxious, too. They want to see the engines really move the ship. Then again, I guess we all do. I know my guys have been working on the main deck making sure everything’s ready. The windless is operational and the brake was relined. All the anchor chain was repainted and stowed. The accommodation ladder is rigged if we need it and all the fittings are greased and ready. It was a task, but not that bad,” he said.
Hammond listened carefully. The man rattled his way through a myriad of things necessary for getting a ship underway, but he stopped short of saying something that might give him clues to its identity or type. Hammond actually believed the old man was enjoying himself in his torture. Patnaude kept up a running conversation all the way.
Continuing on Interstate 80, the men eventually crossed Carquinez Bridge and entered Vallejo. Exiting on Tennessee Street, Patnaude steered the car across the Mare Island Causeway. They began making their way through a number of streets and buildings, passing several industrial plants and some residential neighborhoods that looked like old navy housing. After a few minutes they pulled past part of the river and went through a shipyard gate. They drove back into a large set of warehouses and workshops. It was hard to see much it was so dark. The few street lamps cast an orange glow on the buildings as they passed. Then they turned down a narrow road between two sets of warehouse buildings. In the clearing he saw the outline of a clipper-like bow. It rose majestically from the water to a bulb at the top. A huge anchor was seated in its hawser and just below it was an illuminated number. The number was 61.
Hammond gripped the arm rest of the car. This was definitely not a supply ship. It was a battleship. It was the kind of ship that every surface line officer dreamed of someday commanding. Before the advent of the aircraft carrier, this was the primary means of projecting power at sea. Although the aircraft carrier could strike harder and farther away with her aircraft, this ship could slug it out one-on-one with anything afloat. More importantly, it could fling its lethal cargo to support troops ashore. As they rounded the buildings he could see the two forward turrets with their three guns each pointing proudly into the night sky. Her tall towers swept upwards and were topped by a set of red aircraft warning lights. The ship was immense. She oozed strength.
Patnaude pulled the Cadillac beside the forward gangway. He came around and opened the door for Hammond to get out. As he did, the sound of four bells was heard and a voice announcing “Captain, United States Navy, arriving.”
Patnaude looked at his captain. He could see the emotion on his face, but knew that was as far as it would get. “Welcome home, Captain,” he said smiling. “I’ll take care of getting your things to your cabin.”
“Thanks, Boats. Thanks a lot.”
Hammond walked to the set of stairs on a platform and climbed to the top where the brow leading to the ship was placed. He then walked to the quarterdeck. A crowd of men in uniform had gathered. Just before him were two sets of men facing each other and another holding a Bos’n’s call. It was a formal reception. As he stepped over the edge of the ship, the Bos’n’s Mate began blowing the call and the men saluted. Hammond saluted and walked through the sideboys, dropping his salute when the pipe stopped. A tall man in a commander’s uniform stepped up extending his hand.
“Good evening, Captain. I’m Brian Davis, your XO.” CO and XO greeted each other for the first time and the XO continued down the line introducing the senior officers. The sideboys were dismissed and the XO got down to business. “Captain, I know you have been left a little in the dark about this, but we were asked to have a small dinner in the wardroom this evening to welcome you and to invite the Mayor of Vallejo and some of the other people who made this happen. If you’re ready, we can join them,” he said.
The Captain nodded and followed the XO through a door on the starboard side, down a corridor leading past officer staterooms and the XO’s cabin. They came to a door blocking further passage. You could hear the noise of many voices in the next compartment. The XO opened the door and stepped through, calling out, “Attention on deck!”
There was a shuffling of chairs as the people in the wardroom came to their feet and became silent. Captain Roger Hammond stepped into the room and was ushered to a place at the center of the head table. The room was arrayed with two long tables and one shorter one crossing the top of the others. The room was full. Nearly 80 people were there waiting for him. As he came to his seat he was introduced to Patricia Crowell, Mayor of Vallejo and Jack Latham, the local shipyard executive. Once the introductions were done, the Captain turned to the others.
“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for this welcome. I guess it is apparent to everyone that our President likes surprises.” Everyone let out a little chuckle. They all had been aware that some special arrangements had been made for the Captain’s arrival. “And this surprise is most definitely a pleasant one. So let’s take care of the business at hand first. XO please have it noted in the ship’s log that as of 2033 hours on this date, as per my orders, I am assuming command of this vessel,” he said smiling. “Please take your seats.”
Officers and guests applauded as they sat back down and some small talk began around the tables. The XO rose to place a call to the quarterdeck to provide the information and carry out one last part of his own instructions. After hanging up, he waited for a moment and the instrument rang again. He picked up the receiver, listened and said, “Yes, sir.” Then he turned to the Captain. “It’s for you,” he said holding out the receiver.
Captain Hammond excused himself a moment and went to the telephone. He placed the receiver to his ear and said, “Captain Hammond.”
“Did you like my surprise?” the President asked.
Hammond broke into a broad grin. “Mister President, you will have my vote and the vote of every family member for the next six generations,” he said. He could hear the President laughing on the other end.
“You more than deserve it, Roger. You personally helped get this country back on its feet. You helped me get a grip on things, and you didn’t fold on me when the crunches hit. I am personally grateful. Sorry I wasn’t here to see you off this morning.”
“That’s OK, sir. You are a busy man; besides, this more than makes up for that.”
“I guess, but I need to make up a little more. Your XO has arranged for me to say a little something to the crew, can you give him the high sign or something so we can do this?”
Hammond looked over at the XO. “He’s ready.”
Davis picked up another telephone and gave an order. A Bos’n’s call was heard on the 1MC, the ship’s general announcing system, and the President’s voice could be heard through both the phone and the announcing system.
“Officers and men of the Iowa, this is your President speaking. I am truly sorry that I cannot be with you tonight. Your new commanding officer, Captain Hammond, is a fine officer and in this case, a good friend. But I was not the one that selected him for this job, so you are not getting some kind of a political appointment. The CNO came to me with his name about a month ago. Quite frankly we could think of no one else so qualified for the job.”
“Ladies and gentlemen, our nation is at war with an enemy that is cold and ruthless in its methods. They mean to deprive us of our liberties and subjugate us to their will. This cannot happen. Your ship will help lead the way. As I mentioned in a speech there recently, everyone here has been astonished at the patriotism and drive the people of Vallejo have displayed to bring their ship online. On behalf of a grateful nation, I accept this gift. Although I would normally be there to do this personally, with the urgent situation at hand, I cannot do so. Instead I will simply ask the Captain and each of you to witness this.”
“Captain Hammond, as President of the United States, I hereby place the battleship Iowa in commission. God bless and God speed.”
A cheer rang up from throughout the giant ship as 1,500 voices rose as one to welcome the old ship back into the Navy she had served so well over the decades. The President could hear the shouts and cheers as the celebration began. “Captain, she’s all yours. Give me a call when you can,” he said.
“Thank you, Mister President. Thank you for everything,” he said. The line went dead.
Hammond rejoined the others and the meal was served. He actually enjoyed the camaraderie being displayed. It was something he had not experienced in many of the other ships he had been on. During the meal he spent much of his time talking to Mayor Crowell. She was middle aged and a widow. Her late husband had been killed in an industrial accident five years before. Mayor Crowell had devoted herself to politics and her community. Hammond liked her sense of humor and could tell she had a keen intellect. At least she didn’t just sit there and wait to be pampered.
Latham was another likable guy. Much like Hammond, he was all about ships and the people who work on them. The Iowa had been his brainchild and his pet project. He was the kind of a guy you met to have a beer with; friendly, honest, and someone you could count on. Hammond could see how they had worked together to bring a ship like this back.
As the dessert was being brought out, Hammond rapped lightly against his glass to get some attention. He stood up before his officers.
“Ladies and gentlemen, this has been a rather momentous evening,” he said with a grin. “I understand we are getting underway tomorrow to complete our systems and onload ammunition. I can tell you that this will be a hurried evolution. They need us out there. Right now the North Koreans have taken over half of South Korean soil and we are in danger of losing the peninsula. Although I had been left in the dark about this ship specifically, I do know we will be a part of a major surprise to our enemies. This ship is going to war, and we are taking the war to our enemies. We will continue the XO’s training efforts and I will add a few of my own. Within the next thirty days we will be going in harm’s way, and if it is left to me, this ship will lead the way.” There were some shouts and some applause. He continued, “Listening to the Bos’n all the way here, I get the feeling this is just about the best crew in existence.” There was laughter this time and he saw Patnaude sit back grinning. “Well, we’ll see. What I do know is I work hard and when the job’s done I play. We may even have some lighter times along the way. But the main thing is that we all do our jobs to the best of our abilities. If there is a problem, let’s talk about it and fix it. If there is a rough spot, polish it down. If someone can’t cut it, let’s get someone who can. We don’t have time to waste on slackness. We have a job to do.”
“Gentlemen, USS Iowa is going to war. So while we have the chance, I propose one toast,” he said picking up his tea glass. “To USS Iowa, fear God and Dreadnought.”
* * *
After the dinner Hammond was shown to his cabin and the XO bid the captain good night. Hammond looked around the cabin. It was more like a suite. A long dining table was fixed to one side and a sitting area was on the other. A desk sat in one corner. The bulkheads were covered in some sort of wood grained plastic making the room much warmer than the usual steel and paint. He turned the corner by the desk and entered a small bedroom. To his surprise, his belongings had been put away. Even his toothbrush had been placed in a receptacle in his bathroom. As he walked into the bathroom, or head as the Navy called it, he turned to see the tub. No other ship had a tub like it. It had been installed for President Franklin Delano Roosevelt in 1943 when he took this very ship to Casablanca for a conference. Hammond even turned the faucet to see the water run.
Returning to his bedroom he quickly disrobed and crawled into bed. With a 5:30 wake up call, he would need his sleep. As he lay on the bed he thought about the history wrapped in the one ship he now commanded. It had been serving the last time the North Koreans had become aggressive. It was interesting that each time the nation had run into problems, these ships had been there. Now she was back again. Strange, but it was almost like he could feel something in the ship; something that made him feel welcome. It really was almost like the ship was alive. Hammond decided to wrap himself in that feeling and quickly fell asleep.
Norfolk, Virginia
Under the cover of darkness the ships steamed south. The canal would be cleared for their passage in two nights. They would transit under the cover of darkness and time it so that no one would see them go in or out. By the time morning came, the ships would be well out to sea. As they transited, more ships joined them. They had started in Boston, picked up four in New York, two in Philadelphia, more were joining off Norfolk. A few more would join up off Mayport and the tip of Florida. In all, the group would be comprised of forty-seven ships.
Tim Reardon watched with a bit of sadness as the last ship departed the pier and moved toward open sea. He was still busy as hell with additional ships, but these had been the heart of the effort. As his men and women had taken to the task, they added additional hours of their own just to see that the job had been done right.
Rust had been the biggest enemy. They found it in nearly every nook and cranny. It had been no one’s fault. Over the years, the paint covered bad spots and had been recovered many times. When they broke through it was like decay in a tooth — it had to be ground out and repaired. In some cases, they had to shore up the area with more steel. But now the old ships were as good as new. He was still a little upset that they had not been able to fully air condition the North Carolina, but the crew quickly got used to the heat. More fans were installed and the berthing areas were pleasant if not totally cool. Air conditioning had been provided in some spaces including the galley and mess decks, wardroom, and electronic spaces. It might not cover the whole ship, but at least they had something.
He watched the silhouette of the ship as she cruised through the channel towards the open sea. Not a sound was heard as she moved and no lights were visible. Reardon’s people had taken the time that day to break a second bottle of champagne on her bow. It had last seen service in World War II. They figured she needed a little refreshment.
What made Reardon happy was the captain. Captain Christopher Hustvedt came aboard with a determined approach that had people jumping. Yet on a personal side, he was a thoughtful, friendly person who understood problems and took the steps to fix them without casting blame. He took the time to explain why a job was important and needed to be done. As a result, people did things just because he asked. On the few occasions did he give an order, he expected 100 percent in everything — even in his own job. Mostly he managed like a good CEO and delegated responsibilities to people who could get the job done. His effect was like magic. People started going out of their way to make sure things were perfect.
But that was not all. Hustvedt’s distant relative had been the first commanding officer of this very ship. Upon his arrival it became a “family thing” to the crew and the shipyard. Every day, he went compartment by compartment talking to the men and giving an encouraging word. There had been a Captain’s Mast only three times. One time, a young sailor just in the service had mouthed off to a superior. In another, the sailor had gone AWOL on a drunken rampage. In those cases, the punishment was swift and severe. The third had been an honest error. The young man misunderstood his duties and damaged equipment. In that case, the Captain stressed to the sailor the importance of making sure he understood the orders given him and told to return to his duties. Then he talked to the officer and Chief Petty Officer who had given the order; not blaming them, but stressing the importance of making sure people were properly trained for a specific duty. It ended up setting the standard for the entire crew.
Captain Hustvedt also made sure to befriend Reardon and his staff. They learned to count on him and he knew he could call on them if there was a problem. It was a magnificent working relationship. The result was steaming out of Hampton Roads. Reardon smiled at himself. Whenever Hustvedt left the service, he would have a job at Newport News.
Reardon watched until the ship was no longer visible, then turned and caught the bus back to his home. He had determined he would not drive again until this was all over. Besides, the bus gave him the chance to relax after a hard day. As it rolled along the darkened streets he thought about the men on the ship, and how fortunate they really were.
Pyongyang, North Korea
“Your efforts have not been consistent with our approved plan, Comrade Minister,” the Chairman said sternly. “According to your plan we should have been on the outskirts of Pusan by now. As it is, we are seventy miles away. What excuse do you have, Comrade?” Chairman Kim was obviously angry.
Lu Chen was sweating. Yes, it had been his plan. Yes, they had seemingly accounted for every detail. But they were failing to move as rapidly as they could and the casualty rate was astronomical. He cleared his throat. “Much of the delay has been the determination of the people we fight, Comrade Chairman. Their determination has been almost heroic; however, I believe they fight because they wish to delay the inevitable as long as possible. They are counting on the United States and other nations to come to their rescue. However, I point out that, except for some limited re-supply, there has been no shifting of forces within the United States to counter our actions. They, Japan, and neighboring states are still caught by our offensive preemptory strike. According to our intelligence, no ships are gathering, no planes are being deployed, and no troops are being sent. In short, Comrade Chairman, they are waiting for something that can never come.”
Chairman Kim listened to his Defense Minister. He considered the Americans and their allies politically weak. The intelligence services reported nothing from any nation surrounding them. He also remembered an old Soviet missive that a determined defense was a difficult thing to confront. After all, the Soviets had used the scorched earth policy against the Germans in the Great Patriotic War to amazing effect. They too had been waiting for help from the other allied nations. It had worked well for them, but delays were costly to the Party. Action must be taken now to assure the People’s victory. “What steps are being taken, Comrade? We must achieve a victory soon before the imperialists can mount any type of offensive.”
The Chairman’s wrath had been calmed a bit. Lu Chen picked up on this and continued. “Comrade Chairman, we cannot say that there have been some errors. I have charged two of our senior officers with cowardice in the face of the enemy. One we suspect of using Army resources to build himself a new home. These men have been punished extremely and their families removed from their government quarters and jailed,” he said. Both men knew what the extreme punishment would be; usually ending with a small hole in the back of the head. Their families would be placed in work camps.
Lu Chen knew the Chairman thought highly of catching people who failed and using them as an object lesson. He was rewarded by a smile. Lu continued. “After reorganizing our supply system, our trucks are now able to adequately supply our advancing army. Each day we gain more ground. At this rate, we should completely dominate the peninsula within six weeks. Even Seoul will fall by that time. My military advisors assure me of this,” he said.
It was the same old thing, Kim thought. Always optimistic. But the Army had been successful in their march through South Korea. There was not one defeat as yet. They had merely been slowed down. But he must make sure they knew he was in charge. “Comrade Minister,” he said. “The Party demands success according to schedule. We obviously understand some delays, but they are getting too frequent and too costly. You are to make the outskirts of Pusan in no less than five weeks. If not, the Party must look to other leadership,” he said as he turned and stormed off.
Lu Chen watched him leave with some trepidation. Kim was all powerful in his country, but his family had a reputation of being ruthless and demanding. Many a man lost his head, literally, when they were displeased. He knew this was his last chance. He gathered the papers and left the room, summoning his military advisors to accompany him.
They arrived in his personal offices the next floor down in the building. No one spoke until he did and that was when the door was closed. “I want this campaign concluded as soon as possible. How can we do it?”
The senior general stepped forward. “The fighting has drained our ranks comrade. We still have the largest force in the area, but the kind of lightning action the Chairman desires would require doubling our attacking force. To do that, we will have to draw down our forces here in the North and around Seoul. Since there is no way the Americans can adequately resupply Seoul, that could be accomplished easily. It is much easier to hold ground than to take it,” he said, forgetting the Americans had been very effective at holding ground up to now with a much smaller force.
“That means drawing down our reserves,” another officer said.
“True, but there is no offensive inside North Korea. Our provincial police will have to keep order.”
“Our submarines have orders to sink all their shipping and the air force to attack supply aircraft. That should keep the resistance to a minimum,” the naval officer said.
“Have we heard from our submarines?” the Minister asked.
“Not as yet. They are under radio silence but should be returning to port within a few days,” the naval officer said. He purposefully did not mention that one submarine was already overdue. Nor did he mention no shipping had been coming into port over the last week. Most of their supplies came from the People’s Republic of China, so the lack of shipping had little effect on what they were doing.
“What about air dropped supplies?”
“Our planes are shooting down any supply aircraft or large transports coming into or out of any major city. Nothing should be getting through,” said the air force officer. Once again, he neglected to tell his minister that they were only in the air during the day. The night sky had a few patrols, but none had any really reliable systems. He knew some supplies were getting through, but it couldn’t be much.
The Minister thought a moment. “Comrade General, call in more troops to launch a main assault. I want this fighting over before the Chairman’s deadline.”
The men saluted and left the room. A massive movement of men and equipment began within the next 24 hours.
Truck Terminal, China
Kee Yuan Ho was dog tired. Kee had been contacted, but had no idea when the next contact would be. The first told him to return to the terminal for another assignment. Once there, he was assigned to drive to the People’s Republic for a load of machine parts for the war effort. A party official came along. When they reached their destination for onloading the parts, Kee was told it would not be ready until the next day. The party official simply shrugged his shoulders and left for one of the better hotels in the area. Although Kee would have been allowed to do the same, he did what he always did — pulled out a bedroll and slept on the back of his truck. This simple gesture earned him some respect within the party since it spared the party some expense and demonstrated his reliability. Kee offered a spare roll to the party official, but it was politely declined. Obviously he didn’t need to prove anything. The one other thing it did was give Kee the chance to be alone for a while.
Kee unrolled the mat and sleeping bag. He strung a wire from the top of the trailer to the end and draped a tarp over it for some protection from the elements. With all the electric lights around the compound, his flashlight was not needed. He was able to set his little shelter up and rest comfortably. As he lay on his mat, he looked out to see the men busily working around the area. Even here the people seemed happier and more industrious than in his country. Some of the men joked and roughhoused around. Some even sat and enjoyed a meal together. In his country such things were discouraged. People were there to work for the state and not much else.
After a few minutes he realized he was hungry. The terminal had a small kiosk where workers were fed. He dropped off the flatbed and made his way to it. The cook behind the counter recognized him from previous visits. He seemed excited to see him.
“Good to see you back again. You hungry?” he asked.
Kee nodded. “It’s been a long drive.”
The cook rolled his eyes. “Aren’t they all. We have a good fish stew tonight. I give you extra portion,” he said with a smile. He produced a large bowl of steaming rice covered with a fish broth. It smelled heavenly. Kee thanked the man and took a seat at a small table in the corner. The hot bowl warmed his hands. He took his chopsticks and quickly devoured the contents of the bowl. Then he tipped the bowl to his lips to drink the broth. Even the food here is better, he thought.
As he set down the bowl the cook came from behind the counter and walked over. He had something in his hand. “I have never seen anyone eat as fast as you. You must have been very hungry,” he said.
“It was wonderful,” Kee said. “I live alone and haven’t had cooking like yours in a long time.”
The cook beamed. “I learned from my father. I enjoy making people’s day more pleasant, so I cook special. Here, I have something for you,” he said handing over a small chocolate covered cake. He kept his back to the other men as he handed it over. “I had one more and held it for you. A little extra for the drive from Korea,” he said.
“Kee looked at the cake. It was very rare that he could have chocolate and it meant a lot to receive such a gift. “That is very kind of you.”
The old cook waved him back. “No, I have seen you come here for several years. You work hard. Much harder than some of these,” he said pointing around. “I am closing up for the night, so you take it. Tomorrow I bring more for you and your rider,” he said.
Kee thanked him again. The old man took the empty bowl and went back to his kiosk. After a few minutes cleaning up and putting things away, he pulled down the front flap of the small shack and locked the door. He gave one last wave as he walked toward the front of the terminal and home.
Kee got up and walked back to his little canvas shelter. There he took off his shoes and clothes and slid into the bag. He had bought the bag in China as well and it was down filled, making it snug and warm on cold nights. Sitting with his back against the windscreen of the flatbed, he ate the chocolate cake and savored the rich flavor. He ate it slowly so he could keep the taste in his mouth a long time. Then he licked the excess chocolate off his fingers and washed it down with water from his canteen. It had been a nice ending for the day.
Kee sat a while, looking out along the terminal floor and the other trucks. But soon his eyes grew heavy and he eased down on the mat to fall into one of the deepest sleeps he had ever experienced. He was awakened when he felt a prodding in his ribs. He opened his eyes to find one of the terminal managers trying to get his attention. “We’re ready to load you now,” he said.
Kee quickly dressed and packed up his mat and canvas. In a few minutes an old wheezing forklift started placing pallets of heavy equipment on his truck. As they did, Kee and another man began securing each pallet with chains and straps. It took only 30 minutes to get the flatbed filled to capacity and beyond. The party official showed up with 5 minutes to spare. It was obvious he was not planning on giving any assistance. Instead, he spent his time talking to the Chinese political officer for the terminal. As soon as all was tied down securely, Kee climbed in his truck and tried to start the engine. Despite his best efforts, the engine failed to turn over.
Kee stepped out of his truck and unhooked the locks for the cab. The entire cab tilted forward and he worked his way over the engine step by step, making sure the wires were tight and nothing was cracked or loose. By now the foreman was beside the truck.
“I need this space open,” he said angrily. “You need to move this thing.”
Kee looked up at him. “Give me a few minutes, it doesn’t want to start,” he shouted back.
After going over it a second time, he closed the cab and tried to start it again. The engine cranked but failed to run. Now several men were beside him giving advice on what to look for and how to fix it. The party official came out and added his two cents worth, then told Kee he was a fool and headed back to the office.
Kee could feel the pressure to get things moving now. After another series of failed attempts, the terminal manager had another truck pull in front of Kee’s and hook on a chain. The truck was pulled to a small maintenance facility at the far end of the yard. Kee was truly frightened now. Truck repairs were often taken out of a man’s pay and were notoriously expensive. A mechanic came out of the facility and greeted Kee. He was wearing a set of dingy, stained overhauls and was covered up to his elbows with grease and grime. He was wiping his hands on a rag that would probably leave more grease than it took off.
“What is the problem?” he asked.
“It was running when I pulled it in and it won’t start now,” Kee said.
The mechanic nodded and helped him tilt the cab again. Then he crawled up on the edge and began leaning over the engine. After a moment, he called Kee over. Kee jumped up on the edge with the man and looked where he was pointing.
“You seem to have paid attention to our signal, my friend,” the mechanic said in a low voice.
Kee almost jumped off the truck in surprise. Although he knew there was to be a contact, he never expected it here, in the open, with his political officer watching.
“Do not be afraid, Comrade. My government is watching out for your best interests. We simply would like some information that you may be able to obtain for us,” he said calmly while appearing to work on the engine.
Kee nodded briefly and handed the man a wrench from the tool kit. At least he could appear to be helpful. “What information would you like?” he asked.
The mechanic leaned back and grabbed another wrench. “We would like to know the locations of the tunnels leading from your nation across the demilitarized zone,” the man said.
Kee blinked at that one. “That is no problem,” he said. “I have already traveled through all of them. Have you a map we could look at?”
The mechanic sat up and stared at the man. It was that easy? Surely these were state secrets.
Kee saw the puzzled look on the man’s face. He couldn’t understand why he would not understand. He had said it plain enough. He repeated himself. “I have delivered military supplies through each of the five tunnels going under the former zone. I can show you right now,” he said.
The mechanic nodded his head. “Wait here,” he said as he got off the truck and went back into the building. Two minutes later he came out carrying a box with a part in it. He jumped back on the truck and joined Kee. Taking the part out, he placed it beside the engine and unwrapped it. The wrapping was a map with every known road in North and South Korea. As the men leaned over the engine again, Kee took out a pencil and marked where five roads were detoured and came out on the other side of the Zone. He also indicated where they linked up to roads in the South. Then he started making other notations. He talked as he wrote.
“These two tunnels are only one way. Although I could get this truck through them, there was only three feet of clearance on either side of the road. I do not like them. This one is made for very heavy equipment like the tank carriers. It is very wide and lighted inside with thick concrete walls and top. There are also security posts along the way. I heard one of the other drivers say they could pull our fighter planes inside.” Then he pointed to the last two. “These are for general trucks. They are two way, but not as wide as they should be. There are no guards there,” he said.
“How deep do these tunnels go?”
“I am not sure, but they go down at an angle for more than a mile before leveling out. Then they climb for more than a mile. I know my ears pop several times before getting to the bottom or coming to the top. They also tell us to drive through swiftly. The air in the bottom will make you pass out if you stay too long,” Kee said.
Seeing that Kee was finished, the mechanic nodded and folded the map back, placing it in the box again like a piece of waste paper. He grabbed the part and replaced the old one on the truck. He also took out a small wire and replaced one already on the engine. “It should run fine now,” he said.
As they stood up the Political Officer came running up. “I see how you treat state property. If you had taken better care of your equipment, this would not have happened!” he shouted.
The mechanic held up his hand. “Comrade, it is not this man’s fault. The Soviet factory that made this part has produced faulty ones for years. It is a wonder it lasted this long. As a matter of fact, we have never seen one last as many miles as this one has. It is a tribute to this man’s skill that this truck is still on the road. I have examined the engine and except for this, it is perfect. We of the People’s Republic assume some of the blame for this part. After all, we helped our Comrades in the Democratic People’s Republic get these trucks. We have a stockpile of new parts to take care of such matters. It is provided at no cost. I will make a formal report to the state committee on the ongoing problem so that it is on the record. I hope this has not delayed you too long.”
The Political Officer seemed to be placated. Since it was not the driver’s fault, there would be no blame at the delay. He thanked the man and asked where the bathroom facilities were. After some directions, he took off again.
Kee turned to the mechanic. “Thank you for your help. It could have been bad for me.”
The mechanic smiled. “I said before we were looking out for your best interests. It is also in our best interests for you to continue in your job. We will be contacting you again,” he said. Then he grabbed the tool box and his “trash” and went back into the building. Within five minutes, Kee, his passenger, and his cargo were on the way back to North Korea.
Mare Island, California
“Single up all lines,” came the order over the sound-powered phones. On deck, the men scurried to the lines to let all but one loose from the ship in preparation for getting underway. On the pier men stood by each bollard letting go each set of lines and allowing the men onboard to pull them in. Captain Hammond and the XO stood on the bridge wing watching the evolution. The last brow was lifted by a crane and set on the dock.
The pilot, an older man named Jamison, looked over at the Captain. “Ready when you are, Captain,” he said.
“Then let’s get this show on the road,” Hammond said. “The ship is yours, sir.”
Jamison winked and ordered all lines in. As the last line was lifted from a bollard on the pier, the ship’s Boatswain’s Mate keyed the 1MC, blew his whistle, and said, “Underway, shift colors.” With those words the American flag rose on the main truck of the mast along with the ship’s commissioning pennant. It was the first time the flag had flown there in over 25 years. The Bos’n’s mate reached up and pulled a handle on the bridge and the ship’s whistle let out a long boisterous blast.
Using a newly arrived set of radios, the pilot called the tugs to start pulling. Six big harbor tugs began straining at their cables, pulling the massive ship away from the pier. It was a slow process. 58,000 tons does not move quickly. After ten minutes the ship was in the middle of the channel and the pilot had the forward tugs continue pulling while the after tugs began pushing the stern around. The Iowa slowly began turning around in the channel for her trip to the sea.
Once the bow was pointed generally in the proper direction, Jamison turned to the two men inside a large protective steel cylinder on the bridge. “All engines ahead one third. Helmsman steady on 150.”
“All engines answer ahead one third, coming to course 150, aye sir,” replied the men in the conning station. The ship’s four gigantic bronze propellers began to turn at the command of the engineers below and Iowa began to move under her own power down the channel.
The Iowa made her way through the industrial section of the waterfront and turned right into the main channel. The Captain called down to the chief engineer on the “bitch box,” an intercom system on the ship. “Cheng, are we up to standard speed?”
Commander Kimberlain, the Chief Engineer or CHENG, was eagerly awaiting that order. “Ready and willing, Captain. The systems seem to have steadied out pretty well.”
“Mister Jamison, you can take it up to fifteen knots whenever you want.”
Jamison grinned. “Been waiting for the last fifteen minutes, Captain. It should be no problem at all.” The speed was increased and a foamy wake appeared behind the ship as she sped into the darkening bay.
Captain Hammond sat back in his chair and took in the view. He was seated on the starboard side of the bridge where the bridge windows formed a corner. From there he looked out over the forward part of the ship, over the top of turret two and past turret one along the tapered bow coming to a point nearly 300 feet in front of him. Men were scurrying about the deck doing their routine duties, but he could also see Bos’n Patnaude up forward wearing a white plastic helmet with a set of crossed anchors stenciled on the front. The captain watched as a young sailor came up to Patnaude with a coffee cup in his hand. He handed the cup to Patnaude, who took a sip. Hammond could almost see the old man’s eyes roll back in delight.
The Captain glanced at his watch. It was only 8:30 in the evening. They had been ordered to time the transit through the Bay Area after dark. The ship seemed to be running normally and he started getting a good feel for how she maneuvered. He glanced at the OOD. In the dim glow of the last rays of the sun he could tell the lieutenant was paying attention to all the details of a ship in transit — even more so since there was a pilot technically in charge going through the bay. When little things came up, he took care of them without much of a sweat. “OOD, how is the steering gear doing? I understand there were some occasional problems in the past.”
Lieutenant Lopez walked over to the captain. “Nothing has been reported, Captain,” he said. Then he walked to the big armored door and looked in at the helm and lee helm. “Golden, you have any problems with the steering at all?”
Petty Officer Golden shook his head. “No, sir, everything seems to be working okay. It’s just like it was before,” he said. Golden had been on the ship back in 1988 and 89. He could probably tell them a lot about this ship.
“Good enough,” said Hammond, who walked over to hear the report personally. “Golden, did you ever hear of steering problems when you were aboard before?”
Golden nodded as he made an adjustment in the steering to stay on course. “Yes, sir, but that was when operating at flank speed. The pressure from the engines can overpower the hydraulics. You have to watch it, especially anything like a full or hard rudder. Otherwise it’s okay,” he said. The whole time, he never took his eyes off the gyro repeater in front of him.
“I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks, Boats,” Hammond said. He returned to his seat and continued talking with the OOD. “I thought I had heard something like that on these ships. How do you like this duty, Lopez?”
Lopez smiled a crooked smile. His teeth were a little uneven, but that didn’t seem to bother him. “Well, Captain, she’s not like my first ship. I was on a frigate with gas turbines. I swear that thing could turn on a dime, but when they asked for volunteers for this ship, I jumped at it. I mean, when will I ever get this chance again?” he said.
“True enough. How do you like working with all these older guys?” he said a little louder so the others could hear. That got a few smiles from some of the other bridge watchstanders. They were interrupted by the navigator’s report stating they were on track and giving the time to next turn. Jamison shook his head each time — as if he didn’t know where they were, he thought.
“It’s interesting, Captain,” Lopez said. “I got some guys in my division who are old enough to be my grandfather. But I must admit they are handy as hell to have around. It’s almost like having a division full of Chiefs,” he said.
The Captain laughed. “Better not let the Chiefs hear you say that,” he said.
“Too late,” came a cry from the navigation station behind the armored citadel. There were some chuckles around the bridge. Lopez blushed and the Captain sat back and grinned. Hammond had spent the day touring the ship and meeting his people. He took the time to enter each compartment and find out where everything was and how it worked. They were scheduled to fire the guns in three days for some crash gunnery training off of Camp Pendleton. Between now and then he would sit in with the gunners to see how they did their job. Already some ancient Master Chief was drilling the hell out of the fire control types. They were taking bearings on every point and every structure they could to calibrate the equipment and train the crews. He was thinking about this when the Weapons Officer walked up.
“Excuse me, Captain, but I want to do some exercises with my turret crews. We are going to sync in the guns and run some exercises in main battery plot. This will mean the turrets and guns will be moving, but we obviously won’t be loading any projectiles. I need your permission to move the guns. I’ll be moving the turrets first, then some of the 5-inch,” he said.
“Will this interfere with our transit?”
“No, sir, I already checked with Mister Jamison. I’ll still have some of the 5-inch directors providing the bearings and ranges for navigation.”
“Permission granted. Let me know if there are problems.”
“Will do, sir,” he said as he turned and left the bridge. Within a few minutes the warning bells began ringing on the turrets and the massive 2,200 ton structures began rolling along their roller path pointing toward imaginary targets farther inland. It was impressive watching the huge 16-inch guns turning and aiming to the commands of the computers deep below.
The city of San Francisco was under a blackout, but the moon was nearly full. People looking from shore were awed at the sight of a giant black shadow crossing through San Francisco Bay. The few cars out stopped near the Bay Bridge as the ship passed beneath. Something was happening. They had rarely seen ships that big and those were museum pieces. Almost all of them thought the same thing. America was being sneaky. To a person, it made them feel really good.
Pusan, South Korea
Su Lynn was slaving over several pots cleaning out the remains of boiled cabbages and other vegetables. Since deciding to stay in the city, Su Lynn demonstrated an amazing talent at cooking, especially for larger numbers of people. What most people didn’t know was that she had acquired this talent from the masterful instruction of her mother and several years of providing food for all the workers at their farm. She had developed a knack of getting the most out of any food. This served well since food was now being rationed throughout the city. All that had been allowed for two weeks was the equivalent of one good meal a day. However, Su Lynn was able to teach a few of the people the basics of gardening. Even now several plots of new vegetables were sprouting in the courtyard of the facility. She had also been able to befriend an older fisherman who still had a boat. In return for cooking for himself and his family in the facility, he would go out when he could and fish. On several occasions he came back with his boat filled with fish and other sea creatures.
Nothing went to waste. Even seafood that would ordinarily be thrown away found its way into soups and other tasty meals. The South Korean government was being very strict on whom it would let out of the harbor each day, but they allowed the old man to continue fishing because they knew what he was doing with the catch. On two occasions they sent along a soldier to make sure there was no espionage going on. In both cases the solders came back worked to death and filled with the old man’s many years of stories of the sea. After that, they simply inspected his catch each time and let him continue on.
Su Lynn had been working her assistants all afternoon, and the sweat was pouring from each of them. Gone were the days when she sat silently in the back of a Jeep. Over the weeks she grew more assertive and more outspoken. She had been given a great responsibility and was determined not to let down the people who counted on her. Yet she was one of the most pleasant people in the facility. Although the work was hard, she tried to make all the chores more bearable and often led the cooks in singing while they worked. The people assigned to Community Shelter Number 2 thought the world of her.
She was busy scrubbing out a pot when a very haggard looking man appeared at the doorway. Most of the people in the kitchen couldn’t tell who he was because of the bright evening sun coming through behind him. His shoulders were slouched and his whole body had a very tired look. The uniform was dirty and wrinkled, with what appeared to be bloodstains on it. His hands hung from his sides like two pieces of meat on a butcher’s hook. They were filthy and calloused.
But it was the face that seemed to tell most of the story. It too was dirty; the eyes slightly sunken and barely open. Deep bags under each eye told of long days without sleep. They were almost lifeless — devoid of feeling or understanding. Even the cheeks seemed hollow and pale. The lips were devoid of color and stretched in a thin line across the front of his face. Wrinkles lined his brow, yet the thick, dirty hair didn’t have a trace of gray in it. It was the hair of a young man.
The eyes scanned the room and rested on Su Lynn. When they did, life sparkled back into them and his lips slowly spread wider, even if just a millimeter. Several people looked up to see him and then got Su Lynn’s attention. At first, she didn’t recognize him. Suddenly she jumped up from where she was to run to his side. Her face was a mask of joy and great concern.
“I had to come see you again,” Ricks said through his exhaustion. This was the third time Ricks had come to see Su Lynn. The people of the shelter had been wary at first, but gradually accepted him.
“You no be here,” Su Lynn said with concern. “You go bed!” she said as she led him to a chair in one corner of the kitchen. He sat heavily into the chair and drank thirstily from a cup of water offered by one of the workers.
“I just got here,” he said. “They gave us 72 hours before we have to go back. I’ll go to bed, but just had to visit with you first.”
She pulled up a stool beside him and took his hand. It felt coarse and rough in her own, but that didn’t bother her. “I know, but I fine. I can wait,” she said warmly.
He smiled at her. “I know that, but I couldn’t,” he said.
She smiled and looked him over. She had no way of knowing that just a few hours earlier he had been in the thick of battle. “You fighting hard?”
He nodded. “They’re getting closer every day. We are having a hard time keeping them back, but we manage,” he said. An older woman brought him a bowl of the food they had prepared for the evening. It mainly consisted of cabbage and some meat in a broth. Some rice was in it as well. He ate as the people asked him questions about the war and he shared his more recent experiences. All the while Su Lynn stayed by his side. When he finished the bowl, he thanked the old woman and handed it back to her. She smiled and scurried away.
The few minutes he sat talking to the group seemed to draw more out of him. Su Lynn noticed. “You need go bed,” she said in her broken English.
He nodded. “I’ll head back to base,” he said.
“No. You too tired,” she said as she took his hand and pulled him from his chair. She led Ricks across the kitchen to a small room that had been set aside for her as the head of the kitchen staff. Opening the door, he saw only enough room for a small bed, a table at one end with some shelves, and one small chair to sit in. She led Ricks to the bed. “You go too hard. I glad to see, but you rest. Come, sit,” she said. Ricks almost fell on the bed.
Su Lynn placed her hand on his cheek. “I like you here, but you hurt yourself,” she said with some concern.
Ricks smiled at her. “I feel much better now,” he said tiredly.
Su Lynn smiled. “Just rest. I clean up some,” she said. She began helping him remove his shirt and pants. She then laid him back on the bed as she went to get a large bowl of warm water and a wash cloth. The clothes she handed over to the man who cleaned the kitchen towels each night and asked him to clean them as best he could. The man nodded and left. When she returned to her room, Ricks was dead asleep. She laid the bowl on the floor and soaped up the cloth. Beginning with his face, she gently cleaned the grime and sweat from him. Then she pulled the cover back and washed his chest and torso. She liked what she saw. Ricks had lost much of the boyish look and had developed well-defined muscles on his arms and chest. He wasn’t muscle bound or overly developed, but more of a youthful, very masculine look. His chest even boasted a small tuft of hair, something she really liked.
Su Lynn continued to wash Ricks even though he didn’t wake as she worked. His hands were the hardest to clean. It was as if the dirt from crawling 1,000 miles had been ground into them. Taking her time, she slowly worked the grime from the hands and even from under the fingernails. Then she rolled his body toward her and cleaned his back, down to his underwear. Next she covered his upper body and exposed his legs. They too were well-defined from miles of running and walking. She lifted and washed each leg until nearly his entire body had been cleansed. Then she gently laid each down and covered them with the blanket. Ricks hadn’t stirred. His breathing remained steady and deep. She tucked him in slightly and lightly kissed him on the forehead. She turned to see an older woman watching her. She had kept the door open the whole time so that no one would suspect anything outrageous. The old woman smiled at her.
“This is the one you talk about?” she asked.
Su Lynn smiled and nodded.
The woman smiled and bid her to follow. “Then we must treat him very nice. After all he fights for us,” she said. They went to a small closet and the old woman pulled out a straw mat. “This is my son’s, but he will not mind you using it,” she said.
They went back to Su Lynn’s room, moved the chair to the far end, and lay the mat down beside the bed. “You stay here with him,” she said. “He may need you.”
Su Lynn was surprised. Such things were not proper and would be frowned upon. Her fears were reflected in her face.
The old woman laughed. “Child, he is exhausted. Nothing will be wrong. You sleep on the mat. I will sleep in this chair outside the door to make sure you are not disturbed,” she said.
Su Lynn nodded and laid some sheets on the mat. The old woman produced a pillow. Su Lynn changed into a sleeping gown and lay down on the mat. She left the door open and watched as the old woman walked over and switched off the kitchen light. She then pulled back the blackout curtains from the windows to let the breeze through. It was now dark outside and only a little light seeped into the room. Su Lynn heard the woman sit in the chair and lean it back against the wall. Within minutes she was snoring.
Su Lynn lay on her mat for a while, but couldn’t sleep. She had been around Ricks overnight before, but now it was different. She sat up in bed and watched him sleep. At one point he began thrashing around and let out a moan. Su Lynn reached over and took his shoulder, steadying him. “It okay. You safe. I here with you,” she whispered to him. Her touch immediately stopped the thrashing. His breathing became steady and she felt his hand rub her arm. “Love you,” he muttered in a groggy sleep.
She leaned in and kissed him gently on the lips. “I love you, too,” she whispered.
Su Lynn lay her body over his for a moment in a soft hug, then lay back on her mat. She listened to the old woman’s snoring a while longer before sleep finally overtook her.
USS Iowa
The letter had been sitting on his desk as he came in for the evening. The ammunition onload at Seal Beach had kept Hammond out of his cabin at meetings both on the ship and ashore. A pile of documents sat on the desk for him to sign or approve. Hammond started working through the correspondence, but his eyes kept returning to the letter. It had a Vallejo return address but not anything official. He returned to the pile. Reports on damage control drills, eight o’clock reports, NALC reports, messages, a firing plan for the gunshot; just the myriad of things that a CO must deal with. But his mind drifted back to the letter.
Hammond finally gave into temptation and opened it. It was handwritten, with a light and delicate hand. It was two pages and he hurriedly flipped to the back to see who sent it. It was from Patricia Crowell. Something about a letter from her excited Hammond. He returned to the first page and began reading.
Dear Captain Hammond,
I hope you don’t think me brash by writing to you, but I wanted you to know how much I enjoyed meeting you at the wardroom dinner. I have grown very attached to the people onboard your ship since we started this venture, but that has been on an official level. Through my office, we have held parties, helped obtain equipment, and done many other things to help get the ship and crew ready for what you are about to do.
It’s interesting to me the difference one person can make with people. As a politician, I aspire to be that for the people in the city. After all, it’s what gets people elected. So you can understand when I notice such things in others.
I couldn’t believe what happened in that wardroom when you came in. Just about everyone there seemed to straighten up a little and show a little more pride. They hung on the words you said and I heard them start talking about how great things were. It was as if everyone’s personality changed when you walked into the room. That was really impressive.
Then we got the chance to talk a little. If you don’t mind my saying, you are a pretty interesting guy. I never met anyone who has done so much. Most of the politicians I have met are pretty dull. They talk about political conquests and campaigns they had. On occasion they might have an interesting trip they went on or luncheon they attended. Trust me, it isn’t much. You, on the other hand, have done things that really made a difference. Most recently you even did things on a political level. That’s a lot more than I ever expected. At the same time, you impressed me a little in another way. As opposed to some of the people I deal with, you can actually put more than two words together in a complete sentence. I saw the smart guy who did all those things I heard about.
I must admit I enjoyed talking with you. Since then, I have been thinking about you a lot and for that reason I decided to write. I hope you don’t mind.
We all realize what you and your crew are preparing to do. I can’t imagine what you will be going through or the dangers you will face. But I hope you know there are a lot of people around here who are thinking about you and wish the best for you. The people are proud of the ship and crew. We all wish you the best.
I hope you don’t mind if I write occasionally. Since I am by myself after hours I have nothing better to do. I’ll keep you up on all the Vallejo gossip and let you know what’s going on. If you want to say hello occasionally, I’m here. Someone should have a friend to talk to.
Just remember people wish you well. I hope we can be good friends.
Sincerely,

Hammond sat back in his chair and let out a long breath. Patricia Crowell was an open and interesting woman. More than that, he had fun around her. He actually didn’t mind that she wrote. It kind of reaffirmed some things he had thought about her. Hammond smiled. It could be interesting.
Hammond looked back at the desk and then at the clock on the bulkhead. It was after 10 pm. He didn’t really feel like finishing the pile tonight. Placing the letter back in the envelope, he placed it in a side drawer. He yawned and then turned out the light and went to bed.

Chapter 11

July 11 — New Allies
Beijing, China
Gregory Sussman was a low level diplomat assigned to the American Embassy in Beijing. His forte was business negotiations, and he had been working with the Chinese government for several years. Most of the time he negotiated copyright laws — primarily in music and films. China had a plethora of places that copied and sold bootleg CDs and DVDs.
The latest round had to do with fashion design. The Chinese had very good fashion designers, but it was much easier to make copies of popular fashions and sell them on the open market. Unfortunately, China was so far reaching in landmass it was difficult to pinpoint where the manufacturers were located. The Chinese government was not particularly interested in hunting them down. It all brought money into their coffers.
The day had been somewhat frustrating with both sides going over particularly hard points and offering proposals and counter proposals. It was all done in a friendly and amicable way, of course. Never were heated words exchanged. At the end, both sides offered to continue the discussions the next week. The two top negotiators left the room for a media-related statement while the “underlings” cleared the tables.
Greg had just completed gathering the notes for the day when he noticed he and only one Chinese associate were in the room. The associate was eyeing him closely and walked over to where Greg was standing, offering a packet of paper.
“I believe this is something you should have in your notes,” he said with a broad smile.
Greg took the papers and looked at them, expecting they had been retrieved by mistake, but something was wrong. The papers were of an inferior grade to those the Americans used. In addition, he saw something that appeared to be colored with some drawings on it. He opened the packet and stared at what he saw. It was a small map of Korea with all the roads and five places marked along the DMZ. On another sheet was an explanation in perfect English outlining the location of five tunnels that had been constructed by the North. He looked questioningly up at the other man.
“It is hoped that this will demonstrate the close ties my nation has with your nation and its desire to end this conflict amicably,” the Chinese delegate said calmly.
“I am not used to receiving this kind of information,” Greg said. “I am not sure of what to do.”
“We understand, Mister Sussman. We know you are an honored negotiator with no ties with your intelligence gathering brethren. It was decided to pass this information along through less known channels to demonstrate the, shall we say, delicate nature of our relationships in the area. I offer myself as a conduit so that you may pass along additional information and requests from your government. However, please let your superiors know that once the current conflict ends, this cooperation will also be at an end,” he said pleasantly. “You see, I am a negotiator much as you are and this is a different task for me as well. Let us hope this will not mean a change in either of our careers.”
Greg nodded. It was clear this conduit was only a temporary one. “I shall pass this along. Will I see you at further negotiations?” he asked.
The man nodded. “I am a regular trade negotiator and will most likely be seeing you often enough,” he said. “We are often asked to perform special duties when the situation requires.”
“Then I thank you, sir, and hope to see you at our next meeting,” Greg said extending his hand. It was shaken warmly and the two men exited through different doors. Greg kept the packet in his briefcase until reaching the embassy where he contacted the station agent, as he was required to do with any contact between himself and other Chinese officials. Little did he know the chain of events he would unleash.
USS Iowa
“Drop 100, fire for effect,” came the voice over the radio. In main battery plot the offset was dialed into the fire control computer and the barrels of all nine guns rose at once. The technician grabbed the triggers, squeezing them three times. On the third squeeze he also squeezed the main firing key. All nine 16-inch guns belched out their deadly cargo towards the spots designated on the beach.
“Shoot, over”
“Roger out.”
One minute later all nine rounds hit within a 100 yard radius of the target — an old school bus. Two rounds actually struck the bus itself, sending it shrieking into the air to come back to rest on the ground in a clutter of mangled steel.
“Cease fire, target destroyed, over.”
“Roger out.”
The exercises had taken all day, but in nearly every case, the Iowa’s guns proved their accuracy and the proficiency of her crew. They had, in that brief time, aced each gunfire exercise. In one case, a moving radio-controlled bus had simulated a moving ship. The Iowa’s guns flipped it high into the air on the fourth single round from a range of 11 miles. Captain Hammond had been very pleased. The older crewmen had fallen right back into the ship’s routine as if it were yesterday. The younger guys simply followed their lead. The captain was reading a copy of an older publication that the XO had reinstituted called “Battleship Standards” when a messenger came up from radio and handed over a message just received. Hammond read it carefully as the Weapons Officer debriefed the exercises.
“Ninety-eight percent on the last one Captain. I believe we are in all respects ready for anything they throw at us. I still wish we could go through some sort of refresher training, but I have a feeling this is all we’re going to get,” the Weapons Officer said.
Hammond handed over the message. “Looks like you are right on all counts Weps,” he said while reaching for the bitch box in front of him. He pressed the switch for engineering main control. “This is the Captain, is Cheng down there?”
“Chief Engineer here, Captain,” said Commander Kimberlain.
“Cheng, we are being ordered to rendezvous with a supply ship tomorrow morning. It will mean a high speed run tonight. No more than 25 knots. Are you ready for it?”
“Aye, sir. We will be able to make that without lighting off the additional boilers. Just let us have a little heads up to be ready.”
“Good. I’ll be working it out with the Gator and will let you know when,” the Captain said.
The Weapons Officer handed back the message. “No rest for the weary,” he said.
“I guess not,” the Captain said as he made his way to the Navigator’s station at the rear of the bridge. The Chief Quartermaster was there working on the plot. The Captain gave him the coordinates for the rendezvous. The Chief plotted the point and measured the distance.
“If we leave now, we can be at the rendezvous at first light. If they are there early, we can get a jump on it,” I would recommend 290 at 23 knots. If we go 25, we will arrive at about 0500,” the Chief said.
“Concur. Let’s plan on leaving station in about half an hour then.”
“Aye, sir,” said the Chief who picked up the telephone to call the Navigator.
The captain went back to his seat and hit the bitch box again. “Engineering, this is the Captain. We will be going to 25 knots in about 30 minutes.”
After receiving his reply the Captain called over the OOD. “We will need to come to 290 and increase speed to 25 knots at 1930. We will remain at that course and speed until dawn when we rendezvous with USNS Spica. Do you have the copy of my standing orders?” he asked.
“Yes, sir. I have read the standing orders. When can we expect your night orders, sir?”
“I will always try and get those out before the 8 o’clock reports. Let the others know. If you would, get Ops and XO up here,” he said going back to his seat.
The OOD made some hasty calls and both men appeared by the Captain’s side. “XO, I doubt any of this crew has had any practice on underway replenishments recently. Let’s get some briefings set up for about 2100. Ops, I want a message prepped for signal light to the Spica at first light telling her how many rounds and how much fuel. We are at radio silence until further notice.” After completing his instructions, the Captain grabbed the microphone for the 1MC.
“This is the captain speaking. It looks like we will be needed with the fleet even sooner than we realized. We are ordered to rendezvous with a replenishment ship at first light, then proceed from there to join a task force. This means tomorrow morning we will be doing an unrep. Since we haven’t done one of those recently, we will have a briefing at 2100 in the wardroom. I want all officers and chiefs there along with key first class. We have to make sure we do this right without getting someone killed in the process.”
“Tomorrow morning reveille will be at 0430. I need as many people rested and ready as we can. But more importantly we need to make sure all the equipment for this unrep is in working order. That will include bringing over ammunition to replace what we shot up today. It may come over by wire, by vertrep, or both. Just be ready.”
“Now I know we are being asked to jump right into operations without much training. You older crewmen will need to carry the ball and bring the others along. The main thing I want to do is make sure we do this all safely. If you see something wrong, stop everything and let’s fix it. I don’t care if this lasts all day, I don’t want to have anyone hurt. The supply ship will just have to be patient.”
“One more thing. We have been told to expect an admiral and his staff to come aboard tomorrow. Just remember to be good hosts and help if you can. They have their job to do and we have ours. If one of them gives any member of the crew problems, talk to your division officer and department head. We can take care of it on our end.”
“Guys, I must say that the gunnery you demonstrated today would be the envy of anyone I have ever known. Superb job and well done to all. You are all going to put new meaning to the word dreadnought. If we get any more word on our future, I’ll let you know,” he said completing his message. Looking around the bridge he could see the men exchanging smiles. They had accomplished a lot and had a great deal of pride in what they had been able to do. Hammond knew pride could make or break a ship.
The Captain sat back in his chair and sighed. He called down to the Marine sentry and had the mess specialist bring him some dinner. It was going to be a long night.
Washington D.C.
“Okay, what does this tell us?” the President asked. The note and the map had been flown directly from China to CIA headquarters and checked for levels of authenticity. But there was really no doubting the information that had been provided. The US had known of only one tunnel through the Zone, provided by Master Sergeant Hufham. The indication for the number two tunnel was exactly where Hufham had said it was. Of more important information, this was one of the smallest tunnels there. This was important. They had to find a way to plug those things for good.
“We consider this information accurate, Mister President,” said Ben Watson, the National Security Advisor. “It matches what we know and adds a lot more detail. Notice the differentiation between the tunnels in size and capacity. This one can handle aircraft going through it and is wide enough for four lanes. It’s no wonder they have been able to get equipment and supplies through so rapidly.”
“That’s true,” said the DDI, “and it presents a difficult problem. How can we close it? It’s designed to be a nuclear shelter. We can drop bombs, but they wouldn’t even dent it.”
“And I am not going to drop a nuke on that mountain. That would be just want they want me to do,” said the President.
The National Security Advisor thought for a moment. “It carries trucks doesn’t it?”
“Yes, so?”
“Then I wonder if we could get something inside?” asked General Black.
“That many explosives would be a dead giveaway,” said the DDI.
“Yes, but a small device, maybe about four kilotons, might go unnoticed. A pipe or box falling off a truck on the side of the road. And remember, the North used weapons of mass destruction against us. There might be a way,” said Black.
The President listened intently. “What would be the collateral damage?”
“I don’t know sir, but it might be worth checking out.”
“Okay, but no more than finding some answers for now. I do not want to do anything that will upset our allies or the UN. The alternative is to bomb it every day to keep it unusable. Ben, do this personally. I want all the answers before I even consider such a thing.
“Yes, Mister President.”
“Now on to something else, what about how it was sent to us? This business of going through a lesser official and keeping things so quiet; if they really wanted to help, why not start feeding things through to us directly? Are they for us or against us?” the President wondered out loud.
“It’s more complicated than that,” said the Deputy Director of Intelligence. “You see, if the party over there openly forsakes another communist nation, they lose face and a major pile of credibility. But they are also in a bind economically. In other words, they need our money. By coming to us this way, they can openly support their allies while assuring the United States they are really on our side. It’s a game they play very well,” the DDI said. “Also, by using a very low level official, it gives them some deniability. They can actually accuse the man of being a spy and have it stick. At the same time, they can simply change the messenger and continue operations. It is a well thought out system.
The President nodded. “Okay, I can accept that. Now how will it affect our operations?”
General Black spoke up. “This could actually give us a boost. Now that we know where everything is going through, we can target the roads they use. If we can get some of the remaining operational smart weapons over there, and decide what to do about the big one, we could close the operations for good. The Chinese might even be willing to help. The DMZ is still heavily mined. From the few overflights the Japanese have been able to do for us, we have seen no vehicles coming across that way. So if we can shut these before we begin our big campaign, it should seriously degrade their capabilities,” he said. “But in another area, this meeting could be made into a distinct advantage. All we need to do is send a little message,” he said. After another thirty minutes of talking, the plans were set.
M/V Morning Chorus
General Claire Richardson ended her briefing and walked up to her stateroom aboard the M/V Morning Chorus. It was late and she had not slept much the last few nights. Finally just a few days ago the last of the vehicles and troops had been brought aboard the vessels and they got underway. The Navy was miffed that she hadn’t chosen one of the LPDs or other naval vessels to be her headquarters, but Richardson couldn’t have cared less. In all, the Navy was supplying only a third of the transport needed to get her people to the beach, so she could pick and choose as she wished. After all, the new Deputy Commander of 1st Marine Division should be able to pick and choose. Her position as Deputy Commander was one she had requested. It was a reward for all she had done in planning these landings. But what meant more was that the deputy went in with the ground forces on the initial landings. She would lead troops in battle — and that had been her dream for a long time.
To make the Morning Chorus more usable, the Marines brought in a portable command center with a communications trailer. Even now it was intercepting messages and keeping the staff up to date on what was going on. The radios would actually be used only once the soldiers were on the beach. Radio silence was the key to everything. Knowing the ship was limited in their cooking capabilities, the Marines even brought in their own mess gear and supplies. Right now the ship was home to the 1st Marine Division; one of the oldest and most distinguished commands in the world. Along with them were a division of tanks, a variety of support equipment, tanker trucks with fuel, loaded supply trucks and tons of equipment staged in the twelve huge open decks on the ship. Normally the ship could carry over 6,000 automobiles, but this load was a little heavier and more volatile. Almost 10,000 Marines were also aboard. She had been amazed at the ability to set up rows upon rows of bunked cots — enough to sleep half that number. The men rotated 12 on and 12 off. The rest of the time there was plenty of space on the open decks and on a separate deck set up just for recreation.
Sixteen of the big automobile carriers were in the group, carrying the war to Korea. In addition to the 1st Marines, the units included the 2nd Marine Division and the Army’s 1st and 3rd Infantry Divisions and 1st Cavalry Division. The ships also carried all the artillery and helicopters for the assault and enough fuel and ammunition to last three weeks. It had been a monumental task getting it all together, but with a President behind you, things could move fairly rapidly.
The plan itself turned out to be a simple one. It didn’t need Marines landing on a beach or anything else that might mean many lives lost. What it did count on was a little surprise and a great deal of support when the time came. Both of those aspects were set in place. All they needed to do was show up at the right time.
Richardson paused at the entrance to her cabin and decided to walk out on the main deck and get some air. She walked down the darkened passageway and came to a large steel door. A curtain was in front of it and she switched off the lights before going out except for some small red ones that gave just enough light to see in the passage without providing a beacon for some enemy submarine. She opened the door and stepped out into the darkness. Clouds were out and only a faint glow of the moon shown through. People were standing around, but you couldn’t see who was there, their rank or their features. Slowly she made her way to the railings she knew to be at the side of the ship on this level. Her hands touched the rails and she leaned on them and took in the salty sea air.
After a minute or so someone stumbled into her. “Sorry. It’s a little dark out here,” said a young male voice.
“Yeah, but it’s nice. Pull up a piece of rail,” Richardson said.
“Thanks. I couldn’t sleep, so I came up for a few to get a few breaths of air. Even though they have blowers down below it can get pretty thick. You been to sea before?” he asked.
“A couple of times,” she said. It was very pleasant talking to someone who just treated you like a shipmate instead of a demigod. “I’m like you, would rather be up here. If there weren’t any clouds you would see so many stars it’s hard to believe. It’s really different from being on land.”
“I was raised out in the cornfields of Nebraska. I know what you mean about the stars. I used to go out in the field after we’d taken the crop in and just lay out looking up at them all. You go camping much?” he asked.
“Never had much chance,” she said. “But I enjoy it.”
He had a laugh at that. “I guess being a Marine we have to like it a little,” he said.
They stood silently for a while listening to the swish of the water alongside the ship. Richardson broke the silence. “Where are you in all this,” she asked.
“They put me in charge of a of rifle company in Second Bat, A Company,” he said. “My guys are all trained up and raring to go. With all the training we’ve been going through it’s nice to finally be on the way.”
“Yeah it is,” she said. “I’m on one of the staffs. I thought we’d never get this show on the road sometimes. Your guys anxious?”
He chuckled. “Screaming to get there and kick a little ass. Most of them ticked off because they lost a car or their music. What about you?”
“Yes, I’m ready to go. They actually had me working on the Memphis cleanup at first. I saw first hand what they did. It was pretty bad.”
“I bet. Can’t imagine what it would be like to live through such a thing. I was lucky enough to be down at Quantico when it started. I was so green I didn’t have a clue what had happened until my Gunny told me. When it dawned on me, I was pretty pissed. But it looks like we’re going to get some payback,” he said.
They talked for nearly half an hour about simple things, good times and bad. Richardson was able to relax talking to the young man about things that didn’t matter. The night was warm but the wind was refreshing. The ships had been passing through a small front. In the distance, she watched as the line of clouds ended. In the middle of one conversation about school the moon suddenly broke through the clouds illuminating the ship and revealing the young man standing next to her. He was a handsome man, fit and trim as the others onboard, dressed in his camouflage uniform and sporting the high and tight haircut typical of Marines. He was leaned against the railing staring out to sea as he spoke.
As he finished what he was saying he glanced over and saw the stars on Richardson’s collar. He suddenly straightened to attention. “Excuse me, Ma’am. I didn’t know who you were,” he said.
Richardson was almost saddened that the simple conversation was now over. She waved him down. “Stand at ease, Lieutenant. Generals like talking, too,” she said glancing at her watch. “But it’s getting late and I need to hit the sack.” She looked at the name on his uniform. “Lieutenant Dickson, I enjoyed talking with you this evening. It’s nice to relax a little after a hard day. I hope we can continue this conversation again sometime,” she said extending her hand. They shook briefly. She could tell by the look on his face he was still in some shock. “And always remember, we’re all Marines. We have to talk to each other, whatever rank. It’s what makes us what we are,” she said.
Dickson smiled. “Thank you, Ma’am. I just never spoke to a general before.” She could almost sense him blushing.
“Well, I don’t have my ogre hat on,” she quipped. They both gave a short laugh. “Good night and thanks again,” she said as she turned to reenter the ship. Just as she opened the door and stepped inside she glanced at Dickson once again. He was still watching her. His face still held that smile and he waved at her like a friend might do as they passed. Nice guy, she thought as she closed the door behind her. As she made her way back to her stateroom she wondered if most of the young lieutenants were like Dickson. Her thoughts strayed to wondering how many might be around after all this. But she shook the thought out of her mind quickly. It didn’t pay to dwell on those kinds of things. It was much better to remember that she had met a really nice good looking Marine from Nebraska who was happy about being where he was. As she went to sleep later, she was more relaxed than she had been in a month.
USS Iowa
Captain Hammond was not having a very restful night. Although the ship was burning its normal running lights, it was not operating its radars. As a result, more lookouts were posted to make sure the ship was aware of all things that they might run into or might run into them. As the early morning hours went on, more and more sets of running lights were being reported. Finally, the OOD called to say that it appeared one set of lights was bearing down on them. Hammond quickly dressed and walked out of his sea cabin to the bridge. The moon was bright and through some binoculars he could see one of the shadows was definitely headed their way. Since they were nowhere near a war zone and he was half expecting other Navy ships to be around, general quarters was not sounded. Instead he moved between several sets of lights to see if he could make out what kind of ships they were. Most were too far to really make out, but the one approaching had the masts and radars to be some kind of naval vessel. It was headed toward them from almost dead ahead, so he could see both the port and starboard running lights along with the mast head and range lights.
After studying the form a few minutes, he could tell it was not one of the kinds of ships he was used to seeing. There appeared to be guns forward, but the shadows might be playing tricks. Hammond was starting to become a little concerned when a red flashing light began blinking on one side of the shadow coming towards him. He heard feet running above and the shutters from one of the signal lights begin slapping away returning the call. He knew he should be patient. Signal light messages tended to take longer since they were sending and receiving in Morse code. After about three minutes a signalman came down the ladder with the paper in his hand.
“Officer of the deck, I have a message,” he said excitedly.
The OOD took the message and held his flashlight over it. The beam was tented red for use at night. After a moment, the OOD made his report.
“Captain, the message is from USS Rooks. They are an escort vessel and request to form up on our starboard side to escort us to our rendezvous,” the OOD said handing the sheet over.
The Captain scanned the message. He had never heard of a “Rooks” in the fleet, but with all that was going on, he wasn’t that surprised. Sure enough they would be an escort. “Permission granted. Request they come no closer than 1,000 yards,” he said.
The OOD gave the instructions and soon the shutters of the signal light were clattering again. The message was acknowledged and the outline of the ship changed slightly. Hammond was no longer able to see the port running light and the mast head light shifted a little more to the right relative to the range light. The Rooks was much closer now and more detail of the ship could be seen.
The OOD was watching the captain out of the corner of his eye when he saw him straighten up in some sort of recognition. “Well I’ll be damned,” he heard the Captain say. Then the Captain sat back in his chair and lowered the binoculars. He had a smile on his face. “Is there a problem, Captain?” he asked.
Hammond shook his head. “No problem. It just seems somebody is looking after us. Take a look at our escort. You ever see a ship like that before?” he asked
The OOD looked at the oncoming ship again. It was turned so that you could see more of a sideways look at the ship instead of from just ahead. Two guns appeared to be forward, a tripod mast with radar and other gear on it and what looked like two stacks amidships. The after end of the ship appeared as a lump. Nothing was familiar about it. “No, Captain, I can’t say I’ve seen one like that,” he said.
Hammond was amused at the confusion he could just make out on the OOD’s face. He couldn’t blame him. That ship was older than his father. “The Rooks was probably built in 1943. At the time, she probably had the most up-to-date equipment in any fleet. As a matter of fact, her design led the way in Navy destroyers for decades. That, sir, is a Fletcher class destroyer. She’s one of our generation,” he said referring to the Iowa’s age.
They both watched as the old destroyer silently made her way down the starboard side of the ship and then suddenly turned 180 degrees, ending exactly on the Iowa’s starboard beam at 1,000 yard’s distance. The young OOD had never seen such a cool maneuver and Hammond simply stared in admiration. He then wrote something furiously on a piece of paper and called down the signalman. The young seaman took the message up to the signal bridge and handed it to the petty officer in charge. The petty officer read it and grinned. He took the signal light, swung it around, and began sending the message: CO TO CO. GOOD TO SEE THE NAVY STILL HAS STYLE. HAMMOND.
In a minute, a reply was sent back: CO TO CO. ALWAYS WANTED TO FETCH A BIG STICK. DANDRIDGE. The petty officer grinned. This is all right, he thought. He took the message down personally.
The Captain almost howled. He rose from his chair and walked out to the bridge wing looking over at the Rooks. He saw a lone figure step out of the Rooks’ pilot house. Hammond raised his hand and waved. The other figure did the same. It was a simple moment, the connection between two professional men of the sea. Unfortunately such things were too often ignored, so when it did happen, it was to be prized. The two men shared the moment though 1,000 yards of water was between them.
Hammond came back in and sat back in his seat. “God, this is what the real Navy is all about,” he said. He sat back in his chair and let sleep fall over him a little longer. It seemed like just a moment before he felt a tug on his arm and he drifted out of his sleep. A new OOD was standing before him. The early morning light was bright enough to read without a light. “Sir, we are coming into the rendezvous area and have multiple contacts out here. I have been able to make some of them out. You need to see this, sir,” he said nervously.
Hammond sat up and looked around. The Rooks was still glued to her position on their starboard beam. Everything appeared normal, but as he stared out the bridge windows he could see dark spots on the horizon. Hammond grabbed his binoculars and scanned the area. True enough. This was something he needed to see. The spots were far away, but different from what he expected. He could see the tall towers on at least five very large ships and just make out smaller ships around them. The ships were spread out and covered almost thirty degrees off either side of his bow. A report from a lookout sighted another ship on their port side, just coming out of the morning haze. There was no mistaking this one. Even at the 10 miles separating the ships you could make out the silhouette of a battleship. They could make out the three gun turrets on her decks and the tall tower for her fire control directors, but she was different from the Iowa class. There was only one stack joined to the forward tower. It was as if someone had squeezed the ship shorter and everything had bunched up in the middle. The bow wave was considerable as she muscled through the water towards the rendezvous. After a quick exchange of light signals, she identified herself as USS Alabama.
The Iowa stirred with excitement now as sailors came on deck and saw the other ships. Most had never seen a destroyer like the Rooks. Within the hour the men could also clearly see the Alabama making her way to join the others. The replenishment ship Spica was identified and after some signals altered her course to join up with the Iowa and Alabama, who would be unreping from the Spica’s port side.
Breakfast was a hurried affair and people were already at their various unrep stations readying equipment. Hammond grabbed a bite to eat sitting on the bridge. Things were happening too quickly now for him to go to his cabin. As she made her way toward the Iowa, Spica sent a message to prepare to receive the admiral and his staff.
Flight quarters was sounded and the crew donned their flight quarters gear. The repair locker team set up and the deck crew had everyone in place to land the helicopter. The ship cleared off the large helicopter landing area on the fantail and signaled readiness. In a few moments a CH-46 lifted off from the Spica’s stern and made its way towards Iowa. It paused just after takeoff to hook up to two large cargo nets full of materials. The big twin rotor helicopter with its cargo circled the ship once before drifting aft and coming in slowly. The controller began directing the helicopter in towards a spot for unloading the cargo. The helicopter swung across the stern and deftly placed the nets in a clear area on the port side before easing over to the landing pad on the stern. The petty officer used hand signals to direct the helo so that it had a clear landing area. The helo eased down until the wheels came to rest gently on the deck.
The engines of the helo remained at idle but the rotors slowed to a stop. An older man in a khaki uniform bounded out of the doorway followed by about ten other officers. The older officer made a beeline to the Captain. Vice Admiral Rich Thacke grabbed Hammond’s hand and shook it warmly.
“Damn it, Captain, you have no idea how glad I am to see you!” he said over the din of the helo’s engines.
“I had no idea it was you coming aboard, sir,” Hammond said smiling broadly. He made some introductions of his officers.
Thacke made the rounds then took Hammond by the arm, “Let’s get the hell someplace quiet so we can talk a little before the unrep,” he said loudly in Hammond’s ear. Then calling out to the others, “Finch, you and the ship’s supply officer get things on track. Let me know the status after the unrep,” he barked. By now the rotors of the helo were turning again and it lifted off for a second load of staff members. The ship’s XO remained behind to oversee the vertrep while Hammond and Thacke walked up the starboard side and up the ladders to the Captain’s stateroom. They both entered on the starboard side and the Captain sat down with Thacke in one of the lounge chairs. Hammond placed a call to the bridge to notify him when the ship made its way toward the Spica. Once done, he turned back to Admiral Thacke.
“I had no idea you left the Navy Yard,” Hammond said.
“Roger, you have some powerful friends. I got the word the same day you were sent to take command and have been in briefings ever since. Then they put my ass on that USNS and I have been going crazy just to get off of it,” he said almost in a growl.
Hammond chuckled. “I bet. I don’t think I could stand being a passenger either.”
“Well, it’s over with now and I am glad to be here. You have any idea what’s happening?”
“Not really. I got to Vallejo and have been either in training or onloading ever since. There are still parts of this ship I haven’t seen, but that should be done within a week.”
“What do you think of your crew?” Thacke asked, his eyes focusing in on the answer.
“I was a little worried at first. Half the ship’s crew are old — some older than I am — but from the minute I stepped aboard they proved to me they know their stuff. In just these few days I have seen these older guys teaching the younger ones things I’ve rarely seen in my career. They aced out the training exercises and the gunnery was something out of a dream. Right now I wouldn’t trade ‘em, Admiral. So just stand by and watch.”
Thacke sat back and grinned. “That’s the best thing I could have heard. Some of the other battlewagons are experiencing some teething problems, and they didn’t do as well in the gunnery training. I got a message with all the scores from the guys in California. You and your guys were at the top. So when they asked which ship I would ride, I picked yours. You have a habit of getting good ideas and getting the job done. So between you and your crew we’re going places.”
Thacke leaned forward in his seat and looked at Hammond. “I am in charge of Battleship Division One. We are all joining up off Hawaii and heading to Korea. I figure you know some of the things we were trying to set up.”
Hammond nodded. “Some. I was getting a lot of the Navy and Marine Corps options set up. I know they put General Richardson in charge of the planning and then put her in First Marine. I also know they were getting everyone ready to shove off, but I don’t know the final plan or much on the details.”
“Well, we’re on the way now. Claire Richardson came up with some brilliant ideas of how to do this. She’s a sneaky gal. I like it. We are heading up to provide gunfire support and in general scare the shit out of the North Koreans. Our force is made up of seven battleships, two cruisers and a pot full of destroyers. We’re going to divide up to provide support in three separate landings and then patrol the shoreline providing gunfire support and denying the North access to everything between the beach and 20 miles. We’ll need to make our plans between here and Korea. In the mean time, I’m going to have the staff run a kind of mini refresher training. Lots of Zulu 13s and damage control drills. We’ll also do some formation maneuvers. The main thing is to make sure we can handle whatever is thrown at us,” Thacke said.
The telephone rang interrupting the conversation. Hammond answered, listened for a moment, and then hung up. “We’re making our approach. I need to head up to the bridge,” he said.
Thacke smiled. “No problem. I just wanted to kind of fill you in. We’re going to be working really closely for the next few months. I don’t want anything to stand between us,” he said as he stood. “You run your ship. Maybe we have dinner together tonight and talk a little more.”
“My pleasure, Admiral. I assume you will be taking this cabin,” Hammond said. Usually the Admiral took the best cabin on the ship.
Thacke shook his head. “I never liked that practice. I understand there is another VIP cabin, I’ll take that one and you keep yours.”
Hammond smiled at him. “Always knew I’d like working with you,” he chuckled. “Your stateroom is right next door then. We’ll share the galley.”
“Good enough. Now get up to the bridge, Captain,” Thacke said.
Hammond bid his goodbyes and hurried up the ladders to the bridge. A quick glance showed that all the people were in place. The Iowa was holding astern and to the port side of the Spica waiting for the signal to proceed. The bridge was quiet and orderly. Commander Davis, the XO, was on the starboard bridge wing along with Ensign Martinez, one of the junior officers. Hammond joined them just as the Romeo flag was hoisted to the top of the Spica’s halyard signaling the Iowa to make her approach.
Under the watchful eye of the XO and Hammond, Martinez issued the orders to bring the Iowa alongside the Spica. Hammond was impressed at the skill level Davis displayed as he explained the helpful rules in the maneuvers. He even gave the warnings of the suction effect of the other ship when making an approach. As a result, Hammond had merely to sit back and watch as the Iowa slid flawlessly into place alongside the Spica at a distance of only 150 feet and stayed there.
“USS Iowa, prepare to receive shot line fore and aft!” came an announcement from the loudspeakers on the Spica. Within seconds, three loud bangs were heard as weighted lines were shot across the 150-foot void between the ships. Immediately Iowa crewmen grabbed the shot lines and passed the ends through a pulley attached to the bulkhead and along to a line of men who began pulling it across.
Forward, the men pulled across a telephone and distance line that held a sound-powered telephone line and a small line with flags marking every 20 feet to help the ship’s conning officer maintain the distance between the ships. A second line came across for a high tension line to transfer cargo. Back aft, the end of the shot line was attached to a messenger line and finally a steel span wire. Once the span wire with its attachment shackle came across, it was attached to a pelican hook over a probe receiver for the fueling hose.
Once the wires were attached at both places, winches took tension on the lines and everything was pulled taught. Using the messenger lines, the men of the Iowa then pulled across the fueling probe and the standard underway replenishment fixture or SURF. Using brute strength, the Iowa crewmen pulled the probe across the span wire until it slammed into the fueling probe receiver on the ship and seated itself. When all was ready, thousands of gallons of DFM, or diesel fuel, marine, came pouring through the hoses and probe into the bunkers of the Iowa. At the same time, a trolley began shuttling back and forth along the highline between the ships carrying 5-inch and 16-inch ammunition to replenish what was expended in training. Once the transfers began, the helo also began shuttling back and forth between the ships carrying cargo nets full of food, equipment and materials and depositing them on the Iowa’s fantail. Using hand operated fork trucks sent over with the first loads, work crews immediately began moving the pallets of materials out of the way and then down the hatches into the ship. Ammunition was trucked to the loading hatches for the three turrets where the powder cans and projectiles were lowered into the magazines. The last of the projectiles and powder were lowered into the turret three magazines. The 5-inch ammunition was carried one at a time from the pallets to each 5-inch magazine by a separate working party.
In all, the Iowa took on 56 rounds of 16-inch ammunition, 340 rounds of 5-inch and 20 tons of food and other supplies. They also took on 380,000 gallons of fuel. The whole evolution took more than four hours. By the end of that time everyone was exhausted. Talking to the CO of the Spica through the sound-powered telephone, Hammond decided not to practice an emergency breakaway but take their time and do the evolution at a slightly slower pace so the new guys could learn. As the last of the pallets was being sent across, Hammond heard some disturbances behind the bridge. Looking aft, he saw several crewmen setting up the last of some musical instruments in a wide walkway. He turned to the XO. “I didn’t know we had a band,” he said with a smile.
The XO got a sheepish look on his face. “Sorry about that, Captain, these guys got together while we were rebuilding. I told them to be ready for all our unreps and special events.”
“No problem. This is one area I don’t mind surprises. I hope they’re good.”
“Not bad at all, Captain,” he said as he turned back to the evolution.
Over the next few minutes the fueling hose and other gear were released in the reverse order they had been sent over. The last sent back was the tension wire and messengers for cargo. As the tension line was unhooked, the band immediately began to play. It was a mix of older and younger crewmen playing music that was very familiar to Hammond. It took only a few seconds to recognize the old Doobie Brothers song “Rockin’ Down the Highway.” The XO was right. The guys were very good. As the Iowa sped up and began passing the Spica, Hammond looked back at the faces of the band members. They were actually having a lot of fun playing the music. Better yet, the guys still at their unrep stations were clapping and singing along. The tradition of playing music during a breakaway had been going on for many years, though it was usually some kind of recorded music being played over the ship’s public address system. To have a real band out there playing was a novelty. Even the crew of the Spica seemed to enjoy the show.
USS Iowa made her way to a new station to wait for other ships to replenish. The watch was set and the ship returned to a more routine operation. USS Alabama had taken Iowa’s place alongside Spica. That was when Hammond had the chance to look at all the ships in the force. While replenishing, several more ships had come into view. Several modern frigates and two Ticonderoga Class cruisers had been in the force along with five Charles F. Adams class Guided Missile Destroyers. Hammond remembered the old workhorses of the fleet. The Adams Class DDGs had a reputation of doing more than their share and were still able to get the job done. Although the electronics were older, they were very reliable and the missile magazines could carry up to forty Standard SM-1s.
The ships that really got his attention were stationed five miles on Iowa’s port side. The first was USS Salem, an 8-inch gun cruiser. Just forward was USS Little Rock, a 6-inch gun cruiser modified in the late 1950s to carry missiles. Although her 6-inch guns were active forward, back aft there was a lot of hustle around what looked like a fist with two arms. Hammond watched as two doors opened up on the aft bulkhead and two huge missiles slid onto the arms of the missile launcher. Talos missiles had been way before his time, but they were impressive nonetheless. They looked like telephone poles and he had heard that they could reach out over 100 miles to hit an incoming aircraft. The things had to be about 30 feet long. Fins along the side of the things were for stabilization. Hammond hoped he would never have to be anywhere near the receiving end of those things.
Scattered around the ships were destroyers — lots of them. These were not modern vessels that carried missiles and other high tech gear. These too were from out of history. Hammond wondered where they had come from. None of them were from any time after 1960. There were Fletchers, Gearings, Sumners, and a few Forrest Shermans. The one thing they had in common, all carried 5-inch guns as their main armament.
Checking astern, the outlines of other massive ships were in view now. The closest had a turret arrangement similar to Iowa. But there the familiarity ended. Her bow was blunt and she seemed to muscle her way through the seas instead of slicing through them. She had two stacks but they were narrow and placed farther aft. Hammond could also see where her armor plating ended above the waterline just below the main deck. Like all the other ships, she was painted haze grey and, as she rolled back and forth, he could see the teak decking running from forward of turret one back to the fantail. Men were engaged in a variety of duties around the deck, from swabbing to gun maintenance. At one point a puff of dark smoke came out of the forward stack, but that quickly disappeared as the engineers adjusted the fuel/air mixture in one of her boilers. The seas were relatively calm but occasionally a thin spray of water could be seen lifting into the air at the bow and wetting the forward decks.
Hammond turned to the OOD. “What battleships are in formation with us? He asked.
The OOD picked up a piece of paper and walked to the bridge wing with the Captain. “Alabama is with the Spica, and we have the Massachusetts on our port quarter at 30,000 yards. The closest is the North Carolina,” he said pointing to the ship Hammond had been looking at. “The New Jersey and the Wisconsin are out of sight and coming up behind us. I understand from the Operations Officer they won’t be in sight until late this afternoon,” he said.
They were interrupted by the Junior Officer of the Deck (JOOD). “Sir, we are in the center of our assigned sector. Recommend we come to base course and speed.”
“Make it so,” the OOD said. Then he turned to the Captain as the young man left, “Sir, I’m coming to the base course of 310 and slowing to 12 knots. That should keep us in our sector. Do you want us to actively patrol the sector or just remain within it?” he asked.
Hammond nodded. “You were brought up in destroyers. This is what they call a heavy. We don’t patrol, we maintain. It’s up to the others to patrol around us. So just keep in the sector for now,” he said.
“Aye, sir,” came the reply as the OOD went back into the pilot house. As he left, the Supply Officer came onto the bridge wing.
“Is everybody settled into their quarters, Suppo?” Hammond asked.
“At least so far, Captain. I decided to put all the enlisted staffers in one of the empty berthing compartments back aft. I have the Chief getting them tucked in. The Chief of Staff was hoping for a larger stateroom, but that’s the only big one we have. He can’t complain much. At least it has a head,” he said with a chuckle. “The rest of the officers are in staterooms on the O-1 level aft. Right now they are putting their personal things away. I have my guys putting the other items in the work spaces on the O-2 level. I understand the Admiral will take formal command tomorrow after everyone finishes unreping.”
“How did the Admiral like his cabin?”
The Supply Officer smiled. “I was surprised he didn’t take yours, but he seems to like his new home. I got him set up and got a mess cook set up to work with your cook in preparing the meals. The staff didn’t bring any food, so we will have to pull from ship’s stores. That’s not any problem. The Disbursing Officer is working with their supply type to get things squared away. By the way, the Admiral asked us to prepare a meal for himself, the Chief of Staff, and you this evening. I didn’t know if you were aware.”
“He’d mentioned it. Can you let my guy know to help out for a while till they get organized?”
“Sure thing, Captain. I’d already done that anyway. I also asked him to make you a sandwich for lunch since you hadn’t eaten. You want it in your cabin or on the bridge?”
“I think I’ll go to my cabin. How about asking the XO to join me? If he hasn’t eaten, the cook can make another sandwich.”
“Glad to, Captain. I’ll let the cook know. He should be ready shortly.”
“Good. I’ll check out a couple of things and then come down. Thanks, Emmett, for getting the staffers set up,” Hammond said.
“My pleasure, Captain,” the Suppo said as he headed back down the ladder.
Hammond walked over to the navigation table and took a look at the chart. The Iowa’s course was laid out and marked as it should be. Then he walked to the front of the pilot house and looked at the maneuvering board the OOD was using. Iowa was squarely in the center of the sector assigned. The rest of the sectors were mapped out and the positions of the ships inside them. The OOD and the JOOD were on the bridge wing using a stadimeter to get a range on the guide ship. Glancing into the control tower, the helm and lee helm were standing alertly keeping the ship on course and at speed.
Hammond turned to the OOD, now coming back into the pilot house. “I’m going for a bite in my cabin,” he said.
“Aye, sir,” came the reply.
Hammond left the bridge and went down two levels to his cabin. The Marine sentry followed him from the bridge and positioned himself at the door when the Captain entered. Two places were set at the long table and the cook was placing a plate with what looked like a roast beef sandwich and some potato salad on each place. A small tray on the table held mustard, relish, and other condiments. “Afternoon, Captain,” the cook said with a grin. “I hope roast beef is okay. I was able to get some meats we can use for sandwiches with this load, so I can fix something quick when we need to.”
“Good idea, Clark. You’re going to make me fat if you keep this up.”
“That’s my job, Captain,” he said as he reached through a small opening in the bulkhead and grabbed two iced teas.
There was a knock at the door and the sentry opened it for the XO to come in. He had a couple of smudges on his khaki uniform where he came in contact with something. “Thanks for the invite, Captain. I thought I was going to have to wait for dinner for something to eat.”
Hammond ushered the XO to his seat and they both sat down. “You and the crew are doing a bang up job, Brian. I just wanted to tell you that. I really appreciate you keeping me up on everything. It feels like the officers and crew have been aboard for years instead of months. Where the hell did they all come from?” he asked.
“You know it’s a mystery to me too,” the XO said. “From what I understand, when the city decided to put the ship back in service they contacted the Iowa Veteran’s Association. Within a week there were over fifty guys up here helping out. Within a month there were 300. Most of them are from when the ship was in commission in the 80s. When I got here, they had pulled out that Battleship Standards book and people were quoting it chapter and verse. It was a kind of guide they used. It was good for me. I was the rookie and they had all the experience. A few of them took me by the hand and we got things going. These guys seemed to know where everything was and how it worked. I suggested they form a sort of school for the new guys to get them oriented. They set it up. Now when a new guy comes in, he spends at least a week with one of the older guys to learn the ship and all the procedures,” he said.
“That explains some of it,” Hammond said. “But I also like the way you are training the JOs. That unrep was almost perfect.”
“Martinez is a good one. He pays attention and seems to have the feel of the ship. I took the JOs out on an old torpedo retriever at the shipyard one day to do a little training and see what these guys had. Martinez was one of the better ones. But I want to put all the guys through these evolutions before we get over there if I can,” the XO said.
Hammond could tell he was serious when it came to training and anything else that had to do with the ship’s operations. Davis seemed to have a lot of drive and focus with an easygoing way about him that seemed to beg respect. Hammond decided he needed to send the detailers a gift for sending Davis to the ship. “You were CO on the Nicholson weren’t you?” he asked.
“Yes, sir. Two years, then some staff duty. I actually missed her until I came aboard this ship.”
Hammond smiled through the bit of his sandwich. “Yeah, she has her way doesn’t she?”
“It was like I could feel it when I stepped aboard. Some of the older guys bring it home, especially Boats. He was the one that brought you to the ship.”
“From what I see, he’s a real character.”
“You should hear him when somebody screws up. He has a mouth that would embarrass a hooker. Between him, the Navigator, and a couple of the Chiefs, they could peel the paint off half the ship,” the XO laughed. “And since tomorrow is Sunday, he has already made plans.”
“What kind of plans?” the Captain asked warily.
“I asked the same question, but the First Lieutenant says it’s needed and he’s already set up the working parties. I’m planning on taking pictures,” he said. “It won’t happen until after lunch tomorrow and then will take about three hours. It needs to be done to clean the decks. The band will be playing for this one, too,” the XO said cryptically.
“Okay, come on, give me the skinny,” Hammond said with a grin. The XO’s humor was infectious.
“Time honored tradition, Captain. It involves holystones,” he said.
At first Hammond wasn’t sure what he meant, and then he remembered his history and the smile spread on his face. “You’re right Brian. A time honored tradition. I’m looking forward to it myself.”
Cape Canaveral, Florida
“Three — two — one…” the countdown ended as a gout of flame erupted from the end of the venerable Titan III rocket as it lifted gently from its launch pad and began to move swiftly down range. The technicians at the Cape watched anxiously to make sure everything went perfectly and the precious cargo was carried as planned. As planned, the first stage separated and the second continued to shove its payload faster and higher to achieving orbit. Then a much smaller third stage ignited sending the satellite even further above the Earth until it was a few thousand miles up in a stationary orbit.
On cue, photovoltaic panels unfolded to their full length and the large communications satellite realigned itself so that its receivers were aligned with the Western Pacific and its transmitters pointed both toward the Pacific and to another satellite that had been launched earlier in the morning. In the Pentagon, a signal was received indicating the circuit was now complete. Smiles broke out around the communications center and a few of the technicians shook hands.
General Ryan Bradley grinned at the people in the room. “OK, gents, we now have secure comms with the Pacific. I want them quiet until D-Day, then burn up the sky,” he said. Bradley picked up a telephone and dialed a number. “Mister President, this is General Bradley. The birds are up and waiting, sir,” he said.
Pyongyang, North Korea
“What other materials may we assist you with, Comrade?” asked the People’s Republic’s Ambassador to North Korea.
“We believe that is all we currently need, Comrade Ambassador. My government wishes to express its deepest appreciation for everything you have been able to help us with over the past few months. We anticipate a total victory in a short period of time, unifying our divided nation and adding another star to our Communist brotherhood,” said Huo Tiem, a high ranking official with the Secretariat.
“The People’s Republic stands ready to help any aligned nation. As our neighbors, you are always welcome. I believe my assistant also has some business after we have concluded, so I shall return to our embassy,” the ambassador said as he stood. The men shook hands and the primary parties left the room. Only counterparts remained.
After the doors were closed, two men faced each other across the table. “My government wishes to share with you some information it has received regarding the Americans and your soon to be countrymen,” said So Yuan, an intelligence officer from the People’s Republic. He handed over a folder with some papers inside.
“In addition to our regular intelligence assessment, we have received some interesting information. It appears that a number of ships from the Hyundai Corporation have become disenfranchised with the Americans. They have been sneaking their ships out of American waters and have begun making their way back to their homeports on the peninsula. One of our contacts found out and sent us this information. The ships do not have operating radio equipment and from what we understand they are loaded with their automobiles. My superiors believe they should arrive back in their homeports by the end of the month.”
“And why should we be interested in these ships?” asked the Korean intelligence officer.
“My government believes this is a significant political event. These crews have decided that the American political system is incompatible with their needs and have embraced your political system. This can act as a political endorsement of your government. More than that, these people can be used as heroic examples of the new government of Korea — a political system in which people actively wish to participate. My superiors are providing this information so that your government can use it to the maximum effect,” he said.
“Has this information been verified?”
Yuan smiled. “Unfortunately your government’s methods have left our intelligence gathering services without a means for such verification. However, the information has come to us. If the ships arrive, the information should prove helpful. If not, no harm should be done,” he said.
The Korean glanced through the papers. “I will present these to my superiors,” he said.
“We are happy to assist our comrades in Korea.”

Chapter 12

July 28 — Last Respite
USS Iowa
Sunday was a holiday routine aboard ship. Men could sleep in as long as they weren’t on watch and no ship’s activities would be accomplished until after lunch. Hammond slept until 0630 and had a quiet breakfast of cereal and coffee in his cabin. He allowed this last “holiday routine” Sunday because it would probably be just that — the last one. The ship was nearing Oahu now and, according to the plan, they were going to be joining up with additional forces. After that, they would be steaming into dangerous waters. After breakfast he took a tour of the ship.
Every morning Hammond took some time to explore his ship, talk to the crew and in general learn as much about the ship as he could. He didn’t like that he had been forced to assume command without some time to get to know the ship and crew better, but these were extraordinary times and he had to make do. This morning, he went to the Bos’n’s locker all the way forward in the bow of the ship. Along the way he saw the orderliness in the berthing spaces, even though many were still in their beds, or racks as they were called. The decks were clean and uncluttered. Personal gear was stowed away out of sight. He checked some of the racks to make sure there was an EEBD or emergency escape breathing device in each “coffin locker,” the four by four by seven cubicle that each man was given to sleep in. The EEBDs were used as breathing hoods for the crewman to use in an emergency. Several crewmen were up either reading or talking quietly.
As Hammond came into a compartment, the men stood out of respect and greeted him. Mayor Crowell had been right. There was eagerness in their eyes. They seemed very glad to see their captain and anxious to please. This was a little different from his first command. On that ship he had been greeted with respect but aloofness. They acted as if somehow they really didn’t care if he came or went. Hammond found himself wondering what was really making this difference. Strangely enough he had felt the difference himself since he came aboard. This ship’s personality was different from all the others. Many people scoffed at the idea, but each ship Hammond had been on was a little different — not in function, but in attitude. He wondered if this personality changed with each successive generation that served aboard. It would be something to watch.
Passing through First Division berthing he heard some angry shouts from the other side of a watertight door on the forward bulkhead. It sounded as if Boats Patnaude was in his element.
“I don’t give a fuck if it is Sunday. You peckerheads wanted tradition, well goddamnit I’m giving you some. Just bring that shit up out of there before I shove my foot up your ass!” Hammond heard Boats yell. He hesitated opening the door for a moment but went in anyway.
“And that sand has to come up too!” Patnaude yelled down a hatch. There was already a large pile of what looked like cement bricks piled up on the deck with a large stack of poles.
“What’s up Boats?” Hammond asked.
Patnaude turned and smiled at the Captain. “Just getting ready for a little evolution this afternoon, Captain. These dipshits have been asking for months what we do with all this shit, so I thought this would be the day to show ‘em,” he said. Several of the others were working in their T-shirts passing up bags of sand. Others were bringing in more of the bricks.
“When are you going to start?”
“At 1400, Captain. Gives us time to get all these guys through chow and into the heat of the day. Since we have to wet the decks, it’ll be a nice break. I got all of Deck Department and Weapons going to take part. Should be real interesting,” Boats said with a sly grin.
“I believe it will. I may even come join you.”
“The more the merrier.”
Hammond laughed. “In the mean time, can someone show me the windlass gear? I want to see what we have.”
“Right this way, Captain,” Boats said leading the way farther forward. The rest of the tour took only about 20 minutes as Patnaude led him through the finer points of the anchor windless gear and all the other equipment in the locker.
Shortly afterward, Hammond was firmly ensconced in his chair on the bridge going over the message traffic. His thoughts were interrupted by an announcement over the 1MC:
“Good morning, everyone, this is Father Danner. Roman Catholic Mass will be held on the 0–1 level port side beside turret two at 1100. So bring your sunscreen, sunglasses, and shower shoes to the 0–1 level port side and join us for services.”
Hammond almost laughed as a very old gentleman in a captain’s uniform placed the microphone back in its holder. He had a twinkle in his eyes as he said good morning to the Captain and then headed down for Mass. Father Danner had been aboard back in the 80s and had been a very popular member of the crew. He had come out of retirement to be a spiritual leader for those who desired it onboard the ship. In the few days Hammond had known him, Danner had been not only an able priest, but an able officer; reliable and dedicated to the ship and crew. His advice, on the few occasions needed, was insightful and conservative. Hammond could only imagine what the Mass would be like. After a few moments he walked over to the bridge windows on the port side and looked down on the assembled men. They were standing loosely in front of a small table Danner had set up. He was leading them in prayer along with two assistants. An altar kit was there to serve communion. After the short prayer, Danner was speaking to the gathered crewmen. He glanced up, saw the Captain watching, and flashed a smile and a quick wink. Hammond chuckled to himself. That was Danner.
Lunch was really a brunch for most. They served until 1300 and then everything was quiet for about an hour. At that time “all hands” was piped and Deck and Weapons departments were mustered on the fo’c’sle. Hammond left the bridge to watch. He walked up the starboard side main deck and listened to the Bos’n as he gave the instructions.
“Damn it, I told everybody not to wear shoes or socks up here this afternoon. I have a good reason when I say something. It’s not like I like flappin’ my gums! After we get through with this I want the rest of you shitheads to get them shoes off so we can get to work!” He grabbed one of the cement looking bricks. There was a partial hole in one side of it. “OK, you guys want to be real battleship sailors? Well, here’s your chance. Any of you fuckheads know what this is? It’s a holystone,” he said holding it up high. “You will notice there is a place on one side that looks like something some of you guys might want to stick your dick in. Well, don’t be getting’ any ideas. It’s to stick the end of a swab handle into. Today we are going to take part in a 400 year old, time honored tradition of holystoning a deck. What this shit was used for was keeping the wooden decks clean and bright. So listen up and we will go over how you do it,” he said starting his lecture.
Patnaude carefully demonstrated how to wet the deck, throw sand on it, and then, standing in a line shoulder to shoulder move the holystone back and forth along a single plank for several sweeps and then move to the next. Within 30 minutes the hoses were dousing the main decks and sand was everywhere. Lines of men took hold of their broom handles and inserting them into the hole in the holystone, began moving together as teams sanding down the decks. As the lines of men moved the stones from plank to plank, water was splashed on the deck where they had finished, sometimes drenching the crewmen and making the task much more pleasant. At first the job went slow, but as the men got the hang of it, they began working as well oiled teams. As they moved across the decks, you could see the difference in the before and after portions.
After three hours the main deck was completed. The wooden decks sparkled and Bos’n had all the gear struck below. He had given the men something to talk about and tell the folks. Hammond watched the procedure and as the men were putting the gear away he walked over to Patnaude. “Boats, I’d seen this stuff in movies but never thought I’d see this in person. Nice job.”
“Not a problem, Captain. Been wanting to pull that shit out anyway, just to say we did it. Now we can forget about it.”
“What do you mean forget about it? Don’t you have to do this every so often?”
Patnaude eased up and spoke in a more hushed tone. “Actually Captain, there’s a citric acid bath we use to do the same thing. You fill a shit can with one container of the powder and water. It gets the deck just as clean looking by just swabbing the deck,” he said with a twinkle in his eye.
Hammond started to laugh. “Oh, they’re going to hate you.”
Boats huffed. “Like I give a shit. They better be glad I don’t have ‘em doing this shit every week,” he said with a grin. Several of the Deck Department Chiefs were standing around him with huge smiles on their faces. Obviously they were in on it.
“I defer to your wisdom,” Hammond said. “See you later, guys,” he said as he turned and made his way aft.
Pyongyang, North Korea
“Congratulations, Comrade Chairman,” beamed Minister Lu Chen. “I have just received news the enemy stronghold of Seoul has fallen.”
Kim Sung Nua sprang from his seat with the news. His face wore a broad smile. Lu Chen had not seen a smile on the Chairman’s face since a few weeks after the campaign started. “This is good, Comrade Minister. It seems our forces will be able to achieve a victory,” Kim said with an only slightly biting tone.
Lu Chen bowed slightly. It was not good to spoil such information. “The word just reached us that our forces broke through and forced the remaining enemy back to the sea. It appears that once we had the upper hand, they fell like a house of cards,” he said reassuringly. The last of the American forces have been rounded up and are being sent to our prisoner of war camps. Our political officers are already beginning the process of unification with the population.”
The Chairman looked at the man with a gleeful eye. The capture of larger numbers of Americans would be a major bargaining chip at the conclusion of the war. It could bring in money, equipment and other things necessary for his government. It could also be used if the tides of war changed. “What about the air base south of the city?”
“It too is in our hands. Our nuclear strike disabled their planes so they could not be used, as you know. Unfortunately, the Americans destroyed the remaining planes, equipment, and ammunition before they fell back. The good news is that the base remains intact. We should be able to land our planes on it today,” Lu Chen emphasized. He knew the Chairman wanted a few of the planes serviceable for additional trading chips in dealing with China. “I have already given orders to concentrate our forces on the southern air bases in a move which should allow us to obtain some of their aircraft.”
Kim smiled again. At least the man was making the effort, he thought. He held up a finger to emphasize the point. “Just remember it is politically imperative we obtain copies of the American designs so that we may share our discoveries with our communist allies,” he said forcefully but while smiling. Then the smile vanished. “Now when will we achieve a final victory?”
Lu Chen knew this was coming and he was prepared, but he still began to sweat. “Very soon now, Comrade Chairman. Our forces are within thirty miles of Pusan as we speak. Each day we gain more and more ground. Our forces are now markedly superior in numbers and each day our enemies are becoming weaker. I shifted efforts more toward the western half of the country so we may subdue their airfields quickly, but that will mean we have the chance to sweep around them from the west instead of from the north. We hold them in one place, while we stab them in the side. The only thing left to do is allow them to bleed,” he said confidently.
Of course he didn’t allow any part of his report to dwell on the horrendous casualties the North had suffered along the way. They had lost nearly 200,000 men in the campaign so far and the progress was being paid through the deaths of thousands more. He also didn’t mention that none of his submarines had returned after beginning operations and some of his airplanes were not returning to base.
The worst part was the loss of their armor. At the beginning of the campaign it was decided to use the older equipment first, saving the newer machines for future operations. They deployed over 400 of the old Soviet T-34s they had in inventory. While the trusty tank had been the mainstay of the Soviet Union during the Great Patriotic War, they did little more than protect the soldiers inside from the bullets of ordinary guns. More modern artillery and hand held rockets went through the old machines as if they were made of paper. Out of the 400 deployed, less than one quarter of them were still serviceable.
Lu Chen needed to leave on a higher note. “One thing I have been able to do, Comrade Chairman, is to have our scientists and engineers go through the air base we overran and start bringing out parts, materials, and intelligence that was not destroyed. Even the remains of the aircraft are valuable for intelligence purposes. Once everything has been gathered, I will provide a report of what we have and its importance. You may do with the information as you wish for the glory of our nation,” he said bowing slightly.
The Chairman thought about it a moment. Yes, that would be a good thing. Anything he could provide that the Chinese had not been able to obtain would be leveraged in the future. He smiled again. “Very good, Comrade Minister. And to share our joy over the fall of Seoul, we shall have a celebration in the Capital. There shall be military parades, fireworks, and feasting. You shall join me in the reviewing stand,” he said. Now send in my secretary so the Party may begin its celebration plans.”
“Yes, Comrade Chairman,” Lu Chen said as he saluted and quickly left the office. The fall of Seoul had been a blessing in that it put the Chairman in a good mood and he was able to forget the endless delays in completing the campaign. This celebration could be a nice diversion. It might mean pulling some troops back for the parades and the expenditure of several weeks’ worth of food rations, but his people needed a slight break anyway. He would hold on the southern advance and shift units west to sweep around the lower half of the peninsula. The planned capture of the Kunsan Air Base would bring the Chairman more happiness culminating in the final downfall of enemy opposition. The objective was now in sight and he was reaching for it.
In the Waters Off South Korea
The giant ships arrived on station late in the evening. Their arrival was not marked with any fanfare, signals, or even a wave from some passing sailor. Instead it was met with total silence, which was what these ships had been built for. Originally, they were supposed to lie deep and await a signal that would spell Armageddon for any nation that opposed them, but over the years their mission changed. Like the battleships of old, their names represented states of the Union; in this case, Ohio and Michigan. In the early part of the century they had been overhauled and remodeled to serve in a new function. Instead of carrying submarine-launched ballistic missiles, these updated ships carried 157 conventional or nuclear tipped cruise missiles each. The two ships had been at sea when the EMP took down the rest of their sisters. Now they were on station and ready to show that, although hurt, the United States could still bloody a nose.
In each control room, the exercises were run again and again so there would be no flaws in the launches. Timing was crucial. The plan was everything would happen at once. Launches were backed down to fit the schedule. Although the Global Positioning Systems in the Tomahawk cruise missiles were no longer functioning since the satellites were silent, the terrain mapping functions for the missiles was working perfectly. The targets had already been fed into the missiles with only a few untargeted to be used for new opportunities.
Now it was time for the Ohio’s to do what they did best — look like a hole in the ocean. Each ship settled within a sector they were assigned and waited. One was on the east coast, the other on the west. When the time came, they would pull almost a reverse of what the North Koreans had done just four months earlier.
Inchon Harbor
A little over 200 miles away Lieutenant Ross Turner was completing a little task of his own. The leader of a small contingent of SEAL Team Six, he had been assigned the task of clearing the mines out of Wonson harbor. It had taken days to completely map out his targets. The problem wasn’t the sharks, murky water, or reduced visibility. Quite the contrary, the water was surprisingly clear — so clear that there was danger of being seen either from a plane or from shore. That meant they had to dive in the evenings or at night. That wasn’t so much of a problem except that it was difficult to find the targets in the dark. They didn’t dare risk using lights.
Chief Pullam came up with an idea shortly after they arrived. Using a thin line strung between two divers, they made their way through the deep water until the divers felt something snag the line. Then both men cautiously came together until they were confronted with their target — a contact mine. The North Koreans had dropped more than 100 of the things in the waters off Inchon at the sea entrance to Seoul. If anyone was to get in or out, the mines would have to be cleared. Turner and five other men were assigned the task to do just that. He waited as Petty Officer Byron placed the plastic charge against the bottom of the mine and attached a detonator. The detonator was hooked to a small black box. Once everything was secure, Turner used his fingers to make sure everything was set, then the men swam off, spread the line and began the process all over again. The next mine was about 100 yards away on a bearing of 275 degrees according to the chart they made earlier in the week.
Every half hour the men surfaced and recharged their rebreathers. The men didn’t use scuba gear. The bubbles would give their positions away. Instead they were using a device that allowed them to rebreathe their own air. This eliminated the bubbles and the need to refill empty air tanks from a compressor. Periodically they had to surface, and change out a canister, replenishing their air and dive again. They didn’t have to dive deep. Inchon was a shallow area and contact mines had to be near the surface for a ship to hit them.
One after another the mines were located and the charges placed. As the early dawn began to lighten the sky, the six men emerged unseen onto a small island in the bay. They crawled into the thick scrub to a small hollowed area under a canopy of trees and underbrush where they ate and set a watch. Then the men slept.
Turner lay back and listened to the birds sing in the trees. It was so peaceful here. Rarely was there a sound of machinery or war. If they hadn’t been afraid of being shot, it would have been nice to go back down to the beach and get a tan. He glanced over at the men with him. Petty Officer Dunn was seated so that his head was just above the bushes, giving him a good view around the island. He seemed alert. His eyes darted back and forth and his head turned to cover all 360 degrees of his surroundings. Chief Pullam was already sawing wood. It never ceased to amaze Turner that the Chief could fall deeply asleep whenever the opportunity arose, yet be fully awake at the slightest touch. The rest were cuddled up as best they could in the early morning coolness.
They had been lucky. The C-130 dropped them and their gear off within a mile of the island in the dead of night. Since the fall of Seoul just a few days before, no activity was anywhere near them. The airports were closed and even the fishing boats rarely ventured out. A larger island was a couple of miles away, but this one was made up of a rocky hill full of vegetation. It was not more than 600 yards in any particular direction, and there was not a soul on it except for the SEALs. The rocky outcroppings along the shore had been a perfect place to hide their inflatable boats and the rest of their gear. Each boat had a small electric motor to help get the men around. The batteries were hooked to high efficiency, portable solar panels that recharged them during the day.
One other piece of luck had been the discovery of an empty, rusting grain barge anchored near the center of the bay. It was partially submerged through neglect. No top covered the open hold and over time water had washed in and was freely moving inside. The barge itself was still relatively solid. After watching the barge during the first day and seeing no one disturbing it, Turner and the others crawled aboard the first night and made sure it was secure. Finding a small compartment in one end that was dry, they placed half of their explosives and diving gear inside and re-secured the hatch so that it looked like it hadn’t been touched. Chief Pullam had set a charge on the equipment so that if the North found it, the charge would go off killing the finder and sinking the barge, eliminating the evidence. So far, no one had even glanced at the thing. The team used the materials on the barge first, then resupplied from the island.
Now the team was almost finished. Turner figured one last night of work would do it. Their orders were to complete the mission and be extracted by some kind of ship the Navy would be sending. They would set up a small receiver on the barge and a sonar transducer underneath to signal the detonations. By then, Turner and his team planned to be long gone.
USS Iowa
Hawaii had been a rendezvous with several ships. Now the entire surface task force was together and on its way. The rendezvous had been over a week ago. Vice Admiral Thacke surveyed the ships around them in his command center. It wasn’t something he thought he would ever see. Battleships and gun cruisers formed the central core of the formation, with old missile cruisers and a sprinkling of newer ships forming the outer screen. The newer ships had been drawn from those deployed or out to sea during the EMP attack. There were enough missiles and parts to keep them operational. A few had been brought back on line in time to join in. Thacke liked the fact that if needed, his missile ships could provide adequate protection. The older Belknap Class missile cruisers had been scraped together from mothballed fleets in San Francisco and along the east coast. Built mostly in the 1960s, the technology was old but the missiles themselves were of a newer design. Raytheon, General Dynamics, and a few others pulled out the stops to bring out the old missiles and get them back online. In some cases they dug out the templates and stamps manufacturing new missiles to meet the old designs. The Navy was warned to use the things sparingly since it took time to build them, but they were working on a small stockpile. The old Adams class DDGs had been the easiest. They could fire the SM-1s still in inventory.
“I’m going up to the bridge and walk around some,” Thacke said. He then left the flag bridge and went up one level to the pilot house. Captain Hammond was sitting in his seat talking on the telephone.
“Look, I don’t care what it takes. Get that system back online ASAP,” he said. After a pause, he continued. “That’s okay with me; I doubt the Admiral will squeal either. Just let me know when it gets done,” he said hanging up the phone.
Hammond stood for the Admiral but was motioned to sit back down. “Problem?” Thacke asked.
“Spot One is down. Weaps says it’s some sort of brush in the servo that sends the signal down to the computer. As usual, no spares, but he says Skelly has a fix. So they’ll get back to me,” Hammond said.
“So I won’t squeal?”
Hammond shrugged. “I figure you won’t care as long as the system works.”
Thacke nodded. “Quite correct, Captain. I was told you plan on running some kind of drill?”
“Yes, sir, a fire drill. We're going to take it all the way so I let your watch officer know. That shouldn’t interfere with anything you have, should it?”
Thacke shook his head. “No, go ahead. By the way, I liked your ideas for our mini-refresher training out here. It’s getting everybody on their toes in a short period of time. My Chief of Staff coming from one of the training units didn’t hurt. He’s acting like a chess master maneuvering things around a board. He wants to pull the heavies off and have a short gun shoot tomorrow. It’s a good idea and will let the guys get a look at what we have here,” Thacke said.
He looked around at the orderliness of the bridge and its smooth operation. Hammond had taken over and done a great job of getting his ship ready. “You and Bill came up with a good plan for the distribution of forces. I went over it again this morning. Bill’s going to get it typed up as a battle plan and we will go over it at the commander’s meeting day after tomorrow. It fits well with Richardson’s overall plan for the invasion and appears to give the support needed to pull it off well. I’ll get it transmitted from Guam via the broadcast after the meeting.”
“Sounds good,” Hammond replied. “Which group do you want us in?”
“Pusan. That’s where we need the concentration. From what I hear, everywhere else will be pretty much controlled by the North by then. I got a message this morning saying we can use Sasebo for our refueling and replenishment. That should make a quick turnaround.”
“I’m still worried about that. I could empty this thing in a day of hard shooting. By the time we get to Sasebo and onload, then come back again and shoot then onload again, my guys are going to be dead. I can’t keep them going forever,” Hammond said.
Thacke nodded. “I know, it may take a little bit, but once the landings are completed and the Army gets its act together we should have time for some rotation and crew relief. I figure the first thirty days will be a bear, but then slacken off considerably. I’m also counting on a few things I know are coming that will give us a break. Sorry I can’t share, but it will help a lot.”
The bitch box crackled to life in front of the men. “Bridge, main control, we have a Class Bravo fire in number two fireroom. I say again, we have a Class Bravo fire in number two fireroom.”
The OOD pressed the button. “Is this a drill?”
“Negative, this is not a drill goddamnit!”
The OOD turned to the Bos’n’s Mate. “Boats, Class Bravo fire in number two fire room, sound general quarters!”
The Bos’n flipped the switches and blew his call. “This is not a drill, this is not a drill, fire, fire, fire. Class Bravo fire in number two fireroom. Away the damage control parties Repair Four provide. General quarters, general quarters, all hands man your battle stations. Set Condition Zebra throughout the ship.” He turned the switch on a red painted box next to the console. The general quarters alarm sounded throughout the ship and from everywhere, men dropped what they were doing and sprinted to their general quarters stations.
Thacke stood back out of the way as Hammond was on his feet calling down to main control via the phone. The Cheng immediately answered.
“Cheng, what have you got?
“A fuel line to the number three burner head ruptured and started spreading oil everywhere, Captain. As the Chief was calling it in, the stuff ignited. They got the fuel shut down to the boiler, but the remainder is burning in the bilges and along the boiler facing. I got burn casualties,” the Cheng said quickly.
“The DC parties should be there pretty quick. I’ll get the docs to take care of your guys. Go ahead and have your guys isolate number two and cross connect until we have the fires out and a boiler back online. Do what you need to do, Cheng,” Hammond said.
“Hang on, the fires are out, Captain. The twin agent system worked. Let me get some things taken care of and I’ll get back to you,” he said. The telephone line went dead.
“OOD, call sick bay and have them ready for some burn casualties. If they need the wardroom, it’s theirs,” Hammond barked. He turned to Thacke. “Fuel line burst. Fire’s out, but there’s some oil in the bilge and some burn casualties. We’ll be okay.”
“Quick action, Captain. You’re going to need help with those burn casualties,” Thacke said.
“Yeah, but I need to find out how bad it is.”
“DC Central reports the fire is out, four casualties, all on the way to sick bay. Reflash watch is set. The DCA recommends we shut down number two fireroom until they can clean it up and inspect the other fuel lines. Blackie says there’s not much oil in the bilge and has put a layer of foam on it just in case. He said he is getting the wicks from the spill kit to get the oil out. He also said the boiler itself is probably not damaged,” the OOD reported.
“Very well,” said the Captain. He glanced at the Admiral and gave a little sigh.
The XO entered the pilot house. He was blackened with soot and sweating like a horse, but his eyes were blazing from the adrenaline. “Fire’s out, Captain. The Chief and three other guys got second and third degree burns. The rest were singed but okay. Petty Officer Owens got it the worst. He was trying to staunch the oil flow with a rag when it went off. The top watch hit the cutoff valve to stop the fuel flow, but not before it really ate up Owens’ hands and face. Fireman Maxwell grabbed the twin agent hose and let her rip. That snuffed the fire. Repair 4 is on scene and overhauling it,” he said. “We were lucky. The guys caught it very quick. I was down in Main Control when it happened. They did good,” he said with a grin.
The bitch box crackled again. “Bridge, Main Control. Is the Captain there?” It was the voice of Commander Kimberlain, the Chief Engineer.
Hammond pressed the button. “Go ahead, Cheng.”
“Okay, everything is under control down here. We’re bringing 1 Bravo boiler online to compensate and have cross connected the forward group to maintain propulsion and electricity. We’ve got most of the smoke out now and the DCA is checking it all out. It appears there’s not much damage. I’ll have a crew on it right after Blackie says go. The Chief and two of the guys have second degree burns, but Owens is pretty bad. Doc is working on him now. We may need to get him ashore captain,” CHENG said.
Hammond looked at Thacke. “Tomorrow evening I can have the helo fly him in early,” Thacke said.
“Taken care of, Cheng. The XO is here and giving me a brief. Let me know whatever else you need.”
“Will do, sir.”
“I’m going down to Sick Bay. Go ahead and secure from general quarters,” he said to the OOD as he left the bridge. The XO was right behind him. Thacke watched them go and asked the OOD to let his staff know if they needed anything.
Sick Bay was deep inside the ship between turrets one and two. As the men climbed through the scuttles and hatches, the air felt thicker and a thin layer of smoke still hung in the air. As they entered sick bay the captain saw Chief Houck sitting at a dressing station. He had some bubbled skin on his hands and arms. A corpsman named Grotke was putting a light bandage on the wounds. Houck smiled at the Captain as he entered. Hammond walked over to him and noticed he had no eyebrows and some of his hair was gone.
Hammond pulled up a chair and sat down next to him. “You going to be okay?”
The Chief let out a coarse laugh. “Shit. It’ll take more’n that to kill me. The damn fuel line just let go Captain. There weren’t any leaks or anything, just one second dry and the next there was oil spraying everywhere. I’m not sure where the spark came from, but we were replacing the burner tips when it happened. There might have been a little blowback. Anyway, Owen grabbed his rag and was wrapping it around the line when it all went off,” he said. He then pointed behind him. “Doc’s looking at him now. Fireman Maxwell saved our bacon. He grabbed the twin agent hoses and let go with a couple good bursts of PKP while he shot some foam along the boiler face. It didn’t take long. The other guys are okay, just some minor stuff. I tried to help Owens and caught a couple of flashes before the fire went out,” he said with a grin on his face.
Hammond looked over at the corpsman. The man was finishing up with the loose bandage. “He’s going to be okay, Captain, but it got his arms and hands. Normal times I would send him ashore,” the corpsman said.
The Chief looked over at the corpsman. “Bullshit. I ain’t leaving this ship. I got to go back and get that fireroom in shape. This will heal up okay,” he said lifting his arms and waving them around.
The corpsman raised his hand. “Hang on, Chief. I’m not saying you have to go. But if you want those arms to stay on, you need to keep them still.” The corpsman placed a sling around his head and eased an arm into it. “You need to let these arms rest. Don’t pop the blisters and don’t put anything on them. They’re going to hurt like hell for a few days. I’ll get you a few pills to take for that. The main thing is you stay inside and in the Chief’s Quarters. Come back every morning and afternoon for us to re-bandage and look you over. For now, I need you to lie down in one of our racks and just rest,” he said.
The Chief started to protest, but Hammond stopped him. “Chief, he’s right. If you follow your instructions to the letter, I’ll see about letting you stay aboard for the show. But if you give any problems the deal’s off. Now lie down and let us get some work done.”
The Chief deflated and said, “Aye, sir.” He was led to a bed to rest. Hammond watched him leave and asked the corpsman, “Can he stay?”
The corpsman grinned. “Probably. The burns aren’t that bad. We can handle it unless he gets an infection. He’s going to hurt for a while, though. Probably won’t help his disposition,” the young man said smiling.
Hammond smiled at the man. “Good job. Where’s the Doc?”
“In surgery. They are using it for Owens. The place needs to be sterile. Come on, sir.” The corpsman took the Captain over, helped him into a sterile gown, and placed a mask on his face. The Captain entered the surgery space. Two doctors and two corpsmen were standing over Owens cleaning where they could and applying sterile dressings over the exposed flesh. He was bathed in light revealing all the terrible details. Owens’ uniform had been cut away and he lay naked on the table. The dungarees protected his legs and torso. Even his chest was red but relatively unhurt. The rest was a different matter. Owens’ face was blackened and peeling. His arms and hands were much the same. The flames had burned him deeply in several places and his skin seemed to be dripping off him. In some cases, the doctor removed the skin completely. They were covering everything with coated gauze to protect the flesh underneath.
Doc Dickerson had seen a lot in his 40 years of medical service. He had come out of retirement to return to this ship, but he never imagined he would see someone with injuries like this again. Luckily, he knew exactly what to do. He noticed the Captain come in and motioned him over. Owens had patches over both eyes and his breathing was rough. “He’s under, Captain,” Dickerson said quietly as he worked. “I’m going to keep him alive, but he needs to get to a burn center as soon as possible.”
He looked over at the Captain. The eyes said it all — the shock, the concern, the helplessness, and the desire to help one of his own. Dickerson had been through many commands. The good ones always had that look, he thought to himself. “I’m not sure how much he will ever be able to use his arms and hands again. The fingers are pretty much gone on one hand,” he said.
Hammond looked at the man’s fingers. They had been burned down to the bone in four cases. The other doctor was working on his left hand, wrapping each digit with the gauze. Hammond started to feel a little queasy and looked back at the boy’s face instead.
Dickerson followed his eyes. “He will require a lot of cosmetic surgery after this. Skin grafts and a lot of therapy. Luckily the rest of his body is okay. They can get the grafts from there. My big concern is infection. About one fourth of his body is without its protective layer. This gauze helps a lot. It’s coated with antibiotics. But the sooner we can get real skin back on, the better he’ll be. I’m also concerned how much he breathed in. His lungs have some fluid in them. I’m hoping it’s mostly from smoke and not fire. If they’re burned, he won’t last the night. I plan on keeping him asleep. He doesn’t need to feel the pain yet and he’ll be easier to transport.”
“The Admiral says we can send him to the beach by helo day after tomorrow. Is that OK or should I speed up?
“How much sooner would we get there?
“Maybe a few hours.”
“Then day after is fine. But if we can, let’s not shake things up much. I would recommend we get there as soon as we can and fly him out. I’ll go with him and meet you there,” the Doc said.
Hammond nodded. “I’ll talk to the Admiral about speeding things up a little and maybe postponing a gunshoot. That will all help. How about the others?” he asked.
“Ask Grotke about the Chief, but the others are ok. This guy is my main concern. Now let me keep working here. I’ll come see you when I’m done,” Dickerson said.
Hammond nodded. “Thanks, Doc,” he said.
Dickerson reached over and squeezed his arm. “We’ll make it,” Dickerson said.
Hammond turned and left the compartment. The other doctor looked up as Dickerson re-gloved. “I like him,” he said.
“He’ll do. Now let’s make this guy well,” Dickerson said as he placed another layer of gauze.
* * *
The Admiral increased speed to the maximum for the slowest ships do on just one boiler per shaft. That meant the formation would arrive in helo range eight hours earlier than planned. Owens had a bad night, but he was stable enough to travel. Doc Dickerson kept him heavily sedated and he was wrapped securely for the trip. The SH-60 refueled before landing on the Iowa’s pad early in the morning. Both Owens and Dickerson were loaded aboard and the big doors shut. The hospital was at the far range of the helo’s endurance, but with the severity of the injuries everyone knew it was the best thing to do.
Hammond had seen the men to the helo and stood there until the helicopter was out of sight. Then he made his way back to the pilot house. He never liked losing a crewman. In this case it was an unfortunate accident. The line that ruptured looked substantial, but the one section was thinner than the ends. A sudden jump in pressure or even the vibration associated with the operating boiler probably opened it up. The engineers immediately pounced on the damage. The XO assigned an officer to make a formal investigation and all the people were being interviewed and the parts retrieved. At the same time the damaged line was replaced and the boiler room cleaned. The bilges were totally dried and cleaned and any lagging replaced on the pipes. The Chief Engineer went over the boiler with a fine tooth comb and determined it was ready for operation. Late the next afternoon fires were lit once more and the boiler brought up to operating specifications. Fireman Maxwell was allowed the chance to light the boiler while Chief Houck and the rest of the team watched. Houck and the other two had to leave after lightoff since the heat from the boiler would not help their healing. Hammond swore he almost saw a tear in the Chief’s eye.
Breakfast was a quick affair before a prefire briefing in the wardroom at 0730. Hammond arrived to find the wardroom full of weapons and fire control crewmen as well as representatives from other departments. The Weapons Officer began the briefing.
“Good morning, everyone. As you all know there is a planned GUNNEX this morning at 1000. The ship will be firing along with the battleships North Carolina, Alabama, Massachusetts, New Jersey, Missouri, and Wisconsin. We will be firing BL&P rounds at a killer tomato that will be launched by USS Semmes at a range between 8 and 10 nautical miles. The operation will be accomplished in two phases. First, each ship will be allowed to shoot three ranging rounds. The rounds will be fired in sequence by ship, beginning with the North Carolina and ending with the Wisconsin. Upon completion of this phase the formation will fire three broadsides at the target, one broadside at a time, at the direction of the Division Commander. All ships will fire the broadsides together. A helo will be in the air to take photographs. Our journalists and photographers will be allowed to ride the helo for the photo op. Prefire checks will be conducted immediately following this briefing. We will be using the standard six bag configuration….
The briefing droned on listing the types of ammunition, special precautions, and any possible changes as may be directed such as changes in course or speed. After thirty minutes, the briefing was finishing up when it came the Captain’s turn to speak.
“Gentlemen, this is Iowa’s chance to shine. Let’s get rounds on target. But most of all, let’s make sure we’re safe. Remember, no metal in the turrets or magazines. If anyone sees anything suspicious, sing out and stop the exercise. Keep in mind the forty-seven crewmen still with us in turret two. Keep this safe.” He looked out at the men there. “We’re getting close. I will share with you that in just a few days this ship will be in action. What we do each day brings us closer to being ready.” Hammond looked around. “This ship of ours has seen almost a quarter of the history of the United States. And every time she takes part, she has proven her worth. It’s a great reputation to live up to.” He smiled at them. “Fear God and Dreadnought,” he said.
The men got up and began filing out of the room. Hammond turned to Weaps. “What happened to Spot One?”
Weaps called over a Master Chief. “It’s still on the CASREP list but we’re 100 percent,” he said. “The Master Chief had the fix. Tell him about it,” he said to the old smiling face that appeared beside him.
Master Chief Skelly had requested Iowa from the beginning, but had taken the time to get all the ships back up through Newport News. Now he was even sleeping in the rack he had when he had been aboard from '88 on. If there was any fire control system that he knew backwards and forwards, it was the Mk-38 gunfire control system. He beamed at the Captain.
“We had the same problem before, sir. It’s a little lead brush about an inch long and a quarter inch wide that sits against the rotors in the servo. It’s only about as thick as a fingernail. There’s a spring on one end to keep it pressing against the contact. It’s like one of the old generator brushes they had in old cars; just rubs up against the rotor and relays information. That little piece of lead is so soft it is constantly getting worn down and wearing out. The last time I tried to price getting one made it was going to cost thousands. Then one of my first class came up with an idea. That brush is just soft metal. It has to be softer than the steel rotors and still conduct the electricity. So whenever it goes out, we buy a can of Coke and get one of the government ball point pens. We cut out a small strip of the aluminum to match the size of the piece of lead and then take it down to the HTs. They buff the paint and varnish off and then tack weld the spring from the pen to the aluminum. You insert the piece into the old housing and we’re back in business. The thing works good for about six months, then we buy another Coke and destroy another ink pen,” he said.
Hammond looked at the man with admiration. “And it really works?”
“Yes, sir. I’ve even checked to make sure we weren’t damaging the rotors, but everything looks fine. The North Carolina didn’t have any of those old lead brushes. Their system is working, too.”
Hammond nodded. “Not bad. Not bad at all,” he said making his way back to his cabin.
Three hours later the signal flags broke from the main yard. It signaled a “formation one” with ships in order by hull number. After all the heavies acknowledged, the signal was executed. Slowly and almost majestically the old battleships began to maneuver into position forming what was once called a line of battle, one ship ahead of the other until there was but one line of strength. The ships were spaced only 1,000 yards apart. On the Iowa’s fantail, a small remote controlled aircraft that had been supplied by the Israelis was started and warmed up. When all was ready, a small rocket launched the frail looking aircraft into the sky and it turned toward USS Semmes in the distance.
When ready, USS Semmes, a DDG on a parallel course slightly ahead of the ships, let go the “killer tomato” — a red target balloon 10 feet in diameter that floated on top of the water. A small helium-filled balloon on a tether was attached to the tomato. It had radar reflectors to help the fire control systems lock on. For the first time since getting underway, the powerful fire control radars were switched on. Inside the directors the men were already tracking the tomato using their optical sights. They determined the range to be 9.16 miles. The radar range matched the optics. Using signal flags, Admiral Thacke’s staff began the exercise. Far ahead, the guns of the North Carolina swung from their centerline position and rose toward their target. A gout of flame erupted and a loud bang was heard in the distance as one of the North Carolina’s guns fired. Almost thirty seconds later a tall column of water rose within 200 yards of the balloon. A minute later, after corrections were dialed into the computer, a second round was fired. This one landed within 100 yards. The third round was closer still.
Ship by ship the battleships tested their systems. When Iowa’s turn came, everyone not on watch was topside to see the spectacle. The Iowa’s guns turned on their roller paths and elevated. A buzzer was heard sounding. On the third one the center gun from turret one belched forth its projectile. Deep in the ship the crew of the remotely piloted vehicle watched the television screen to see where the round went. It splashed very close to the balloon. One of the crewmen placed the tip of a light pin on the splash point and the offset information was fed into the computers. The buzzer began sounding again. This time, the center gun of turret two fired. With everyone watching, the projectile sailed through the atmosphere making a sound like linen being torn in a long sheet. To everyone’s amazement, the projectile passed through the center of the killer tomato, causing the balloon to tear into pieces and float near the surface for a while.
“Damn!” came the voice of Admiral Thacke as he stood on the bridge next to Hammond. This was his first gunshoot and this kind of gunnery was rare indeed. “I sure hope the Semmes has that other balloon ready,” he said.
It took nearly thirty minutes for the next balloon to be put in the water and for the Semmes to get out of the way. Iowa’s third round was so close the balloon was lifted out of the water for a second, coming back down but still afloat. The firing continued down the line with no one else able to be anywhere near as close.
Phase one ended. A “turn port 180” signal was executed and all the ships turned together 180 degrees so they could pass the target again. The staff raised the signal to engage and put it at the dip. All the ship’s guns now turned in the opposite direction and pointed toward the small red dot in the distance. The signal was executed. The entire line of battleships erupt in flame as the great guns unleashed their might. The sound was ear splitting — a deep and heavy bang that threw a concussion through the air that flattened the waves around the ships where they were pointed. Great columns of water rose from all around the target balloon as the 1,900 pound projectiles slammed into the water. Yet, when the sheets of liquid finally settled, the tomato was still there.
The staff ordered a new course change, taking the great ships even farther from the tomato. At a range of 18 miles the barrels of the guns were angled up nearly 40 degrees. Again, following the orders of the Division Commander, the line of guns erupted. This time, the Admiral followed the Captain to Strike where they could see the screen of the RPV. The rounds all fell within 200 yards of the target. Once again, one round pierced the balloon slinging the remnants across the water and calling an end to the exercise.
Later that evening, the images taken by the photographers were downloaded from the electronic cameras. They clearly showed in vivid detail the devastating power that was about to be unleashed on an unsuspecting enemy.
South Korea
The attack was coming in earnest now. South Korean units had discovered a marshalling area just behind the lines where units were resting up and getting ready for another assault. For some reason, the North decided to take a breather and the constant level of attack had been reduced to just sporadic engagements as the lines firmed up and positions were adjusted. During the brief rest, some South Korean scouts found a hole in the line and a decision was made to take advantage of it. Peterson, now promoted to a Lieutenant Colonel, was chosen to lead the raid because of his ability to inflict the maximum damage to the enemy without a corresponding loss of life. He selected the people he would take with care. Hufham and Ricks had been a foregone conclusion. Between them, they gathered thirty men and women. These included some mortar artillery, demolitions experts, and infantry who were good in both weapons and hand-to-hand action.
The equipment was hard to dig up. The Americans and South Koreans were expending ordnance at an alarming rate. Resupply kept them going, but the supply did not kept pace with the demand. In most cases, soldiers improvised with whatever materials they had to slow the enemy’s progress. Ricks commandeered a supply of explosives from an engineering company and made up a number of pipe bombs, hand-placed explosives, and all the Molotov Cocktails that they could carry with them. The cocktails were set up after he had gone to Su Lynn and asked the people in her facility to help him round up all the glass bottles and jars they could find. Within a day, they responded with over 200 containers of all kinds. Many couldn’t be used, but most were perfect for what Ricks had planned. The bottles and jars were fashioned with cloth wicks and placed in some ammo boxes that were lying around. They would be filled with gasoline or other fuel later.
Late the next evening the raiding party silently made its way through the line, passing through a drainage culvert part of the way and ending up in a wooded area on the outside of town. Using everything they learned in a six-hour crash course of covert ops, the soldiers moved through the trees and brush without much of a sound. Crossing over several hills, they finally saw their objective — several groups of tanks and other heavy equipment and dozens of tents spread out along a secluded valley. It was a good spot to remain protected from the action. Hills were on three sides with the opening facing the north. A few lights were on as people worked on some of the machines and others stood guard. What looked like a central command area had lots of telephone and power lines running in and out, lights on inside the tents and occasionally someone walking around. Sentries were positioned around the camp and patrols were making their way constantly between posts. Additional sentries were placed on the hilltops surrounding the camp. Peterson and his men nearly stumbled on one of the patrols. Fortunately the soldier was not paying as much attention as he should and Peterson’s people blended into the night as the soldier passed.
Peterson planned his attack based on where the enemy would not be looking — the northern entrance to the valley. It took the men another hour to make their way around to the entrance. Once there, they waited near the one sentry post for the roving patrol to check in and leave. Once done, the sentry was taken out swiftly and silently by one of the men. A South Korean soldier took his place after donning part of the uniform. The remainder of the raiding party passed through the line and into the valley.
Peterson looked around the encampment and pulled Hufham and Ricks in. “Look, I don’t want a single one of these people to get out of this valley alive. I want to put my mortar crews up a little higher on the hill on either side. Hufham, take some of the guys over to the left toward the main camp area and start using those Molotovs. I think I spotted a fuel truck and some cans over that direction. Ricks, you take some to the right and hit those. But before then, I think you need to place some of your explosives on the nearest tanks so that when the time comes they block the escape. Then place a few more on anything of value. Concentrate everything along the entrance so that they tend to keep people in. Then have your people shoot anything that moves in those camps. The big thing is to keep these people and machines out of the war. Once we have this place burning really good, have all your people regroup here and we’ll get out,” he said quickly. Checking their watches, they decided to wait on Ricks’ charges to go off to begin their attack.
The men moved off quickly. Ricks found a small gasoline store near one of the trucks and his men walked off with about fifty gallons of the fuel. They made their way up the hill and began quickly filling the containers and soaking the wicks. They spread out and waited. Ricks and six men took several packs full of explosives and made their way toward the tank farm near the entrance. Several different kinds of tanks were there, from the old T-34s to the newer Type 59s. But what caught Ricks’ eye were the rocket artillery launchers. The North had more than twenty of the things and they could wreak havoc on the Allied lines. Carefully, the men crept up to each launcher and placed a packet of plastic explosive between two of the tubes. Ricks set a manual timer on each and they moved on. They were interrupted three times as a sentry walked through the line of machines. On two occasions the sentry walked no farther as Ricks dispatched each silently and returned to his task. On the tanks, Ricks molded the explosives so they were packed tightly along the turret ring of the tank under the main gun.
It took thirty minutes to complete the task. Ricks and his men eased back to the right side of the hill where his people were waiting. Along the way they found the ammunition trucks holding the extra rockets and gun ammo. Ricks cursed himself for using the last of his explosives and timers on the tanks. All he had left was dynamite with fuses which had to be lit. There was no way to time that and no time to get word to the mortar crews. Ricks and his men were just over 100 yards away when the first charges went off with a deafening roar.
One after another the rocket launchers seemed to disintegrate as the charges not only destroyed the tubes, but also set off all the rockets. The rockets not actually destroyed went off in their tubes, flying forward and striking some of the tent areas in front of them. Ricks watched as arcs of flame seemed to make their way into the tent encampments from a variety of places along the hill. Coming down in the camp, the Molotov Cocktails smashed into tents and along the ground, splashing the fuel everywhere as the wick ignited it. Men awoke from their sleep to find their tents and equipment on fire. They rushed out as a second volley came arcing overhead. This time the soldiers were splashed with the liquid and they began running through the camp setting more things afire.
The mortar crews added their own strength to the attack, sending their charges crashing down on the tops of the tanks in the center of the compound and then spreading out to hit all the area. Just one minute after the attack began the last of Ricks’ charges exploded under the tank turrets. The plastic explosives blew the turrets off seven tanks and damaged the rest. It had been a great show.
But the North Koreans were now fully awake and grabbing what weapons they could. By now the fires illuminated the entire valley and the allied force found itself exposed. The men and women began taking cover and firing at anything that moved in the tent encampments. Ricks saw his opportunity. Grabbing several bundles of dynamite, he raced down into the inferno to the ammunition trucks that were apart from the rest. At a dead run, he charged in, lighting the fuses and tossing them into the back of each truck.
The North Korean soldiers saw him and were concentrating on making sure he never returned home. He dashed behind one tent to find several soldiers standing there with rifles. Ricks opened up with his M-16 taking them down in a spray of bullets. Seconds later, he came upon one officer urging on two men. They too were taken down by what some thought was a wild demon charging through the camp.
The dynamite went off in the first truck, setting off all the other munitions. The blast knocked Ricks to the ground along with twenty other North Koreans trying to get out of the camp. Once again Ricks opened up and mowed down most of them, but not without one round grazing Ricks’ left arm. He rolled behind several crates as bullets struck the ground around him. Glancing around the corner, he saw the other men had taken refuge behind some drums. Ricks pulled out his only grenade and pulled the pin, lobbing the grenade toward the soldiers then bracing against some crates.
The grenade went off in front of the barrels, its shrapnel piercing the sides and igniting the diesel fuel. A gout of flame poured skyward, drenching everyone in the area with burning oil. Ricks dashed towards the area where his men had been stationed, firing into several small groups of North Koreans trying to get out as well. Seeing several of his people firing into the compound, he motioned for them to start making their way out. As they passed by his position, he saw that several were wounded. Giving orders to gather at the kick off point, he dashed back along the hill and found two of his men who had been hurt and were struggling to get back. Ricks slung his weapon and got between the two men, helping them along the trail and out of danger. At one point, they had been pinned down until others in the squad opened up from the side and took out the soldiers firing at them.
Once back, Ricks was still one short. Urging his men back toward the valley entrance, Ricks went back into the inferno. After a few minutes he noticed a movement to his right and saw Private Walker behind a large stone. He had been hit in the leg and could tell it was broken.
“Always getting in trouble, huh?” Ricks said as he crouched beside the young man. He felt around his lower leg and watched the grimace on Walker’s face. “We got to get you out of here. If I help, can you move?”
Walker’s face was illuminated by the fires in the compound, but his eyes shot Ricks a give me a break look. “Give me a hand and I’ll walk on my knees if I have to,” he growled. Ricks jerked Walker up and threw Walker’s arm over his shoulder. The two men hobbled off as fast as they could. It was a slow process. They were now getting fire from several places in the compound. The two men dashed back and forth behind what cover they could find, with Walker’s leg dangling behind them. Another massive explosion shook the ground and Ricks took advantage of the confusion to move farther down the path. When it seemed there was no way out, the brush erupted in gunfire. Ricks threw Walker down and moved his body over him to protect him from the onslaught. Then he felt several sets of hands grab him and pull him back.
“Get moving! I’m not going to carry your ass,” Hufham shouted as several men moved the two of them to the safety of the valley entrance.
The men moved another hundred yards when a line of flames seemed to spread behind them. Lt. Colonel Peterson and his men had laid out a line of barrels and opened them up. On signal, the line was ignited, covering their escape. The men gathered what was left and moved back around the hills to the culvert three klicks away. All during their escape, the men heard additional explosions and the ground shook from the destruction they had caused. It was a tired group of men and women who came out of the other end of the culvert into the early morning sunlight. Peterson started out with thirty people. Only nineteen came back.
Lt. Colonel Peterson watched the men and women trudge past him toward the small building where they would rest. Already the medics were working on the most seriously wounded. The last one out of the culvert was Ricks. Peterson gazed at a man who looked old beyond his years. The look was one of exhaustion. His eyes were sunken, his stare vacant. He was walking with a slight limp and a slouch, as if he was already asleep but his body continued on instinct. Peterson waved slightly and Ricks looked over and smiled. That was when Peterson noticed the holes. Ricks’ flack vest had four holes in it along his chest; one along his left arm where there was some bleeding. The final hole was in Ricks’ helmet. It had gouged out a line at least five inches long. As Ricks passed, Peterson took step beside him. “You’re bound and determined to get yourself killed, aren’t you?” he said to Ricks.
“Nah. Trouble just seems to follow me,” Ricks said.
“I saw you going after those trucks. I also saw you taking on a few squads of soldiers all by yourself. It looked like you were looking for trouble to me. And what was all that running back into that place?”
“Had to get my guys out. You knew I was a Boy Scout didn’t you, sir?” Ricks joked.
Peterson chuckled. “Just get your ass to a medic and get that arm looked at. Then get some sleep. I have a feeling we really pissed them off last night.”
“No arguments from me,” Ricks said. The men walked into an old gym where the others were being looked over. A medic took Ricks in tow and some others were preparing a hot meal. Peterson walked over to a bird Colonel and sat down with him to report. He was very careful to tell the man what Ricks had done in detail.
In The Air Off North Korea
Major Dave Adams eased back on the stick and broke away to the right as the KC-135 finished topping off his tanks. In the back, his Electronic Warfare Officer had the gear up and operating. It would take only about thirty minutes before the craft would near the coast of North Korea. He checked his orders again and, at the appointed position, he adjusted the bomber’s heading to move toward the upper east coast of the Korean peninsula. It could have been done by the computer onboard, but Adams just didn’t trust the things anymore. A couple of friends had been in the air on EMP night and they had almost been killed when the computer systems went haywire. Luckily they were both fine pilots and managed to get the ships back on the ground in one piece.
“EWO to pilot, I have begun receiving search radar emissions. Beginning plot.”
“Roger that. Do you think they see us?”
“I doubt it. The systems I’m detecting would have a hard time seeing a B-52.” That brought a chuckle from the rest of the crew. The North Koreans had notoriously old equipment.
“Well, let me know if one of the fire control systems comes up.”
“Roger that.”
Lieutenant Janice Carter had been top in her class at the Electronic Warfare School. But because her vision was far from 20/20, she was relegated to sitting in the back of the plane instead of the front. Her lack of vision was more than made up in her intelligence, however. She built a reputation for being able to pick out the signatures of radars and be able to tell not only where they were, but what they were. In a few cases, she had been able to tell where it had been made. The guys called her a witch behind her back. She loved every minute of it.
Twenty minutes later the bomber turned and began its trip down the Korean coast. By then, Carter identified eighteen air defense radars and plotted their position. As the bomber flew down the coast, she also identified radars on the western coast of the peninsula. By the time they passed into what was South Korea, the radar sites had become less frequent. Only two were operating that night between the old border and Pusan. All of the radars were old Soviet types nearly 40 years old.
Next came the tricky part. Adams banked the bomber toward the coast and reversed his course. Now the plane would be only 100 miles away from shore as it made another run up the coast. Normally this didn’t mean much to the crew since the B-1 was a stealthier aircraft. The next move was something his entire crew thought was absolutely nuts. Adams opened the bomb bay doors for fifteen seconds. Stealth was thrown out the window and five more radars were switched on, including three missile fire control radars looking for the target that suddenly appeared and then disappeared from their screens. Once again, Carter identified the radars and plotted where they were.
“Are we being tracked?” Adams asked.
“No major, they’re looking all over the place for us, but no tracking or lock on. And none of them can track while scanning. I’m reading some 3D stuff and a conical scan, but they don’t see us,” Carter said.
Nervously Adams sat back in his seat and handed off the controls to his co-pilot. He was sweating at the thought of giving his position away. The B-1 was a great plane and had been the first relatively stealthy bomber, but it was not a B-2 and not a plane to flaunt itself. Whoever thought this one up was crazy.
Carter was in her element. The equipment successfully plotted the radars down to one square yard. That would be enough, she thought. Ten minutes later, with the previous units well behind them, she called up the pilot and had the procedure run again. This time eight missile and gun targeting radars came online. They were halfway up the peninsula.
The third time the whole console lit up. Word had come down the line and everyone was waiting for something to appear. The radars searched the sky, sending millions of watts of energy into the air to find whatever was up there. Adams was looking down at the coast when he saw a flash of light and a yellow glow that seemed to be reaching skyward. Punching the engines, he careened the B-1 hard left, toward the coast, but putting his exhaust away from any seeker that might be glued to it. Then he ducked into a cloud and cut the throttles. “Any lock ons?” he shouted.
“Negative. Nothing tracking. Probably heat seeker,” Carter yelled back.
Adams had already figured that. Just before getting into the cloud he saw the missile track away from his plane. The maneuver worked this time. The clouds helped. “Carter have you got all you need?” he asked.
“More than enough Major. Let’s head home.”
Adams checked his systems and turned the airplane to head directly away from North Korea. He accelerated the aircraft past mach 1 and zoomed away. No one else shot at them. Adams finally set the auto-pilot for a return to Guam. The tanker would rendezvous with them over Japan. A few more hours and they would be home. He hoped having the crap scared out of all of them was worth it.
Three hours later, Fleet Broadcast out of Guam sent out a special targeting message that was addressed to three submarines somewhere in the Pacific.
North Korea
Kee had pulled out of the Chinese terminal eight hours before. His instructions had been explicit. He was to drive through the big tunnel just before 10 pm. Once in the middle, he was to pull a small lever on the dash. He was told it would release a pipe under the truck which would roll out of the way. Under no circumstances was he to stop to retrieve it. As a matter of fact, he was told to get out of the tunnel as fast as possible. Once again, the Chinese had loaded the truck. Once through he would deliver his load as planned and return home. Then something strange had happened. The contact he had been working with leaned in and took his hand. “Please make sure you deliver these packages on time and get as far away as possible. This is the last you will hear from us, I hope we can meet again soon,” he said.
All along the trip Kee had wondered what he was carrying. On one occasion he was tempted to get out and look it over, but the man’s warning made him continue. The tunnel was only ten miles ahead and it was only 9:05. He would make it in time.

Chapter 13

August 15 — The Assault Begins
Pusan, Korea
Pusan, Korea was dark. For weeks a blackout had been maintained and with the new moon it was difficult to see a hand in front of your face. The harbor pilot had two tugs with them and for some reason the lights were operating on the buoys coming into the harbor. The tugs weren’t needed.
The big automobile carriers slowly made their way in toward the main piers in the port facility. The first, Morning Sky, eased up until she was at the very head of the pier before slinging the lines out to men waiting for them. The ship’s heavy hawsers were pulled down and draped over the bollards along the pier, securing the ship. Within minutes the big ramps amidships and on the stern began swinging outward and lowering to the pier. Once the ramps were down, the big doors opened and the sound of gas turbines and diesel engines could be heard.
Almost as if the great ship was vomiting them out, the vehicles from the 1st Armored Division leapt down the ramps and onto the pier. Their orders had been explicit and brief. Get to the front and report when ready. The Abrams tanks opened up the throttles and rapidly made their way down the pier, out the gate, and through the city. The second ship opened its doors and it too disgorged its armored spearhead. A cruise ship from Carnival pulled in across the pier, followed by one from Cunard. The third auto carrier came in and started offloading. Once the first echelons of tanks and Bradleys were gone, the troop transport trucks made their way out and lined up next to the cruise ships. They were rapidly filled and took off in the same direction as the M-1s and Bradleys. Interspersed with those were fueling trucks, supply trucks, assault equipment, and heavy artillery. On the next pier two LSTs extended their ramps and the Paladin artillery pieces were rolled out and moved forward. Units from Australia and New Zealand were landing in Chinhae and pushing westward. Two more cruise ships and five amphibs were left to unload. Everyone was in a hurry. They had one hour.
DMZ, Korea
Kee was stopped at the tunnel checkpoint and his papers examined. The guard waved him on and he pulled the truck onto the roadway and surged through the entrance. Immediately he could feel the heat from the other trucks coming up past him. The exhaust stung his eyes and on occasion he coughed. About four minutes later he was on the level section at the bottom of the tunnel. One thing he noticed was the guards were getting pretty lax. They were often sitting in the little booths not paying any attention to the traffic going by.
He was within twenty meters of the truck in front of him and the truck behind was closer still. With the trucks that close, he doubted they would notice the pipe fall. About half way between two of the sentry stations he pulled the handle under the dash.
The ten-inch pipe fell from its holder under the side of the truck and bounced onto the side of the roadway. The release also set the pipe spinning slightly so that it rolled all the way to the side of the road. Aside from the dull ring of the pipe when it hit the road, it went unnoticed by anyone else in the tunnel.
Kee glanced at his watch. 9:47. Plenty of time to get out of the tunnel. He didn’t wonder again what he had been carrying until he cleared the tunnel and was five miles away.
Ulsan, South Korea
The four big automobile carriers approached the port of Ulsan, the home of Hyundai Shipbuilding. Colonel Che Ju Lo had been notified that some ships were expected. He was summoned immediately and an officer sent out with the pilot boat. His instructions were specific. The ships must follow the prescribed instructions to the letter or the crews would be killed. Luckily, when the ship approached the coastline, they began signaling with their light for permission to come in the harbor. The short range radar set up at the harbor entrance had reported no other contacts, just four of the auto carriers. Che told the officer to go aboard with the pilot and make sure of the cargo, then when the ship pulled up to the pier, to tell him they were a “gift to the people.” Just in case, two tanks and four squads of men were ready to board the ships and take over if necessary. He waited anxiously on the pier.
Captain Kua Gun Doe was already queasy. The boat with the harbor pilot moved out of the relatively calm waters of the harbor and into the swells of the ocean. The thirty-foot boat rocked and rolled in the seas as they approached the big ships. The pangs of nausea were reaching at his throat and he was glad he had entered the army instead of the navy. He staggered over to the harbor pilot smoking a cigarette in the protective shelter of the small pilothouse. “How do we go aboard the ship?” he asked.
The pilot reveled at the sight of the army captain already so ill. A small light in the pilothouse was all he needed to see that the man was pale. Even his voice was cracking. He broke out in a wide grin. “They will lower a ladder for us from an opening on the side. You have climbed a ladder before?”
The captain gave the pilot a stern look. He even felt his hand move toward his pistol. Such insolence. Of course he had climbed a ladder before. But he could not let this man know his little remark had upset him. “I was wondering. I have seen some ships with some kind of steps they let down.”
The pilot nodded. “An accommodation ladder, but these ships don’t carry such things. They have these big ramps for getting the cars on and off. They only do that at piers. So we are stuck with ladders,” he said.
Satisfied, the captain stood with the pilot. The ship was indeed huge. It had slowed to allow the small boat to come alongside. They were near the giant ramp in the side and saw a door open and men come out. They were lowering something over the side. As the small boat came toward the side it looked to be about eight meters between the boat and the level where the men were. He watched as the pilot walked to the rail, extended his arms and grabbed something, swinging his feet up and then climbing up the side. That was when he saw a metal ladder made from what looked like cable or chain hanging along the side of the ship. He had never tried to climb anything like this!
The pilot reached the top and called for him to get a move on. The captain grabbed for the ladder and hung on for dear life. Unlike common ladders, this one was flexible. He tried putting his toes through the rungs, but there were only a couple of inches of clearance before hitting the hull of the ship. Then as he tried to move, the whole thing twisted and he felt his back hit the hull. Moving like some uncoordinated newborn, he finally was able to get turned back around. His toes slid out several times before he finally angled them and got his footing. Slowly, rung by rung, he made his way up until willing hands reached down and grabbed him under his arms.
“Are you alright, captain?” asked one of the sailors who helped him up.
He stood and straightened his uniform, now stained by the salt and sea growth from the side of the hull. He had to protect the dignity of the uniform. “I am fine. Take us to see your captain, immediately!” he demanded.
The sailor nodded. “Please come this way,” the sailor said.
A door was opened and the men walked into the red tinted light. The interior passage was bathed in red light to protect the sailor’s night vision, but as they went up two sets of ladders there was an opening into the main hold. There the captain saw row after row of brand new Hyundai automobiles lit by a very few overhead lamps. He took note that the cargo was exactly what it should be and continued following the sailors up to the pilothouse.
Upon arrival, the captain and the pilot shook hands warmly. “Captain, as a representative of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, I commandeer this vessel and all in it. You will proceed immediately to the pier and surrender,” he said placing his hand on his holstered pistol.
The captain looked at the man with some surprise. “Captain, my ship has been yours since we left the United States. We are Korean and offer ourselves and our services to our country,” he said. “We will of course do as you ask.”
The captain lowered his hand from the holster. It suddenly dawned on him how precarious his position was. He was alone on this vessel and if they had wanted to do something he would have been in no position to stop them, pistol or not. “Thank you, captain. Please proceed to port,” he said more amicably.
The pilot boat turned on its lights for the ship to follow. It took twenty minutes for the ship to come to the end of the pier, then another ten to ease in until positioned. The thrusters pressed the ship onto the pier where men stood by to handle the lines. Captain Kua looked down at the Colonel and his troops. The tanks stood menacingly at the end of the pier. He leaned over the rail and waved to get attention. “Colonel Che, these ships are a gift to the people,” he shouted down.
Colonel Che smiled. It had been so easy. These would make grant prizes for the state and he had been instrumental in their capture. He called back to Kua, “Have them lower something so that we may come aboard!”
He saw someone wave back. In a moment he had his response, “They will be lowering the large ramp on the side, Colonel. It will make it much easier to come aboard the ship,” Kua yelled down.
The Colonel waved and ordered his men to move toward the ramp. There was some noise as motors engaged and the restraining bolts were pulled back. The ramp slowly began to lower before them. The interior of the ship was pitch black, but a noise coming from it sounded like some high pitched turbine. It must be from the ship’s engines or something, the colonel thought. He looked on with satisfaction as the ramp extended and then settled on the pier. He thought he saw something moving.
The M-1 Abrams moved swiftly onto the ramp and down onto the pier, turning its turret and letting loose the first round. The round struck the closest North Korean tank in a catastrophic explosion sending the tank’s turret high into the air. Within a few seconds, a second shot rang out, dispatching the second Korean tank. Then the M-1 moved quickly down the pier, followed by several Bradleys. A few of the soldiers got off some shots before a Bradley opened up on the assembled men. They quickly threw down their weapons and raised their hands. The Colonel was furious and urged the men to fight, brandishing his pistol in the air until a hail of machine gun bullets peppered the pier around him. He stood in awe as the Bradley moved right in front of him. The Bushmaster gun pointed directly at his head. He dropped the pistol.
Sounds from down the pier made him notice that the second and third ships had seemingly docked. Their ramps were coming down as well. Suddenly all images of glory and honor were dashed and the man seemed to wilt away in front of his men. A figure came out from behind the Bradley and walk toward him.
“Colonel, you and your men please move next to that crane over there,” said a female voice. “You will be treated well,” she said.
“You cannot win, you know. Our forces will stop you,” he said with some determination.
He heard a chuckle. “Colonel, you couldn’t stop us before and you won’t stop us now,” she said. She turned to a person standing beside her. “Get them out of the way, then secure them on the ship,” she ordered.
“Yes, General,” came the reply as a squad of Marines rounded the prisoners up.
General Richardson crawled back in her command vehicle. “OK Marines, you have your orders. Get the units to their positions and wait for the signal. Then get the word out to kick ass and take names,” she said. On her order, the 1st Marine Division saddled up and moved out along the pier and into the city. They were followed by elements from another fighting force. This one was marching under a white flag with a rising sun in its center.
Outside Pusan, South Korea
Ricks had just checked with his troops and secured their positions for the night. He rounded the side of the building and heard a noise. It sounded like a tracked vehicle; similar to the big diesels from the enemy tanks but different somehow. He walked up to Colonel Peterson standing in one doorway. He could barely make the man out. “You know what that is, sir?” he asked.
Peterson listened and then smiled in the darkness. “The sound of Heaven, Dale,” he said just as the big Bradley swerved around the corner and moved slowly to their position. The machine stopped just beside the two men and the back opened up. A Major came out and saluted. “Colonel, I’m Keith Kluger of the First. I need to know exactly where the line is and where the bad guys are,” he said quickly.
Hufham materialized out of the darkness. “Sweet,” he said. “Is it Christmas?”
Colonel Peterson, Hufham, and Ricks crawled in the back of the machine and looked at a console. It had a detailed map of the city showing exactly where they were. “The line runs along this street here. There are tanks somewhere about two streets over as far as we can hear. Our guys are arrayed all along this area here,” the Colonel said pointing out all the surrounding areas on the electronic map. The sergeant operating the system quickly entered the information. Then waited, looking at another monitor. It took almost three minutes, but exactly on schedule, a map suddenly appeared on the screens laying out one, then several, then all of the enemy positions along the line. “The satellite is up and running sir,” the sergeant said. He continued to watch as more and more information was linked together. Within five minutes all the units had been linked in.
The sound of footsteps outside were heard as troops began to arrive along the front line. They started issuing ammunition to the Americans and South Koreans who had been fighting almost barehanded for so long. Best yet, they started handing out night vision goggles to the officers and senior enlisted. The noise drew some fire from the other side of the river, but under orders, nothing was returned. Ricks looked out at the men and equipment pouring up around them. “Where did you guys come from?” he asked.
One of the sergeants handing out supplies grinned in the darkness. “Hells bells, bud, I came all the way from Brooklyn. You aren’t planning on asking me to go back are you?”
Hufham let out a laugh. “Shit, we just thought you’d never get here. It’s been a bear around here lately,” he said.
“Well, in a few minutes, those assholes are gonna think the whole world just took a shit on ‘em,” the sergeant said.
Waters Off Korea
“The missiles are targeted and all show a green light.”
“Any contacts?” the Captain asked.
“None, sir.”
The Captain looked around the control room. “This is it guys. Let’s start us a war. Begin firing sequence. Launch as scheduled,” he ordered. Ten seconds later the first of the Tomahawk cruise missiles left the first launch tube and headed for its target. The second missile left the tube ten seconds later. A little over twenty-six minutes later the last missile left the tubes and the Ohio dove deep, turning south to return to Yokosuka. On the west coast, the Michigan completed her launch in the same amount of time. Somewhere out there a third was sitting and waiting. Her missiles were kept in reserve for those few that missed and any new targets that appeared.
USS Iowa
Captain Hammond sat in Strike watching the data coming in from the satellite. Iowa’s targets had been designated by the overall commander and transferred into the ships Mk-38 gunfire control system. The old Ford Rangekeepers with their naval gunfire support attachment were already providing a gunfire solution for the guns. The Iowa, Wisconsin, and Missouri were in a line just outside the harbor. No lights were showing and the night was dark. Only night vision glasses helped keep the ships in formation. In Strike, Hammond looked at the data and gave the order. “Weaps, bring the main batteries to bear.”
On the deck, the three three-gun turrets turned outward and their barrels elevated. Inside each turret, the hydraulic lifts hoisted the 1,900-pound projectiles into the loading trays in preparation for firing. Farther below men pulled out the 110-pound powder bags and sent them through the passing scuttles from the magazines through the annular space and into the turret, where more men loaded them into the elevators that would take them to the gun house.
On the next order, the barrels were depressed to loading position and the loading trays extended to fit inside the lip of the breech. In the back of the trays, the 16-inch projectile was rammed forward onto the breech until it engaged the rifling in the gun and sealed. The rammer was retracted and a small door opened downward just above the loading tray forming a ramp between the elevated powder bags and the tray. The elevator trays were tilted and three bags were eased down the ramp onto the tray and slid forward and back allowing room for three more. The elevator lifted to reveal one additional level. This one also tilted and all six bags positioned on the loading tray. They were slowly pushed onto the breech of the gun. This happened to all nine of the 16-inch rifles on the ship. The tray was folded back and the breech closed. The barrel elevated to match the orders provided by the computers below. The whole turret moved around making sure it was exactly where it should be pointed despite any movement of the ship.
“All guns loaded, Captain,” the Weapons Officer reported. “We have received targeting for six of the Tomahawks. The data has been entered and the missiles ready. Recommend we fire just before we open with the guns.”
“Very well, permission granted.” Hammond looked at his watch. “Two minutes, Weaps,” he said with a smile. Outside, two of the armored box launchers rose to their 45-degree height exposing the missiles inside.
A movement nearby caused Hammond to glance over. A civilian sat anxiously taking some notes and watching the efforts around him. Pete Westin had been assigned to the Iowa and joined them in Guam. As a reporter for the Knight Ritter Newspapers he was one of the first to volunteer and agree to all the government’s stipulations. Upon arrival aboard the ship, Westin concentrated on getting to know the officers and men and the ship they sailed. He was a pleasant man to be around and had already written a couple of articles that were held until after the fighting started. Once that happened, the ship could resume radio transmissions via fleet broadcast.
Westin glanced over at Hammond and gave a weak smile. Clearly he was excited and nervous. In just one minute the United States would begin operations against the North Koreans. Much would depend on what happened that night. What Westin noticed was that the Captain seemed calm and in control. Hammond actually smiled at him. Westin thought of all he had heard over the past few days. This will work, he thought.
Pyongyang, North Korea
Chairman Kim was enjoying himself. He stood on the balcony outside his office and sipped some wine. The plans for the celebration tomorrow were complete and everything was in place. He always looked forward to the big parades. It always centered focus on his enlightened leadership and gave him the opportunity to entertain the masses. The extra food and drink would make them love him even more.
He finished his drink. Looking around he decided to turn in. He would need his sleep to be ready for the activities tomorrow. Kim had just walked back into his office when the sirens began to wail across the city. Three men rushed in grabbing Kim and running him out the door and into an elevator. The men dropped eight floors below the ground and opened into a stark concrete bunker. He was ushered into a small room with a cot. There he sat, not knowing what had happened or what was about to.
* * *
At the airfield near Changch'an-ni, alarms began sounding after the first of the missiles crossed over the field and disbursed its cluster munitions along half the runways. They went off in intense pops, cracking open the concrete and making gouges up to a foot deep. A second missile finished the job while others were targeted on the hangars and fuel storage facilities. The submunitions also found aircraft neatly arrayed in long lines along the side of the runway. Most of these went up in their own balls of fire. Base personnel were quick in their response, but by the time they arrived the damage was done. Aircraft were burning and the runways were unusable. To make matters worse, ground penetration munitions had found at least two of the underground fuel tanks. In those cases, the ground itself seemed to burn.
Thanks to the work of the B-1 teams that ferreted out the radar installations, over 90 percent of the radars inside North Korea were knocked out. In Pyongyang, missiles streaked down the street beside the Grand People’s Study House and Kim Il Sung Square. Again, the submunitions peppered the immaculately clean square while others slammed into government buildings and the statue to Kim Il Sung.
Inchon, South Korea
The naval detachment assigned to Inchon was enjoying a quiet evening until the sound of jet engines began to fill the night sky. One by one the Tomahawks came in, knocking out the radars and missile emplacements surrounding the harbor. Then, in one gigantic explosion, it seemed the entire harbor erupted as a signal triggered the detonator on every mine in the harbor. In a panic, all the sailors tried to get to the one patrol boat they had. The boat had only just begun getting underway when a hail of shells came down around them. It was high tide and steaming into the harbor came six destroyers, their guns blazing. The ships lined up and began steaming back and forth picking targets of opportunity and relaying information back to another ship.
USS Salem was standing just outside the harbor entrance. She elevated her 8-inch guns and joined in with the destroyers, hitting targets farther inland. Troops scrambled here and there, trying to get organized, but as they went to from one position to another they found it had already been destroyed either by gunfire or some kind of sabotage. Everything seemed to be exploding. The fuel farms and the coal yard began to burn. The passage into the inner harbor suddenly exploded leaving debris clogging the narrow entrance. The refineries further inland were next adding to the destruction. Slowly and methodically the horrified North Koreans watched as their world exploded and burned around them. Frantically a call went out for help. The allies were invading Inchon once again, and they would need a division of men to stop it.
USS Iowa
The time ticked down until 2100 hours. A “go” signal flashed on the satellite screen in Strike and Hammond turned to his Weapons Officer. “Batteries released,” he said. The launch button was pressed and six Tomahawk cruise missiles lit up the night sky around the ship as they left their launchers and streaked into the sky towards targets far inside South Korea. As that happened, deep in Main Battery Plot the Gunnery Officer began the sequence pulling the warning triggers and then the firing key. Once pulled, nothing on earth could stop what was going to happen.
The big 16” guns let out a tremendous roar, followed by similar salvos from the Wisconsin and Missouri. Once the rounds were fired, the air ejectors began blowing any residuals from the breech and the guns lowered again to the loading position. The breeches were opened and the process of loading began once again. Within sixty seconds the guns fired again.
In his forward position, Hufham heard the sound of tearing linen as the huge projectiles streaked overhead and struck the ground behind the enemy lines. The earth shook beneath the men and the explosions echoed through the city streets. More projectiles poured overhead and once again the ground shook as the rounds came down in the middle of the cache of tanks being readied for a final assault. Using his night vision goggles, Hufham began seeing North Korean soldiers run back and forth, not knowing what was happening.
Then the battleship fire eased closer by 100 yards. The buildings all along the North Korean lines began coming apart as the heavy shells detonated deep inside them, blasting them from the inside out. The North Korean soldiers began to panic.
After fifteen minutes of bombardment, the shells began landing deeper into enemy-held territory. That was the signal for the armor to advance. The tanks emerged from behind the buildings and moved directly into the Korean lines. The second elements were the Bradleys moving through the cross streets and mopping up what resistance there was. The First Cav was in its element, and they were moving through the area like a comb through thin hair. Infantry units followed the others and spread out to find what was left.
Aboard the Iowa, Hammond watched the satellite screen as well as the infrared images from the RPV. When clusters of men or equipment were found, the guns were retargeted to clear it out. Within an hour the enemy had been pushed back five miles.
The same story was happening in Ulsan on the east coast and Gunsan on the west. The battleships had rushed in once the car carriers had landed and poured their fire into pre-marked positions that had been provided by SEAL teams.
In Ulsan, the army compound in the city was wiped out along with all their transportation. The First Marine Division was on the road and moving rapidly out of the big gun’s range. Additional cruise ships had landed the final troops and they were deploying like a large fan from Ulsan across the peninsula.
At Gunsan the North Korean garrison surrendered on the pier. The British commander quickly took advantage of the unopposed invasion and set off in his tanks, followed by the tanks and men of the Big Red One. The First Infantry Division had taken part in every major action since the First World War. Everyone from the top general to the lowest cook was on point and ready to roll. When the call went out, the men poured off the ships, ready for anything. Most were a little disappointed to find no opposition.
The ships were quickly unloaded and the troops pulled out heading east. With no organized opposition, the Massachusetts and the New Jersey held fire until called for. It didn’t take long. The main stockpile of tanks and fuel was found seven miles inland. The ships began firing into the compound as the troops came within three miles. By the time the first tanks arrived the entire compound was burning. To help out, the New Jersey began targeting communication lines the SEAL teams had pinpointed. Major roads were left open unless the RPV found a convoy, then it too was dispatched. Soon more transports arrived to set up the port and land the last of the troops. The Massachusetts broke off and began making her way up the coast looking for targets of opportunity. Her RPV was invaluable for spotting enemy troops, tanks, and other equipment.
In Pusan the troops began receiving heavy fire from North Korean artillery a little over 20 miles from the coast. Ground troops began calling out for gunfire support as the artillery began drawing blood. Unfortunately the American artillery was positioned in another area. Hammond saw the situation but the artillery was outside the range of the guns from where they were outside the harbor. “Get me the Navigator,” he said into the bitch box in Strike.
“Navigator here, Captain.”
“Gator can you get this ship in the harbor?”
There was only a slight pause. “Captain the harbor is deep all the way to the piers, but the entrance could be a little tricky. I’d prefer to have a pilot,” he said.
“So would I, but our guys are taking a pounding from a place just outside our range. If I can get in the harbor, we might just be able to hit it. Do you think you can get me in there?”
On the bridge, all eyes were on the Navigator as he looked at the chart. He made a measurement. Jones looked at the chart and scratched his head. “Captain, let’s go. I can get you in, but you’ll only have about 1,000 yards to play with.”
Hammond looked over at Admiral Thacke sitting next to him. “I can take care of business,” he said.
Thacke nodded. “Detach and proceed as desired. Kick some ass, Roger.”
Hammond pressed the button on the bitch box. “Give the course to the OOD. On the way in have sigs flash the harbor and get us some tugs to meet us. Then get the First Lieutenant and have his people ready to anchor. Got that?”
“Done, Captain,” said the Navigator. He turned to the bridge watch and the XO. “Friends, our captain has more balls than I have. You heard him.” He turned and alerted the navigation team. This was going to be hairy.
The XO took the deck and the conn, altering course and pointing the bow toward the harbor. Speed was increased to fifteen knots to expedite the maneuver. In ten minutes the ship slowed and rounded the concrete breakwater at the harbor entrance. Two large tugs met the ship and a pilot scrambled aboard. He ran to the bridge.
“You need pilot to go in harbor!” he almost shouted.
The XO glared at the man in the dark. “Sir, are you going to yell or help us in. I still have to get past one more breakwater before I get where I need to go and it’s just 4,000 yards ahead.”
“Where you going?”
“Right in the middle of the inner harbor. I intend to anchor here and I need to have your tugs keep us pointed in this direction,” he said pointing at the chart.
“Why there?” the pilot asked. Obviously he didn’t understand there was a war on.
“To get in range to shoot the enemy!” the XO almost yelled.
Behind them, the navigation team was calling out the ship’s position. At ten knots, they were almost there.
After blinking a moment the pilot looked over at the radar picture. “Steer 300,” he ordered. The XO relayed the order and the helmsman changed course slightly.
On the bow of the ship, Boats Patnaude had his guys knock all but the last chain stop loose. The crew set the brake and waited. The sound of distant gunfire was heard above the usual ship sounds they had grown accustomed to hearing. On the deck the XO could occasionally see the flash of a red light as the men attended to their duties. Things seemed to happen quickly now as the ship neared the last hurdle in the channel. A single concrete breakwater sat just at the closest point. They had been lucky that the usual small craft that used the harbor were no longer there. It could have been difficult at best.
“All engines ahead one third,” the XO ordered. His orders were relayed and repeated along with small course changes the pilot made as they finally entered the inner harbor. The ship eased the last few hundred yards to the point the XO wanted. “All engines back two thirds,” he ordered. Glancing up at the RPM indicators for the shafts, he saw that the shafts suddenly ceased their forward turns and began going in reverse. The pit log showed the ship coming to a stop. “Stand by the anchor.”
On the bow, the brake was released and a bos’n’s mate stood by to trip the latch on the stopper. The XO watched as the ship made just a slight amount of sternway. “All stop. Let go the anchor!” he shouted through the window. He watched as the big bos’n swung the sledge hammer, striking the latch and releasing the stopper. The heavy anchor dropped into the water and its chain began to rapidly clatter out of the chain locker, around the windless and through the hawse hole. Using a red flashlight the men watched for the painted links that told them how much chain had gone out. When the prescribed length was reached, the brake was applied and the chain stopped again. After another few fathoms had been released through the anchor windless everything stopped and the stoppers were reapplied.
By now the pilot had the two tugs at the rear of the ship ready to hold her in place. “Navigator, get an exact position and feed it down to the Captain,” the XO said.
In Strike, the CO received the position information and they determined the bearing and range to the artillery site. It was twenty-three miles away. Hammond looked over at the Operations officer. “Ops lets see if we can hit it a few times,” he said. The bearing and range information was passed to Main Battery Plot. In less than a minute the guns elevated nearly to their full forty-five degrees.
On deck, Boats Patnaude saw the guns rise. “You cocksuckers better cover your ears, we’re shootin’,” he yelled. The men pulled on their “Mickey Mouse” ear protection — large ear cups that effectively deadened the sound. The men wore ear plugs at the same time. Upon the Captain’s order the guns fired once again.
The concussion from the guns actually broke glass in the buildings surrounding the waterfront. The men on deck could clearly be seen in the flash of flame as the guns recoiled. The loading sequence was immediately started and the guns fired again. Boats kept an eye on the anchor chain and watched it slowly pull toward the direction of fire. On the bridge, the pilot and XO watched the gyro compass and had the tugs keep the stern from swinging around. A third salvo left the guns.
Twenty-three miles away the North Korean artillery commander thought he had placed his equipment far enough away to prevent them from being hit. His father told him about the times he fought in the first conflict, and only one kind of ship could shoot that far. He remembered something about the big ships being able to shoot twenty miles, but those ships weren’t around anymore. Well, at least they weren’t getting bombed, although he faintly heard the sound of something flying around up there.
He ordered his men to shift fire to another hot spot when he heard the sound of incoming shells. The first landed 100 yards away, sending dirt high into the air, covering his men as they tried to load their weapons. The second salvo actually passed overhead landing in some trees. The trees acted as if they had been attacked by a buzz saw. Wood splinters sailed through the air cutting through men like shrapnel. All around him people screamed and writhed in agony as the jagged splinters ripped into them. Mercifully, the third salvo landed directly along the main line of guns. More would come, but he and his men didn’t hear them. His last thought was to wonder at the guns he saw being flung into the air.
DMZ, Korea
Another act from the opening salvo of the war occurred along the former DMZ. After the Tomahawks eliminated the search and fire control radars along the coasts, two B-1 bombers entered Korean airspace and loitered near the tunnels. One was north of the DMZ, the second south. Upon initiation, the bombers dropped two Mk-84 bombs fitted with a GBU-15 electro-optical guidance system on each of four small tunnels. The bombers then made their way south while still receiving the images from each missile.
Upon opening their bomb bays, the aircraft presented a much bigger target, but no radar in the vicinity was turned on. It didn’t matter. The previous air raid had forced the tunnel crews to close their doors to protect them from blasts. Unfortunately, the Vietnam era Mk-84 bomb was a 2,000 pound weapon that could penetrate up to fifteen inches of steel. The one-half-inch thick plates on the doors would prevent bullets, but not this. Inside the bombers the infrared picture clearly outlined the cool steel doors from the warmer concrete and dirt. The electro-optical sensors homed in on the difference in temperature. Both struck within five feet of each other, penetrating the doors and then detonating their Tritonal high explosive a good ten feet under the surface of the road inside. The effect was catastrophic. The bombs opened a crater that was wider than the tunnel itself causing the sides of the tunnel for fifty feet to collapse. In addition, the blast along the tunnel ceiling fractured the rock above causing it to fall as well. The shockwaves traveled down the shaft, breaking down supports and the concrete shoring. In all over 100 yards of the weakly reinforced tunnels collapsed on both ends, crushing trucks and drivers at the ends of the tunnels while trapping those in the center.
The remaining tunnel had been built to act as a temporary aircraft storage and troop shelter in case the United States used weapons of mass destruction. The entrances and the tunnel walls were heavily reinforced to act as a nuclear shelter. Additional ventilation was added and the facility designed to withstand any kind of air drop, from bombers or ICBMs. Like the other tunnels, there were heavy doors on each end. In this case, the doors were over one-foot thick and swung inward when not in use. When the air raid sounded, the traffic stopped in the tunnel and the huge doors swung closed and locked shut. A second set of doors rolled into place behind those forming an air tight seal.
The truckers turned off their engines and began walking around in the lighted tunnel. Many lit up cigarettes and shared a few moments with other truck drivers secure in the knowledge that they would be safe from anything the Americans would throw at them. The guards and sentries were smiling and urging everyone to relax and remain calm. Everyone was certain the raid would be over soon. If not, they had enough supplies to keep them alive for weeks.
One of the drivers decided to take this time to check out a smell he had been noticing coming from his engine. He climbed down from the cab and pulled open the hood. It was hard to tell where it might be coming from since the engine was filthy and there was oil and grease caked everywhere. Looking under the valve cover, he noticed that oil was dripping out of a small crack onto an exhaust pipe. Grunting to himself, he grabbed a rag and wiped it clean, then used a tube of sealer to cover the crack. It was a standard thing he had been forced to do since there were never any spare parts. A driver had to be inventive in his repairs.
“Problems?” asked one of the post sentries with a smile.
“No. I had a small oil leak but I fixed it. I smelled it through the vents all the way here,” he said to the sentry. “At least I won’t have to smell it the rest of the way,” he said.
Satisfied the problem was solved, he wiped the surface one more time, then closed the hood. As he was getting down he noticed a section of black pipe resting against the side of the tunnel road. It looked like the kind of pipe used when putting up a building. The black sealer had been marred where the pipe had fallen and scraped along the roadbed. “Looks like somebody lost something,” he said walking over to the pipe.
The guard looked over that way and waved it off. “We get things falling off trucks all the time. Had a whole load come loose a couple of weeks ago. Took forever to clean up,” he said nonchalantly.
The driver looked at the pipe. “I’ll put it in the truck and take it with me. Maybe one of the Army units can use it,” he said. The man reached down and tried to lift the pipe. It was heavy — far heavier than a pipe should be. Curious, he took one end and lifted it up. Wasn’t a pipe supposed to be hollow, he wondered?
A split second later the driver, the guard, the truck and everything within 1,000 yards of the pipe was vaporized. The temperature went from a normal 80 degrees to the temperature of the sun and turning everything, from the steel in the trucks, the concrete and the rock surrounding the tunnel into a white-hot molten mass. Great gouts of escaping air shot out of several places in the mountain. The huge steel doors at first contained the blast. But they had been designed to withstand something exploding over them, not coming from within the tunnel itself. The containment within the tunnel magnified the blast effect, and the doors could not contain the dynamic onslaught. Both ends blew outward as the doors were ripped from their hinges and flung over a mile away. Smoke and heat radiated from the entrances, and molten rock and steel spewed out of the tunnel like a volcano into the forest on both sides, setting the trees on fire and flinging more debris far away from the tunnel entrances. People within two miles of either entrance were thrown from their feet as if there had been a tremendous earthquake. At the same time, the mountain itself appeared to lift from its base and collapse downward as if something had lifted it six or seven feet and dropped it. Suddenly the blast ceased as the molten center began to cool and the mountain began filling in the void of the explosion.
Crews hurried to get to the entrance to find out what happened, but there were no traces of any entrance — only a road that appeared to stop along the side of the hill. Even the loose dirt and what scrub that wasn’t burning looked like it hadn’t been disturbed.
Pusan, South Korea
In a small radio station set up by the Armed Forces Radio and Television Service, several reporters watched as a shortwave transmitter was set up to broadcast a live signal to the world. Only one man had been selected and approved for a live broadcast. His material had general approval and he would be operating with a five-second delay so that it could be stopped if necessary. Strangely, no one seemed to think there would be any problems. The script was in hand and seemed perfect.
The reporter was a fairly young man in his mid-twenties. His face was long and his dark hair was already receding. But he had the look of someone with experience far beyond his years. He was a professional and it showed. As the sound of the naval gunfire could be heard through the walls, the engineers powered up the system and prepared to broadcast. Preliminary messages were sent and replied to. Someone brought out an old RCA 77 ribbon microphone and stuck it in front of the man, who laughed and thanked the technician. The hands on the clock came to 10:30 and the technician pointed to him.
“This is Pusan, Jason Murrow reporting. The people of this city are rejoicing tonight. For months they and the people of South Korea have held out against the determined forces of North Korea. Yard, by exhausting yard they have fought, not giving up one inch of ground without a struggle. Yet the North Koreans, with their army of over a million strong, have pushed these people back until only a small toehold of their country remains.
“Still they fight on. These are a proud and determined people. Once before they fought against the oppressors from the North. Then too, with the help of the United Nations and primarily from the Americans, they were able to win back their cherished freedom. They have proven to be an industrious and freedom loving people who understood their responsibilities as a nation and lived in peace.
“Yet after decades of coexistence, the North saw fit to try and take away the freedoms these people had fought so hard to earn. To accomplish their goals, the North Koreans struck out against not only neighboring countries such as Japan and the Philippines, but took their vengeance out against the United States as well, unleashing weapons of mass destruction upon the people. Since that time, the South Koreans have fought hard. They have vowed to never give up their fight for the freedom they love. They and their American allies have come together once again to hold out as long as possible until the forces of freedom could be brought to bear.
“And tonight the people of Pusan and all of South Korea rejoice. The sounds you hear behind me are the guns of American battleships sending their own forms of destruction against the enemy. Tonight, the United States and her allies have returned to Korea. Even now, the forces of freedom are engaging the enemy — pressing them back across the lands they thought they had conquered. For it seems the North Koreans have made the same mistake that other tyrants have made in the past. They underestimated the United States and what its citizens could do. They thought we would be crippled and unable to respond. But history shows that it is under these circumstances that Americans are at their best.
“In some ways it is almost a continuation of the Korean Conflict of the 1950s. The old weapons are still around. The very battleships of that era are even now pounding away at them. Yet newer weapons are also here. American Abrams tanks and Bradley fighting vehicles have been landed and have taken their fight to the enemy. I have been told that the entire might of the United States is coming to bear on this place at this time.
“But most of all, the South Koreans are celebrating because once again, they have realized they are not alone. The Americans are not the only ones coming ashore tonight. Forces arrayed against the North Koreans include the European Union, Turkey, Greece, Japan, the Philippines, New Zealand, Australia, India, and other nations. All have joined together to ensure the freedom of the Korean people and end the nuclear threat of the North.
“I am certain the lights will be burning late in Pyongyang tonight.
“Many years ago during another conflict one of my family members sat at a microphone very similar to this one. He vowed to report the news as best he could, fairly and unbiased. During that time, he reported on the people and the events that surrounded him and never gave up on his convictions that his job was to report the news, not create it. To this end I will attempt to carry on those same convictions. I and my colleagues will report the news as best we can and as honestly as we can. You in the United States and the rest of the world deserve no less.
“This is Jason Murrow, reporting from Pusan, South Korea. Good night, and good luck.”
Charlotte, North Carolina
Charlie Sheppard sat on his porch listening to the broadcast. An announcement had been in the paper that an address would begin at eleven. He was one of the few on his street who had a radio and he was surrounded by his neighbors and friends. Sheppard was over 90 years old and remembered the broadcasts of Edward R. Murrow and the events of the last conflict. Tears were in his eyes. “Well I’ll be damned!” he exclaimed.
“It’s about time,” one neighbor said. Several nodded.
“So it was the North Koreans who did this to us,” said another. “Why weren’t we told?” she asked as the others started talking.
Sheppard shushed them all down as the radio announcer came back on announcing the President.
“My fellow Americans. Many of you have been wondering what our country has been doing to find out not only who attacked us, but what we were going to do in Korea. Now you know that the North Koreans not only attacked their neighbors in the South, but were responsible for the attacks launched against us as well. We have known this for over four months, but we have kept this close so we could make our preparations without them becoming aware of what we were doing or planning. I am sorry we kept this from you, but that didn’t stop us from doing what we had to do.
“As you just heard, tonight the United States and its allies launched an invasion of Korea. I won’t go into much detail simply because we still do not want our enemies to know who or what has been lined up against them. I will say that our troops are already engaging the enemy. We are going to win this conflict. We will win it for the people of Memphis and Dallas. We will win it for all the people of the free world. But we will win.
“In the past four months we have drawn together on the expertise of our armed forces, business, and industry to build a fighting force unmatched since World War II. Some of it is what you would expect to see from our armed forces — modern tanks and planes and weapons. But you are also going to see some things unconventional as well. On recommendation of several trusted advisors, the United States has recommissioned a number of older ships that can continue attacks if and when the North Koreans should use any more nuclear missiles like they did on us. And yes, they include battleships. I am proud to say there are currently seven battleships off Korea. These include the North Carolina, Alabama, Massachusetts, Iowa, New Jersey, Missouri, and Wisconsin. I have already received word that their firepower is turning the enemy back.
“We also received a number of ships back from countries that had purchased or leased ships from us. These include destroyers, and frigates to escort these capital ships. We recommissioned several older cruisers and a number of other assets that we will use against our enemies. For now, let’s let them worry about what assets we have and where they are.
“As you heard, we have formed a coalition of nations to carry out our mission. Tomorrow I will address the General Assembly in the United Nations and lay out our case before them. We will ask for their approval and the approval of the Security Council, but no matter what they decide, we will continue our mission.
“I want to thank everyone who has been on this team. When this happened, I reached out to our political leadership, our business leaders and industrialists, the media, even our farmers, everyone in our nation who might be able to get us back on our feet. As a result, we still have food on the tables. Our phones are working, our cars are returning to the roads, our radios and televisions are slowly coming back to life. America is alive and breathing. In the midst of all this we also pulled together to return the aggression that was inflicted upon us. This has been a monumental effort, and trust me when I say we owe a great deal to a very few people who picked up the yoke and kept going.
“I will let you know now that I will not be passing along information about the war as some have done in the past. We are going to keep our secrets to ourselves and not give the enemy any breaks. You will know when things happen, but we will keep numbers or capacity to ourselves. In time I promise to withhold nothing. You will eventually know everything that happened, but we will give nothing to our enemies that may benefit them. Please bear with me on this.
“I want to thank each and every American for your own efforts to bring our nation back. I want to thank you for your support and your kind words during this crisis. America is on its feet. We have now raised our fist to our enemies. We will not be knocked down again.”
Sheppard blew his nose. “That’s the best news I heard all year. It’s about time we stopped airing our dirty laundry every time some news reporter decided he had a sensational story,” he said angrily.
“Damn right. Now that I know what’s going on, I’m okay with it. I’m just glad we’re doing something about all this,” one neighbor said.
“They brought back the battleships. I actually went aboard one back in ‘89. Those guns were big as hell. I know I wouldn’t want one shootin’ at me,” said another.
“Yeah, but I bet it cost us a fortune. Every time we start paying off the debt we end up going right back in,” said one lady. She had a reputation of being a tree hugger.
“True,” said Sheppard, “but in this case it’s well worth it. We can’t stand up as a nation of we let others push us around. We’ve seen what it did in some places.”
“Humph,” she grunted. “Just more killing and more pollution. What does it do for us?”
It got quiet. Sheppard leaned forward. “Nancy, it’s the price to pay for the death of 1.7 million Americans,” he said. “I know you have your causes. I know you care for them, but it all means nothing if we are not free to choose. Sometimes people forget that if people like the North Koreans took over you wouldn’t be free to advocate for your causes. They could care less about pollution, the forests, the whales, or anything else. They have shown us that time and again. Now they have shown us they don’t care for human life either. Well, I value human life above all else. Sure, I value nature and all that as well, but nothing comes before human life. So this time, I approve of what’s being done. If it takes all I have and everything we own to get the job done, I’m ready to do it. Because our lives and our way of living are well worth it,” he said. Sheppard sat back in his chair.
The woman looked down at her feet, obviously ashamed. She wasn’t a bad person, but she somehow missed that, after the EMP attack, people had changed.
The radio had returned to music, so Sheppard turned it off. “Well, I feel like walking to the café. Suddenly I feel like a burger and fries,” Sheppard said. “Care to join me Nancy?”
The lady smiled at him and nodded.
“Come on, let’s all go. We’ll have us a party,” Sheppard said. Several of the neighbors nodded and started walking along with him. Along the way, they were joined by others. It ended up being the biggest block party many could remember.
Pyongyang, North Korea
The People’s Army headquarters was becoming very active. Military leaders poured in trying to assess the damage and to figure out what was happening. Normal electricity in the city was cut, so the emergency generators were keeping the lights burning. Lu Chen burst into the war room yelling orders and in general being a nuisance. The military leadership was for the most part ignoring him.
The Air Force Commander was trying to explain things to him. “The attacks on the city came from the sea, Comrade Minister. Our radar systems gained contact only ten miles away. It was not enough time to react. Then when the radars were destroyed we could no longer determine what the targets were. I have received telephone communications stating attacks were on both coasts. We still do not know the extent of the damage.”
Lu Chen was livid. “And who carried out these attacks?” he demanded. “You and our illustrious intelligence system told us there was no country with the ability to hurt us! I should have you all marched out and shot as traitors to the state!”
The general blanched at the outburst. This man had that kind of power. He had to help the Minister understand. “That we do not know, Comrade Minister. I agree that our intelligence system gave us no warning of any impending attack. My own analysis indicates these were cruise missiles that were deployed against us. We know our Communist brothers in the People’s Republic of China did not do this. The only other nation with such capability in this part of the world is Japan or possibly Taiwan. We know Japan was rendered harmless in the same manner as the United States. Taiwan is 1,000 miles away and we do not believe she has such capabilities. Australia and New Zealand have such capabilities, but they are in the southern hemisphere. The only possible explanation is that the United States was able to retrieve a limited amount of cruise missiles from Europe or the Middle East and used them on us. Even then, we do not know how they were delivered. Their missiles have a 1,500 mile range. It is possible they launched them from Taiwan and Japan. If that is the case, there would be nothing we could do to prevent such an attack. As you recall, Comrade Minister, your office has been calling on updating those coastal defense radar systems for several years now to combat just such an attack,” he said.
Lu Chen leaned against the table on his hands. The General made sense. Everything he had said was true and logical, but that would not placate the political arm of the Party. He needed answers and someone to point a finger at. “Tell me what you know so far,” he growled at the men around the table.
Another general spoke up. “All but two of our coastal radar sites have reported damage. Those two are both in what was South Korea. We have six portable units that I have sent to key locations around the major facilities. They should be online some time tomorrow. The antiaircraft batteries were also hit with similar results. More units are already ordered out. Fortunately some of the batteries can be repaired,” he said, hoping that his quick actions would forestall the Minister’s wrath.
“Is that all?” the Minister demanded. If it was only radars and missiles things may be alright.
“Unfortunately it is not, Comrade Minister. All of our airfields have been attacked along with our naval installations. We have not been able to establish contact with most of them so I do not know how much damage. However, we did intercept a frantic call from the garrison in Inchon. It appears there are ships shelling all of the facilities. The commander reported the mines in the harbor exploded and the shelling has continued. He reports that he needs reinforcements against a possible invasion there.”
“Send them immediately! Have you forgotten that is the way they did it before? Do I have to make all the decisions?” Lu Chen shouted.
“It will mean further drawing down the troops within our borders, Comrade. We may have to leave some areas with little internal security,” another general said shyly.
“There is a war on! Our troops must respond to the threats to our nation. We can’t just let them walk in! Get at least … at least 20,000 troops in there immediately!” the Minister said.
“Yes, sir,” the general shouted. There was nothing else he could say.
Pusan Harbor
The next morning began bright and sunny in Pusan. The sun cast a bright yellow glow across the waterfront. People began emerging from their homes and shelters and seeing what happened the night before. Many made their way down to the waterfront where they heard the gunfire. To their surprise, as they neared the harbor, many panes of glass in the buildings were shattered. Upon closer inspection, nothing had been broken into, the glass was simply broken.
Along the main thoroughfare, trucks were making their way from the piers through the city. They were all green with American Army markings and traveling rapidly along the road. In the distance, the sound of gunfire could be heard, but it didn’t seem as loud as it had been recently. Occasionally one of the American Humvees passed along the road. The occupants waved at the people as they drove past. After the past week of constant gunfire and shelling, the atmosphere seemed almost surreal.
The quiet was interrupted by the sound of music. People looked around at each other wondering where the music was coming from as it echoed through the buildings. It wasn’t Korean, but sounded like American rock music. Many began following the sound leading toward the harbor. Rounding some of the office buildings they found the source.
The waterfront was filled with people watching and listening. There, in the middle of the harbor was an American battleship. There was activity along her decks and on her bow, but the music was coming from a small group of men playing guitars and instruments on deck beside one of the big guns.
Don’t you feel it growin’, day by day
People, gettin’ ready for the news
Some are happy, some are sad
Oh, we got to let the music play
What the people need
Is a way to make ‘em smile
It ain’t so hard to do if you know how
Gotta get a message
Get it on through

Oh, now mama’s go’n’ to after ‘while
Ooooooooh, listen to the music.
Ooooooooh, listen to the music.
Ooooooooh, listen to the music,
All the time.


The old Doobie Brothers’ song struck out across the water and through the city. It was happy. It was hopeful. It was fun. It didn’t take long before people along the water’s edge began to clap along with the music and some even started to dance. The group on the ship kept playing the song, doing it over a couple of times before it ended. By then the crowds had built and spread almost across the waterfront. They noticed the big containerships moored against the piers unloading materials into the army trucks. Even there, some of the people were moving to the rhythm of the songs.
Something had changed in the night. The people knew there had been a battle of some sort, but even the feeling around the city had changed. As the music played the mood was changing. People were looking forward to the day. They began thinking about tomorrow and the next day and not worrying about what might happen. People began seeking out their friends and sharing the moment. Sure, there was much to do, but somehow, that didn’t seem so important. People began to sing along now.
The song changed. It was another upbeat song. Most people didn’t understand the words to “China Grove,” but that didn’t make any difference. It was more fun. They could see the men on the ship. They were dancing along with the people on the shore. Even though a war was raging not far from where they stood, the people threw away all of the uneasiness and fear and celebrated. Song after song had the people dancing and cheering.
As the music played the anchor was slowly raised on the big ship. Tugs positioned themselves on the bow and began pushing the ship around so that it pointed toward the open sea. It slowly moved away from the city; the music getting softer as it did. Many of the people didn’t leave until the ship was out of sight and the port was again silent. It had been the first respite the people had since the war began, and they returned home with a new more positive feeling. South Korea would survive. Now it was up to them to rebuild it.
Pyongyang, North Korea
Kim Sung Nua sat at the table in a rage. Seated around him were a number of military officers called in to decide how to fix the problems their former military leaders allowed to happen. Seated next to him was his nephew, Hua Te Nua. Already the names were being changed on the records stating that Lu Chen was no longer the Defense Minister. The former military commanders had suffered from either illness or had died in battle. All of that had happened one hour before in one mass ceremony in the courtyard of a local military post. Now Kim was going to direct the war from Pyongyang.
The new Air Force commander was giving his report. “Our losses were extensive; however, crews are working to ready our aircraft for service. As of this morning’s report, we have ten MIG-29s, three MIG-23s, fifty-two MIG-21s and F-7s, twenty F-6s, and another thirty MIG-17s. On the attack side we have three SU-7s, twelve Q-5s, and another five SU-25s. In our fighter and attack aircraft we lost 398 of our first line aircraft. We lost another 200 training aircraft and over half our helicopter force. To counter this, I have ordered the H-5 bombers brought back into service. This will give us another fifty or more bombers. I have also instructed that our training aircraft be fitted for carrying bombs. Fortunately, our transport aircraft were located at commercial airports, so were spared. In all, we will still have a formidable air force. We are transporting our aircraft to the civilian sites since all of my military airfields are now unusable. We should be ready in two days. The fuel and ammunition situation is critical. We lost nearly fifty percent of our fuel reserves and one-third of our ammunition. This will not prevent us from making attacks; however, we will have some difficulties with sustained operations.”
“So you are saying we have the capability to attack the Americans?” asked Kim.
“Yes, Comrade Chairman. We will be fully ready tomorrow afternoon and can begin making limited strikes this evening. This is giving us time to get the planes to their new airfields where they can take off and land safely,” the Air Force Officer said.
“Then I do not want a minute wasted. As soon as a unit can get in the air, I want them up and attacking where they can,” said the Chairman. He turned to the Army. “What about our ground forces?”
“As commanded, we have begun moving 20,000 troops to the Inchon area to counter the invasion. Another 100,000 are being rounded up for reinforcements. Between these two forces, there should be ample troops to push them back. I would suggest we have some of those air force fighters shifted to go after the naval units as they try and come in to the beach. It would kill many of the enemy soldiers on the ocean instead of on the ground,” the general said nervously.
“That is a good idea,” said Kim. “Coordinate your efforts and remember that the tides work with us on any invasion of Inchon. Exploit it to the fullest,” he said.
The two men nodded and the General continued. “With communications disrupted, I know there was some sort of landing last night in Pusan. Our troops and equipment were shelled up to 24 miles away from the port. A massive breakthrough by the allied forces has pressed us back thirty miles as of this morning. However, our forces are mobilizing and the lines are firming up. The Americans landed some armor and some troops; however, our intelligence sources have not indicated that this could be anything but a stop gap measure. I should have firm information from the front as soon as the communications lines are reestablished. Until then, my orders are to hold fast and not give another inch to the Americans.”
Kim nodded. That was the proper order. He didn’t want to delay his victory too long. The Americans would have to reinforce the Pusan area to try and stop them. The loss of ground was unexpected, but such was war. They still had the upper hand. He turned to another officer, “Naval Forces?” he asked.
The admiral was tall and thin. His uniform hung on him like an adult suit on a child. He beamed at the Chairman. “No naval losses. I have ordered our ships to deploy tonight to harass the enemy and to carry out lightning raids on any units encountered,” he nearly shouted.
Kim beamed. At least someone was still ready. “Why are you waiting until tonight?”
“Since we lost our air capability temporarily, it would give our ships a better chance to escape observation and attack with some surprise. Since our forces may be outnumbered, it would be best to initiate a set of quick, decisive attacks to disrupt their shipping or to harass troops. The plan is to sortie from our bases and dash to Inchon and try and hit any transports they have there. If they have landed some troops, we can also launch attacks from the rear. Then we will dash back to our bases to refuel and resupply,” the admiral said as he pointed to the areas on the chart. “On the eastern coast we shall sortie the ships and patrol boats to the south and attempt an early morning raid on the Pusan area. In the resulting confusion we shall get as many ships and men back as possible. Our aim will be to cause any temporary efforts to be slowed or thwarted by having to reinforce facilities around Pusan,” he said. No further elaboration was needed. Everyone in the room knew that more than likely these ships and men wouldn’t be coming back home.
Kim nodded in approval. “I approve the plan. Do whatever you can to stop this incursion,” he said to the admiral. “Now what about our strategic reserves?” he asked turning to the new Minister of Defense.
Hua passed over some papers. “We lost a great deal of fuel and munitions. Our overall oil supplies are down by one-third and our munitions have been depleted by forty-eight percent. Much of this was due to the ineptitude of the former Defense Minister,” he snarled. “We can continue on. Our oil supplies will be increased from the People’s Republic. I have already sent someone to negotiate this. The munitions are a different matter. Last night all of our above ground major munitions works were attacked by air. With the exception of the underground factories, we have less than half the capability of manufacturing our own arms. This means a major expense to get these arms from our brothers in the People’s Republic. Unlike the oil which can come by pipeline, our arms must be manufactured first. This will mean a delay. My office is already in touch with the Russians, India, and the People’s Republic to purchase what is necessary. We will also need the transportation to import them,” he said.
“What about the food supplies, Comrade Minister?” asked the Minister of Agriculture. “Our reserves in the underground facilities are already being used. We had cut back our imports to bare minimum because of the need for our trucks. If you must have more for ammunition, people will be starving,” he said.
“They can eat after the war!” shouted Kim, slamming his fist on the table. “The first priority is our troops and our mission. The people can make do until then.”
The men at the table grew silent. After the recent example of Kim’s patience, none desired to incur his wrath.
“The other problem we have encountered is that all of the tunnels crossing under the former border are now closed. They were all attacked last night. My engineers are looking at each of them to see if they can be salvaged. Until then, we will have to transport our supplies along the roads,” he said. “We will have to make sure they are not harassed as they cross over,” he said looking at the Air Force general.
Kim was looking at his watch. The local party officials were going to brief him in a few minutes. He would leave the details to these men and hope they were better than the last. “Continue the meeting until all the plans are made, then brief me this afternoon on your initiatives,” he said formally. Everyone rose when he stood and they remained standing until he left the room. No one showed any sign of relief. Hua was there and would tell his uncle everything. The men sat down and continued. The plans were drafted and approved. Hua then warned them of the seriousness of not sticking to the plan.
Forty Miles North of Pusan
Hufham couldn’t believe what was happening. Lt. Colonel Peterson selected him and Ricks to provide information about the routes and strong points along the way north. Seated in a Bradley, they took the column along the same roads they had retreated across only days and weeks before. Abrams tanks led the way. Once breaking through the lines, the armored vehicles opened up the throttles and sprinted almost unopposed. As the lead tanks entered a town, they fanned out to secure the area, and then the trucks and troops entered and set up. The rest moved forward again to the next town. Any opposition was quickly dispatched and the men moved on.
By 10 am the column was forty miles from the old lines around Pusan. Hufham and Ricks led them through two provinces before they were ordered to stop and regroup. No one expected the move to be made that rapidly. The troops were behind the tanks, but it took time to secure an area properly and they were not planning on giving the real estate back again soon. The strike screen in the Bradley showed that stronger opposition lay to the west and some other friendly troops were getting closer from the east.
The major on the Bradley turned to Lt. Colonel Peterson while pointing at his tactical display. “Sir, we are ordered to hold here in Chilgok and refuel. These guys coming from east of us will join up within the hour. We haven’t heard anything yet, but I would guess we will head west and secure this hot spot,” he said pointing to a place on the map. “While we’re stopped, you and your guys might as well get out and stretch your legs.” The major flipped a switch and the rear door opened.
Peterson led the way out of the vehicle just as the refueling truck pulled up. As the crew shut down the engine and scrambled around to get their fuel, the three men walked around the small town square. “When did we leave here? Was it a month ago?” asked Hufham.
Ricks looked around and noticed a few places that stood out in his mind. “Something like that,” he said pointing to one pockmarked corner. “That was where Preston caught one in the leg. Had to drag him for hours,” he said almost in a sigh. He pointed to another place. “Didn’t we take out a tank just over there?” he asked.
“You know, I think you’re right,” Peterson said. The men walked around the corner and came upon the burned out hulk of a T-34. The scars of battle were all over it. The tracks were separated, the engine compartment burned out and the interior was black with soot. “I still can’t believe you crawled up and threw that cocktail down in there,” Peterson said.
“Got tired of the thing killing my people,” Ricks replied. “When we shot off the track, that damned gun just kept shooting. I had to do something.”
Peterson shook his head. “Between you acting like a one man M-1 and Hufham here going after gun positions with that rifle, I may end up worrying myself into a nut house. At least you guys keep things interesting,” he chuckled.
“Maybe next time we’ll try the POW route,” Hufham smiled. He threw up his hands. “Take me to your leader,” he said suppressing a laugh.
“Could be interesting. At least we wouldn’t have to walk all the way,” Ricks said. “I’m getting to like riding around in these Bradleys.”
“Well, we walked the first time. About time we caught a ride,” Hufham shot back.
The humor was making the three men almost giddy. For so long they struggled with life and death situations that the relaxed atmosphere was almost more than they could take. In a few minutes the three sat down and just looked along a small valley. It was such a pretty sight. The green of the valley floor was marred by several small farms, yet no movement could be seen anywhere. The small buildings on the farms had been burned out, but the men could hear birds chirping in the trees. No words were exchanged. They just sat and soaked up the peacefulness of the valley.
The building behind the men suddenly exploded, knocking all three men forward into a low stone wall. The crack of rifles and bullets ricocheting around them alerted the compound. Luckily, all three were relatively unharmed and grabbed their rifles in defense. The fire came from a clump of trees and underbrush about 100 yards into the valley. Gunfire was returned as Peterson, Ricks, and Hufham fanned out to get a good target. More gunfire erupted from other areas of the woods. By now over 100 men were rushing to positions along the road around Hufham and Ricks. Some grenades were fired into the area, killing about a dozen, but the gunfire didn’t really slacken.
A Bradley came from behind the building and its Bushmaster opened up, cutting through the underbrush. Cries and screams resulted and the gunfire ceased. The Bushmaster traversed to the next positioned and opened up again. Suddenly tank rounds exploded in the middle of the last two areas. Everyone looked around to see two tanks emerge from a side road aiming toward the enemy. Two more shots and it was over. Several men began moving down the road to secure the area. The others watched as the two tanks turned into four, then several more followed by trucks and other vehicles. Attached to one of the lead trucks was the flag of Japan.
Lt. Colonel Peterson turned and leaned back against the wall. “Shit. I was starting to like this place.” He looked over at Ricks. Ricks waved and nodded. Peterson struggled to his feet, then realized something wasn’t really right. His right side was sore. Glancing down he noticed the blood staining his hip. “Damnit!” he said.
Ricks heard the exclamation and saw the expression on Peterson’s face. Then he saw a bloodstained hand. He rushed over and threw his arm around Peterson’s shoulder to give him some support. The two men made it a few yards before a medic grabbed Peterson and eased him to the ground. The uniform was cut away revealing a gash about four inches long gouged an inch deep into his hip. The medic worked quickly, bandaging the wound and then having two men move him back to the courtyard.
Hufham stayed still. A bullet had entered under his left arm and he could feel the blood running down his side. When Ricks deposited the Colonel with the medics, he saw the pained look on Hufham’s face. He was already starting to turn pale with shock. “Get me a medic over here!” Ricks shouted.
Rushing to his side, Ricks lay Hufham down and grabbed for his first aid pouch. Before he had time to do anything a medic grabbed Hufham and began pulling away the flack vest and uniform shirt. He pressed a bandage against the wound, noting it wasn’t gushing blood, just a slow steady bleed. “It didn’t hit an artery,” he said as he worked.
While pressing the bandage firmly to help stop the bleeding, another medic felt around the shoulder and along the chest. “I feel it up front,” he said after a moment. His fingers were resting in front of Hufham’s collar bone just below his neck. The medic smiled down at Hufham. “That’s good. It means it didn’t go into your chest,” he said.
“You’re not feeling it the way I am,” Hufham grunted in pain. That was when the first medic jabbed him with a dose of morphine.
“Goddammit, Paul, can’t you keep out of trouble,” Ricks said to his friend. Concern was written all over his face. Hufham just grunted.
The major walked up and looked at Peterson and Hufham. “Get these three on a truck back to Pusan. I want a medic to go back with them,” he ordered. “Don’t worry guys,” he said. “We’ll get you home. Thanks for helping us out last night,” the man said extending his hand.
Peterson shook it firmly. “Just kick their ass all the way to China.”
The major headed back to his Bradley as the column began to circle around and start down a road heading northwest. Ricks, Hufham, and Peterson were loaded in the back of a deuce and a half and started back down the road they came in on. When they arrived in Pusan late in the afternoon, Hufham and Peterson were admitted to the military hospital where Peterson was sewed up and Hufham was taken into surgery. Ricks reported in to headquarters and was told to report to the barracks for some “R and R.”
After checking in, Ricks returned to the hospital where he stayed until Hufham was out of recovery and in a room. He was sitting in the waiting room when an attractive young Korean woman entered.
Su Lynn could see the heavy burden on Ricks’ shoulders. He looked up to see her standing in front of him. She knelt and took his hands in hers. Ricks reached forward and pulled her into a tender hug. She held him close while caressing the back of his head. No words were spoken. There was no need. By now they both knew how they felt.
Ricks pulled Su Lynn into the chair beside him, still holding her hand. “He was hit under the arm and it went up into his chest. The doctors are making sure the bullet didn’t do any more damage,” he said softly.
She nodded. “He be okay. You see,” she said. “We wait.”
After another thirty minutes a doctor came in and walked up to Ricks. “Your buddy is okay. The bullet’s out and it appears it didn’t really hit anything substantial. Give him a few days and he’ll be good as new,” he said. “Now why don’t you get out of here and get some rest. After what you’ve been going through, you need a break,” he said.
Su Lynn took Ricks by the hand and pulled him from the chair. “Let’s go home,” she said. Gently, she led the tired man out the door. Ricks didn’t pay any attention to where he was going. He just let her lead him wherever she wanted to go. In ten minutes they rounded the corner near her refugee center. They entered through the kitchen door and walked quietly through the darkened kitchen past two of the people putting away some linen. The couple smiled at them when they passed.
Su Lynn led Ricks to her small room in the corner. She pulled back the bed clothes and helped Ricks put away his gear and take off his soiled uniform. She laid him on the clean sheets and then turned off the small overhead lamp. Before she got in the bed with him, she closed the door.

Chapter 14

August 17 — Surface Ops
Off the Coast of South Korea
“Inbound aircraft now bearing 095 distance 50 miles, multiple aircraft, course 280 speed 350,” the watch coordinator reported.
“How many have you made out?” Hammond asked from his seat in Strike.
“About 150, sir,” the coordinator said.
“Well, we know they’re not Korean. They’re coming from the wrong direction,” said the Operations Officer or OPS.
“I could use the air cover. Despite all this armor, I don’t like the idea of us being out here by ourselves. One DDG and a frigate are not really enough,” Hammond said. The door opened and Admiral Thacke entered.
“Admiral in Strike,” someone announced.
Thacke walked over beside Hammond and sat in a chair. “Believe it or not, those are ours,” he said. “Please don’t shoot at them.”
Hammond chuckled. “Wasn’t planning to right off. You mind telling me what’s going on?” he asked.
“Phase two. Now that we’re in it, I can tell you that there are a couple of carriers around here that just started operating. They should be coming up on the net any time now.” He sat back and took a deep breath. “According to the plan, we took out just about anything they had last night. We figure it will take a day for them to get their act together. So it gives us one day before we can expect any real retaliation. Those guys are going in to support the troops so we can make as much ground as possible. Just so we don’t get left out, I’ve ordered the North Carolina, Wisconcin and New Jersey up the east coast and the Alabama, Massachusetts and Missouri up the west. If I were them, I might try and make a general sortie out of their naval bases. So, no matter what we’ll be ready,” the Admiral said.
“Sounds like a plan,” said Hammond. “We should be on station by 1300. My guys have been briefed on the call for fire, so anything else will be a target of opportunity. Any word on how far the troops got last night?”
“About 40 miles as far as I could see, but they’re still spreading out. A big collection of troops and armor was set up on the western side of the peninsula. Looks like they were planning some sort of end run. I don’t know how they’re doing, but the lines keep pushing out, so I guess they’re okay,” Thacke said. “In a few days you guys will be ordered to Sasebo to refuel and rearm. Get your guys a couple of days of liberty, then get back on station. I’m going to transfer my flag to the North Carolina and stay in the area. So at least you won’t have to put up with me the whole time,” he grinned.
Hammond gave him a sideways glance. “About time,” he said with a sly smile. “To tell you the truth, we could use a little break. It’s been non-stop for a while.”
“Hazards of war, sir. That or no rest for the wicked,” Thacke quipped. “By the way, whose idea was it to let the band play this morning?”
“Thought it might be good to wake everyone up. The crew enjoys it. I might just let them play for everything we do.”
“Seems to have worked. Did you see all the people on the docks?”
“Yes. Quite a party. I’m glad somebody enjoyed it,” Hammond said.
The men watched the screen of the computer showing the inputs of the satellite signal. On it was the entire disposition of forces in Korea. They watched as the signals for two aircraft carriers suddenly appeared on the screen along with all the aircraft. It didn’t seem so lonely any more. One carrier was on the west coast and one on the east.
“Ahh, the cavalry has arrived,” Thacke said. “I better get back to my staff,” he said, standing up and walking out the door.
Hammond sat back and watched a while. He could see the disposition of aircraft as they split up and went toward several different positions near the leading line of tanks. In just a few minutes the aircraft seemed to circle around and begin heading back out to sea. As those aircraft left, the planes from the other carrier entered the area.
In The Skies Over South Korea
Lieutenant Chris Jarvis almost couldn’t believe what he was doing. He banked the A-6 Intruder sharply to the left and pointed it at a convoy of trucks going down a back road on the way to Daejeon. The first jet in the flight had already made its run and pasted the first quarter of the convoy. Jarvis’ plane sailed through the plume of smoke and down the line as Jarvis’ right seater, Ensign Davis, toggled off the bombs in order. Davis was a good one. He toggled in just the right timing to make sure the bombs were evenly spaced along the line. Half way through the run the streak of tracers flashed past the windscreen. Seeing the source, Jarvis veered the jet along the path and Davis let go one that would probably drop right in their laps.
Jarvis continued the run. At the end he pulled back on the stick and rocketed upward, joining up with the flight leader and moving away from the target area. Looking back over his shoulder he saw a huge plume of fire and smoke coming up from the convoy. It was like shooting balloons at a penny arcade.
After four weeks of intense training, Jarvis loved the A-6. There was something physical about the plane and he felt it could take them anywhere. He knew the maintenance guys had their hands full, but as long as it kept them in the air and delivered ordnance on target, Jarvis was happy.
Checking the instruments, it appeared they hadn’t caught any of the bullets shot at them from the mobile machine gun unit. Jarvis pulled the Intruder in beside the leader and waited as the rest of the squadron joined up. It wasn’t a bad day. No real threats and a nice scorched convoy as a result.
Occupied South Korea
Kee watched as the trucks in line ahead of him were enveloped in smoke and flame. He slammed on the brakes as a bomb went off just 100 yards ahead of him. Through the smoke he saw the glint of another aircraft. He threw open the door and dove for the side of the road. Throwing himself into the ditch, he heard the other aircraft come screaming overhead.
The concussion of the bombs nearly bounced Kee out of the ditch. He could feel the intense heat of each explosion and heard the zip of shrapnel as it passed over him and through trees along the road. He felt someone jump into the ditch behind him. Kee tried to press himself further down into the dirt. He could hear the screams of men somewhere in the distance over the roar of flames.
After a few seconds it became almost silent. Kee could still hear flames crackling somewhere, but that was all — no truck engines or explosions. Kee lifted his head slightly and looked around the ditch. Down below him a portion of the ditch was burning, but he couldn’t see much outside the ditch itself. He could feel heat behind and around him.
Raising his head farther Kee finally saw the carnage around him. All along the road trucks were on fire or blown over onto the side of the road. Flames leapt from several places along the line and farther ahead a fuel truck burned fiercely. Looking beside him, his own truck was run up against the back of the truck ahead. Its trailer was bent almost in half and folded back on itself. The cargo was spread all along the road. Some of it seemed to be smoldering. Kee pulled himself up and looked behind him. He started to talk to the man lying behind him until it became obvious the man wouldn’t hear him. The body was burned horribly and every limb seemed to be twisted into an unnatural angle. He couldn’t even see the movement of breathing. Looking around a little more, Kee could see the outlines of many more bodies scattered along the ground. After a few minutes a few men stumbled into view and began moving between the trucks.
Kee eased out of the ditch and took a closer look at his truck. Several of the tires had been punctured, but the worst was the steam coming out of the engine compartment. The explosion had forced the truck forward and it had impaled itself on a steel beam sticking out the back of the truck ahead. The cab and engine were perforated with shrapnel. His trusty old truck would run no more.
A man walked up to him. “Gone, all gone. Most of the drivers are dead,” he said.
Kee looked around a little more. Several men were out now, trying to make sense of things. He grabbed the man’s arm. “Get the drivers together and tell them to get as much food and materials as they can. We will have to camp here until someone comes to get us,” he said quickly.
The other driver nodded his head and turned back down the road. He began stopping people he saw and pointed in Kee’s direction. The men began gathering things up and moving toward him. Kee reached into the cab and retrieved his tarp and sleeping bag. Seeing they were unharmed, he took them across the road and set them down. Kee then walked around the truck gathering a flashlight, some batteries, and a few pieces of personal gear. Looking through the load he was carrying, he opened a box filled with gas lamps and other camping gear, including two tents. The rest included rifles, pieces of electronic equipment, boxes of grenades, mortar rounds, small arms ammunition, clothing, boots, and other equipment Kee didn’t recognize. He began selecting pieces of the equipment and placing it beside the road next to his sleeping bag. As men came up, he detailed them to search the remaining trucks for food or other camping gear. Within an hour enough had been rounded up to keep them warm and safe for a week. Twice during the hour a military vehicle sped by weaving between the ruined trucks. They didn’t even take the time to stop and offer assistance.
Moving everything to a small clearing just a few yards from the road, the men set up one of the large tents, assembled a small camp cooking unit and began heating some canned food. The wounded drivers quickly filled the first tent and a second was set up. Now all the men had to do was wait to be either captured or rescued.
Yellow Sea
As the sun sank slowly out of sight, a number of small craft began making their way downriver from Nampo in North Korea. As they traversed the river towards the open sea on the west coast they were joined by additional patrol boats and a corvette from other bases in the Yellow Sea Fleet. By the time they reached the river mouth, more than seventy small boats and the corvette were in company. Under the command of an admiral, the small fleet formed a tight group of three lines around 500 yards apart with the corvette leading the way. The entire formation turned and headed south toward Inchon.
Most of the ships were standard patrol boats based on old Soviet designs. They had some light guns and torpedoes. Interspersed in the boats were variants of the old Soviet Osa and Komar guided missile patrol boats. These carried the SS-N-1 and SS-N-2 Shaddock and Styx missiles originally deployed in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Although inaccurate and very large, these missiles posed a real threat to any ship.
Onboard each vessel, the crews sat nervously. They were told they would confront the Americans at sea and deliver a devastating blow for the people. They were promised a hero’s welcome when they returned home. None of the men believed it. Too often the State came up with hair brained ideas that ended up with people killed. The “hero’s welcome” was usually a state funeral. All of them heard of the mighty American Navy, and though they had been told the Americans were defeated, few thought this was the case. Why else would they be going out at night to counter a naval force?
The boats were to run without radars, but the captains were wary of moving around blind. Instead they activated the radars on a lower power setting once every few minutes to make sure they weren’t running into one another. On occasion, they also activated other radars to make sure they were safe.
Deep inside USS Richard E. Byrd, a 1960s era DDG, Petty Officer Melendez sat silently with headphones covering his ears. He turned the scanner on an old WLR-1 threat receiver. As the radars were turned on, he was able to pick up their emissions and break them down, telling him exactly what was out ahead of them.
“Additional navigation radars bearing 013. So far I’ve picked up about twenty different ones, mostly Don Kays,” he said. Melendez suddenly stopped spinning the wheel and tuned it back and forth. A change could be seen on the screens as a new radar came online. It took Melendez only a second to know what it was. “I’m picking up a Drum Tilt fire control radar on the same general bearing. That’s a gunfire control radar, but it is used a lot on missile boats, especially for our old friend the Styx,” he said over the internal communications system.
The Surface Warfare Coordinator or SWC was watching the events unfolding in the ship’s combat information center or CIC. “Enter it,” he ordered. Watching the satellite data system, he saw their bearing line and the bearing lines of two other ships appear and merge exactly 32 miles away. He chuckled. “Well, at least we know where they are,” he said.
The mostly silent secure communications radio came to life. “All stations in Alpha Bravo, this is Alpha Sierra. Execute Plan Hotel at time 1915. Bearing target 017. Stagger plan Bravo. Break Charlie Golf, over.” Charlie Golf was the Richard E. Byrd’s call sign.
The SWC picked up the handset and pressed the key. “This is Charlie Golf, roger out,” he said. Replacing the handset, he opened a large manual beside him. After flipping a few pages he had his answer.
“I read that as a Harpoon attack on ships bearing 017 from center of formation. Launch time for us is 1915. We are designated to launch at the ships on the left side of the formation. That will be a bearing of 012 at that range,” said the CIC petty officer. There was a big grin on his face. His job was to manage the CIC watch team and work with the SWC to break signals and interpret orders. He was proud of the fact that he could break the signal faster than the officers.
SWC nodded. “Concur,” he said. The race to be ready was something that made the watches go faster for all the men. He turned to the missile coordinator seated beside him. “You got that?” he asked.
“Harpoon selected and programmed. Putting a bird on the rail,” he said.
“Roger,” SWC said. He reached over and hit the bitch box. “Captain, SWC, we’ve been ordered to launch Harpoons in five minutes. We need you in Combat,” he said.
“On my way,” said the Captain.
“Square Tie surface search, bearing 015,” said Melendez.
“Roger,” said SWC.
The Captain came into Combat and sat in his chair beside SWC. “What’s the bearing?” he asked.
“Our shooting bearing is 017. We shoot in the staggered plan with our time being 1915. We’re one of the first. No allied ships are between us and the bad guys,” he said briefing the captain.
The captain nodded. “Bird ready?”
SWC nodded. “The bird is ready. We will launch four in total. Staggering the bearing slightly to assure a distribution,” he said.
The men in Combat maintained their vigilance. After a few minutes the CIC Petty Officer announced “One minute to launch.”
Already the word spread of a missile launch, and all hands cleared the Mk-13 missile launcher area aft near the fantail. A small door opened on the base of the launcher and a white Harpoon missile lifted from the circular magazine and positioned itself on the launcher rail. The single arm pivoted in two dimensions and pointed the missile downrange.
SWC took control. “Thirty seconds. Range clear?”
“Range clear of friendlies.”
“Final bearing?”
“Final bearing 017. Green light.”
“Weapons free,” the Captain said.
“Fifteen seconds.”
The men glued themselves to their screens making sure everything went as desired.
“Five, four, three, two, one, launch,” SWC ordered.
The Chief at the weapons console pressed the firing key. The Harpoon missile’s rocket motor ignited and the missile surged off the launcher and screamed down range. The booster rocket fell away as the missile’s small turbine engine took over the propulsion of the missile. Dropping to a height of 50 feet, the missile made its way across the ocean. At a predetermined point, the active radar seeker activated and a target was selected out of several. Three additional Harpoons followed the first at eight second intervals.
* * *
“Active missile seeker bearing 184. It is an American Harpoon missile!” screamed the sailor watching the detection equipment. The Captain of the old OSA missile boat jumped to his feet and ran to the radar screen. No ships were anywhere near them except Koreans.
“Sound the alarm. Warm up the missiles!” he ordered. On the stern of the ship were four Chinese variants of the old Soviet SS-N-2 missiles. The old missiles used vacuum tubes and the fuel tended to erode the tanks and fittings. The Captain inspected the missiles when he came onboard just six months ago, but they had been stored in their launchers since that time. They had never launched one. The radios suddenly became alive with orders, shouts of alarm and other conflicting messages. In the confusion, captains were making many decisions on their own. No one seemed in charge.
Inside the weapons station, the switches were flipped to warm up the missiles. In a minute the missiles reported ready. As the boat maneuvered back and forth to hopefully confuse the enemy missiles, the Captain ordered the missiles fired.
The first two Styx missiles left their launch tubes aimed down the bearing of the incoming missiles. The aft launchers were about to fire when one of the Harpoons struck the pilot house of the patrol boat. In the last instant before the operator was blasted to fragments, he pressed the firing key.
Inside the launcher on the starboard side was a missile that had been sitting in the launcher for more than a year. The fuel had degraded the tanks and was leaking into the main casing of the missile. When the squibs ignited the rocket motor, the pooled fuel exploded. The explosion tore through the sides of the launcher and ripped through the ship, blowing off the after guns and sending shrapnel into the missile on the port side, igniting the fuel there as well. The blast tore through the deck plates into the engine room below, blowing the diesel engines almost through the bottom of the ship. The patrol boat sank in less than a minute. It was followed by more than twenty other ships and boats in the force. Several others had also been hit but were able to limp back towards home.
* * *
“Incoming missiles, bearing 015!” announced the air warfare coordinator in Combat.
“Here they come,” said SWC. “Train all weapons on target.”
The SPG-53 Gunfire Control system and the 5-inch 54 cal. guns were trained out and looking for targets along with the SPG-51 missile fire control radars. A white SM-1 came shooting out of the magazine and onto the Mk-13 launcher. The launcher then pivoted aiming the missile toward the incoming targets. The fins were extended.
“Twenty-seven missiles now inbound,” said Melendez.
By now the radars were up and operating. The targeting assignments were made via the satellite system. “Target track 03,” said SWC.
“Birds affirm track 03.”
“Birds free track 03.”
The firing key was pressed and the missile roared off the rail. “Birds away track 03.”
“Target track 07.”
“Roger track 07. Birds affirm, track 07.”
“Birds free track 07.”
“Birds away track 07.”
The two missiles were streaking towards their designated targets. The Standard MR1 was a very reliable missile. It took only fifteen seconds to reach the target. Riding the beam of the SPG 51 radars, it sensed the proximity of the incoming Styx and triggered the warhead. The resulting explosion clipped the left wing off the missile, sending it plummeting into the sea.
The second missile did the same, actually approaching within three feet of the incoming Styx before going off. The fireball lit up the night sky fourteen miles away. A third missile was right behind this one and it flew through the debris toward the ship. A third missile was launched but went off slightly behind the missile, peppering the tail but doing no real damage.
The two 5-inch 54 cal. guns were already trained toward the target. At a range of nine miles the guns began shooting their variable timing or VT rounds at the missile. Firing at one round every seven seconds the crews rapidly refilled the revolving feeders in the magazines to make sure the guns didn’t lack for bullets. Round after round flew from the guns as the computers below calculated the aiming point to ensure the rounds hit their targets. The range dropped from nine miles to six, then three. The Super RBOC (Chaff) launchers fired aboard the ship sending an enormous chaff cloud into the air to confuse the missile. Suddenly the Styx exploded just 4,000 yards from the side of the ship.
In Combat the men were tracking each target and determining which ships were targeted. “Target track 21.”
“Birds affirm, track 21.”
“Birds free, track 21.”
“Birds away track 21.”
The latest missile left the rail and was quickly replaced by another. By now, the guns had been reassigned.
A few seconds later the fire control systems confirmed a hit on the target. “Track 21 destroyed. No other assignments.”
The men looked at the screen. There were no additional missiles to shoot at; but listening to communications they could tell at least one of the destroyers in the task group had been hit. The Captain looked at SWC. Both men were sweating profusely, not from physical exertion, but from the sheer intensity of the attacks. “That was fun,” he said.
“No shit. I thought that one was going to get us,” said SWC. The men in the room were breathing again. After checking one last time, SWC sat back in his seat. “And they said these ships were out of date,” he said with a smile.
“Not too shabby. Let’s keep the missile on the rail just in case,” he said. Another 10 hours of night still remained to get through.
Sea of Japan
On the east coast of Korea, the East Sea Fleet sortied out of T'oejo-dong and several other ports as the ships made their way south. Led by the North Korean Navy’s Soho and Najin class frigates, the force moved toward the Pusan area at a speed of fifteen knots. Unlike the Yellow Sea Fleet commander, the admiral in command of the East Sea Fleet held his ships in strict emission control. No radars, no sonars, only lookouts to provide a warning of nearby ships. The ships were formed into four columns almost forming a box. The frigates and a corvette led each column. The rest of the ships were patrol boats of various types, similar to the ones on the west coast.
Alerted to fleet activity, Captain Christopher Hustvedt launched the North Carolina’s RPV at dusk. The forward looking infrared or FLIR camera onboard picked up the heat blooms of the engineering spaces on the North Korean ships at a distance of thirty miles. As the senior captain, he ordered the Wisconcin and New Jersey to follow North Carolina, then deployed the destroyers in a line ahead and astern of the three ships. As the North Koreans steamed fat dumb and happy down the coast, three battleships and ten destroyers were steaming back and forth across their path.
Hustvedt was a student of history. He knew that no one would ever have the chance to do what he was about to do again. Like Rear Admiral Jesse Oldendorf, he found himself and his force in a once-in-a-lifetime chance to do something as old as naval warfare itself. Called crossing the “T,” his ships were preparing to engage the enemy with full broadsides while they could only respond with about half their guns. Making the situation even more ironic, two of the destroyers forming the line of battle were Japanese.
Oldendorf had crossed his “T” in 1944 during the Battle of Surigao Strait in the Philippines. During the battle, old American battleships, cruisers, and destroyers took on Vice Admiral Nishimura’s two battleships, one cruiser, and four destroyers in the middle of the night. The result was the sinking of all but one destroyer.
Slowly but surely the North Korean force steamed onward. Clouds moved in over the hills of the Korean peninsula casting a dark shadow across the waves. Occasionally lightning could be seen in the clouds. A storm was brewing over the mainland.
Admiral To’san was surprised the force had made it so far. Obviously the political officers were correct. The Americans gave all they had the previous night. Nothing was really stopping them from doing what they called an “end run” against the allied forces around Pusan. Stealth was their ally. If they could make their way another fifty miles or so, they had a good chance of making their attack and returning to port in safety.
The drone of the ship’s engines purred in the night air. Standing on the bridge wing, he looked aft into the darkness. The cool night air blew past him as the ship made its way. The stars were almost all obscured now. He couldn’t even see the ships next to them except for a vague outline. All around him the crew members were doing their jobs as trained. He could actually see the red glow of the compass light reflecting off the helmsman’s face as he steered the ship. It was so peaceful. It was as if there was no war at all. The admiral was staring into the pilot house when he noticed the helmsman’s face lighten slightly a couple of times.
“What was that?” the Admiral asked turning to gaze ahead of the ship.
The lookout had been facing the stern when the lights flashed. “I am not seeing anything, Admiral,” he said.
“It came from forward,” the Admiral said. More lightning appeared over the mainland.
The young man turned and stared forward. After a few seconds he said, “I don’t see anything.”
The Admiral nodded. “It must be the storm. Keep a sharp watch,” he said. The Admiral entered the bridge and took a look at the navigation chart.
The splashes of 16-inch rounds bracketed the ship. More rounds landed all along the line of ships. Flashes came both from the land and the sea. He turned and looked at the chart again. They were too far away from land to be shelled. Where had it come from, he wondered.
Now the flashes were coming in an irregular pattern across a line in front of the fleet. The shell splashes were getting closer. The explosions were splashing seawater all over the ship. In some cases, the metal skin of the ship began cupping inward from the concussions, splitting the seams and letting the spaces flood. Each round sent the ship reeling from one side to another, jerking violently from the blasts. The Captain of the ship came running up from engineering. The fear on his face was plain for all to see. “What is happening?” he screamed.
A 16-inch round passed through the forward gun mount and almost through the ship before it exploded. The bridge and the forward third of the ship were blown apart, separating from the rest of the ship. The remainder, still being pushed ahead by the engines, pressed the mangled and torn forward sections deep into the ocean. The interior bulkheads were never designed for anything like this, and the fragile walls were ripped aside. The ship’s engines actually drove the filling hull beneath the waves before the next ship in line overtook them.
The captains of the other ships turned on their radars and were surprised to see nothing within range of their guns. They maneuvered violently, some actually running into each other as they tried to avoid the onslaught. But the shells continued to fall. One by one, the ships and boats were hit.
Eventually flashes were appearing down three sides of the formation. Three of the small Taechong Class patrol boats broke off from the center of the Korean formation and began speeding toward the flashes on the side of the formation. Pushing their engines to maximum revolutions, the patrol boats weaved back and forth at over thirty knots as they pressed ever closer to new blips on their radar screens. They didn’t know what they were approaching; they just knew it was the enemy. On deck the men readied the boat’s 85mm and 57mm guns for action.
Aboard USS Rooks Commander Dandridge saw the approach of the boats. He turned to his Operations Officer in the CIC. “Signal USS Fox and Badger to engage these boats with us.”
Within two minutes the 5-inch shells from nine guns began falling around the patrol boats. The gun crews on the destroyers worked frantically to load and fire the guns while the fire control systems kept them on target. As the patrol boats got closer, the accuracy increased. The guns began making hits after only a minute of firing. The patrol boat on the left hand side suddenly had a flash and began dropping out of the North Korean line. A second round hit the same boat and a fire erupted on the boat’s deck. The right hand boat was next when one of USS Badger’s rounds exploded in a magazine. The fireball illuminated the final patrol boat making its way ever closer to the formation.
The patrol boat’s 85mm gun opened up adding its own destruction to the carnage surrounding them. Firing rapidly the gun maintained its fire despite the radical maneuvers to avoid being hit by the Americans. USS Rooks suddenly shuddered from a hit on its port side aft. The 85mm round hit the small hangar on the aft superstructure, causing no real damage, but enraging the ship’s gunners. The firing rate increased on Rooks’ guns. Suddenly the remaining patrol boat seemed to lift from the water as two of Rooks’ 5-inch rounds exploded within her. The main deck both forward and aft peeled back from the hull and flames erupted from the stricken vessel. The Rooks continued to fire for a few seconds after that, sending another round into the vessel, completing the destruction. Within a minute the fires of the patrol boat were extinguished as she sank beneath the surface. Rooks and her sister ships returned their attention to the remaining vessels.
For the North Korean fleet, the shells kept raining down. No matter where the small fleet turned, the shells fell. Even when the rest of the fleet turned on flank speed and headed back north, the shells followed. By the time they had reached the port of Wonsan, only ten very small patrol boats were still afloat.
USS North Carolina
Hustvedt ordered a cease fire and a turn to the south. They had maneuvered back and forth across the fleet until there was nothing but a mass of confusion. Then he sent his destroyers down each side to confine the ships into a restricted killing ground. The ships had maintained the fire for nearly an hour, chasing the remnants along the coast until nearing Wonsan.
Looking around his bridge he smiled at his crewmembers. Hustvedt spent most of the night in the Strike Center watching the progress and maneuvering his ships. Now all was quiet. The guns were secured and the ships steaming away from danger. A sudden feeling of exhaustion was overcoming him. He came to the bridge to fill his lungs with the cool night air. Inside the ship it smelled of paint and age. She seemed to have smells of her own, as if her body had matured and exerted itself. It wasn’t a bad smell, but a subtle one — almost alive and very pleasant.
The men were doing their jobs. They smiled at him as he passed them to climb into his chair on the bridge. He sat back and took another deep breath.
“Would you like some coffee, Captain?” asked the OOD.
“Sounds good. Can someone bring some up?”
“My pleasure, Captain.” The young man turned and called the Messenger of the Watch who scampered away to get a hot cup.
Hustvedt looked out the windows down on the guns below. The clouds had parted as the front passed over and the stars were now filling the sky. He could see men on the main deck checking fittings and skylarking. The ship gently rolled from side to side in the swells. Letting his mind wander, he could imagine what it was like the last time the North Carolina had steamed the seas. A much bigger war was on then, but he imagined the men acted much the same as the men on the deck now — finishing a job or simply having time to relax. There they all were, eating, sleeping, and working on a floating piece of steel. They were the ship’s arms and legs. They were the collaborative brain that took her new places and fought an enemy with her when necessary. They brought the great ship to life while she provided them with a warm home. And he was the one privileged to control this massive organism. As he thought about it, Hustvedt realized he was the happiest he had been in his entire life. This was where he should be — on this ship and with this crew. In many ways he wished he could sail her forever.
The young messenger appeared at his elbow. “Your coffee, Captain. Would you like some cream or sugar?”
“Yes, please, some cream and one teaspoon.” He told the boy. In less than a minute he was holding the steaming mug in his hand. He took a sip and savored the bitterness as it slid across his tongue. “Perfect,” he said to the young sailor. “Thanks.”
“No problem, Captain,” the young man beamed.
Hustvedt could almost see the smile on his face as he turned away. It almost surprised him that the men onboard had come together so quickly. He found himself wondering what it was that drew them into such a well-knit team. The conditions onboard were far from perfect. The ship was more than 70 years old. The bunks were still the old canvas racks or steel wires stretched across metal tubes. In some places the racks were five deep. Electric fans provided the only means of cooling below decks. The ventilators simply drew in clean air and spread it around. The heat from the engines and boilers kept the ship warm. During the day the sun beat down on the metal skin of the ship making it almost like an oven if the portholes were closed. But after the first couple of weeks, the crew didn’t seem to mind the heat. On these ships almost nothing was automatic. A lot of the work onboard was manual. It required a lot of people to do things that on a more modern ship would be done by a machine.
One good thing for the crew was their supply officer. He insisted that the men be fed only the best food and plenty of it. He personally selected the Chief Mess Specialist to be the ship’s cook. The Senior Chief once prepared meals in the Pentagon for the guys in the “E Ring.” From almost the start, the meals had been superb. Despite the worry that people might grow fat and not meet the Navy’s physical requirements, the work onboard kept the men slim and muscular.
He also made sure the “geedunk” was well stocked and operating. The refreshment stand was located at the rear of the mess decks. The supply officer repaired the old soda fountain and the guys got a kick out of watching the operators hand mix a soda or some other soft drink. Even the ice cream machine was kept operational so that a root beer float was a standard item. It was all advertised as a part of being in the “real Navy” and the crew ate it up, literally.
Before leaving Norfolk a couple of crewmen got in a fight at a club when they firmly told some sailors on one of the inoperative frigates they weren’t real sailors. During the Captain’s Mast he almost wanted to reward the men but had to set an example. From what he was hearing, it was almost the same on each of the old battleships. Something about these ships was alluring to the average sailor. Maybe it was just a “guy” thing.
Finishing his coffee, Hustvedt glanced at his watch. It was nearly midnight. The new watchstanders were making their way up to the bridge. He got out of his chair and walked over to the OOD. “I think I’ll turn in. We’ve had a busy night. Give me a call if you run up on anything,” he said.
“Aye, sir. Good night, Captain.”
Hustvedt handed the coffee mug to the messenger as he walked out the bridge wing door. He made his way to a small room behind the bridge. He turned on the light and got undressed. Before sliding between the sheets he turned out the light and opened the porthole. The fan at the foot of his bed helped draw in the cool night air. The rocking of the ship was almost like being rocked in a baby’s bed. Within minutes, he was fast asleep.
Washington, D.C.
President Steve O’Bannon was thanking his stars again. After only 48 hours the forces in Korea had retaken nearly half of South Korea and devastated most of the North’s military machine. General Black was almost gleeful as he recounted how far and how fast General Richardson had moved with the First Marine Division. Admiral Johnson just finished his rushed brief on the naval actions on the east and west coasts. Both men had promised more surprises on the third day.
“Damn! I wish I had been there” exclaimed Butler as he briefed the President over a working lunch. “He crossed the “T.”
O’Bannon almost laughed. He wasn’t quite sure what had his Chief of Staff so excited but knew it must be earth shattering for a Navy guy. He got a kick out of seeing Butler excited. “I’m not sure about how, but that guy Hustvedt sure did a bang up job. From what I was told, he’s responsible for sinking over half of their fleet. The missile battle on the other side was just as exciting,” he said through a sip of iced tea.
“Exciting isn’t the word, boss. Missile engagements are hairy as hell. It’s a good thing they use such antiquated equipment. The newer stuff might have been different. But for a surface sailor, what Hustvedt did was what we have wet dreams about. Crossing the ‘T’ is a tactic as old as ships and the sea. To do it successfully has almost always worked and Hustvedt used it to maximum advantage. He will be cited in the history books for over 100 years. That one victory made it worth all the work and expense of bringing the battleships back. From now on, we won’t have to worry about their navy.”
“I’ll take your word for it. I see Roger took out one of their main supply depots. I bet he’s having a ball out there,” O’Bannon said. “Do you wish you were there?”
Butler snorted and sat back in his seat. “Yeah, in some ways, but I’ve kind of gotten used to this job. I always thought being around you politicos would be the biggest bore, but working with you has been fun. Now that I’ve seen how things really work and learned my way around a little it’s not as boring as I thought,” he said with a sly look.
“Yeah, I guess you’ve earned your keep,” the President said. “At least I’ve had somebody I can beat up every so often. You’ve thrown a few punches yourself.”
“Only to keep the bad guys at bay, sir,” Butler laughed.
“Well, at least we got rid of a few of those. How long do you think it will take to get to Seoul?”
“No telling. Those guys have been doing a great job so far. But remember, we still have to go across the DMZ and on up toward the Chinese border. There’s no telling how much these guys will be able to resist once we get into their home territory. You fight harder in your own backyard,” Butler said. “We have a briefing this afternoon at 4. Just be wary of anyone telling you it will be over in a month.”
“I’ll take that under advisement. You say tomorrow will be the turning point?”
“Yes, sir. They should have had time to set up their infrastructure. Our guys will have to be on their toes,” Butler said. “I talked to the Navy and Air Force and they have a few things up their sleeves to weed out the rest of the defenses. Right now the biggest problem I see is the ground forces. Somebody said it right. You can bomb and you can shell, but it takes ground troops and occupation to win wars,” he said.
“Did you see the casualty reports? We’ve lost about 800 so far,” O’Bannon said. He knew full well that Americans would quickly turn away their support with too many casualties.
“Yes, sir, but if you remember we lost 29,000 dead and over 100,000 wounded on D-Day. Even Inchon during the Conflict cost us over 500 killed and we landed only about 40,000 on that one. Last night we landed over 200,000 troops in three locations with hardly a scratch. Claire Richardson’s plan was brilliant. She was able to get the troops landed right under the noses of the North Koreans. All of our casualties have been after the invasion and during the move inland. Also keep in mind almost half of those casualties came with the sinking of two of our ships during the missile attack last night. In all, these guys have done really well,” Butler said.
“Ok, what’s the next step?”
Butler got very serious. “Boss, we let them do their jobs. The best way to screw things up is to start fighting the war from here. Give Richardson and the others the chance to do things the way they are trained. They’ll get the job done,” he said. “One thing we can do is make sure the good word gets out. That guy Murrow is helping a lot. He’s reporting the way people feel and how what we are doing is helping. If he’s like his relative he will be honest and positive. But keep in mind he will eat us up if we really screw the pooch. I know there will be some of our esteemed politicians who will be complaining about the ship losses and focusing in on the rough spots. I asked the Pentagon to let the reporters send their stories in as quickly as possible. Right now there is good news and we need to get that out. If we get indications from the naysayers, we need to counter it with truth and facts as soon as we can,” he said.
“I agree. A friend of mine on the Hill called this morning and told me of a couple of people we need to watch out for. I have feelers out,” the President said. “It’s a shame some people feel like they have to be a stick in the mud.”
“Yes, sir,” Butler agreed. He glanced at his watch and then turned on the radio beside the table. “It’s time for our friend in Pusan.”
The men listened to the local radio station and the advertisements leading up to the broadcast from Korea. The announcer began the program and turned it over via short wave.
“This is Pusan, Jason Murrow reporting. A miracle happened in Pusan this morning. It was in the form of music.” The sound changed to a distant band playing a Doobie Brothers tune named “Rocking Down The Highway.” “In the midst of an invasion and after a night of raining devastation, the people of the beleaguered port city of Pusan woke to the sound of a ship’s band playing across the harbor. It wasn’t military music or marches, but the sound of American rock music full of youth, hope, and joy. The music echoed across the waters and through the streets bringing people out of their battered homes and down to the waterfront to listen.
These people came from their homes to find relief and peace for the first time in months. They crowded the waterfront clapping and dancing to the American music as the unknown band played. For over an hour the music filled the harbor drawing thousands to its message of hope and joy. Then as the American battleship left the harbor, the people stayed and celebrated a new world for themselves and the rest of South Korea.
After months of siege, there has been liberation. After months of hardship, there is a new feeling of optimism and goodwill among the people. Through simple songs, the young Americans on the ship passed their own hope and enthusiasm to the people of this city.
Now as I walk through the streets I see smiles instead of frowns. People walk tall instead of slumped. Vendors are on the streets again selling their wares and the fishermen have returned to their boats to bring in their catches. Throughout the area people have begun picking themselves up and stepping forth to rebuild. During the day word has reached the people of Pusan of neighboring towns and cities being liberated. They have begun hearing from families they had considered lost. Optimism is growing with each word of hope, and it all started with the notes played by a few simple sailors. America returned to Korea last night and brought with it a refreshing new outlook. America and its allies are helping the Koreans reclaim their identity and their heritage. The miracle of freedom has begun again.
This is Jason Murrow, good night and good luck.”
* * *
The radio was switched off. “My God. What ship was that?” the President wondered.
“I’ll find out,” Butler promised.
Vallejo, California
Mayor Patricia Crowell heard the music and listened to the commentary. She knew exactly what ship it was. At the end of the broadcast her telephone rang.
“Did you hear?” asked Jack Latham from his shipyard office.
“That was our guys,” she said. There was a tear in her eye.
“Damn, I can’t believe this. What can we do for them?” he asked.
“I don’t know right now, and I doubt they would accept anything. It makes me glad we were able to get those guys that equipment. Maybe we could send them some better instruments or something.”
“Maybe. I’ll ask around. In the mean time do you want me to see about getting copies of those broadcasts? Might go really well in the museum,” he said.
“I’ll call. I can call in a couple of favors over at the affiliate. It kind of makes me wonder if Iowa is a part of the rest of the broadcasts. Either way, those copies will be good to have,” the Mayor said. “I can’t wait till they get home.”
There was a chuckle on the other end of the line. “You still writing?” Latham asked.
“Got a couple of responses, too, but he can’t really say much in a letter.”
“Didn’t anybody tell you long distance relationships can’t work?” Latham prodded.
“You know me. I’m a glutton for punishment.”
Latham laughed. “Pathetic,” he said. “Well, I’m going to share this with the guys over here. We may have a party or something.”
“Sounds like a good idea. I better get back to business,” she said.
“Okay, if I hear anything else I’ll call.”
After hanging up the telephone Patricia Crowell pulled a letter out of her desk and opened it. It was the third one she had received. After writing six letters she had finally gotten the first reply. Then surprisingly she received a second a week later. Since then she had faithfully written a letter every other day. This one had been on her desk this morning when she came back from a meeting.
Crowell looked at the handwritten letter and began reading it.
Dear Patricia,
I must write quickly since we are getting underway and the mail is going ashore. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your letters. I never put much into receiving mail before, but now I anxiously look forward to each mail delivery. We are getting underway for our mission now and I don’t know how often the mail will be picked up. Please don’t stop writing.
Everyone aboard is really eager to get over there and get the job done. I must admit I am, too. These guys have worked hard. I don’t know what happened in Vallejo before I got there, but whatever it was made this crew the best. I hope to make you and the people of Vallejo proud of us.
I have been re-reading your letters often. They help me relax and think of home. I like knowing what’s going on there and I share that info with the guys onboard. I know it makes me feel like Vallejo is my home now. Maybe I’ll settle down there after the war. I may even ask you for some advice on where to stay.
The word is we should be in action within a few days. I promise to write as often as I can to let you know how we are doing. Who knows? You may even hear about us in the news. In any event I hope this will be over soon.
On a personal note, I want to thank you for being a friend to an old sailor. Your caring thoughts help make the days and nights easier. I look forward to the day when I can see you again.
I’ll write when I can.
Roger

The letter had been dated a week ago. She folded it and put it with the others in her personal drawer. She could only imagine what he was going through now. The actual fighting had begun. Somewhere the ship they restored and its crew were probably engaging the enemy. The fear of Hammond being hurt suddenly reared its head in her imagination and she had a difficult time pushing the brief thought away. She couldn’t lose him now.
After a moment, Mayor Crowell pushed away from her desk and walked to her public relations office. Her request was simple. Fortunately someone had already made the arrangements and the recordings and articles were being gathered and filed. Several of the staff members noticed an extra spring in the Mayor’s step when she left the office.

Chapter 15

August 18 — Playing Catch Up
Pyongyang, North Korea
The Defense Headquarters was a shambles. Two Tomahawks hit the structure and toppled one end, but there was still access to the bunker underneath. Men and women were running around frantically, not really accomplishing anything. In the Battle Center a group of senior military and political officers were huddled around a large map table. Two east coast radar sites began reporting aircraft inbound. Hua Te Nua positioned himself at the head of the giant table with a map of the Korean peninsula. He was shouting orders to everyone.
“I want every fighter up and after the planes in the east!” he shouted.
“Comrade Minister, our planes near the east coast are already alerted and taking off,” an old general said.
“Just the east coast? I said I want them all up!”
“But, Comrade Minister, that would leave us vulnerable if…” He didn’t get to finish the sentence. Hua Te Nua pulled the revolver from his holster and shot the man between the eyes. As the old man dropped to the floor Nua shouted, “I expect my orders to be obeyed! Get this garbage out of my sight and get the rest of those planes up!”
Immediately men began dashing around the room grabbing telephones and issuing orders. Watching as plotters were positioning symbols on the table, the incoming aircraft were plotted over the Sea of Japan, steadily making their way inbound. In a few minutes North Korean aircraft had taken off and were outbound toward the incoming threat. Airplanes from all over the North were soon in the air moving east.
* * *
“The Wonsan Threat Center is reporting American B-52 airborne search radars bearing 122 degrees,” an operator reported in the Battle Center.
“Is everything up?” Nua shouted.
“Everything, Comrade Minister,” said the General.
“There are aircraft coming through the chaff cloud,” reported the telephone monitor in the room. The men huddled closer to the man as he repeated the data. “Multiple aircraft, estimated high altitude,” the man announced. “We are getting jamming.”
“B-52s. Those are very old American bombers,” Nua said with a swagger. The other men in the room stole glances at one another. They were all thinking two things. Some of the fighters going to intercept those bombers were older than a B-52 and Americans would not be that stupid. The Air Force general picked up a telephone and issued orders for the intercepting planes to watch for fighters escorting the bombers. More than 80 fighters were up and on their way. None of the fighters ever heard the message. A Navy EA-6B Prowler switched on its jamming gear. It had already interfered with the radar signals. Now it was going after the communications.
The flight of ten B-52s was preceded by a flight of ten Korean Air Lines 747s that were modified to carry large amounts of chaff. They closed to within 100 miles of the coast and turned south, dispensing the chaff through specially rigged dispensers in their cargo holds. Upon completing their first run they doubled back and spread another layer. Once their task was complete, they all turned back toward Narita, Japan, their pilots relieved that they had not tangled with North Korean fighters and glad they had been allowed to take part.
The B-52 pilots were being fed information from a Navy E-2C Hawkeye loitering 150 miles off the North Korean coast. Passing through the chaff cloud the B-52s began launching cruise missiles. Once launched, the airplanes turned around and flew back through the chaff cloud. By now, the fighters were within seventy miles of the big bombers, closing rapidly. The lead pilot actually saw some of the missiles fly past on the way to their targets. He called out over the radio for his flights to close up and mete out revenge against the Americans. Immediately after his radio call, he and his MIG-21 were blotted from the sky.
Twenty F-14 Tomcats from VFA-25 off the carrier USS Ronald Reagan were waiting just inside the chaff cloud. They received the data link from the Hawkeye and waited until the bombers made their turns. The F-14 pilots then switched on their radars and let go with Phoenix missiles at a range of eighty miles. The old missiles streaked up to altitude and then plunged down on their targets. Out of the eighty missiles launched, sixty-eight found their target with only twelve being either double targeted or failing. The MIG-17s, 21s, and 23s fell from the sky. The rest watched in horror as the F-14s followed their missiles in and began closing rapidly. They were expecting bombers and possibly a few fighters, but these planes had already decimated their force and were coming in after them. Several of the remaining MIGs attempted to engage, but the Americans were in no mood to play. The highly maneuverable F-14 with its variable geometry wings began flying circles around the Koreans, and one by one the Koreans were shot down either with Sidewinders or guns. Soon the few remaining enemy aircraft turned and dashed for home. The F-14s did not follow.
The last to arrive in the area were the MIG-29s. All those aircraft came from the west coast of Korea and spent fuel to try and catch up to their comrades. They arrived to see a few MIGs heading home and the American fighters too far ahead to pursue. As they arrived at the east coast they searched for any additional targets out to sea, but none were sighted. That was when the second surprise hit them.
Forty F-4 Phantoms came streaking up the center of the peninsula hugging the ground. They turned to see the retreating MIGs above them. One flight pulled back on their sticks and hit the afterburners. Within seconds they heard the warble in their headsets letting them know they had a Sidewinder lock and let the missiles go. Only a single MIG-23 survived, damaged, to return home. The rest of the flight turned right and headed for the coast. Getting their cues from the Hawkeye, the Phantoms pulled up to find themselves behind the MIG-29s and let loose with more Sidewinders. Of the six available MIG-29s, five were destroyed with one so damaged the pilot left the area trailing smoke and maneuvering erratically. The Phantom pilots turned south again.
* * *
In the North Korean Battle Center Minister Nua was livid with rage. He was screaming at everyone present. “You are all incompetent! You allowed all of this to happen. All this time the people purchased these expensive aircraft and all you did was let them shoot you down! You told the people you could protect their borders and you failed!” he screamed. Calling the guards into the room he ordered all of the senior officers arrested. During the screaming the enlisted men receiving the reports from the field were too stunned to perform their jobs. They stood motionless as several of the senior officers struggled with the guards. One was shot when he tried to pull his service revolver. In the confusion the men failed to hear the reports of additional aircraft inbound. Not that it made any difference. The fighter protection for North Korea had practically ceased to exist.
* * *
The sixty Tomahawk cruise missiles from the B-52 raid descended unopposed to an altitude of 100 feet and flew to their targets — the remaining North Korean airfields. The information from two SR-71 flights had pinpointed exactly where the temporary airfields had been set up. Because of the EA-6B, communications that would warn of the missiles was disrupted and they were flying below the radars that were hastily set up.
At the largest of the airports were a large number of bombers and other attack aircraft being readied for missions against the South. Fueling had been completed except for some old Soviet IL-28 bombers that were being quickly refurbished on a far end of the field. Near the terminal, airborne troops were boarding several AN-24 transports getting ready to be dropped behind the lines. Everyone looked harried and a little nervous. The flight crews had worked feverishly to ready as many aircraft as possible, repairing several from parts salvaged from damaged aircraft. The morning launch of their fighter aircraft had been a wake up to the men that the war was on its way. Most had confidence that their fighters would be able to protect them. Some of the attack aircraft were starting their engines when a strange popping noise was heard.
Like the first night, the first of the Tomahawks began dispensing sub-munitions along the runway, spreading them nearly half way along its entire length before pulling up, stalling and falling back, crashing into the ground and adding to the destruction. As the munitions approached the ground, the shaped charges in the munitions exploded downward with great force, gouging holes in the pavement and sending shrapnel flying in all directions. The second Tomahawk slammed into the control tower. The third and fourth spread their sub-munitions along the ramp directly over the fueled and armed aircraft, transports, and men.
The aircraft went up in great plumes of flame as the fuel tanks were punctured and ignited. The heat became so intense the paint on the nearby buildings began to burn and the aluminum skin of the aircraft caught fire. Soon the ordnance on the airplanes baked off, adding to the carnage. The transports became pyres as the men were trapped inside. The few still outside the aircraft fared no better. Most were doused with flaming fuel, some running for over 100 meters before succumbing to the burns being inflicted. Trucks that just finished fueling the airplanes also went up. Nothing was spared.
Across the field the men working on the old bombers watched in horror as the airport was hit repeatedly. For a while it seemed that the opposite side of the airport had become a volcano. The heat seared the men’s clothing and forced several to seek shelter in the air raid trenches. Debris from the explosions rained down on the old bombers. In one case a large door from one of the transports had come down through a wing. Every time the men came out it seemed another bomb would bake off, sending them back into their trench. It took an hour before the explosions finally ceased and the fires died down.
When the mechanics ventured out of their trenches, nothing remained that was recognizable. The terminal building was gone — burned to cinders with only a few metal ribs giving evidence it was ever there. The hangars were blasted apart from within. The thin sheet metal on the walls had been blown outward. Only a skeleton remained. Of the aircraft, only bits and pieces remained. Not a single airplane was untouched. Even the row of attack helicopters was gone. Interestingly, the rotors of the helicopters remained in position lying on the concrete of the ramp. They appeared centered on a pile of cinders and burned metal. What few men who remained didn’t even have a place to sleep. They gathered near one of the old bombers and wondered what to do next.
* * *
The next wave came from the west. USS Harry S. Truman launched her complete deckload of fighters and attack aircraft. The F-4 Phantoms and A-6 Intruders were salvaged from the Davis-Monthan boneyard simply because they flew without the fly-by-wire systems of the newer aircraft. Their systems might be damaged by EMP, but the planes would get the pilots home. In most cases, they could even continue their mission. The Truman was overloaded with aircraft. As the deck was cleared, more were brought up for launch. Just over ninety aircraft were on the way to their target. Even half of the Phantoms were carrying bombs. The rest were ready just in case the morning raids had not completed the job.
The pilots were old timers. Most had served when their airplanes were operational and knew the aircraft systems. Nearing the coast, the pilots and crews were nervous. The EA-6B was doing its job, but no one was sure what would be waiting. As they passed the coast, all eyes scanned the area for incoming missiles and aircraft. The threat receivers were operating but remained silent. Crossing just north of Changch'an-ni, the pilots saw the remnants of an air base. Smoke still rose from one of the buildings. A few rounds of anti-aircraft fire came up to greet them, but the tracers didn’t come close. Their primary target was only about twenty miles away.
Just a few missile batteries had been restored around Pyongyang in the 24 hours since the first strikes. A telephone warning had been received from the coast and the local commanders switched on their search radars. Almost immediately they saw the incoming aircraft, activated their guidance radars, and prepared to launch. When they did, the lead Phantoms launched a total of 12 HARM missiles against the six sites. The High Speed Anti-Radiation missiles immediately homed in on the guidance radars, covering the twenty miles in just a few seconds. The missiles slammed into the sites, knocking out the radars or destroying the missiles nearby, but not before three missiles were successfully launched. The missiles streaked skyward only to find there was no guidance coming from the ground. They automatically began scanning with their onboard radar, and two of the missiles acquired a target — two of the leading F-4s. The lead jets all began maneuvering radically to throw the missiles off and fired infrared flairs to distract them. The electronic warfare systems were activated, but it was too little, too late. Only one of the missiles lost its target, flying away over the mountains. The second homed in on an F-4, exploding just under the nose of the aircraft. The resulting shrapnel tore the nose off the plane and sent hot metal into both engine intakes. The F-4 erupted into a ball of flame, its pilot and rear seater never even knowing what hit them.
The rest of the flight flew into the city and found their targets. The purpose of the raid was to cut the head off the snake. The main communications lines were cut. The telephones, radio, television, and military antenna farms were bombed to rubble. What was left of the defense ministry building was hit once more and deep penetration bombs dropped to take care of anything below ground. The train lines were bombed for a two kilometer distance to ensure no more train traffic, then bombs were dropped on all the bridges across the Taedong river. The rest of the government buildings were also bombed to disrupt any governmental action. Finally, the Korea Computer Center was hit by several bombs, knocking out their main computing and data center. Losing just two aircraft, the rest joined up and headed for home.
Pusan, South Korea
Ricks slowly stirred from a deep sleep. He was warm and felt the most secure he had ever felt, especially in this country. He felt a stirring at his side and a set of arms reach around him. Su Lynn nestled herself into Ricks’ side as she dozed. Both had been exhausted the night before when they returned from the hospital. Ricks was surprised when she led him back to the shelter. Even more so when she put him in bed, then joined him there. Neither spoke a word, but the love they shared simply poured out. Despite the exhaustion, sweat, and pain from the past few days the passions shared between them engulfed them and spread. Sleep finally took hold for a few hours, yet Ricks felt as if he had slept for a week. He felt renewed and refreshed. She did all this for him. He wrapped his arms around her naked form and held her close.
Su Lynn felt Ricks pull her closer. Her eyes flickered open and looked up into his. He wore a smile on his face. Su Lynn had grown to love that face. Even though he was a soldier and a man who could inflict violence, with her he was gentle and caring. She chose to believe this was the real man beneath. She had known him for only a few weeks, yet it was enough to know how she felt. Last night she had let down the last barriers between them and was not disappointed.
“We need to get up. People will talk,” Ricks said without making a move.
“I no want to move. I stay right here,” she said.
He pulled her over on top of him and kissed her warmly. “I don’t really want to either,” Ricks said. He couldn’t believe the feelings he was having. He couldn’t believe he could be so happy. She moved over him and kissed him passionately.
They were interrupted by the sounds of pots falling in the kitchen outside. The kitchen staff was obviously just outside the door.
Ricks gave a sigh. “I guess we’ll need to finish this later,” he said. Glancing at his watch he looked back into her eyes. “And I do need to go check in and see how Paul is doing this morning. Then maybe we need to try and find a place where we can be together.”
Su Lynn looked at him. “I not think there is a place in the city. They specially not give rooms to people not married.” Her disappointment was plainly evident.
He smiled at her. “Then maybe we need to take care of that, too.” He marveled at the joy that appeared on her face. “Su Lynn, I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Would you share your life with me?”
Through tears she nodded. “Yes, Dale,” she choked out before he kissed her again.
After a moment of tenderness, both left the bed and began dressing. Ricks took a moment to look at Su Lynn as she stood naked beside him. She was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. He reached around her and gave her one more hug, kissing her on the neck.
They both dressed quickly and opened the door into the kitchen. The people busied themselves preparing the morning meal. Occasionally one would look over at them and smile. Su Lynn was afraid of what people would say, but everyone was acting as if they had been married for years. That one small token lifted her spirits even more.
Ricks took her hands. “I’ll go check in and should be back by lunch. Then we’ll go out and do a few things together,” he said.
She nodded and he kissed her lightly. Ricks put his cover on his head and walked out the back door, stopping only briefly to give a wave. Su Lynn turned back to her duties. As she worked, her assistants smiled at her and helped her as before. The old woman who helped her long before came over and gave her a slight hug. The twinkle in her eyes told more than could be said.
Military Hospital, Pusan
Ricks entered the hospital and walked up to Hufham’s room. He could hear him from down the hall.
“I don’t need to stay here for this. I can go back to the BEQ!” he demanded.
“Master Sergeant, you will remain in this room for at least one more day so I can make sure you don’t have some kind if infection,” said the doctor in a patient voice. “That is an order,” he said as he snapped the chart shut and glared at him.
“Look, Doc, it won’t be so bad in the BEQ. I can sit in my bed and read or something for a few days,” he said almost pleading.
“That’s good,” the doctor said. “It will wait for at least 24 hours, and then you can do just exactly that. You need to know that if that bullet hadn’t bounced off the rib the way it did you wouldn’t even be here talking to me so disrespectfully,” he chided. “An inch to the left and you would have swallowed the damn thing when it went through your esophagus. So far, you have been one lucky guy. Don’t blow it by being stupid. Besides, at least here you can look at the nurses,” he said with a grin.
Hufham gave up. He didn’t really feel like arguing. The pain in his arm was dull but there. It was propped up by a soft cast that allowed the wound to heal. “I can’t argue with that,” he grunted.
Ricks walked in the door. “You tell him, Doc. But I would have those nurses duct tape him to the bed to make sure he stays. Or better yet, for their own protection,” he said.
Hufham gave a disgusted look. “See what I have to put up with? Can’t you find something for this guy to do?”
“I’m sure he has plenty to keep him busy,” the doctor said. “I’ll check back in with you a little later,” he said as he left the room.
Ricks walked over and sat down beside the bed. “You get nasty when you’re hurt.”
“Kiss my ass,” he said with a smile. “What did you do last night?”
“Went to bed,” Ricks said in mock hurt. “I checked into the BEQ. I have at least five days before I have to return. They’re giving us old guys a break while the youngsters get a handle on things,” he said sitting back in the chair.
Hufham looked at Ricks closely. Something was changed about him. He looked happy — something neither of them had looked in weeks. It became obvious Ricks had not slept in his BEQ bed. He started grinning at him.
“What?” Ricks questioned.
“Oh nothing. How’s Su Lynn?”
“Great. Still at the shelter. I’m going to check on a few things and get back with her at lunch,” he said. His face beamed when he mentioned her.
“She’s a great girl. You two should have a great family,” he said easing deeper into the pillows.
Ricks got a look on his face like a deer looking into some headlights. He sputtered a second.
“Don’t give me that innocent look. Look, Dale, we’ve both known Su Lynn for a while now and you are my best friend. Don’t you think I can read the tea leaves?”
“Yea, but I just…”
“About damn time, too. You go take care of business. I gotta sit here in this glorified brothel for another day anyway. Do this for yourself, Dale. I’ll be around to be your best man.”
Ricks looked over at the man who had once been someone he aspired to be like. If Hufham approved, he must be on the right track. He nodded at Hufham. “Okay. I need to stop by and see the Colonel anyway. I was also going to see a chaplain to see what I needed to do.”
“Good. You might go by the old Lodge and see if they have a room somewhere. At least you might find a place to be alone. The BEQ is no place for a honeymoon,” Hufham said.
Ricks stood. “You need anything? Su Lynn and I will come by later.”
Hufham waved him off. “Nah. I’m okay, but I would like to see her again. If they cut me loose later I might need a little help.”
“Good enough. I’ll be back,” he said with a wave.
Hufham watched the young man leave the room. Both men had grown close over the months since that night at the DMZ. Ricks had turned into what the Army would consider a poster boy. He was a natural born leader. Too bad it took a war to bring it out, but what better way to temper steel. He thought about the things they had gone through together and smiled. Maybe they could get stationed together again. He looked around for the remote for the TV, then remembered it didn’t work. “Shit,” he said to the empty room.
* * *
Lt. Colonel Peterson was preparing to leave. The doctors had sewn him up and made sure there was no infection. He was getting ready to walk over to the BOQ when Ricks walked in. “Well look what the cat dragged in,” Peterson said.
“Hello, Colonel. I just wanted to check in on you. You getting reprieved?”
Peterson nodded. “Yeah, they don’t keep people who get shot in the ass. Throw a bandage on it and walk home,” he joked. “Have you seen Hufham?”
“Yes, sir. He has to stay another day, but he’s fine. I heard the Doc say he was lucky as hell. In the mean time I was told we have a week to recuperate,” Ricks said.
“Maybe more than that, Ricks. You and Hufham have been at it hard since the beginning. I talked to the Division Commander. He said the way this is going it could end pretty quick. ‘Till then we are to rest. What do you have planned?”
Ricks looked a little sheepish. He looked at the floor and shuffled around a little. “Well, sir, that’s something I wanted to ask you about. Sir, is it still required for me to get permission to get married?”
Peterson stopped at that one. He looked at the young man standing before him. “Well I’ll be damned! Su Lynn?” he asked.
“Yes, sir.”
“Anybody else I’d say no. Permission granted. Dale, this is great. When’s the day?”
“I don’t know, Colonel. I need to check with the chaplain. But with all this going on, I’d like it to happen real soon.”
Peterson chuckled and slapped Ricks on the shoulder. “Talk to Chaplain Henderson and tell him I said OK. There are some forms to fill out and all, but nobody can really stop you. Henderson has ways of cutting through the BS anyway,” he said.
“Thanks, Colonel,” Ricks said.
“My pleasure, Dale. Su Lynn’s a really nice girl. I’ll be at the BOQ. Let me know how things go. If I can do anything, come see me. And if somebody gives you any shit at all, I’ll make them wish they were never born,” Peterson said with an evil grin.
“I appreciate it, sir.”
“Now get out of here and marry that girl. Make something good come out of this crap,” Peterson said extending his hand.
Ricks shook the Colonel’s hand warmly. “Take it easy, Colonel.”
As Ricks left his room Peterson chuckled to himself. Of all the places to fall in love, he thought. He winced in pain as he bent over to pick up his cover. Damn pain in the ass. Well, at least I don’t have to stay in the hospital. Peterson centered his cover on his head and walked out the door.

Chapter 16

September 15 — Advance
USS Iowa
It had been a month since the task force had arrived in Korea. The ground forces made their way up the peninsula and were in heavy action for the last few days. At sea, Admiral Thacke kept busy hitting any target that came within twenty miles of the coast. It meant the ship’s crews had to remain alert and at increased readiness for long periods of time. It had also meant the ships remained on station longer than Thacke had planned. Underway replenishments were starting to get old. As the ground forces moved toward the original DMZ, fewer and fewer targets came within gun range.
“I’m sending you and the North Carolina in to Sasebo for three days,” said Admiral Thacke. “I need you to get refueled and rearmed and back here as soon as you can. I’ll be changing ships while we’re there. Not that you’ll miss me,” he joked to Hammond.
Hammond chuckled. “I’m not complaining. My guys have been pushing it for months now, not like the others haven’t. But I do need some bullets,” he said.
Thacke shrugged. “Well, except for the North Carolina, you guys shot more than the rest. Your idea of keeping ships on station was right on. I’m making sure we have some ships on station all the time, but that means some of you guys need some down time. I’m looking at ships that can make a dash up or down the coast as needed. Since you guys can make thirty knots that makes it a little easier. The older ships are a little slower and that kind of limits their patrol area. So you guys are first, then the New Jersey and Wisconsin, then I’ll rifle through the rest,” Thacke said.
“Makes sense. I take it you saw the intelligence report this morning?”
Thacke broke into a big grin. “I thought I would have small kittens. It confirms what we’ve thought. They’ve moved almost everything inland twenty-five miles. That concentrates their efforts where we can’t get at them. But it also means the Army and Air Force types have them a little more boxed in. From here on, we might not have as many targets, but they’ll still get hit,” he said. “That Marine general, Richardson, has been sending people up the coast roads for the last week. That should give us a little break. So take Iowa to Sasebo for a couple of days to refuel and rearm. We got a job to do.”
“Aye, sir,” said Hammond as he turned and left Flag Plot, heading for the bridge. Climbing the starboard ladder he walked into the pilot house and headed to the navigator’s chart table. He noticed the ship’s position had been updated just a few minutes ago. He grabbed some dividers and pulled down the compass. The Chief came over. “Can I help you, Captain?”
Hammond grinned without taking his eyes off the chart. “How about a beer?” he asked.
“I wish, Captain.”
“Your wish is granted Chief. Firm up a plot to Sasebo. I want to be in mid-afternoon. I’m going to turn us around to 190 and increase speed to twenty-five. Work me out a smooth and give it to the OOD,” he said as he straightened up.
The chief nodded. “About damn time,” he said. “Been a long time since I’ve been to Sasebo. I wonder if she’s still there,” he said with a sly look.
Hammond wondered if he was really serious but turned and walked up to the front of the pilot house. “OOD, come about to 190 and increase speed to twenty five knots. That will take us away from land. When we get fifteen miles out, set Condition 3. The navigator will be giving you an updated course and speed shortly,” he said grabbing the 1MC mike. He pressed the button.
“This is the Captain. I want you guys to know you have done a fantastic job over the past few days. Aside from one other ship we have shot more sixteen-inch rounds than any other. But that means we are starting to run a little low and will have to replenish. Normally I would call in a replenishment ship, but instead I guess we’ll have to pull into Sasebo for a few days.”
A cheer rang out across the ship and Hammond could hear it in the distance. “I hope you don’t mind if we have liberty tonight. But it means we’ll have to bust our hump tomorrow. We will refuel and rearm. So don’t go out and get so wasted you drop one somewhere. I’ll let you know more as we get in,” he said. As he looked around the bridge, everyone had a smile on his face.
The XO walked onto the bridge. “That was good news,” he said.
“Not too shabby. Do we have any masts to do this afternoon before we get in?”
The XO shook his head. “Not really. I have a couple guys with some minor infractions. They’re getting some extra attention from their division chiefs. The only thing I’m worried about is what will happen when these guys get ashore. Some of these old guys can party hearty,” the XO grinned.
“Then maybe I should say something before we get going this evening. If I put a little concern out there we might be okay. What are your plans?”
The XO gave a sigh. “Besides a mountain of paperwork and getting ready for tomorrow I should be done by about 0300.”
Hammond laughed. He remembered when he had his XO tour. It was all the same. “Good. Let’s get out and go to dinner. Maybe invite Ops and Danner to join us. You can go to bed tomorrow,” Hammond said.
“What about we take the PAO and Westin too. He’s a pretty good guy.”
Hammond gave a sideways glance. “I know the PAO is. But Westin? Just because you liked his story.”
The XO laughed. “Yeah, I did. But he really is OK.”
Hammond shrugged. “Okay, you, me, Danner, the PAO and Westin. I even know the place to go.”
“I’d like that. I’ll meet with Suppo, Deck, and Weaps and get the plans for tomorrow. I’d like to fuel and onload food day after tomorrow and then spend tomorrow just with ammo. That will give them a little time to get the food and supplies lined up. If anyone has anything they need, they’ll have to get it to Emmett before we get in. We’ll have the arrival conference in the Wardroom right after we arrive. Do you have any requests for your mess?” the XO asked.
“Chicken and fish. But if you really want to make me happy, throw in some real meat. I’m too busy to watch cholesterol,” Hammond said.
“I’ll pass it along. I need to get with Cheng. The aft emergency generator is running hot and he would like to get someone onboard to take a look at it. Did he brief you yet?”
“This morning. Talk to the Navy rep during the arrival conference and make it a priority. I don’t like the idea of going dark at the wrong time. Have them also look at the number two fire and flushing pump. Kimberlain told me it’s not meeting specs. I know we probably can’t change it out, but have them look at it for the future. Then it looks like we need to get the RPV repaired. I know the guys like showing it off, but we need both at 100 percent,” Hammond said.
“On top of it,” the XO said. He glanced at his watch. “I’m meeting with Weaps in a minute to get things settled on his end. I’ll check back before we head in,” he said.
“Good enough. I’ll get the party ready for tonight,” Hammond said. “I’ll be down in my import cabin if you need me,” he said to the OOD as he left the bridge.
Near the DMZ, South Korea
Claire Richardson was really pleased. Once word came in saying the North was pulling its units away from the coast, she sent two brigades of the First Marine straight up the coast roads. She was able to contact Vice Admiral Thacke. He had USS Alabama moving up the coast along with the lead elements. Already the combination pushed the North back to Sokcho, near the old border.
“They captured the port and have secured it for our forces. I told Colonel Thomas to secure the port and the surrounding hills. If we can keep it, that would be a good base for bringing in supplies,” said Colonel Davis, the operations officer for the division.
“Good. Get the word to our supply ships to start making their way up here. I want these guys resupplied and ready in 48 hours. So far we have progressed to Guangyang in the middle of the country and Sokcho on the east coast. Here’s what I want to do,” she said leaning over the map. “Get as many pieces of men and equipment as you can along the coast. Then in 48 hours I want them all to start swinging west in a line toward our objective — Seoul. The guys in Guangyang need to move north. I’ll get hold of the Army types to coordinate. They are the ones who want to take Seoul, but if I can get there first, the Marines will win the cup,” said Richardson.
“General, the Army units are still meeting some stiff opposition. It will mean we will trap a lot of the enemy in the pocket we form,” said another officer.
“You bet. I want to trap them. Cut off their supplies and let them wither. Have units secure the main escape routes and bottle them in. I don’t mind taking prisoners,” she said.
“General, do you think we are moving a little too fast?” asked another officer.
Richardson looked at the man. “John, right now I’m counting it as a blessing that these guys are off balance and performing poorly. I know we’ve only been at it for a few weeks, but I’m not going to give anything up just yet. What we take is ours and will not go back. Our supplies are getting through and we aren’t losing many men so far. We need to keep a good eye out and keep going. The other side has a million-man army out there somewhere. I won’t forget that. Now let’s get the facts and figures up and ready. I want the word to go out in the next six hours,” she said before leaving the tent.
Richardson walked out along the row of tents and ran into a young man rounding a corner. Lieutenant Dickson was knocked over and started brushing himself off. He was smudged and dirty from hard fighting and had a tired look reserved for someone who had been on the move for days.
“Damnit, can’t you ever…” he caught himself as he saw the stars on the uniform. He sprang up and helped the general to her feet. “I’m sorry about that, General. I didn’t see you coming,” he stammered out.
At first Richardson was pissed. But when she recognized the young lieutenant who spent the evening talking with her on the ship, her mood changed. “Lieutenant Dickson! It’s good to see you again.” She slapped him on the arm. “How’s it been going?”
Dickson smiled broadly. He was surprised a general would even remember his name. “Really good, ma’am. My unit just pulled in. I got them squared away and I was going to the mess tent. It’ll be the first hot meal I’ve had since we got here,” he said.
“Good. I need someone to talk to over lunch. Why don’t you join me?”
Dickson looked at his uniform. “Ma’am, I look a little beat up to be eating with a general,” he said modestly.
She laughed. “You probably smell better than half the guys around here. Come on, let’s eat,” she said taking him in tow.
The officer’s mess was only a few yards away and she led Dickson to her table and sat him down. Immediately a hot meal was placed before them on white linens and with real silver and plates. Dickson couldn’t believe what was happening. He had just come from combat and eating semi-warm MREs. Now this! He waited as the General started eating before diving in. Dickson’s appetite was ravenous and he found himself finished long before Richardson. When he realized what he had done he started looking embarrassed.
“Don’t worry,” she said between bites. “I know a hungry guy when I see one. Now tell me what you’ve run into.”
Dickson began relaying all the events up to the day. His patrols ran into some North Korean infantry just outside of Ulsan. They pushed them until helicopter units came in and finished the job. Dickson was surprised at how fanatical the enemy was. It seemed as if troops were being sacrificed to defend the ground they lost instead of using tactical maneuvering and select force where it would do the most good. After it was over, they found there had been nearly 500 troops thrown against their platoon. At first Dickson thought it might be just a one time thing, but he saw it again and again as his men moved inland. They encountered tanks on two occasions, but they were sacrificed much as their infantry. They were thrown against the American units almost haphazardly. Close coordination between American tanks, infantry, and tank-busting helicopters left a brigade of DPR tanks in smoldering pieces along the roadsides.
Dickson and his men had been fighting since they landed. They were the ones to liberate Sokcho airfield and hold it until more units arrived. He and his men had been ordered to Andong to debrief and rest for a day. Dickson hadn’t known this was where the headquarters had been temporarily set up.
All along Richardson asked a few questions but mainly listened. The information he was giving was helping her understand her enemy. By the time Dickson finished, he was near collapse. The food and the conversation helped him relax and slough off the tension of battle. His eyes were heavy and his head occasionally dipped, but he maintained his conversation.
They were interrupted by a major who walked up behind the general while looking at Dickson. “There you are, Dickson. We’ve got a debrief in ten. Let’s…” he stopped himself when he recognized the General. “Sorry, ma’am. I didn’t know he was talking with you.”
“Ma’am, this is my CO, Major Garrison.”
Richardson shook the major’s hand. “Have a seat, Major. Have you had lunch?”
“Yes, ma’am. I have,” he said sitting down.
“Lieutenant Dickson has been briefing me in on all you guys have been through. Sounds like it’s been non-stop all the way.”
“Yes, General, it’s been a little more intense than I expected. Our group led the way up the coast. It’s been fast and we’ve lost a bunch of guys doing it. Thank God for that battleship out there. She kept the worst off our backs,” he said. Garrison had the same worn out look as Dickson.
“That was what Dickson here said,” she gestured to the Lieutenant. “Tell me, did they seem to be just throwing things at you without reason?”
“Yes, ma’am. They do it a lot. It’s almost as if they never had any real training in combat tactics. Their discipline is okay, but pretty harsh. I saw one of their officers shoot an enlisted man during one engagement,” the major said. He gave a slight grin, “I took the bastard out myself. I noticed once he was gone, several of the men surrendered.”
Richardson nodded. That was something important. “So maybe the enlisted are more afraid of their officers than of us?”
“Could be. Since they’re conscripted, I doubt any of them really want to be here.”
Richardson looked over at Dickson who was barely hanging on. “Dickson, why don’t you go ahead and grab some sack time. We’ll reschedule the debriefing for tomorrow morning. Now I want to talk to the Major a bit,” she said smiling.
“Thank you, ma’am,” he said sleepily. Dickson stood up from his seat and headed out of the tent. Richardson watched as he left. “How’s he doing?”
The Major grinned. “One of my best junior officers. He led his men up against a whole company in one engagement and came out on top. I guess that training at Quantico made a real Marine out of him. I usually don’t have to repeat myself or explain much to him. His troops are good and tight. Couldn’t ask for more, especially out here.”
“Good. I had a feeling that was so when we met on the ship.” She related how they met one evening on deck and talked a while. “A lot of JOs would have gone quiet and not said a thing to a general, but he held up his end. Sounds like he’s got a set of brass ones. How about keeping me informed how he does,” she said.
“General, you aren’t planning on taking him away to be some kind of staff puke are you?”
She gave the Major a sly look. “Hell no. He’s better off where he is. Only the kiss asses do real staff time. At least until they get a little more senior,” she kidded. Both had a small laugh. “Major, I had already heard about you and your guys. You’ve been the tip of the spear and fighting hard. Take some time to rest, we’ll do this debrief a little later on. I need the information, but not when you’re falling over.”
“Aye, aye, General.” Garrison said as they stood.
Both shook hands and left the tent. Richardson had learned more from the two than from her own intelligence staff. Now it was time to put what she had learned to good use.
Pyongyang, North Korea
Kim Sung Nua had been forced to take full control. The missiles, bombs, and fires took a toll on his capital and government. It had taken time to get people together and back in some order. Kim was down to third level officials. The Defense Ministry building was totally demolished, the sub-basement became blocked and, being below the water level of the river, flooded. The new military commanders were rounded up and brought in, but the information had been kept in the Defense Ministry. Communications lines and information had to be restored and re-gathered. The news was not good. He and his new cabinet were sitting in the locker room of the stadium.
“Comrade Chairman, it is obvious our predecessors underestimated the abilities of our enemies and their ability to respond to our forces. As a result our military has lost over half of its assets. With the exception of the underground bunkers, we have lost almost all our inventories. Our air force has lost 87 percent of its planes and helicopters. All of the airfields have been damaged severely. The Navy has a few missile patrol boats. Fortunately the enemy has not hit the underground pens for our submarines. We have been able to protect the remaining units there. We still have ten submarines available. The rest have never returned from their missions. The Army lost two-thirds of our tanks during the initial invasion and during current operations. From the information we have from our force commanders, there have been over 400,000 casualties among the services. Our antiaircraft missile systems have been nearly totally demolished. Our gun systems are reduced by 40 percent, but they are nearly useless against high flying jet aircraft. Artillery systems are faring better. We have lost only half of our artillery pieces; however, we have to transfer many of these pieces across the former dividing line to replace what we have lost in combat,” the new Defense Minister reported. The man was shaking as he spoke. He knew full well what had happened to people reporting bad news before.
Kim watched the man and held his emotions tightly. Kim was seething with rage that his military had failed him, but this was not the time for reprisals. The men in front of him had not had a hand in any of the things leading up to this. The new Defense Minister was his cousin, and more used to business than a military organization. He would not show his wrath here. “Please continue, Comrade,” he said calmly.
“One area that is still fully capable is our defense cruise missile systems. Although the radars have been destroyed, the missiles and their replacements have been relocated and are fully operational. One of the things I have directed is to set up listening posts near the coasts so that we can use our direction finders to locate enemy ships using radars and radios. We will be able to triangulate the positions of these vessels and when in range, launch our missiles for greatest effect,” he reported.
Kim nodded. “Very good, Comrade. Are there any other ways to strike at the enemy far at sea?”
“Yes, Comrade Chairman. Our tactical ballistic missiles are still intact. As you know, we reserved twelve of our nuclear missiles for possible use if things turned against us. I am happy to report the missiles are still operational and well protected. We do not have the capability to launch from shore, but the ship they are on is still safely in port. However, the technicians for the missiles were killed when their shelter was struck by bombs. We have more technicians and I have ordered them to the area so that we can have them ready. I am told there is one problem. These missiles are all programmed to go off at high altitude. Each warhead would have to be individually reworked for them to be used to strike a fleet or a shore target. I have ordered that the procedures be drawn up to do just that. I do not yet have a timeframe when they might be ready, but we are getting things in place to be able to respond to your orders,” he said.
“What about the army in the field?”
“Our current positions are all still in the former South Korea.” He used a pointer to outline the different positions. “Our units are fighting along a line from here, to here. With the loss of our tunnels, our supplies are being driven across the former dividing line at the old crossing points. I have ordered that crews begin removing the mines from the line so that we may have better access. Our largest problem is trucks to move the supplies. Because the enemy has air superiority, we cannot move things on the open road during daylight. Our supply trucks must move only at night. This severely curtails our abilities to resupply our troops. The transportation Minister can address this better than I can,” he said.
“The Defense Minister is correct. We have lost many of our trucks in the conflict and the rest can only travel at night for fear of being targeted. Our train systems were hit on the first day, then repeatedly each day since. The trains have been cut off from our neighbors to the north and disrupted all along all the main corridors. As we make repairs, they are hit again the next day. I have ordered camouflage nets above the main line from China to Pyongyang and between Pyongyang and Wonsan. I am hoping this will prevent the enemy from accurately locating the lines and knowing when repairs are made. This will take time. I have people working around the clock. As far as the trucks are concerned, until we can travel in daylight, we will be restricted in our supply efforts,” said the Transportation Minister.
“I want those trucks moving twenty-four hours a day. Can we place antiaircraft units on some of the trucks or some machine guns?” asked the Chairman.
“We could, Comrade Chairman,” replied the Transportation Minister. “However, against the fast moving aircraft they would have little chance of getting a hit. We are procuring some larger guns to do just that; however, they have not yet arrived from China. Our trucking capacity is greatly reduced already. Any more and I could not guarantee our resupply efforts. I have made arrangement for a transfer of some military trucks from our Communist neighbors to increase capacity so that when we do run, we can deliver more.
Kim felt the frustration of the men around him. They wanted to do more, but if they did, it could get much worse. He plowed ahead. “What about ammunition?”
The Defense Minister answered again. “We lost our above-ground production facilities and four of our underground facilities. We are now getting our ammunition from our underground stockpiles and from the Chinese government. They have been very supportive in supplying munitions from their own stockpiles. Replacement antiaircraft missiles are being sent along with some radar units. However, we have been notified that because of the proximity of the Americans they are not able to provide everything from their own supplies because of the need to possibly counteract any American incursion. It is quite understandable. I have instructed our commanders to make sure we are not wasting what supplies we have. We have also placed our supplies in underground bunkers prior to dispersal so that they are impervious to bombing.”
“Very good. Agriculture, how about food deliveries?”
“Our food imports have increased by fifty percent. This is ten percent above our estimates. Much of this is due to the losses in the field. Most of our farm workers are now in the military. The older farmers are working, but cannot produce as much as the younger farmers. Since we allowed people to plant smaller gardens in parks and around apartment buildings, there has been a reduction in some needs in the cities. This has helped. As with my comrades, the transportation issues are of concern, but there are also problems obtaining fuel for farming. If we can solve these problems, the crops will be harvested on time.”
“What about the fuel situation for the military?”
“We are down to 40 percent of our normal stockpiles. We still have fourteen million gallons in our strategic stockpile. China is providing more fuel, but we have had to repair the pipelines twice. We currently have enough for operations, but not much for anything else unless we start using the reserves,” said another Minister. We are burying what pipeline is exposed. This should ensure continued flow. Most of our normal stockpile was lost on the first night. The supplies we get should increase what is available for both agriculture and the military.”
“I take it we cannot get ships in,” the Chairman said.
“No, Comrade Chairman. Enemy naval activity has effectively closed our harbors. I have initiated a plan to send out submarines to try and relieve this problem. The loss of a carrier, battleship, or other supply ships would greatly relieve the pressure we are experiencing from the sea. Because of the battleships cruising the shores we must keep our men and supplies inland. We don’t know how they find the units and equipment, but they have been very effective. We believe there are some hidden transmitters and spies who provide that information to them.”
“Can’t you intercept those radio transmissions?”
“We have not been able to do so as yet, Comrade Chairman. As a matter of fact, the enemy is not using much in radio transmissions. We have intercepted some static-like transmissions and occasionally some voice. But when we try and interfere, the frequency changes. We are doing our best.”
“It seems our intelligence arm was wrong when they told us the enemy’s technology would be devastated,” the Chairman said softly. “Comrades, we must regroup and counter this invasion immediately. We cannot let anyone stop us from reuniting this country and taking our place on the world stage. The first priority is the military; the second is transportation and then agriculture. All other efforts must be curtailed until victory is complete. From this moment on, everything must be geared to that victory,” he demanded.
“I want to make plans to have a massive thrust against our enemies right here!” he said pointing to a position on the map. “I want everything thrown at them no later than one week. The movement will be preceded by a massive missile attack by our rocket forces, heavy saturation by our artillery and then as many troops as possible all massed for attack. We will drive back down the peninsula and end this once and for all,” he demanded.
Then Kim seemed to gather his thoughts. He must appear enlightened even if he was angry and disgusted with the people around him. He said softly, “Comrades, I know you did not have a hand in getting our nation in this position. But I tell you now that I hold each of you responsible for what happens from here onwards. You all know that I will not tolerate any man who betrays his country either through purpose or through ineptitude. The people expect a victory and it is up to the Party to deliver that victory,” he said. Although his voice was calm, there was fire in his eyes as he spoke. Everyone knew exactly what would happen if they failed. “Now let us discuss other matters,” Kim said. The meeting lasted another two hours.
At the end of the meeting, Kim motioned for one man to stay. Jung Il Choi was the head of the country’s National Security Bureau or secret police. He was working very hard to ensure calm and support for the war. As a result, hundreds of people expressing the least opposition to the conflict were hastily carted off to prison. He also tightened the reins on the three government-recognized classes in the supposed “classless” society. His “Citizen Registration Groups” segregated the population into three classes — Basic, Chaotic, and Enemy. Only the Basic class could be politically trusted and, as a result, could have a few liberties.
Choi was thin and hard. His choker collared grey uniform was starched and pressed. Some even joked that he was not actually strong enough to cause a crease in them. He wore black glasses and his thin graying hair was short and brushed backward from his forehead. It was the eyes that had the biggest impact. They were black as coal and so cold it was like looking at death itself.
Choi discreetly remained behind as the others left. The doors closed and Kim asked him to sit down with him. Choi waited respectfully until Kim was seated, then eased carefully into his seat.
“How my I help you, Comrade Chairman?” he asked.
“I want an investigation into the upper levels of the military. I need to know who is politically trustworthy and who is not. I have been getting the feeling that some of the military leaders have been more interested in their own hides than in making sure the plan was followed,” Kim said.
“Comrade Chairman, we have files on each of the officers in your command. When we started seeing things go wrong I began a much more in-depth investigation into each of the senior officials. I have selected four to receive some special attention. Three of the ones killed were found to have used the computer facilities for their own personal gain. They also had been having liaisons with women who could be described at best as chaotic. They have sons in the military. I sent you a report recommending we arrest these officers and detail their families as an example for others. I also recommended we relieve one other officer. I found a witness saying that the man made several trips to the People’s Republic and established relationships with people there. Clearly this is contrary to the needs of the People and the State.”
“I agree. Make an example of them all. What about Lu Chen?”
“Nothing on him personally; however, as you recall I made a report that his wife had come from an untrustworthy family. His son was reported missing just three days ago. Since there is no witness that he was killed I suspect he deserted to the enemy. His wife has not been found as yet. Therefore he is very suspect.”
“All around me are traitors and conspirators. It is good that you are adding to the investigations. Your reports have been enlightening and explain many of the problems we face.”
“Comrade Chairman, my reports will always look out for the best interests of the State. As you recall, these men were allowed to retain their ranks for expediency under your predecessor. They performed well under normal circumstances. However, they may have become compromised through other influences and held in wait until just the right time. My office has taken the steps to make sure this does not happen.”
“Very good. I must make sure our leadership is entirely trustworthy. I even had you checked out,” Kim said with a slight smile.
“Yes, Comrade Chairman, as I expected. No one should be above investigation, especially a senior security officer. I invite the State to know everything I do and everything I know at all times. Then you will know whom you can truly turn to,” Choi said calmly, although the thought of being investigated upset him.
“I do, Comrade. That is why I have you here now. I want you to personally step in whenever you find someone who betrays the State. As soon as you know, take action and report to me. You have full authority.”
“I will, Comrade Chairman.”
“Good. I will not detain you further,” Kim said.
Choi quietly stood up and left the room. He would order the arrest of several men within the hour, including several who were a threat to his position and authority. He would make sure order was carried out in a manner he saw fit.
Pusan, South Korea
Ricks opened the door of the small studio apartment and reached down to picked up Su Lynn. She looked at him questioningly.
“Why you do this?”
“It’s an old American custom for the husband to carry his new bride across the threshold of their first home,” he said. “Now that you’re with me, you’ll need to learn some of these things.”
She clung to his neck as he eased the door open and stepped inside. Setting her down again, he reached back and closed the door before bringing her into an embrace. “Welcome home, Mrs. Ricks,” he said after breaking away from their kiss.
She pulled him in and gave him a tight squeeze, hugging his strong chest. “This is wonderful, Dale,” she said.
After a mile of red tape, medical exams, licenses, and counseling, the chaplain pronounced them man and wife just four hours before. Kuan Jeu gave his sister away in the presence of Colonel Peterson, Master Sergeant Hufham, and nearly half the company. Almost everyone from the public shelter had been there as well. The old woman who befriended her cried like a baby during the whole ceremony. Afterwards everyone went to the shelter where the residents used up some of their meager rations to throw a big celebration.
Now they were alone. Colonel Peterson pulled some strings to get them access to a VIP suite at the BEQ for a few days. After that, Ricks and the rest would probably be returning to duty. Su Lynn decided she would go back to the shelter and run the kitchen.
Ricks turned on a light and led Su Lynn to one of the easy chairs. He sat down and pulled her into his lap. After snuggling a few minutes he looked at her. “Tired?” he asked.
She nodded. “Just let me sit here with you,” she said placing her head on his shoulder.
Ricks held her gently. When he had come to Korea he had been just a snot-nosed kid, barely able to hold the rifle he was issued. Now he betrothed himself to a woman he met only a little over two months before. He recalled seeing her for the first time, being held frightened and naked by the North Korean soldiers and fighting back as best she could. He actually enjoyed squeezing the trigger that brought it to an end. He remembered the look on her face as they came out of the bushes and pulled the dead men off her. He remembered the mixture of fear, defiance, and shame on her face as he helped her into the Jeep and took her away from her home and a dead family. He remembered the charge he got when she placed her hand on his shoulder when he was so tired. There were so many little things. The first time she smiled at him, her first words, the touch of her fingers in his and finally her kiss. Since then there had been no turning back.
“I’m going to have to get you a passport,” he said suddenly.
She looked at him like he was crazy. “Why I need passport?”
“To take you home to America. I need to let you meet my family,” he said.
She smiled at that. “Okay. Where they live?”
“A little place near Macon, Georgia. Mom is a teacher and Dad runs the farm. My brother is finishing up his degree from the University and Sis is with her husband in Savannah. I was the runt of the family,” he joked. Su Lynn didn’t understand what a runt was, but when he smiled it told her it was okay.
“Is Georgia nice place?”
Ricks eyes glossed over as he remembered home. “I think you’d like it. It’s a little like Korea. We have hills and mountains. But the weather’s nice and we have about 250 acres we farm. I guess that’s a little like your Mom and Dad,” he said.
“Yes. We grow things,” she sighed.
Ricks pulled her around. “Oh I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up a bad memory.”
“It okay,” she said, the smile returning to her face. “Not your fault. I miss just a little.” She lay her head back on his shoulder.
“I’m sorry for all the terrible things you’ve gone through. I’m just glad I was there for you,” he said. “But in a way I’m glad all those things happened. If they hadn’t I wouldn’t have met you, and I wouldn’t have fallen in love with you,” he said slowly and gently. “And now I just want to make you happy.”
She squeezed him once more and held on tight. After a moment she looked at him through moist eyes. “You want make me happy?”
He smiled and nodded.
“Then let me give you baby.”
Ricks smiled and pulled her into a kiss. No other words were spoken that night.

Chapter 17

September 22 — Pressure Points
DMZ, Korea
The DMZ was just as Hufham and Ricks left it. Both men returned to the fighting two days before and were with the troops when they reached the Z near the east coast. Hufham was still a little sore and stiff, but it hadn’t slowed him down.
They had retaken the old motorpool the day before. It was a complete shambles due to their efforts. The buildings were burned and there were gaping holes in the ground where the fuel tanks had been. The North Koreans hadn’t tried to recover the bodies or bury the Americans who died there. Hufham called up a detail to collect the remains and ready them for their return home. He and Ricks took care of Old Charlie themselves. What pieces they found were carefully placed in a wooden foot locker Charlie used and buried beside his shack.
As they approached the Z, Hufham pulled the trusty Jeep into some brush just out of sight of the compound. “We walk from here,” he said grabbing his rifle.
Ricks nodded and jumped out as well. Small groups of soldiers were huddled across the area, staying out of the open areas of the compound. Occasionally the crack of rifle fire could be heard as someone on the other side decided to take a pot shot at some movement. Within a minute Hufham and Ricks stood beside the clearing looking in at the carnage. Two trucks were overturned and rusted. You could tell they had burned. Even the tires were missing. The tower was still bent over and resting on its top. Hufham could see the blasted area of concrete and rebar sticking out at the bend. The wooden door was open on what was the roof. The bullet-marked remains of the latrine were to the left. The small station house was still there, but the roof had collapsed where a grenade had gone off inside. There was evidence of looting. Boxes and cans from inside the station house littered the compound near the entrance. It appeared the soldiers had enjoyed the small cache of sodas the guard post maintained for their breaks. Even the small cook stove had been pulled into the yard.
Hufham turned to a sergeant standing next to them. “Did anybody get Corporal Masters out of there?” he asked.
The sergeant nodded. “Yesterday. We kept them busy while the team got him out.”
Hufham nodded. “Seems like a long time ago doesn’t it, Dale?”
“Speak for yourself, Paul. I still have nightmares about cowering behind that shithouse,” Ricks said.
Hufham grinned and looked at the sergeant. “He gets promoted and thinks he can just say anything. Where has the respect gone?” he moaned.
The sergeant chuckled and Ricks flipped Hufham off. Then he glanced at the new set of Staff Sergeant stripes Su Lynn had sewn onto his sleeve. “Yea, this arm does feel heavier,” he said.
Hufham chuckled and looked at his own new stripes as a Sergeant Major. “Me too,” he said as he turned back to the DMZ. “OK, back to business. You see any changes from before?” Hufham asked.
Ricks took some binoculars and scanned the line. “There’s a new emplacement over there,” he said. “They tried to cover it up, but I can see the slit and some activity inside. Let me get a better view,” he said. Ricks skirted through the trees and over near the old trash barrels that had been there seemingly forever. Cautiously, he peered over the top of the barrels.
The DMZ was like it always was. The North side had watchtowers and some emplacements along with the barbed wire fence that was standard issue with a border. But something was different. He motioned Hufham over. “Take a look along our side of the line,” he said.
Hufham eased up and looked down the South Korean side. The ground had been disturbed recently and in some places the recent rains caused the soil to compact where it had been dug up. Every few feet there was a sort of indentation in the ground. Even though there was some grass covering the place, it was not at the same height as the rest. Hufham scanned the far side. There were no such indentations. Looking further along the edge, it appeared some poles on the fence had grown. Closer inspection of the base of the poles gave another clue. A portion of the dirt was not quite the same color as the rest. There was also another pole leaning up against the fence pole from the back to give it support. Every fourth pole was the same.
“You looking at the new poles?” Ricks said interrupting his thoughts.
“Sneaky sumbitches. Looks like they turned the Z into a killing ground. They mined both sides and set in new pillboxes. Let’s take a trot down to the old road,” Hufham said. They gathered a squad of men and walked back to the trail in the woods behind the South side. Ten minutes later they came on the old crossing that had been there before the first conflict in the late Forties. The road had grown over except for two ruts that were too compacted for a plant to take root in. The old road ran through the woods and met up eventually with another road inside South Korea. The younger soldiers didn’t see anything worth noting, but Hufham and Ricks caught it immediately. They backed their men into the woods.
Hufham brought them together. “Okay, listen up. We have enemy troops around our side. That fence has been changed and the road was traveled very recently. Did you notice the grass is almost gone?” The guys shook their heads. “Well, we were here before. What else did you notice, Staff Sergeant Ricks?”
“The leaves have been disturbed along the line and head off into the trees. There are also two mounds of dirt that weren’t there before. They tried to cover it up with some grass and leaves, but the leaves don’t match the trees around them. I bet we either have a trap door or some sort of tunnel. I bet there are even some snipers in the trees. What kind of equipment are we carrying?” he asked.
“Just rifles mostly. I have some grenades that we carried along, but nothing heavy,” said the Sergeant.
“Anything with a silencer?”
“Nothing like that.”
“Okay, we fall back to the compound. When we get there get two guys to go back in the truck and bring up some explosives, a sniper, a large battery, and about twenty more guys. Tell the Colonel we have DPRs on our side all settled in. Tell him we’re going to try and clean them out,” Hufham said. “Now get your guys and head back.”
The men began walking casually but on alert through the woods. Ricks stayed behind just a minute then caught back up. He settled in beside Hufham. “Paul, I caught sight of two dense notches in some trees along the road. There are also some thick clumps of vegetation about twenty yards back. You know what I think?”
“That this is one of their supply lines. They didn’t open up on us because they want to keep it a secret. They probably open the fence at night and then close it during the day to keep it from being discovered,” Hufham said nonchalantly.
“Glad we think alike. You figure on sneaking up on them just after dusk and doing it really quietly?”
“As quiet as we can. I’d like to do it as the first trucks come across. If we can stop a bunch in the Z, it would make it tough to use that road again. If I know the colonel, he’ll rustle up some air cover and follow the line back.”
“Makes sense. What’s the battery for?”
Hufham stopped a second and took a draw from his canteen. “You remember our system of mines. They were controlled in the watchtower.”
“Yea, but we lost electicity.”
“Actually, there is a battery backup, which I’ll need to replace. All the wires and the control panel are on the undamaged side of the tower. If we can activate our side, when the trucks start spilling over…”
Ricks grinned as the idea struck him. “Those things will go off killing everything in sight. When will you turn it on?”
“I’ll have a guy here with his hand on the switch. When he hears the first explosion, he punches them all on.”
“Not bad at all, Sergeant Major, sir.”
They arrived at the clearing and Ricks grabbed a man and took off in the Jeep for the command post. Hufham stayed back and kept everyone hidden. He wanted everyone to think they left the area.
* * *
Late that evening, Sgt. Ben Miller inched forward wearing his night vision goggles. Ten pair were sent forward for the troops on this mission. As he slowly made his way up the road the outline of men hiding in the trees and in the surrounding area became clear. All of the American troops were behind him or holding a position to the left of the road. When the men came up from the command post, Ricks stopped them at the junction with the old road. The truck made its way to the compound. Only two had gotten off the truck. The second sniper was ten feet behind and to the left on the other side of the road. Using hand signals he indicated for the other man to take the second target in a tree just twenty yards further on. Both men got down on one knee and aimed. There was a soft “pap” as the muzzled rifles went off. It almost sounded like a tree limb falling somewhere. Miller knew the shots were good as both targets jerked from the impact and slumped in their perch.
The two men continued up the road. Forty yards farther they caught sight of two men preparing what looked like a machine gun behind a blind. The blind had cut off some of the body heat, but the gun and the movement in the open revealed them. Miller directed the other sniper around to the left and he moved to the right. Using techniques actually taught to him by the Cherokee Indians, he was able to silently walk through the leaves until he was in a good firing position. He waited until this partner was in position and raised his hand. Once again, he took aim and squeezed the trigger. One man went down slightly before the other and there was a low moan that came from the position. Luckily no one responded.
The third position was a problem. The men were walking just thirty feet away when suddenly a door flipped open on the ground and men began to come out. There was light in the bunker they were in and as a result, the exiting soldiers had no night vision. There were four men. They walked past the snipers and up to the fence. One began working with some sort of latch on one side and the barbed wires slid aside.
Scanning the area from side to side the snipers noticed there was some heat coming out of two openings at the base of the fence posts. Another door opened down the fence line and several more men came out stretching their legs and arms. Across the DMZ the sound of a truck starting alerted everyone.
Miller scanned the trees again and found them clear. He looked deeper in the woods on the left of the road and caught the outline of a number of men crouching and waiting. He raised his hand and waved for them to move forward.
Miller saw one of the men raise up, followed by the rest and begin moving up. Miller signaled the other sniper to back away and target the men standing closest to the now open fence.
Hufham led the squad to the left. He sent Ricks back to the old road to come up the road behind the snipers. The snipers wore a special patch that reflected into the night vision goggles so they could be identified. Ricks saw the snipers crouching on the left hand side of the road. One turned and saw them coming. Ricks raised a hand and waved. The figure waved back. He eased up to one of the men and crouched beside him. “When the truck comes through, take out the driver and any passenger.” Miller nodded and relayed it to his partner while Ricks fell back to his men.
The truck churned up the road and approached the open gate. One of the soldiers was caught in the glare of the shaded headlights. The soldier waved them on. The driver gave the truck some gas and pushed past the gate. He was a little surprised to see something black in the road. The last thing he saw was what looked like a small flash and a puff of smoke.
The lead truck swerved off the road and into the trees on the right hand side, striking a thick tree and coming to a halt. Its bed blocked the road for the others. Two of the soldiers ran up to the truck to see what was wrong and were dropped like stones from the silenced rifles. The lights from the second truck clearly illuminated their fall.
Another soldier cried out an alarm as Hufham and his men began throwing grenades along the trucks and fence line. The explosions filled the air with deadly shrapnel, further stopping the line of trucks. Some of the drivers saw what was going on and tried to get off the road and turn around.
At the sound of the explosion a private sitting in the old watchtower hit the switch activating the mines. Immediately mines started going off under trucks up and down the roadway. Those still on the road had no place to run. As several men jumped out of their cabs and began to run back to their line, the mines went off under their feet. Flashes of light were appearing all along the DMZ line where the trucks and men were. Each outlined something almost like a strobe light in a disco.
At the same time the call went out for air cover. A flight of ten Warthogs suddenly zoomed over the hills and began following the road back into North Korea. The line of trucks was over a mile long and many more were making their way to the same point. Within 30 minutes nearly 200 trucks were burning wrecks.
As the explosions began, Ricks and his men poured up the road into the small compound. The North Korean soldiers fought back as best they could, but there was no way for them to win. Several threw up their hands. Ricks detailed some men to guard the prisoners while he and a man with the flamethrower followed Miller to the doors they had seen. The first door was opened and Ricks jumped in with his 9mm pistol. The small cavelike enclosure had some bunks on one side and a few cases of food and water. Other tunnels led out of it. Ricks followed one to a room where a radio operator was telling his people what was happening. Ricks shot the transmitter and held the gun on the operator. The operator grabbed for a pistol on the table and Ricks shot him in the head. A shout came from another tunnel and Ricks waited until an officer walked into the main room. Ricks clubbed him over the head and watched him fall to the floor.
Fire erupted from the two enclosures below the fence posts. The men topside began to dive for cover as the bullets sprayed the area. Hufham grabbed a grenade and threw it, but there was no effect. He saw two of his men go down from one burst and tried to get the snipers to try and hit the slits. Nothing seemed to work and the machine guns continued to pepper the area. Hufham was about to rush the enclosures when first one and then the other stopped firing.
The area became very quiet. Then a door opened nearby and Ricks shouted, “Tunnels clear!”
Hufham let out a sigh. “Thank god,” he said. “I was about to frag your ass, Ricks.”
“Thanks for waiting on me. This place is honeycombed with these damn little tunnels. I suggest we finish cleaning them out and then blow them,” Ricks said.
Shouts came from the road and the men saw several truck drivers running up with their arms raised. A squad of soldiers began running along the road of trucks and Hufham and his men opened up on them, mowing them down as they reached the center. In one case, a soldier strayed off the road and tripped another mine. Machine guns had now opened up along the North Korean side spraying the general area.
Hufham made a second call for air support and within minutes napalm was spread along the fence on the north side. In a few minutes all shooting had ceased. Using their night vision glasses the snipers set up shop beside the first truck. As heat blooms appeared, the men took their shots. It didn’t take long before no one was appearing on the other side.
The men began clearing the area and setting up their own guard post. Another was set up at the old observation compound a few hundred meters away. The men found a third partially completed post 100 meters to the right of the road. This provided an excellent crossfire for that crossing. Ricks supervised the return of the prisoners. He gathered them on the road 50 meters away from the fence. A truck was sent up with some additional guards and the prisoners were loaded in. The officer began shouting something at the men, but Ricks’ pistol shoved under his chin silenced him. He was gagged and thrown in the truck tied hand and foot. The enlisted men seemed to enjoy it. When the truck left, Ricks returned to the compound.
Hufham handed him a cup of freshly made coffee. “Here you go, Dale. Have some of this MRE horse grunge they call coffee.”
Ricks took the mug and took a long sip. The warmth felt good. “Mmmmm. Just like Mom used to make,” he said. “The prisoners are on their way.”
“Give you any trouble?”
“Not really. The officer started saying something but I stopped him. We tied him up and gagged him for the trip south.”
“Serves him right. Colonel Peterson is on his way up. He’s going to chew you out.”
“What for?”
“Jumping down in that hole and playing mole. You’re going to get your ass shot, Dale. Then what will I tell Su Lynn?”
“I died with my boots on. Come on, Paul, we both know it had to be done. Otherwise you would still be pinned down by those two pillboxes.”
“I know, but he has to play papa. Just take it and let it go. I can’t stop you, so I know he can’t,” Hufham grinned. “Nice job by the way.”
“Humph,” Ricks grunted. “Did anyone think to bring up some MREs for dinner? I’m starved.”
“They’re coming with the Colonel,” Hufham said. He noticed one of the snipers walking past him. “Hey, Miller! Nice job man. You guys are slick as glass.”
Miller walked over and sat down next to the men. “Thanks, Sergeant Major. Glad we could help out.”
“Where you from, son? You shoot like nothing I’ve ever seen,” Ricks said.
“Raised in the woods near Franklin, North Carolina. Been shootin’ since I was three.”
“Man, I can tell. What kind of rifle is that?” Ricks asked.
“Miller pulled the rifle around. ‘It’s an M40A5, a Marine Corps weapon. Based on the Remington 700. I like it ‘cause I can put on this night vision scope. Feels real nice,” he said, not letting go of the weapon.
Ricks looked it over but didn’t take it. He heard snipers were particular about their weapons and he respected that. “I may just find me one of these when I get back. Thanks for the help.”
“You guys Army?” asked Hufham.
“No, sir, we’re with the First Marine Division. We joined up with your guys just a few hours ago and when they said they needed some sharpshooters, we volunteered to come up. It’s been a hell of a walk,” he said pleasantly.
“Well, welcome to the Army, Miller. You guys going to hang around?”
“For a bit. When we’re not really needed we’ll head back to the CP. Till then we might just watch the other side and see what pops up,” Miller said.
“Semper Fi!” said Hufham.
“Hoo rah!”
The men chuckled as Miller made his way back to the fence.
“The Marines have landed,” Ricks joked.
Hufham chuckled. “From what I heard there’s a shit load of different services starting to pile up behind us. Dale, I think the push is on.”
A Humvee made its way up the road and stopped below the crest of the hill. A figure got out of the passenger side and walked up to Hufham and Ricks.
“You two still lounging around?” Peterson growled.
The two men came to their feet and saluted. “Everything’s secure for now, Colonel. We captured six including an officer. They are on the way back. The snipers are on the line looking for bad guys and we have secured the area.”
“Good. We’re bringing some mortars up in case they try and retake this place. Just make sure everybody’s ready. Ricks, I want to talk to you a minute,” he said taking him by the arm and walking him out of earshot.
“Ricks, am I going to have to kick your ass? What the fuck are you thinking jumping into a set of tunnels?”
“Colonel, they were too spread out and separate for a flamethrower to work. Somebody had to get in there and take care of business. If we didn’t there were still guys in there shooting at us and might have killed a few of my guys. It just had to be done.”
“Yeah, but we have other guys who can do the hard jobs. I need your experience and your leadership to get this job done and I can’t use it if you’re dead. Sergeant, you have to delegate things like that out damnit. You know better!”
“Yes, sir,” Ricks said. There was no feeling in his voice.
“Look, Ricks, you’re one of the best non-commissioned officers I have. I need you. It’s going to take a long time to get this over with and without you it will make it tougher on me and everyone else. So be a little more careful will ya.”
Ricks smiled. “Okay, Boss. Paul already gave me the Su Lynn speech.”
“Just another reason I want you to be careful. The other one is me having to write your parents and tell them how you died an honorable death. Don’t make me do that,” he said pointing his finger in Ricks’ face.
Ricks threw up his hands. “I give up. I promise not to be a hero, Papa,” he said.
Peterson shook his head. “You jerk.”
The truck with the mortars and ammunition came up. Ricks took charge of unloading them and setting up the stations, three there and three at the other compound. Lt. Colonel Peterson assigned a young Captain to be in charge of the station along with some new men. At 3 am the position was shelled from across the line knocking out the mortars and killing half the new crew. More reinforcements were rushed in and a line of field artillery set up on the opposite hill. The artillery on the north side was located and bombed. There was something about that crossing that the North wanted.
Task Group off North Korea
USS Ronald Reagan was operating just thirty miles off the Korean coast. Her F-14s and Intruders were conducting nearly round the clock operations against the North. Today’s mission had taken off just one hour before. They were attacking an arms plant discovered deep in the mountains of North Korea. This was the first time a carrier operated this close to shore, but the close proximity to targets made for faster turnarounds. Two F-14s were providing air cover for the carrier and were stationed along the coast. Two escorts were with the carrier while the others were in port refueling. USS Iowa was assigned the same sector to patrol and was coming up on her port side.
Many of the sailors came up on deck to see the battleship as she approached. Few had ever seen one before. Signal lights were flashing and signals being exchanged. Nearly everyone was impressed by the sight.
* * *
The pilots of the F-14s were keeping up a steady stream of banter on the radio. On three occasions the ship came on to remind them to keep their radio traffic to a minimum. At several sites inland, operators plotted the bearing of the radio transmissions. The information was relayed via telephone to a central location. The lines were plotted, giving the exact position of the American carrier. The position was called into two Silkworm missile batteries within range. It took only two minutes to launch the missiles.
* * *
“Silkworm launch!” cried one of the F-14 pilots as he saw one of the last ones leave the launcher. In all, eight missiles were in the air and he and his wingman banked hard to follow the missiles in order to shoot one down. Unfortunately the missiles were already streaking along at over 600 miles an hour. Even with full afterburner it would be almost impossible to catch up in time.
On the carrier the combat information center was tracking the inbound targets and designating them to the escorts. Two more planes were on the catapult and being readied for launch. There was no time.
USS Haliburton was stationed forward of the carrier. A white SM-1 shot onto the rail and rotated outward. It was immediately launched into the beam of the SPG-51 radar. A second one quickly followed it. The missile tracked outbound and headed for the lead Silkworm. In seconds the missile turned downward and exploded just four feet from the side of the missile, peppering it and detonating the warhead. The second of Haliburton’s missiles tracked outbound, striking the third missile and causing it to fly into the sea.
USS Semmes was on planeguard duty behind the carrier. Her missiles were sent against the second and fourth Silkworms. The first self destructed when it lost the beam signal. The second reached its target and exploded 10 feet from the Silkworm, knocking it out of the sky. A second missile was fired, but not before it passed within the minimum firing distance. There was no time for the next five missiles.
When the pilot called out the warning, Hammond reacted. “This is the Captain. XO, put this ship right next to the carrier at a range of about 300 yards. And do it fast!” Hammond shouted into the bitch box from Strike.
On the bridge, the XO took charge. “This is the XO, I have the deck and the conn, right standard rudder, all engines ahead flank indicated 999 for maneuvering combinations,” he shouted.
USS Iowa sped up along its track and turned in toward the carrier. The men on the bridge could hear the turbines for the forced draft blowers suddenly speed up and a froth of white begin boiling up from the stern. The bow pointed toward the bow of the carrier and the ship seemed to lurch toward her. Striking one of the swells, a huge plume of spray shot over the bow and was flung upward as the ship muscled her way through the seas ever faster. At a range of 500 yards the XO had the rudder swung back hard left and the ship turned to match the course of the carrier.
By now the battleship’s 5-inch guns were blazing away. The ship’s ancient systems had never been designed to hit targets going that fast, but as the director’s radars kept locked on, the guns threw out the rounds. Inside, the mount captains took control by hand and tried to lead the missiles as they came in. They were rewarded when they began to see the puffs as the variable time fuses in the projectiles began to sense they were near the target and detonated. Suddenly the second Silkworm disappeared in flame from a direct hit. The XO kept up the speed until the Iowa was in the direct path of the incoming missiles.
The crew had already moved inside the skin of the ship. The entire bridge crew ducked into the thick armored citadel and closed the big 17-inch thick doors. The ship’s guns continued firing rapidly though the chances of actually hitting a target were practically nil. The variable timed fragmentation rounds continued to fill the air and several went off near the incoming missiles without having any real effect. The 20mm PHALANX close-in weapons systems trained out and began to fire, but they had each targeted the same missile. It exploded within 100 yards of the ship. There was no time to retarget the rest.
The first Silkworm struck turret one on the port side. It’s 800-pound warhead detonating with a tremendous bang. A bright yellow flame engulfed the side of the turret as the remainder of the rocket fuel ignited. The second missile struck turret three’s barbette, blasting upwards, shredding the weather seal, and flinging bits of the missile across the deck. A third struck near the black cap of the after funnel. All three sent missile fragments and flames streaking skyward. The force of the explosions shook the old battleship violently, rocking the ship to starboard, knocking men off their feet and rupturing the eardrums of the closest men.
Immediately Hammond left Strike and headed to the bridge. He arrived on the port bridge wing to see smoke and flames pouring from the forward turret. Looking aft, there was a similar black cloud. Amidships he watched as the wind blew the smoke away.
The top of the after stack was gone. Turning back forward Hammond watched as a damage control team turned water hoses on the side of the burning turret. As the water hit the turret it hissed from the heat, but slowly the smoke cleared and the fire died away.
Hammond almost couldn’t believe his eyes. Turret one was still intact. The missile hadn’t even dented it. The thick steel designed to withstand the pounding from another battleship completely absorbed the blow.
There was a commotion on the bridge as reports were coming in and orders were issued. “Sir, damage control reports turret one and three still operational. There is some damage to the weather guards, but the turrets and crews are intact. Blast damage is restricted to light structures. They also report the after stack cap is not aboard the ship. It must have been blown overboard,” the OOD reported.
Hammond punched the engineering button on the bitch box. “Main Control, bridge. What’s your status?”
“We lost fires in one boiler of the after group, Captain. The explosion simply blew them out. Fires have been relit and we are capable of 27 knots. I have told the damage control teams to stop pouring water on the remains of the stack. The smoke you are seeing is stack gas and nothing more. There’s no real damage, Captain,” reported the Chief Engineer.
Hammond then punched in Damage Control Central. “DC Central, bridge, any word on casualties?”
“Captain, this is Blackie, Doc is headed up to turret one. It looks like there was some bleeding from the ears from some of the guys, but there are no reports of any real casualties. Doc said he’d call in a report when he got things sorted out. We still have a couple of small fires on the main deck aft. But they are being addressed. The repair party says there are missile fragments imbedded in the wooden deck. We’ll have to be careful around where the missiles hit.”
“I’ll pass it along. Thanks, Blackie.” Another button pushed. “Plot, bridge. What’s the weapons status?”
“This is Weaps, Captain, all guns operational, fire control systems operational. We are shutting down the Harpoons until we can check out the damage and we are also shutting down the Tomahawks on the after deck. Once we do a visual inspection I can give you an up or down check.”
“Thanks, Weaps. Keep me posted.”
Hammond leaned on his chair. No serious damage, he thought. The XO and the rest of the watch had now joined him on the bridge. Hammond was smiling until the XO pointed out the window. The top of the stack was sitting on the flight deck of the Ronald Reagan.
“Now I’ve seen it all,” said Hammond. Then he turned to the XO. “Find out where those missile sites were,” he said. Then he grabbed the 1MC microphone. “This is the Captain. Before now, I thought it was a joke. Sweepers, sweepers man your brooms,” he said. “Good work people.”
Strike received the coordinates of the missile launchers from the F-14 pilot. USS Iowa turned sharply away from the carrier and began steaming at full speed toward the coast. The RPV was launched off the fantail.
Thirty minutes later turrets one and three turned outward and took out their revenge on those who tried to damage them. It took only ten minutes each to totally destroy both the sites and their magazines.
Washington, D. C.
Senator Williamson was sipping a good single malt when his private telephone rang. “Williamson.”
“Senator, I thought you might like to know something I just heard from my guy in the Pentagon,” said former Admiral Granger.
“Admiral! Good to hear from you. What have you got for me,” Williamson asked. He grabbed a pencil and a pad of paper at his desk.
“This is just off the wire and I have a guy who tries to keep me up on things. He just told me the battleship Iowa was hit by three cruise missiles,” Granger said.
“Damn!”
“You remember I told you it was foolish to put those antiquated ships out there. She probably couldn’t defend herself. I don’t have any more information, but I bet she’s about to hit the bottom of the sea. Just one of the things can sink a ship,” Granger began to pontificate. “Those ships just don’t have the technology to take on modern cruise missiles. But more importantly, the CO is that guy Hammond, his hatchet man. The President used his influence to get him a command and he blew it.”
“Hammond is the CO? That’s interesting. So you think she’s sunk?”
“Either that or very heavily damaged. I would figure they have lots of casualties too. All my man said was she had been hit and there was some damage.”
“Okay, let me get on this. I appreciate this, Admiral. Please let me know if you hear anything else,” Williamson said hurriedly. He hung up and thought a moment. This was hot and he needed to get on it right then. They’ll tell me to wait as usual, he thought to himself. No, this was one he would handle personally. He started making phone calls. After burning up the telephone lines for an hour he closed down his office and made his way home. He didn’t notice the light telling him he had a message.
* * *
It was late evening and President Steve O’Bannon was deep into the paperwork of a spending bill when his secretary told him of an incoming call from the CNO. “Yes, Admiral, what can I do for you?” he asked after picking up the telephone.
“Mister President, we just got word Iowa was hit.”
The words stung O’Bannon when he heard them. Not only did it involve his sailors and Marines, but also a good friend. “How bad?”
“Actually sir, not bad at all. According to the operational report, she was hit by three Silkworm missiles. One struck turret one, the second turret three and the third blew a funnel off. But the good news is there were no casualties.”
“You’re kidding me!”
“No, sir. Hammond got his people behind all that armor and they came out pretty much unscathed. I got a follow up from the carrier commander. Iowa took the hits by placing herself between the missiles and the carrier.”
“Son of a bitch. That’s damn near epic!”
“Yes, sir. But there’s even more news. The carrier had a helo up with TV news guys on it. There’s video of the whole thing coming over the satellite now.”
O’Bannon came up out of his seat. “Perry, I’m on my way over. Let’s get the PAO types on this. I should be there in a few minutes.”
“I figured so. We’ll be ready, sir.”
“See you then,” O’Bannon said as he hung up. He pressed the intercom. “Bev, get the Chief of Staff and the Press Secretary in my office right now. Then get the detail set up for a run to the Pentagon. Set it up fast, Bev.”
It took just seconds before Butler came through the door. “What’s up, Boss?”
“Jim, Iowa took some hits while defending a carrier. Perry called and says there’s video coming over the satellite. Wanna go see it?”
“Damn straight. Anybody hurt?
“Not a soul. The on-scene guy said Hammond placed his ship in a direct line between the missiles and the flat top. This needs to get out fast.”
“I agree. Looks like our friend is the best pick for the job,” he said.
The Press Secretary entered the room with his notebook in hand. “Anything up?”
“A ton,” the President said. “Let’s have us a trip to the Pentagon.” The men exited the Oval Office and picked up the detail. By the time they reached the front door the car and escort were waiting. Motorcycle police were always waiting at the gates and led the way out of the compound and down 15th Street to Constitution. The motorcade made its way to the Lincoln Memorial and Memorial Bridge. Crossing the Potomac, they followed Jefferson Davis Highway to the Pentagon. The Presidential Limo pulled right up to the steps. The CNO and members of the Joint Chiefs were there to greet him. All of them followed Johnson and the President to the Pentagon briefing room where the digital images had been transferred to a videotape and set up for viewing.
The President walked in and sat at the head of the table. Admiral Johnson started. “More news has come in. Some of the sailors were injured. Evidently the missile explosions ruptured some eardrums of sailors in turret one and near the other blasts. One guy broke an arm when it knocked him off his feet. The doctor aboard is treating them and there should be no lasting damage. They basically have to have cotton in their ears a few days until the eardrums heal. Also, right after the ship was hit, she transited to the area where the missiles were launched and took out both launch sites.”
“Shit!” said the Press Secretary.
“I agree. We really need this out ASAP, sir,” said the Assistant Secretary for Public Affairs. “This is hot as hell. I am already getting written stories, voice, and now this video,” he said.
“Let’s see it,” the President said.
The lights were dimmed and a crisp image of the Ronald Reagan came into view. It was obvious she was trying to launch airplanes. There were sounds on the tape of the helicopter and some talking in the background. Suddenly someone said “Look at that!” The camera panned to see the Iowa making a mad dash toward the carrier. A huge plume of water shot over the bow as she cut through the waves. In the background they could see the planeguard destroyer launch one missile and then another as the battleship heeled over, turning to go in the same direction as the giant carrier. The 5-inch guns on the Iowa were firing continuously at some target. The CIWS opened up and an explosion was seen in the distance. As the Iowa came up closely alongside the carrier, there was a streak and a flash as the first missile hit the turret. The turret actually jerked around just a bit and the ship heeled slightly when it happened. Flames seemed to spread across the side of the turret and deck while black smoke lifted high into the air. The second hit was slightly obscured, but the gout of flame and smoke was the same. The hit on the funnel occurred while the ship was still heeled over about 10 degrees. The missile struck the funnel just below the black funnel cap and the explosion occurred inside the funnel structure. The men watched as the funnel cap was wrenched from the funnel and thrown up and to the right. The camera operator zoomed out some to see it land upright on the side of the Ronald Reagan’s flight deck.
In just a minute, men could be seen from a damage control team in their gear exiting the side of the Iowa and attacking the flames with water. As they sprayed the turret and fires, a plume of white steam began to rise along with the smoke. Farther aft a second and third DC locker emptied onto the deck to fight the flames. Within just a few minutes, the fires were out and the smoke began to clear. It soon became evident that, aside from smoke and paint, no real damage had been done. That became even more evident as the massive turret began turning and its guns lifting. Pretty soon the hoses were stopped and the ship turned away from the carrier for some unknown destination. That was when the video ended.
Admiral Johnson stood. “Everything I have seen tells me that crew did it just right. Captain Hammond knew his ship and her capabilities and made a deliberate effort to protect that precious aircraft carrier and her 6,000 person crew. His actions saved lives and defeated the aims of the enemy. They are clearly above and beyond the call of duty,” he said using those magic words that rarely get uttered.
O’Bannon almost had tears in his eyes. “Does everyone agree this is a singular act of heroism?” They all nodded their heads. General Black looked like he would burst with pride.
O’Bannon nodded. “Then we are agreed. Admiral, write it up. Mister Secretary, I want this on every television station in the world by tomorrow. Everyone, and I mean everyone work together on this. Downplay the White House and the Defense Department and hit home this act of sheer bravery. Get word to the Reagan. I want that funnel cap. I want it saved and brought here to Washington to put on display. Next, I want a copy of that tape presented to the Mayor of Vallejo. Get whatever photos are out there on it and every story written. Make me up a nice little package we can have for the nation, the city, and the crew. Gentlemen, I know there are brave deeds done all over Korea, but this one was caught on tape and the evidence is clear. I know Hammond will probably hate this, but I want Iowa in the spotlight. The fact she is the music ship does not hurt. Put the video of that in the package too. As of now that ship has received the Presidential Unit Citation and anything else we can dream up. We’ll also need to make some briefings for the Hill. Let’s get the Iowa delegation in on it as well. Admiral Johnson, thank you for letting me see this first hand. Can we speak more in your office?”
Johnson nodded. “Yes, sir.”
“Good. Then let’s turn and burn, people. We have some heroes to acknowledge,” O’Bannon said as he stood. The men all left the room to get things started. General Black took Johnson’s hand. “Damn, Perry, you squids do good work.”
“Why don’t you join us, General?” the President asked.
“Don’t mind if I do.”
The men walked to the CNO’s office and sat down. “Admiral, what do you recommend for the crew?”
“It’s a little early for that, sir. We’ll need the write ups from the ship and a few others. That will tell us who performed during this evolution. We’ll set them up for the appropriate medals. We might even give them spot promotions. I’ll need to send someone onboard to look into it. We normally send an investigating team aboard after an incident where damage occurs anyway,” he said.
“Right now they’re traveling around with just one stack. We’ll need to get that repaired. I’ll make arrangements for the plans to be sent over and a replacement piece to be manufactured and installed. I know we could do it in Japan, but I wonder if we might get a better deal in Korea? Why don’t I send Mike Shranski over there to do some negotiating? He and his team could pull some double duty and do the investigation. Shranski has his Surface Warfare pin and he’s the ultimate bean counter. He would probably do a nice job of it as long as I send a good deputy along. I’ll get on it,” Johnson said.
“Good. Now what about Roger?”
Johnson smiled and looked at his President. He didn’t bat an eye. “Sir, I didn’t use the words above and beyond the call of duty as a lark. He did the same kind of thing Evans did on USS Johnston off the Philippines in 1944. He placed his ship between the enemy and his charges. He took the beating without thought to his personal safety. In this case, he was able to save the crew and the ship in the process. Those sailors did everything right. They did as they were trained. This thing about the music. It tells me he has a happy, professional, and well motivated crew. That counts for everything in a war. I not only want the medal, but I want to convene a review board. I wish I had a few dozen more just like him. If we make the decision, will you sign it?”
“If I don’t I’ll lose my political career. You guys on the E-Ring might run me out of town on a rail. Damn right I’ll sign it,” O’Bannon exclaimed. “Look, I know he’s a friend and all, but he did this without my help or influence. I’m so happy right now I could kiss the man. How about you, General?”
Black leaned back and howled. “Hell, I already offered to let him be a Marine, what more would a guy want!” They all joined in the joke. “You remember what we talked about when all this started? About pointing us in the right direction? Well, you did. This is a direct result of it. Leave the professionals to do their job and things work out okay. A lot of people think technology is everything, but this shows that it’s the people who make the difference. Just give them some tools and they go to town. I’ll admit he’s done better than most, but this is what happens. You threw him into the fire and it just tempered the steel. I’d give him anything he wants.”
“Let’s not get too carried away,” Johnson said. “I definitely want to hear what the investigator says first. But I doubt it will be bad. Let me get Shranski going. If it looks good, we can have all this in place.”
O’Bannon stood to leave. “That’s all I needed to hear. Please keep me informed. I am taking a personal interest. Thanks again, Admiral,” he said.
“My pleasure, Mister President.
O’Bannon, Butler, and the detail left the office and made their way back to the car. The Press Secretary would be spending the night in town again and was coordinating with the ASD for Public Affairs. As they reached the car, the door was opened for them and both men got in.
“Jim, as this starts rolling, I want you to take all the packages and stuff and take a trip over to Korea. Stop off in Vallejo and gather a delegation from there so you can make a visit to the ship. You know we won’t talk about Roger and our plans for him, but you might fill him in on the medals for the crew and such. If this turns out like I hope, we might have to make an official visit. You can scope things out a little.”
“Steve, you know Congress won’t let you visit a war zone.”
“I might be able to visit Japan. Hell, even Roosevelt visited places in North Africa. If this happens, I want to be there,” he said.
“Let me talk to some of the leadership about that. Possibly as a state visit to Japan to discuss the war. Tomorrow I will visit the Iowa delegation and talk to them along with the Speaker and the Senate leadership. Although Williamson is still a pill, he won’t say anything against this. I’ll also have the Press Secretary give us a briefing over breakfast. That way we’ll know all the plans for the day. I’ll even get the speechwriter spun up so she can have a few things written down for you. I hope the PAO knows how to be humble.”
“He better. If he gets too bombastic he could blow this thing. I want this to be a recognition for bravery, not some political hayride.” The President glanced at his watch. “It’s already half past ten. I’m sorry I won’t have that spending bill ready when you wanted but I need the sack time.”
“Hell, you’re the President. That bill can wait a few days. This is more important for me anyway. Damn he did good.”
As the motorcade rolled up Constitution Avenue the two men sat back and watched the streetlights go by. Things at the White House had become hectic and more tedious as the technology came back on. Despite that, the two were now a well oiled team, thinking each other’s thoughts and anticipating changes. Both were thinking about the chance to see Hammond, and both were eager to see the look on his face when they did.
* * *
“Have you lost your mind?” demanded Frank Fallon standing in front of Senator Williamson’s desk.
“You can’t talk to me that way!” Williamson demanded.
Fallon nodded. “You’re right, Senator. I won’t talk to you that way. I’ll let your constituents say it. You were so bound and determined to get some dirt on the President that you jumped off without knowing what really happened. You made your calls and got a hearing set with your colleagues. Then when they hear what happened they call me in. The Party doesn’t need that kind of publicity, Dan. I have ten senators and seven congressmen left hanging because of your knee jerk reaction. Now they look like a bunch of chumps while the President is hailing what some call the greatest and most heroic naval action of the century!” he screamed. “Or haven’t you seen the papers this morning?”
“I was able to get your statement pulled, but it’s going to cost us big time with the media,” said Hank Yates. He had been called in at 3 am when reporters started screaming for information. Hank hadn’t even heard the news, but when he found out the Senator made the call himself he knew it couldn’t be good. The man was just not that smart. He glanced at his brother Torry.
Torry Yates was pale. His boss was committing political suicide right before his eyes and now Yates was seeing his own political life going the same way. “That makes no difference. The damage is done.” He turned to his boss. “You didn’t even check your messages. Admiral Granger called just a few minutes after you started all this to let you know there was more information and to call it off. But you were so busy shaking the tree you didn’t bother to check it. My god, how could you be so stupid!”
“Yates, watch yourself!” Williamson raged. He knew there were problems, but he was a senator and deserved more respect.
“Watch it yourself, Senator. I’m turning in my resignation. I am tired of mopping up the messes you leave. This one requires a mop I am not going to wield. When you run for reelection in two years I hope you are ready to lose.”
“What are you saying, Yates?”
“He’s saying he quits, Dan,” said Fallon. “I can’t say I blame him.” He turned to Hank. “We have more work to do.” Hank Yates nodded.
“How about both of you hang around for today and help me get through this?” Fallon said calmly to the Yates brothers. These guys were good and shouldn’t be blamed for what Williamson did. He saw both men nod.
“Okay, Dan, I’m going to get you through this. We’re going out with the story that you were fed false information from former Admiral Granger. It’s about time we got rid of that weasel anyway. You are going to say you are as appalled as everyone else that it happened. I’m going to call in some chips and get this put to bed. The Party leadership will back this up, but this is the last time. I agree with Torry. You better have some options open in a couple of years.”
“Now wait a minute, Frank…” He was stopped before he could utter another word.
“No, you wait a minute. You were so intent on getting something hot on the President you couldn’t follow good advice. We told you on more than one occasion to hold back. You chose last night to ignore that. So now you listen for a change. This is the last time the Party will back you. As far as we’re concerned you are a lame duck. Now you sit in your office and shut up. I will let you know what to say and when. Until then, you should busy yourself trying to find a new chief of staff,” he said as he turned and ushered the Yates brothers out of the office slamming the door. He would have a new job for Torry Yates by that afternoon.
Williamson sat in his chair and didn’t move. He hadn’t realized it until now — his role in the Party leadership had just ended.

Chapter 18

September 26 — Counterattack
Chomya, South Korea
Chomya was an agricultural center only three miles from the DMZ. South Korean units liberated the town just a day before and some units of the Big Red One made it up earlier in the afternoon and positioned themselves. The orders were for the advance units to get in position along the border and sit tight while the rest filled in behind them. The push into North Korea would be soon and every effort was made to consolidate and get ready. The Lieutenant Colonel in charge set up a command post in one of the schools and settled in for a quiet evening. His troops had moved to the old DMZ and were digging some entrenchments. He finished his evening meal and, after checking the messages again, pulled out a sleeping bag and was about to get a little bit if shuteye.
Suddenly shells began peppering the town shocking the Lieutenant Colonel from his rest. He grabbed his rifle and started yelling for people to get out of the building. A set of three shells hit the school building they were in and the roof fell in directly on top of everyone inside. The timbers caught fire and soon the whole building, along with many others in the town, was blazing.
Captain Hugh Buntz began gathering his men immediately after the shelling started. They began moving toward the main road when what seemed like a battalion of North Korean soldiers appeared from nowhere. The men put on a good show, but it was hopeless. The North Koreans overwhelmed the men taking care to shoot everyone as they went through.
On the DMZ the shelling continued. As the troops took cover, one soldier was horrified to see a wave of men pour through the fence on the North Korean side and make their way toward them. Mines went off everywhere, but the human wave kept coming. After a warning cry, the men began firing into the wave. In a minute the shelling stopped and the sound of the rapid fire machine guns filled the air. More mines went off — this time allied. The machine guns emptied case after case of ammunition and in some cases, the barrels began to melt. Yet the wave continued to make its way across the DMZ. Suddenly North Korean soldiers appeared behind the men at the Z. They fired their weapons into the trenches and other emplacements. As the human wave came through the barbed wire on the South Korean side, the firing had stopped.
* * *
“Where is the breakthrough?” Claire Richardson asked.
“It’s centered near Chomya on the border. We have reports they have already taken the town and are moving south. One radio report said they were coming across in a human wave. It was preceded by an artillery barrage. There are also reports of rocket attacks all along this line,” a Major said as he pointed out places on the map.
A telephone rang in the room and was answered. “General, it’s Colonel Yost.”
She grabbed the phone. “What do you have?”
“They are pouring through, General. Division strength at a minimum. I’m pulling my troops back to map section 23, but there’s no way to stop them right now. They ran their troops along the Z setting off every mine in the place and just kept coming. I don’t know about tanks or anything else. But the troops alone are killing us,” he said loudly. She could hear gunfire behind him.
“Yost, get your troops back as best you can. We’ll get things going here and get back to you. If you get any more information, let me know.”
“Will do, General,” he said as the line went dead.
Richardson turned to her staff. “They are pouring across the line. Yost says division strength at least. They used their own people as minesweepers and marched across. Gentlemen, I’ve half way been expecting this. I want all our troops to consolidate along this line,” she said pointing along the map. “Get reinforcements on either side, here and here, as fast as you can. I want to let them in and form a pocket. The troops in the middle give a good show, but keep pulling back until we can find out the extent of this. You all have that?”
The men and women in the room nodded. “OK get on it,” she said. The staff immediately began scurrying around the room, grabbing telephones and giving orders. One young man began issuing electronic orders via satellite. Richardson went to the opposite side of the tent and grabbed another telephone. She dialed a number and waited. “General Fulton, Claire Richardson. Have you seen the outbreak?”
“Yes, I’m trying to get a handle on it. What info do you have?”
“From the reports we have coming in, we have a major breakthrough near Chomya. I have reports they made a human wave attack across the DMZ and are pouring everything through.” She paused as someone handed her a piece of paper. “Now I have a report they are two miles south of Chomya heading southeast. I have moved my troops right and left along the line and have them making a pocket until we can see what they’re up to. I recommend we fall back along the line and then cut them off and circle them once the main part of their force is through. I am consolidating my troops on the flanks and pulling back in the center.”
“Good. I’ll have the other forces begin moving up the sides as well. I’ll fix the pull back line at the Namisum River. I’m also getting the Air Force and Navy to saturate the area. Get your troops back and enforce your positions on the flanks. I’ll get back to you,” he said.
Richardson returned to her staff. They were working quickly and efficiently. It was going to be a long night.
In the Mountains of North Korea
It was dark. Some woods and scrub beside one hill suddenly became active with men and equipment that appeared from seemingly nowhere. The rockets were pulled from their underground bunkers and motored to their launch points. Few knew the extent of the tunnel system under North Korea. They crisscrossed the entire country. The rockets were constantly being moved back and forth underground to make sure they were in the optimal position for launch. This was the first time the missiles had been in open air since they had been manufactured. The trucks backed into a concrete revetment where pipes were fitted to provide the fuels. The missile was raised on the back of the truck and a technician opened a panel and began programming the guidance system. It took only minutes and the panel was closed again. The men around the rockets began scurrying back inside. In just one minute the rocket ignited as a plume of fire shot from its exhaust. The missile quickly lifted from its cradle and accelerated upward into the night sky. Its rocket engine illuminated the valley surrounding them. Within just a few minutes the rocket was only a speck among the stars. Several soldiers standing guard on the hilltop were amazed. The same lights were appearing all along that section of hills, climbing into the sky and disappearing. They all knew it was something special.
Ulsan, South Korea
USS Iowa steamed slowly into Ulsan Harbor. The message said to proceed to the Hyundai Shipyards where repairs would be made on her after funnel. The ship moved through the breakwater and proceeded upriver to the shipyard. Several ships were in drydock undergoing repairs, but this would not require that level of work. Lights were turned on along one section of pier and Hammond could see men moving along it. The pilot came aboard and told them the pier was ready and there was an American official waiting for them. As usual, the band was playing as the ship came in.
Hammond watched as the tugs pushed the Iowa into the pier. When close enough, the men threw their lines across and the big hawsers were pulled down and attached to the bollards on the pier. As he glanced aft, he noticed a car door open and a flag officer get out. Oh lord, he thought. Just what we need. But the thoughts vanished when he saw who it was.
RADM Mike Shranski waved up at Hammond as he walked forward on the pier. He pointed to the torn remnants of the after stack. “Nice decorator,” he shouted up.
Hammond smiled and waved. “She comes in once a week.”
Both men were genuinely happy to see the other. As the brow was positioned, Shranski was the first across. After being bonged aboard he shook Hammond’s hand warmly. “Good to see you again, Roger. Somebody said you needed some fixing and they sent me over to help out.”
“Good. If it had been any other Chop, I might have turned around and gone home. How are you doing, sir?”
“Pretty fair. I have a bunch we need to talk about, but first some business.” Shranski turned to a shipyard man who had come up with him. “Captain Hammond, this is Mister Gee. He’s got a present for you.”
Gee shook hands and bowed slightly. “It is an honor to have you in our shipyard, Captain. After all you and your crew have done, we are happy to make your repairs,” the man said.
“Thank you, sir. As you can see, we had a little run in with a missile or two,” Hammond said pointing back toward the stack.
“Yes, we understand. Admiral Shranski brought us the blueprints a few days ago and we have completed the upper section of your funnel. My crews should have it repaired within three days,” Gee said.
“His crews will also take a look at where the other missiles hit and make repairs there as well. I had your descriptions and they can manufacture it,” Shranski said.
“That’s a lot quicker than I thought. I had the feeling we would be out at least two weeks or more.”
Gee beamed. “No, Captain, we made the funnel in our shops. We will come aboard this evening and begin cutting the remainder of the funnel at a certain height and then simply weld the two together. The interior ducting is already inside. If all works well, we should be able to match everything up,” he said. “The crane above you can lift it on the ship with no problem.”
Hammond glanced at the crane on the pier. It had a long extension arm and a giant pulley with many strands of cable. He was staring at it when the air raid alarm sounded. “Everyone inside the armored belt! General Quarters!” Hammond shouted. “OOD, get everyone inside and you and your watch take cover,” he yelled as the announcement was made and the general quarters alarm went off.
The shipyard officer dashed back down the brow as men began to scramble to their stations. Hammond grabbed RADM Shranski and almost pulled him up the ladders into the ship and farther into Strike.
“We have inbound missiles, Captain. Three are targeted within the city,” called out one of the watch standers.
“Ballistic missiles or cruise missiles?”
“Ballistic missiles, Captain. We don’t have the capability to counter them,” he said.
Watching the satellite screen, the incoming missiles appeared as red dots with a half circle under them with a long line indicating the speed. The line was very long. “Battle stations manned. Zebra set,” reported another watch stander.
“Very well!” said Hammond.
The XO came into Strike. “You weren’t planning on getting underway were you? He asked.
“Not really. Let’s ride this out and see what happens. Do they have the capability for nukes?”
“I’m not sure if these are short or medium range Captain,” said the duty officer. “If they’re medium range, they could,” he said.
Hammond looked at his XO. “Set Circle William.”
“Aye, Captain.” He grabbed the 1MC. “Set Circle William throughout the ship. Ready the water washdown system,” he ordered.
Throughout the ship men began closing the last fittings that would protect them against nuclear fallout. Ventilators were closed and all other openings to the outside were sealed where they could. The bridge watch transferred to the bridge on the 0–8 level and closed all the doors and windows. All around the ship men began to worry. They could handle bombs, planes, missiles, or nearly anything else that goes ‘boom,’ but the thought of a nuclear blast made their skins crawl. For the first time, many of the men were scared. All they could do was wait. “Circle William set, sir.”
In the distance, an explosion was heard. Then a second one. The third seemed almost beside the ship, but the ship didn’t shudder or rock. It had missed. Looking at the satellite screen, the missiles were targeted all across the southern peninsula. One-by-one they blinked out as they struck the ground. The men waited for a few minutes to see if any more appeared. When they didn’t, Hammond picked up the 1MC. “OK guys, it looks like the missile attack is over. Luckily they were conventional. But this reminds us that we are still in a very dangerous shooting war. Be prepared to go to battle stations anytime and anywhere. Our job here is to do some repairs and get back out to sea. The good guys may need us much faster than we figured, so let’s do all we can to get the job done,” he said.
Placing the microphone back in its cradle, Hammond turned to the XO. “They did a good job setting Circle William. You and a couple of guys go around and do a spot check. When you’re satisfied, secure from general quarters.”
“Will do, Captain.” He grabbed Ops and called down to DC Central to get the Master Chief and Blackie.
“Admiral, why don’t you and I go to my cabin,” Hammond said. They exited Strike and went down a ladder to his cabin. “Come on in, Admiral,” Hammond said with a smile. He ushered Shranski to an armchair and he took the end of the couch.
“You know, Roger, you’re making quite an impression of a lot of people back home,” Shranski said. “I understand the President wants your funnel cap mounted on the White House lawn.”
“You’re kidding me. We’re just doing our job. What’s so different about us, sir?” Hammond asked.
Shranski shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. Your band is making headlines, we hear about you guys shooting up a bunch of supply depots and tank farms, then you go and get hit by three missiles. The fact you aren’t dead rates at least an honorable mention,” he joked. “I also know Thacke has been shouting your praises to the winds and the carrier group commander wants to have your children. Not bad for a surface puke.”
Hammond grunted. “Hell, the band plays because I like how they sound and the crew enjoys it; especially when they have a tedious job. The rest is just what we do. You were a SWO, if you were a frigate captain, wouldn’t you put your ship in harms way?”
Shranski stifled a laugh. “I know a lot who wouldn’t. Anyway, the right people think you’re doing a great job and I’m one of them,” he said.
Hammond grinned. “Thanks, Mike.”
Shranski threw up a hand. “Don’t thank me yet. One of the tasks I have while I’m here is to investigate how you lost your stack. So while they weld another one on, I am supposed to pry into what was done and who did it. I have four other guys to help. We’ll start tomorrow,” he said somewhat sternly. Then he eased up a little. “But while we’re here, just go on about your business. Get your ship fixed and get back in the war. You know what I’ll be looking for and who I’ll need to talk to. I’ll work with your XO and get it done. Don’t worry, if something’s messed up, I’ll let you know,” he said with a grin.
Hammond nodded. “Okay, I’ll have the XO and department heads check in with you and round up the usual suspects. We don’t have a thing to hide. The logs are with the quartermasters and the watch officers. The XO knows who was on watch and where. I particularly want you to single out the repair parties and the gunners. They did an awesome job. The XO himself had the deck and conn. I was in Strike. My ship is yours for whatever you need,” he said.
Shranski smiled at the man. He was modest as hell and wanted the credit to go to the troops. Shranski already knew how the investigation would go. “Don’t worry, Roger. We’ll get through this. Would you mind if we stayed aboard while we work? If we have to get underway with you it will make it a little easier.”
Hammond’s face broke into a wide grin. “I had a feeling you would want to get underway with us. You’ll love the hell out of it. Come on,” he said standing. “Your cabin is right next to this one.”
As the men exited the cabin, the crew secured from general quarters. There was a shipyard conference to do and some extra officers to bring aboard. The XO was concerned about the investigation, but not overly so. He could think of nothing to be ashamed of or against regulations. The after boiler rooms had been shut down for the last 48 hours and the steam cross connected to keep the generators running and the ship moving. The forced draft blowers had been kept running to pump cool air into the boiler casings and stacks to lower the temperatures inside. By midnight, the shipyard crew had come aboard and measured off five feet above the deck on the remnants of the after stack. A straight line was drawn and the torches began cutting through the thick steel. Up above, some workers welded some eyes to the stump of the funnel and attached steel cables. The overhead crane extended and the hook was lowered. Once the cables were attached, the crane took a strain and just waited. In four hours, men crawled inside the funnel and began welding through the inner baffles. By seven am, the last of the metal had been cut away and the remnant of the funnel pulled cleanly away from the ship it had been attached to since 1943. It was set on the pier, soon to be joined by an exact duplicate of the stack that had just been completed by the shops.
South Korean Lines
“It was a massive incursion. We have tanks, a few helos, lots of artillery and a world full of infantry coming across the border. General Richardson initiated the strategy by pulling her troops east and south and consolidating along a line from Ibonp'o to Goyang. General Monahan is holding the line from Goyang to Suweon,” said a briefer before the assembled senior officers.
“That’s a pretty big pocket for these guys to fill,” said General Ryan Bradley, the Army Chief of Staff. He had come to Korea to check on the troops. There were fifteen Army, Navy and Marine commanders from seven nations in the room.
“Yes it is, General,” said Richardson. “But this gives us the chance to draw what they have out and then nip it off like a polyp during a colonoscopy. Even if we fall back to the coasts, we have that twenty-five mile corridor we can operate in all the way up the coast. The North knows if they move in, the battleships will be there to take them out. The idea would be that we let them come up against a brick wall and then we go over that wall from Yangyang and drive straight across the peninsula to Seoul. Cut through fast and clean and then choke them off.”
“I agree. There are some good passes through the mountains we can use, and I have people getting me information on the new tunnels they are using to move people around. If you can get me some special operations troops, we might be able to sabotage their works before the move,” said General Yao, the leader of the South Korean Forces. “General Richardson and I have been talking about this and she is providing some Marine Recon forces. I could use some more help.”
“While holding my line, I plan on sending a couple of brigades up the coast to the outskirts of Inchon. If I could take the port, we could set up an end run that would knock their socks off,” Monahan said.
“And I will have all the battleships and cruisers off the coasts by this time tomorrow. I will coordinate some additional air sorties against what we can see,” said Thacke, sitting in the back of the room.
“Sounds like you people have been talking,” Bradley said with a chuckle. “The main problem I see is knocking out their supply lines. The damn North Koreans have tunneled their way all across the area from what I understand. Even their stockpiles are underground and right now I don’t know where they are. The good news is right about now the Allies are launching a spy satellite that’s going to sit right on top of Korea. By this time tomorrow we might have an idea where everything is coming from. General Yao, I will get you those units. Anything we can do to louse up their operations will help. What else can I do to help all of you?” he asked.
“Just be ready for anything, General,” Monahan said. “From what we’re hearing these guys are almost fanatical in their devotion to Kim. They’re killing everyone in their way and moving on. We’ve actually seen what appeared to be suicide squads being thrown against our troops. It may get a little messy.”
I’m not looking at this to be any kind of pushover,” said General Bradley, “And I’ll defend whatever you must do to achieve our objectives as long as it is within reason. I will say the same thing to the President. You won’t hear any squawking from Washington.”
Monahan stood. “Very well then, get everything lined up. I want this kicked off as soon as we see some slackening in the number of troops coming across. That will be our sign. Get your people and equipment in place and be ready. When this happens, I want these people to wish they had never even heard of South Korea,” he said. All the people stood up and began leaving the room. General Bradley stopped Richardson before she left.
“Claire, I’m glad to finally meet you. You’re one hell of a tactician and one damn fine field commander,” he said shaking her hand.
“Just an old grunt, General. Though I must say I am enjoying it.”
“Well, your plans and your leadership got us this far. Your people advanced farther and faster than any others. I’d say more, but you’re just a Marine,” he said.
Both laughed. “I didn’t do much, General. When you have good people, they do all the work for you.”
“Spoken like a true soldier. I just wish I could be here to see this done. You and your people are poised to make some history. When the word comes down to go, turn ‘em loose and kick ass. I like your thinking. We can pinch these guys off and leave the North with very little to defend themselves. Just make sure you don’t get overwhelmed.”
“We’ll be ready. If you decide to stay, you can come along with us.”
“Don’t tempt me,” he joked while shaking her hand again.

Chapter 19

September 30 — Taking the Lead
Cape Canaveral
The KH-13 reconnaissance satellite lifted off on time and entered Earth orbit just as planned. The large machine made its way over the pole and eventually moved toward Korea. The onboard systems maneuvered the Hubble sized satellite into its fixed orbit and seemingly locked it in place. Solar collectors opened and antennas extended. A small dish antenna pointed itself towards an island in the Aleutians chain.
Luckily the Aleutians had been spared during the EMP attack. The old military base had a large dish antenna and the receivers to pick up the satellite’s signals and relay the information via fiber optic line to Langley. Within ten minutes the satellite reported itself on station and began running the diagnostics to bring itself online.
The KH-13 was far more capable than the venerable KH-11 or KH-12 satellites. In particular, the infrared optics had the capability to make out the very subtle differences in temperature that might indicate an underground bunker or storage facility. Tunnels were a piece of cake. The first orders to the satellite were to aim its infrared sensors and its cameras toward the DMZ. One hour later, the military had answers to where the tunnels and exits were. Two hours later, several underground facilities were identified, not the least of which was a huge warm facility under the Kim Il-Sung Stadium in downtown Pyongyang.
USS Iowa
Hammond couldn’t believe his eyes when a new funnel with all its gear was trucked onto the pier. It had already been primed and painted with the exception of the places that would be welded. It looked as if this was a piece to some giant toy model that was just waiting to be cemented into place from a kit. He looked over at the old stack, taken off the ship earlier. It was sitting on the pier beside the new one; mangled and torn. The blast had ripped the steel in several directions and it looked like some kind of cancerous growth. But Hammond had almost hated to see it leave the ship. It had been a part of her since she had been launched and to see it like that hurt inside.
Within minutes the crane was attached to the lifting points on the new funnel. It was lifted gently, moved over the ship, and positioned exactly over where the old one had been. After cutting the old stack away, the grinders had come in and ground the remaining steel down to bare metal so that the new welds would be solid. Positioning spacers had been welded on so that the new funnel would be directed into place easily. The old foreman was using hand signals as the funnel was positioned only fractions of inches from the stump of the old stack to make sure it was exactly where it should be. The funnel lowered until it met its counterpart on the ship. Only very small spacers remained. The welders immediately began to lay beads of welding around the stack to hold it in place. More welders were inside the structure doing the same to the baffles inside. In a few places where the baffles did not meet, the sledge hammers were pulled out and they were forced into position. Then the crane was disconnected and moved away.
The welders attacked the funnel with a purpose now, welding the two pieces together both inside and out, ensuring the welds were perfect. Once done with one section, the grinders came back in and ground the welds down to make them smooth on the outside. Then another crew began slapping red lead paint over the bare metal. A second layer would be added, then a coat of haze grey. The crews were in a hurry. By the next morning, the transmitter/receiver for the RPV would be installed under a fiberglass dome on the forward part of the funnel. When that was complete, the ship would be going back to war.
Every man on the job felt the urgency. Missiles had come twice. The word was the enemy was coming southeast. All of them were determined to get this ship out a quickly as possible before they might be shut down again.
DMZ, Korea
Ricks and his team were watching thousands of people begin to gather across the DMZ from their station. They had called in the information and were told to sit tight and observe until they started coming across, then high tail it. The line of vehicles they had stopped just a few nights before were now an aid to the enemy because they would provide cover for some coming across. Already several strafing and napalm attacks had been made against the people on the other side, but it hadn’t slowed them down. Ricks and the demolition team spent all night setting charges and getting ready for the inevitable.
Hufham dashed across the old road and stopped beside Ricks. “The guys down the way have started seeing them pile up three hundred yards away. This is going to be a big one,” he said looking over the top of some logs they set up for cover.
“You know, I hate giving up this ground again. It’s getting too expensive,” Ricks said.
“See anything new?” Hufham asked.
“Just more people. That napalm attack roasted a bunch of them, but more just filled in after the fires stopped. I don’t hear any tanks or anything, but they sure don’t try and hide themselves. I told the guys not to fire and give away our positions.”
“Good move. No use getting a bunch of guys killed. The trucks and Jeep are waiting. When we go, we set the fuses and take off. I’ll also call it in so the guys down the line can get ready. We got a new General named Richardson who’s calling the shots now. I don’t know the plan, but it sounds to me like they are just going to let these guys in a while,” Hufham said.
“I sure as hell hope they know what they’re doing.”
Across the DMZ someone began yelling at the assembled men. Everything got quiet except for his excited words.
“What’s he saying?” Ricks asked.
“He’s telling them to fight for their country and for their leader Kim Sung Nua. He is telling them about the glory that is theirs and their duty to the state that cares for them.” Hufham paused a minute. “He’s getting ready to sound the charge. Get the men back to the trucks,” he ordered.
Ricks crossed the road at a run and began calling for the men to fall back. Within a minute the thirty guys with them were piling into the trucks. Hufham heard the trucks start farther down at the original compound and knew those soldiers were on their way.
Suddenly the air was filled with the yells of men as they tore down the fence on the northern side and began running across the DMZ. The mines that had not been detonated began exploding under the feet of the soldiers as they ran. Hufham set the detonators and made a mad run to the Jeep as the trucks pulled off. As Ricks drove them away he grabbed the radio.
“Outpost 24 to base, the horde has run. I repeat, the horde has run, over.”
“This is base, message received, get the hell out, over!”
“This is Outpost 24, we are way ahead of you, out,” he shouted into the microphone. A thunderous explosion went off behind them as the charges the men had set went off. Ricks and the demolitions team had filled the North Korean tunnels with as many explosives as they could pack in. It went off just as the first of the North Korean troops arrived at the fenceline. The explosion lifted dirt and debris high into the air and shook the ground so hard Ricks had to fight to control the Jeep. The resulting trenches stopped the advance for a few minutes until they could climb out the other side. More than 100 men had been buried alive just from the debris that was blown over them.
Ricks passed the trucks as they went down the road. They motioned for the drivers to speed up. The fallback line was a full 20 klicks away. As they drove, they met up with other units coming in from the Z. MPs on the ground were directing the traffic and urging the trucks forward. The whole line of trucks was being directed southeast away from the Z following the valleys between the hills. As they went, Hufham glanced at the speedometer and saw Ricks was going nearly 60 miles per hour. Fighter jets screamed overhead moving to where they had just left. Then came the Warthogs. It looked like 200 or more had sailed over the hill they were passing. The sound of explosions was heard behind them.
Ricks kept his eyes on the rearview mirror to make sure he kept his people in view. The trucks were keeping up. None of them wanted to be caught by that wave of angry soldiers. Just before they came to their lines, Ricks and Hufham saw the aircraft returning without the bombs they had been carrying. They were passed by more heading in the opposite direction.
As Ricks came around the far side of a hill both men looked in astonishment at what was in front of them. It was like a military brick wall. Tanks, guns, emplacements, missile launchers, artillery, and more were assembled. It was thick with people and munitions. The line slowed as they were let through the gauntlet. Ricks pulled over and waited for his trucks to come through. They were the last ones on the road.
“Are you guys the last?” the sentry at the line asked.
“As far as I know,” Ricks said. “The next thing you see will probably be the whole North Korean Army,” he said as he pulled the Jeep away.
USS Iowa
RADM Shranski and his team were going over their findings. The Iowa got underway late that afternoon and was steaming north at flank speed to join the others off the Korean coast. The orders were to patrol just south of Wonsan to Yangyang, a distance of only 100 miles. With four battleships on station, that left only a twenty-five mile patrol area for each ship and it would take only a couple of hours for the others to join up if needed. Shranski and his team had decided to stay aboard and finish the job. If they had to remain onboard for a few extra days it was no problem. Their report could be sent by message. Shranski sat at the head of the table in his cabin.
“I went over all the logs and interviewed the Strike watch,” said Captain Scott Bass, the Chief of Staff. “Everything was done in accordance with policy and regulations with the exception that the Captain ordered the ship into danger. He took all the precautions and all of his orders were valid,” he said. “I worked up this chronology from the team members. We know what was done and when.”
“So nothing out of order from your side,” Shranski stated.
“That’s right, Admiral. The crew, from what I see, did a magnificent job and the Captain put it on the line.”
“What about the bridge crew?”
“All interviewed,” said LCDR Reynolds. “The XO took the deck and conn just as the Captain gave the order. He knows how to handle the ship. Placed her in the right place to take on those missiles. I also looked into Weapons. The Weapons Officer had the 5-inch guns engage even though the onboard computers couldn’t generate solutions for aircraft going that fast. He had trained the gun captains to fire locally. The Mk-37 system locked on and tracked while the gun captains just led the missiles visually. They used VT-FRAG rounds and actually shot down one missile. The CIWS got one, but didn’t designate to the second. After looking at the data, the missiles were practically lined up together, so they didn’t break out. The crew did its job properly. All PQS and PMS are on the money,” he said. The Personal Qualifications System and the Planned Maintenance System set the standard for training and maintenance on the ship.
Shranski nodded. “Damage Control?”
“PQS is perfect. PMS on the gear is the same,” said Commander Sharpe. “They are constantly running drills and the repair parties know their stuff top to bottom. They responded within thirty seconds of the hits with the proper gear and got the job done very quickly. I took a look at where the missiles hit. The wooden deck both forward and aft is filled with shrapnel from the missiles. We all saw the funnel. There is a little deep scoring on turret one from the missile hit and there was paint scraping. The same was found on the barbette on three. Hot damn these things can take a beating. Knowing what this ship can take, I think Captain Hammond could take the missiles on without much fear of losing either the ship or crew. It’s one of the best trained crews I have ever seen.”
“I’ll second that,” said Commander Parsons, an engineering duty officer. “Every crewman I talked to is knowledgeable and highly motivated. They think Hammond is the best thing since sliced bread. He shares information with them and is fair all round. Even the old guys like this captain. I found out he makes rounds every day and stops by to talk to nearly every crewman he sees. Even the guys he’s nailed at Captain’s Mast like the guy. The engineers usually just get their job done and sleep, but he comes down and talks to the snipes. The Chiefs like him coming down and just asking one of the younger guys to tell him how his equipment works. Hammond already knows, but it gives him a good idea of what training needs to be done and makes the snipes feel better about themselves. If you let me, Admiral, I’ll stay and do top watches again,” he said.
Shranski sat back in his seat. “So you guys are telling me Hammond is a saint.”
“By act of Congress,” Bass said. “Admiral, I don’t see a thing that this guy or this crew did wrong. Sure, there are a few minor problems, like a partial gundeck of a PMS card, but he has procedures to catch and correct things like that, and he acts on them. The ship is as solid as I have ever seen. We laid out our recommendations for medals as we see them. There are 22 major and 34 minor in all. We can look deeper, but I almost guarantee you won’t find anything.”
Shranski smiled at the men. “No, I don’t think you will either. I haven’t told you this, but I met the guy the day old Granger got canned. We were the ones who got these old battleships recommissioned. Making Hammond the CO of this ship was probably the best thing the Navy ever did,” he said. “OK, write it up. Let’s get a message out tomorrow via the satellite. Make it short and sweet. We can take the entire report with us when we go back. Until then, be as helpful as we can and stay out of the way. It may be a few days before we can leave, but that’s okay. You gentlemen helped me out a lot. I appreciate it. Is there anything else?”
“I don’t think so, Admiral,” said Bass.
“Then good night everyone,” Shranski said. The men stood and gathered the reams of paper they had been using. Shranski walked over to the small opening into the galley and knocked on the door.
The door opened and his mess specialist looked in. “Can I help you, Admiral?”
“We’re done, Harris. Could you come get this stuff and bring me some kind of snack? I feel hungry,” Shranski said.
“Harris broke into a wide grin. “No problem, Admiral. I’ll be right in,” he said.
Shranski walked out of his office and looked at the captain’s cabin door. The sentry was not there. He glanced at his watch. It was after 9 pm. Hammond would be on the bridge. He stuck his head in the pantry. “Harris, hold that snack for me a few minutes, I’m going up to see the Captain. If you could, please bring it in when I get back,” he said.
Hammond was sitting in his chair on the bridge reading message traffic when Shranski came up.
“Any news from home?” Shranski asked.
Hammond got up out of his seat. “The usual, sir. Is everything going okay from your end?” he asked.
“Just wanted to let you know our investigation is over. You and your guys did an amazing job. I hated to be the one to come over and do this, but it had to be done.”
“I know, sir. I wasn’t really worried and it gave us some time to talk again. Do you need for me to arrange some kind of helo to come pick you guys up?”
“Give us a couple of days so we can see what happens in the schedule. If push comes to shove, I can get the helo from the carrier to come in and get us. With all that’s going on ashore, I’m not too sure I want to go that way,” Shranski said. “Let’s get some fresh air.”
Hammond followed Shranski to the open bridge wing. The cool wind felt good after being cooped up inside for a few days. A half moon lit up the night sky. “Just so you know, I am recommending over fifty medals for the crew. My whole staff was impressed.”
“That’s great, sir. They deserve a lot. I appreciate it.”
“We’re alone, Roger. Relax a little. I hadn’t really planned on finding much anyway. I knew you had done good.”
“Thanks, Mike, but don’t worry about me. Give it all to the guys. They had this ship pretty well trained up before I even got here.”
“Yeah, I take it the older guys had things together.”
“Three bags full. It’s almost as if they never left the ship. I really like all these guys. When I go on my tours, they are more open and focused than the younger guys. They don’t mind telling me if something is messed up. Makes my job a lot easier.”
“Yeah, I’ve taken a few tours around. Even the snipes talk to me about their jobs. They’re not afraid of these admiral’s stars.”
“Take some time and explore while you’re on here. Go up to Spot One sometime and talk to Skelly. That man can talk your ears off. Plus it’s the best panoramic view of the ship!”
“I may do that. Any problems with the repairs?”
“Only that the stack looks newer than anything else on the ship. The engineers aren’t complaining and the stack gasses aren’t being drawn back down into engineering like they had been. We appreciate you getting the plans out here so the shipyard could fix us.”
“Well, there’s more to it. I got a call from the Hyundai people when the word came out about your damage. That shipyard performed the repairs at no charge,” Shranski said.
Hammond looked in disbelief. “I would have sworn something like that might cost a couple million dollars. They did it for nothing?” he asked.
“Yep. And when your band was playing as you came in, the guys got really excited. If I asked them to build a whole new ship, they would have. See? Some of the small things you do pay off,” Shranski said. He looked up toward Spot One. “You think Skelly is up there?”
Hammond grunted. “Probably. Either way it’s a great view.”
Shranski thought a moment. “Maybe I’ll wait till tomorrow while the sun is out. I think I’ll turn in instead,” he said.
‘Thanks for the update, Mike. Have a good evening,” Hammond said.
Shranski left the bridge wing and went back to his cabin. Harris brought in some hot peach pie and coffee. Shranski sat back on the couch and ate his snack while propping up his feet. When he was done, he passed the empty plate and cup through the pantry door and turned in. Tomorrow he would take himself a good tour of the ship.
Pyongyang, North Korea
“Comrade Chairman, I am happy to announce we have met the goals you set out for us,” the new Defense Minister said to the assembled group of leaders. “We have crossed the border as directed and our troops are already at their assigned progress points. Despite the Americans’ best efforts, they have not been able to deal with our forces or your leadership,” he said.
There was polite applause in the hall as Kim thanked his Ministers. The Defense Minister raised his hand. There is also news that our missiles struck an American battleship. Their news media has announced that one of the ships was struck three times while trying to protect one of their aircraft carriers. Their media reports that the ship is well; however, we have been told repeatedly by our allies that no ship could successfully survive more than two such hits. We feel it is a propaganda ploy to deceive the masses. So we also congratulate you on the sinking of one of the Americans’ capital ships.”
Once again, there was applause in the hall. Kim quieted the men. “Comrades, no one expects any war will be what the Americans call a cake walk. We must always expect there will be times when our forces will have troubles. However, we have one of the top armies in the world. We have rocket forces second to none and we are a nuclear power. No one can dare oppose us on our own soil. As you can see, when properly led, our forces can be victorious.” He pointed to his Defense Minister. “Thank you, Comrade.”
Again polite applause echoed around the stark walls of the hall and the Defense Minister bowed humbly. “Now comrade, please tell us of where we stand,” the Chairman said.
The Defense Minister began pointing to a chart and laid out the lines of advance as he spoke. “Our forces crossed in these two places. The second one was to regain access to some units in this general sector. The first was a direct thrust to the southeast to eventually take Yecheon. From there, we will consolidate and push almost straight south to Pusan. Once we are there, we will have divided their forces and can spread to both sides, driving them to the sea.”
“I have ordered that our submarine forces be sent out to attack the American ships patrolling our coasts and sink them. Without support from the sea, the Americans cannot hope to keep their troops supplied and they will be forced to either surrender or withdraw. Our missile forces are making daily attacks against their population and military assets. This will demoralize their citizens and because of their political weakness, should force their leadership to sue for peace. I have also ordered the camouflaging of our remaining nuclear missile ship so that it is not disturbed by air or surface attacks. We are even now looking at ways we can use these assets if it is deemed politically necessary. Our Chairman has ordered that our forces complete the task of taking Pusan in three weeks. Our forces are well on their way to attaining that goal,” recited the Defense Minister from a one way briefing he had received only one hour before by Kim himself. He was determined he would not go the way of previous ministers and would meet the goals set for him. The troops would have to show progress every single day or heads would roll. He nodded to the Chairman. “Thank you, Comrade Chairman.”
Kim stood again. “Comrades, every asset of the People’s Government must be tuned to achieving our military goals. The people demand victory and we shall give it to them,” he demanded. “I want daily reports from each of your offices on what you have done to achieve this goal,” he said.
The men broke out into applause again and began leaving the room. Kim stopped the Defense Minister. “You briefed them well, Comrade. Now tell me. Do you think we can do what you promised?”
The Defense Minister swallowed hard. The Chairman had trapped him into giving the brief and therefore taking the responsibility. He was not about to fall into another trap. “Comrade Chairman, it makes no difference what I think. These are things we must do. Our goals will be met, even if I have to use every soldier in the army to do it.”
Kim nodded. That was the attitude he was hoping to attain. “Good, Comrade. Now go see to this war and achieve our victory.”
Kim left the room almost strutting. The Defense Minister remembered the statistics he had been handed just before the meeting. The army had achieved its goals, but with the loss of over 75,000 men in the last twenty-four hours. The allied air power had decimated his men and materials. Even the border crossings had been terrible to watch. The last of the troops who could be pulled away from other duties had been sent to the front and would cross the border within the next twelve hours. What were left were only the troops on the border with China and the ones always on parade in the capital. He had even sent sailors and airmen who had been left with nothing to do when the airplanes and ships were gone. If these men could not get the job done, there was no hope left.
Washington, D.C.
“The underground bunkers supplying their troops are here, here, and here,” said the briefer at the Pentagon war plans office. Seated in the small auditorium were each of the Joint Chiefs or their designees, their deputies and several operations directorate personnel along with the President and Chief of Staff. The briefer was pointing to a large-scale map of Korea on the wall. “With the help of the latest satellite, we were able to find these positions by watching the trucks move in and out.” He motioned for the lights and a slide to come up beside the map. “As you can see, all of these trucks are appearing from what looks like a garage beside this mountain. It is actually an access to this large underground facility.” An infrared image came up. “These enhanced photos of the general area show a different coloration covering a four mile area. We believe this is an underground food distribution warehouse.”
He pointed to the map again. “We found ammunition storage facilities here, here, and here. These are also underground. The missile launching sites were located last night when the second wave was launched. They center on this mountain area here,” he said pointing deep in the mountainous area of North Korea. “There are a number of underground centers that we have been able to find including a refinery, fuel storage, ammunition manufacturing, and arms manufacturing. There is also an aircraft factory in operation forty miles north of Pyongyang in this valley. Unfortunately, these are relatively deep underground. They are considered bomb proof and can be sealed off on a moment’s notice. We feel these targets must be neutralized as soon as possible,” the briefer concluded. With no questions, he sat down at the side of the room.
“OK, I agree we need to take these out. My question is, how do we do it?” the President asked. “We will not use nuclear devices again.”
General Foote stood. “Mister President, we won’t need to now. I have been working with Admiral Johnson and we may have a solution. It requires two C-130s to go to each of the sites and drop one guided weapon each. We are modifying the weapon to incorporate a FLIR-mounted guidance head and additional control surfaces. This bomb weighs in at about 21,000 pounds with an 18,000 pound payload. We hope that the appearance of just a couple of airplanes will not cause the enemy to close the doors to the underground facilities and we can get this weapon to fly into the tunnel leading into the facility. If so, I can guarantee the facility will be permanently shut down.”
“With an 18,000 pound payload, I guess so,” said the President. “Why something that big?”
“Our problem is they are deep, and conventional weapons and probably even nukes couldn’t get to them. The pattern we have seen over the past two nights is that they open the doors to deliver the goods every night once it’s dark. The trucks go in and out via two separate entrances. We have also noticed that there are about twenty ventilators that are used to provide air for the spaces. We have pinpointed those. So there are only two ways they are vulnerable. First when the doors are open and via those ventilators. We propose sending the C-130s in to drop its weapon at high level and then help guide it in. We are programming those weapons to fly into the tunnels and hopefully go deep enough to explode inside the facilities. Either these weapons will explode inside the main facility or they will detonate in the tunnel causing the tunnel to collapse. Either way we cut off the supplies from that facility. Then we send in B-2s with one Big BLU each. This weapon can penetrate 100 feet into the ground before exploding. This second weapon is to back up the first and cause more damage, if possible. Then we will send in carrier aircraft to hit those ventilators. If we can hit these, we should prevent the North from using the facility indefinitely. This will give us the time to finish the job.”
“How long will it take to set this up?”
“Within a week, Mister President. We are starting to see a reduction in the numbers of men going across the border. Generals Richardson and Monahan have moved their troops into position to cut them off and surround them. We are sending in one additional unit to complete the circle. If we can hit these at about the same time, the North will be in very dire straights,” said Foote.
“What are your guys going to be doing?” the President asked Johnson.
“We’re the ones who will close down the ventilators with the aircraft, and the battleships will make sure the corridors stay open. There’s also one underground facility within range of the guns. I want them to take out as much as they can,” he said. “Then it’s harassing the enemy until he folds, sir.”
“I take it everyone is all set and waiting for me to say go?” the President asked. “Then by all means do it. Take what time you need, but eat them up. We’ll sort out the rest later,” the President said.
General Black stood along with the others. “Ladies and gentlemen, this operation is approved. I want final plans and start date on my desk by close of business tomorrow. Meeting adjourned,” he said. The President got up and shook Black’s hand. Admiral Johnson caught Butler’s eye and pulled him into the corner. “Did you see the message?”
Butler nodded. “This morning. I got the report redacted to me and personally took it to the members on the Hill. I’m not sure how long it will take, but there is widespread approval. I have a feeling it will be pretty quick.”
“This may help it along some,” Johnson said. He handed an envelope to Butler, who opened it and read the content. His face broke into a wide grin. “Let me get the boss to sign this,” he said. Two minutes later he returned with the document signed. “I will take this up and get it approved first thing in the morning. Is it legal?”
“Of course. Special board took a look at five guys for meritorious work. The Joint Chiefs made the recommendation and two will get it. The other three will be up next regular rotation,” he said. “During a war we can have special reviews.”
“Will he keep his command?”
“For the time being. I have an additional job for him. We can keep the man busy,” Johnson said.
“You know you just made the President’s day.”
“I love brownie points and I like this job. I may just keep it a while.”
Butler shook the CNO’s hand and rejoined the President. The evening drive across Washington was a little more pleasant. The leaves were starting to turn a little and the air was crisper. Butler wished he could roll the windows down in the limo and let the air in, but the glass was just too thick.
USS Iowa
Rear Admiral Shranski and his staff were about to leave the Iowa and head to the carrier. A helo was on the way to pick them up. Shranski was packing the last of his gear when there was a knock at the door.
“Come in,” he said.
An excited radioman entered the cabin grinning from ear to ear. “Admiral, this message just came in to the ship and is info to you, sir. My Chief thought you might want to see it first.” He handed it over to Shranski and waited.
Shranski took the piece of paper and began to read. As he did, his own face broke into a wide grin. “You are quite right. I appreciate you letting me see it first. Maybe I need to go see your Captain,” he said slapping the sailor on the shoulder. Shranski quickly walked up to the bridge where Hammond was talking with the XO. Both men stood as the Admiral walked up.
“Captain, we’re about ready and I was wondering if I could say a little something to your crew before I leave?”
“Sure, Admiral, you’re welcome to,” Hammond said. He called over the Bo’sn who blew “attention.” Hammond handed Shranski the microphone.
“Good morning, Iowa, this is Rear Admiral Shranski speaking. As you know, my staff and I will be leaving you this morning and I wanted to personally thank each of you for your help and support while we were aboard. You made what could have been a difficult task very easy for us. I appreciate all your efforts to help us get our study done and out of the way. I also want to thank many of you who helped show me around this fine ship and to share a little bit of what some of you call the Iowa spirit. But there’s one other thing that I want to do. I received a message this morning that I want to share with you before I leave,” he said.
Shranski unfolded the paper he was carrying and began to read. “From Commander, Naval Military Personnel Command to Captain Roger T. Hammond, USN. In accordance with the recommendations of the flag officer selection board and approval by the Congress, you have been selected for the rank of rear admiral lower half effective immediately. You will submit to the requirements of BUPERS Manual, so forth and so on. Congratulations Rear Admiral Hammond,” he said handing over the paper and hanging up the microphone.
“Hot damn! The XO exclaimed.
Applause broke out on the bridge and cheers could be heard along the deck and in some of the corridors. Hammond stood staring at the paper with an awestruck look much like a deer in headlights. His mouth was open, but no words escaped him.
Shranski almost laughed. “Damn, Roger, cat got your tongue?”
That broke the spell. Hammond grabbed his hand and began to pump it. “Jeez, Mike, you sure do know how to surprise a guy.”
“I was, too. One of your radiomen brought it to me just a couple of minutes ago. I was just glad to be the one to make it official. Hope you don’t mind that I let the cat out of the bag.”
“Not at all, Mike,” he said still surprised. “Shit, this is unbelievable!”
“Just shows in a war they’ll promote anybody, SIR,” the XO said with a smile.
Hammond and Shranski gave him a mock scowl. “Can you take this guy with you?” Hammond asked.
“I don’t want him. Maybe you can just loose him overboard or something,” Shranski said nonchalantly. Then all three of the men started to laugh.
“Sir, the helo has launched from the carrier. ETA is only about 10 minutes,” said the phone talker.
“Sounds like I need to leave,” said Shranski.
“XO, go ahead and bring the ship into the wind and go to flight quarters. I’ll walk the Admiral down to see him off,” said Hammond.
The ship went to its flight quarters stations and the flight deck crew manned up along with a repair party. In a few minutes an SH-60 approached the fantail of the ship and was guided into position by one of the crewmen using hand signals. The helicopter touched down and kept running as Shranski and his team crawled aboard. A flight crewman handed a package to one of the Iowa crew and stepped back aboard the aircraft. After a few minutes, when all was ready, the engines increased their power and the helicopter lifted off the deck and began making its way back to the carrier.
Hammond waved as they departed and the Chief handed him the package from the carrier. It was marked for RADM Hammond. Hammond opened the taped box. Inside was a blue flag with one star, a new hat with an admiral’s ‘scrambled eggs’ some new shoulder boards and stars for his collar. The note read, “Thought you might use these. Congratulations! RADM Griffin.”
The Chief looked at his CO with admiration. He watched as Hammond ran his hand over the blue flag, then recovered the box and tucked it under his arm as he walked away. The man is good as shit, thought the Chief as he watched Hammond leave. He had seen a few great COs in his time, especially one of the last ones aboard this ship. In his opinion, Hammond even beat that one. For once, the Navy made a good decision and he was happy as hell about it.
Iwokuni, Japan
The bomb was the size of a small truck. It had a small set of wings and some fins on the tail, but it still didn’t look like any kind of bomb or missile the loaders had ever seen. Then again, the C-130 was not like any bomber they had seen either. The bomb was placed in the cargo hold of the aircraft facing forward. A parachute pack on the back end of the weapon would be used to pull the bomb out of the aircraft. One of the men removed a cover and polished down the clear nose cone on the front of the weapon. It contained the FLIR seeker and data link that would tie the bomb to a controller sitting at the front of the cargo bay. When finished, the cover was carefully replaced.
The C-130’s crew completed their preflight list and was going over it again to make sure nothing would go wrong. No one liked the thought that this thing might have to go down with them in an engagement. Most wished the weather would sock them in.
For several days C-130s had been flown over the areas without incident. It was to gather information and to get the North used to seeing the unarmed planes around. A final check was made and the weapons handlers walked out of the rear of the aircraft. The rear ramp and doors were closed and a tractor was hooked up to move the aircraft out of the hangar and onto the ramp. The crew was already in position and switching on several systems.
Kadena Air Force base was totally dark. When the engines started, the lights came on illuminating nearly thirty C-130s on the ramp ready to take off. They began moving in a line down the taxiway to the end of the runway. On signal they increased the revolutions on their engines and began their take off roll, lifting off far down the runway. When the last plane had left, the lights around the field blinked out, returning Kadena to total darkness.
On Anderson Air Force Base, a flight of eighteen B-2s had just completed their own lift off. Each aircraft carried only one bomb apiece. They were scheduled to arrive only fifteen minutes after the C-130s had dropped their weapons. The crews shared the same thoughts — that these weapons not go off anywhere near their aircraft.
USS Iowa
RADM Hammond’s first assignment was to take command of Task Force 75.2.1, made up of Iowa, Missouri, North Carolina, and Alabama along with the Little Rock and eight other cruisers and destroyers. The force steamed up the eastern coast of Korea in total darkness and arrived off Wonsan by 9:45 pm. Two RPVs were launched earlier and gathered infrared information on their designated target — the concrete naval pens holding both the submarines and the remaining patrol boats.
The pens had been built to look like ordinary buildings, but the ceilings to them were estimated to be at least twenty-five feet thick. Further on, the piers had been purposefully built higher off the ground so that the boats could move underneath. Large ships were permanently moored beside them so it would look like a normal pier from above. Because of the earlier bombings and the loss of the majority of their fleet, the North Koreans had pressed their remaining assets into these underground enclosures for safekeeping.
The RPVs were flown over the facilities and from an angle, could see the openings that were actually cooler than the rest of the facility, still warm from the sun. In two cases, lights could be seen inside the darkened entrances. People came and went from six separate openings beside the facilities, and trucks were unloading beside three of those.
The task force steamed ten miles off the headland in a column formation. Upon satellite signal, all the big guns turned and pointed toward Wonsan Naval Base. Inside the turrets, a different kind of shell was being loaded. Before this, the ships had been firing regular high capacity shells. But two weeks earlier each battleship took on 300 armor piercing shells. Where the regular shells weighed 1,900 pounds each, these weighed 2,700 pounds. They were designed to penetrate heavy armored plate up to twenty-two inches thick, but this time the rounds would have to go up against reinforced concrete. In tests, at the optimum range, these shells could penetrate over thirty feet of the stuff.
Hammond moved his ships between fifteen and twenty miles from the target. This was done for a reason. The high angle of the shot would mean the big shells would fall almost straight down on the top of the concrete pens. Hopefully they would go all the way through and go off inside. If nothing else, the pens would never be the same again.
Sitting in Strike, Hammond and the XO sat waiting for the prescribed time to open fire. This was to be a coordinated attack of all the underground facilities. Nearly everything would hit at about the same time. The effect was to strike swiftly and suddenly from almost everywhere, confusing the enemy and putting a little of the “fear of god” into them. By traveling without running lights and with the moon not yet up, the battleships remained unseen on the horizon and relatively immune from attack. They watched the television screen with the images from the RPV, seeing people scurry around, oblivious to what was coming.
“This is almost like shooting chickens in a coop,” the XO said. “I almost feel sorry for the average sailors.”
“Yeah, but we can’t think that way. It has to be done and we’re the ones who were told to do it,” Hammond said. “Is everyone set?”
“Yes, sir. All ships report ready,” the XO replied. He glanced at the clock on the bulkhead. “One minute.”
Hammond picked up the encrypted radio handset and held it for the last few seconds. As the second hand swept upward, he pressed the button to activate the circuit. “All stations in Sierra Whiskey, this is Sierra Whiskey. Commence fire, I repeat, commence fire. Out.” Then he turned to the Strike Officer. “Batteries released.”
From shore it appeared as if a volcano had exploded far out to sea. The flame of the guns clearly illuminated the ships and signaled their charges were on their way. Once again, the well trained crewmen went through the loading cycles to load the guns as rapidly as possible, sending more of the armor piercing rounds on their way.
The sounds of tearing linen came through the air as the shells climbed high into the air before angling down on their targets. From that distance, the shells wouldn’t penetrate as far, but not by much. The first rounds landed on top of the warehouse-like structures and burrowed almost straight down. They went in twenty feet before the explosives in the warhead detonated. Unfortunately, the thickness of the concrete was more than what was anticipated by ten feet. The men inside the facility heard the explosions but felt secure when the ceiling only rained down dust.
Thirty of the initial rounds hit the target, disrupting nearly the entire top layer of concrete on the pens. The second set of rounds dug a little deeper into the facility, burrowing through the rubble and into the unharmed concrete. This time, the rubble sitting on top was lifted almost entirely off the building. Inside, the men looked up in horror as cracks began to appear in the ceiling.
The third set of rounds struck the top of the facility. Because most of the concrete was gone or severely crushed, these rounds struck the remaining concrete and burrowed into the chambers beneath, passed through the submarines or other craft moored inside, and detonated on the bottom of the concrete facility. The blast cracked the thin floor and blew down interior walls. It also sent energy upward into the bottoms of the ships above, crushing the keels and splitting them open to the sea. In almost every case, the fuel tanks were ruptured and fuel began to fill the interior spaces.
The fourth salvos struck the facility again, setting fire to the fuel and continuing the destruction in other compartments within the pen. The sixth salvo made it into an underground weapons storage. Suddenly an explosion greater than many had ever seen erupted on the waterfront, flinging boats, missiles, and people high into the air along with the rest of the roof of the pen.
Aboard the Iowa, Hammond saw the roof lift off the facility through the camera of the RPV flying half a mile from the explosion. “Oh my god,” he muttered as he saw the carnage unfurling before him. He watched the fireball climb over the facility and he grabbed the handset. “All stations Sierra Whiskey, this is Sierra Whiskey. Cease fire. I say again cease fire. Shift to secondary target, over,” he said. The other ships began calling in their receipt of the message.
“Have Weaps shift to the second set of pens,” he said calmly. The RPV suddenly moved the camera across the waterfront and center on a long flat pier. Deep in the ship, the fire control technicians entered the bearing and range of the new target into the Ford Rangekeeper. Almost immediately, a solution was being generated and fed into the turrets. The big guns moved slightly and waited for the order to fire. That order was given only a few seconds later.
The flat surfaced pier became filled with deep cavities as the thirty-six rounds struck home. On the tenth salvo flames could be seen shooting out around the hulls of the ships that had been moored as a deception. The RPV camera caught several doors opening and people frantically running out into the deadly hail of shells. No major explosions occurred with this bombardment. Instead, flames began shooting up through all the penetrations and craters on the top of the facility. Hammond had the ships continue their bombardment until there was no doubt the facilities were destroyed. Then he ordered his ships to turn away and head back to sea.
Pyongyang, North Korea
The doors to the main storage facility were actually opened early. Truckers lined up along the main road to drive in one end and out the other. They had been told that their consignments must reach the troops in the south intact and as soon as they could get them there.
As the big doors opened in the two entrances, the trucks hurried in and to their position on the warehouse floor. Men with forklifts immediately began filling the trailers with pallet after pallet of food. The drivers had never seen this much food in their lives. It was sitting in a vast underground structure stretching nearly a mile in each direction. A second set of crews was on hand to tie down the pallets or make sure the trailer doors were closed. Within ten minutes the trucks were loaded and ready. The drivers pulled forward to the exit doors and exited rapidly so the next set of trucks could move into place and be loaded. This process had been going on every evening for the past few weeks and the supplies were not yet half depleted.
The political officer for the facility was sitting with the facility managers in the control center watching television monitors to make sure everything flowed smoothly. He was very happy with how the operation was going. The state needed these supplies as soon as they could be delivered and he was urging the managers to move faster. After several weeks of operations, they had refined the process to an efficient operation that would go on as long as it was dark outside. Lately, to meet quota, they were forced to open the doors a little early. But there was little risk of detection. With the exception of a few cargo planes that had flown over the area, no warplanes were anywhere near the operation. The plan was that, if warplanes were detected, the operation would cease and the big blast doors closed, ensuring the facility’s safety. Since the facility was 100 feet underground, nothing had a chance to reach them. More importantly, the facility was under the Kim Il Sung Stadium. No one would ever imagine the largest food storage facility in the world was there.
The Political Officer occasionally berated the managers for being too cautious. Nothing could slow them down. Even when a call was received by the listening posts outside the city reporting propeller driven aircraft flying overhead, he told the managers to ignore it. American bombers were not driven by propellers. He ordered them to maintain their operations. They could not be seen from the air. The entry and exit portals were 100 meters from the stadium and angled down at a ten degree incline straight into the warehouse floor. The lanes were 200 meters long. No light could escape.
* * *
The four C-130s made their way over the city following the river to their targets. They were flying at 20,000 feet. Using a FLIR camera in the front of the airplane, they were able to locate their targets and turn toward them. At ten miles, the rear cargo ramp doors opened and the ramp lowered to position. On cue, the parachute was released and the Massive Ordnance Air Burst (MOAB) bomb was dragged from the rear of the plane. As it left, the parachute detached as the bomb’s electro-optic seeker was locked onto the opening it saw directly in front of it. At the same time, the plane banked sharply to be heading in the opposite direction so the operator would be able to control the bomb as long as possible.
* * *
The Political Officer walked outside and cupped his ears to hear the four turbo-prop engines of the C-130s flying away. He took a deep breath and stretched. It would be a nice cool evening, he thought. The third wave of trucks just left the facility and in a few minutes the next one would be headed up the ramp. His thoughts were interrupted as a whooshing sound went by his ears.
* * *
The weapons operator on the C-130 watched the screen and the infrared image clearly showed the residual heat in the air of the tunnel. He was surprised as the bomb passed through the center of the tunnel opening. He clearly saw the walls shoot past and what looked like a floor full of supplies appear at the end just before the image was lost. He switched back to the aircraft’s system and watched as the ground appeared to lift and shudder all around the stadium. Flames shot not only up the tunnels, but also out the exits of the stadium where the vents were hidden. Then the sides of the stadium began to topple inward as the ceiling of the giant facility began to collapse.
The planners thought there were two underground facilities and had placed bombs down each of four tunnels. The ignition of four 18,000 pound warheads inside the facility had turned the enclosed space into an inferno. The blast had been contained enough so that the pressures created their own ignition and fire. Local seismologists registered an earthquake of 2 on the Richter Scale around Pyongyang, disrupting some electricity and shaking the ground for a mile in any direction. The same seismologists were also surprised to see additional small earthquakes in a number of places across North Korea.
Tongho-Ri, North Korea
In a small airfield near Tongho-Ri, four Ilyushin-23 bombers were being prepared for duty. The old light bombers, NATO code named “Beagle,” had been pieced together from the remnants of twenty others that had been destroyed earlier in the war. The Beagle had been developed in the late 1940s in the Soviet Union and were being maintained by only a very few countries. The North Koreans had been phasing them out; however, the situation had now changed. The North Korean Air Force had been shamed by the Party Leadership and its leaders were desperate to prove themselves again. Already a very few fighters were pieced together and being sent to guard the capital. If this worked, the air force would strike a blow against the American Navy as their shore-based batteries had.
Strapped to the bomb bay of the old bomber was one P-15 missile. The P-15 was a variant of the SS-N-2 Styx missile. It was not designed to be launched from a bomber, but the technicians had been able to jury rig the missile to ignite when launched and search for the American ships. The bomber’s own radar would help launch the missile in the right direction. In this case, there might be no need. Since an American attack on the naval facilities in Wonsan, an air and surface search radar was operating. The bombers were going to follow that signal and launch within 40 miles of the ships.
The pilots and crews crawled into their airplanes and completed their preflight list. Then, one-by-one, they started the two engines. The missiles were actually heavier than what the craft was designed to carry, but it was deemed a necessity for the mission to continue. The airplanes reached the end of the runway and ran the engines up to full power. It took nearly the entire runway before the small bombers finally lifted off the ground. Once in the air, the pilots had to maintain 80 percent on the engines just to keep their ships flying. They banked in a circle until all four airplanes were in the air, then lined up and flew in a “V” formation toward the signals from the American radar.
USS Little Rock
The SPS-43 air search radar aboard USS Little Rock picked up the airplanes as soon as they left the ground over 100 miles away. The position was plotted and the CO informed. A sleepy Captain Jack Ziemer walked into CIC scratching his chin and blinking the sleep out of his eyes. Ziemer was brought out of retirement to command the old cruiser and he missed the regular nights of sleep he had grown used to as a civilian.
“OK, what’s happening?” he asked with a yawn.
“Looks like four contacts coming from this air base above Wonsan. They circled a while, then started heading for us,” said the petty officer of the watch.
“Humph,” Ziemer growled and scratched the stubble on his chin. “Headed right for us?”
“Yes sir, Captain. Right at us. Their course is 120, speed about 250.”
“Do these guys have a missile launching capability? I thought we knocked out their varsity.”
“Yes, Captain, but it looks like they got something together. From the speed it isn’t very modern, but I don’t really know what they might throw together,” the petty officers said.
Ziemer grunted again and looked at the young man approvingly. “I agree. Just keep thinking like that and I’ll sleep better.” He hit the bitch box. “Bridge, combat, this is the Captain, sound general quarters and get ready for a missile launch,” he ordered.
In seconds the ship was pounding with the feet of 500 sailors rushing to their general quarters stations. The ship was ready in less than five minutes. In Combat, Ziemer was talking with Ops.
“Lock them up and ready the fantail,’ Ziemer said.
On the after part of the ship the two huge SPG-49 radars swung around and pointed toward the planes still eighty-five miles away. On command the powerful radars were switched on and the beams locked onto the lead two aircraft. Inside the magazines, two Talos missiles were readied. As they slid along the rail to the doors, several men attached the fins that would control the missile in flight. When complete, the doors on the main deck under the radars opened, guides extended, and two white Talos missiles slid along the guides and onto the rails of the launcher. Once on the rails, the doors closed and the huge missiles turned towards their targets.
“This is Sierra Hotel, request birds free tracks one and two,” said the Operations Officer in the radio handset.
“Sierra Hotel, this is Sierra Whiskey, birds free tracks one and two,” came the response on the receiver.
“This is Sierra Hotel, roger out,” said Ops. He turned to the Captain.
Ziemer nodded. “Weapons free.”
The Operations Officer never believed he would actually get to do it, but he turned to the weapons control officer. “Weapons control, launch missiles.”
“Weapons control aye, in three, two, one.” The man flipped a protective cover and pressed the firing key twice. The two missiles had already been designated to the two targets. When the button was pushed, the squibs on the first then the second Talos missile ignited the rocket motors.
The gleaming white missile some called the “flying telephone pole,” streaked into the night sky. The crewmen on deck followed the trail of the rocket as the booster fired. After a short time, the booster fell off and a ramjet engine provided the thrust. Inside the nose of the missile, the seeker was aimed at the target and the missile was flying inside the beam of the radar. The electronics inside the missile were old, but worked. The missile just kept flying at a speed of Mach 2.5. At sixty miles, the seeker could see the target. At seventy-five miles, the seeker saw that it was close enough and detonated the 300 pound warhead. Both planes were blotted from the sky.
The second two airplanes were behind the others and watched their compatriots meet their end. Screaming over the radio, both pilots toggled off their missiles and turned their airplanes heading back to base.
Aboard the Little Rock, Ziemer made the call. “Sierra Whisky, this is Sierra Hotel. We have inbound Styx from the bearing of the contacts. They are too far away to reach us. Request birds free tracks three and four, over.”
“This is Sierra Whisky actual, I want those two. Birds free, tracks three and four, over.”
“This is Sierra Hotel, roger out.” Ziemer turned to the watch. “Weapons free.” Two seconds later two more missiles were on their way.
“Sierra Whiskey this is Sierra Hotel. Birds away tracks three and four, over.”
‘This is Sierra Whiskey, roger out.”
Once again the Talos missiles streaked towards their target. Both airplanes were rapidly making their way back to base. The two Styx missiles dropped to 1,500 feet and continued on the bearing they were fired. Unfortunately, the onboard radar did not pick up any targets. The missiles maintained their heading until their fuel ran out.
The two North Korean pilots pressed their throttles as far as they could go, hoping they would be too far away to be a target. They were screaming over the radio to have the runway lights turned on at their airbase. Both men saw the lights and began a rapid approach.
At just over 100 miles, the warhead of the first missile went off taking the tail off its target. The second went off just above the last bomber, ripping through the thin skin and perforating the fuel tanks on both wings. Raw fuel entered the engine compartments and ignited, filling the air with flames and melting through the wings and engine supports. Within seconds, the wings fell off the plane within sight of its home base.
Aboard Little Rock, the fire control radars were switched to standby and the ship returned to its regular steaming watch. No other targets presented themselves that night.

Chapter 20

October 12 — Cutting the Cord
South Korean Lines
The bombardment had begun at midnight and lasted for six hours. Artillery saturated an area ten miles wide by ten miles deep along a line just south of the DMZ in the direction of Seoul, some 140 miles away. It was as if there had been no night. The flashes from the muzzles of the artillery were nearly constant and anyone nearby could clearly see what was happening all around the guns and their encampments. One soldier thought it was like seeing things through several strobe lights.
The B-52s hit the most congregated valleys along the way. Other aircraft hit the artillery positions and the hilltop emplacements. A recon drone was flying over the areas pinpointing the enemy positions. Once identified, the position was hit by the artillery, bombed, or marked for attention by the Special Forces units brought into the area.
In the early light as the men mounted their trucks and tracked vehicles, they could first hear a deep rumble from far above. Faintly they could see aircraft high in the sky moving over their position heading westward. Then the sound grew louder. Suddenly flights of aircraft flew over much lower to the ground. The artillery barrage had stopped just before the airplanes flew over. One of the men shouted, “They’re F-18s!”
The men looked skyward again. They were used to seeing A-6s and F-4s making attack runs, but the F/A-18s shot across the sky heavily laden with ordnance. The aircraft had been grounded because their technology no longer functioned, but now they were back and itching for vengeance. The men watched as two of the aircraft dropped their bombs just a short distance from where they stood and felt the ground shake with the explosions.
As the F/A-18s flew on, they were followed by another welcome sight. From behind the troops came the sound of rotary winged aircraft and two squadrons of Apache attack helicopters flew over their positions and through the enemy lines. The men watched as some stopped and fired at something on the ground, then moved on. More helicopters were seen farther down the line doing the same thing.
“OK, let’s go, let’s go!” shouted someone in one of the lead trucks. The trucks along the line started and the men hunkered into the backs. Bradley fighting vehicles led off down the road, followed occasionally by an M-1 and trucks full of troops.
Ricks was now allowed to sit in the front of a vehicle instead of the rear. At least he had a cushioned seat. The guys in back were sitting on wooden benches. As he climbed into the front, he glanced over at a truck in the second column. Hufham was looking back at him and gave him a wave. Ricks smiled and gave a wave back at his friend, silently wishing him luck.
The truck bounced roughly on the pockmarked road they were using. More of a trail than a road, it led through the valley and eventually met up with a little more stable surfaces if the artillery and bombs didn’t ruin it. The line of vehicles moved quickly through the sparse undergrowth along the line into what Ricks could only describe as a Martian landscape. Korea was usually lush and green. But here the trees were practically gone and the scrub denuded. In spots human bodies and wrecked equipment were lying in the rubble. Most noticeable were the thousands of pot holes that covered the land. Like some sort of brownish moon, they covered nearly every inch of soil and were dotted with things that were either burning or already burned to cinders. Ricks had never seen destruction like this.
One of the attack helicopters patrolled along the front of the line and occasionally moved back to make sure all was well. As it came past their truck, Ricks waved. He was surprised when the guy in the upper seat waved back. Just a simple gesture but making Ricks feel a little better about being out there. He looked over at the speedometer. The trucks were moving along at around forty-five miles per hour.
The farther they traveled from their lines, the less desolate the surrounding landscape looked. Occasionally the line stopped as something was engaged farther up the line, but soon the trucks started moving again. Twenty minutes into the ride the scenery changed again. As the trucks rounded the top of a hill Ricks gasped in awe as he saw what was beyond. It looked like someone had taken a lawnmower and cut a row of grass through the next valley. A mass of burning vehicles sat to one side with some fires farther on, but it was only in a column with set boundaries.
“What the fuck did this?” asked the stunned driver.
“Beats the shit out of me,” Ricks said. “But I bet we won’t see many troops here,” he said. Neither had ever seen the results of B-52 carpet bombing. Thirty of the giant planes had been used in this run.
The column breezed through and on into the next valley. Richardson’s plan had worked well.
Pyongyang, North Korea
“The situation is dire, Comrade Chairman, one of the ministers said quietly. He had been chosen by the others to give the bad news and was expecting to be shot almost immediately. “Last night the Allied forces destroyed a majority of our food, ammunition, and fuel supplies. Somehow they found our underground storage facilities and were able to destroy them,” he said solemnly.
“How? Did they use their nuclear weapons? We have been told this was the only way to do it,” Kim seethed.
“No, Comrade Chairman. The few who survived, reported massive explosions from inside the facilities. We still do not know all the facts.”
“Then it must be sabotage! We have traitors assisting the enemy! I want them weeded out now!” he demanded.
“It is underway even now, Comrade Chairman,” said one of the Party officials.
“At the same time the Americans attacked and destroyed the fortified naval facilities at Wonsan and, in Nampo, the rail lines to the People’s Republic and our forces along the former border. But this is not the worst,” he said with some dread. “The Americans have struck twelve of our hydroelectric dams all inside our borders. All twelve have been destroyed. Because of this, we no longer have the electrical capacity to operate the remaining underground facilities that produce our munitions and critical supplies. Even our trains cannot run. To correct this situation, we have ordered four of our old coal fired plants brought back on line. This will provide adequate electrical supplies and should have our facilities operating in just a few weeks.”
Kim was seething with rage. Everyone could see it in his face. It looked to the men in the room as if he would explode at any second. “And what of the antiaircraft weapons at the dams?” he spat out.
“Comrade Chairman, as you recall, you ordered us to move what systems we could to provide protection to the capital and other vital facilities. This has been done and they are around the city even as we speak. The few gun systems left on the dam sites fired at some air targets, but they are using optical systems that are not very useful at night.”
Kim’s face was a deep red. “What other bad news do you bring?” he asked, glaring at the men in front of him.
“None, Comrade Chairman. Our forces are firmly in place in the south and the plan is to begin fresh attacks against the American lines within the hour. There are reports of artillery fire and bombing along the eastern sector of our advance, but our intelligence feels this is a diversion to try and keep us from attacking where we are. We have a division of troops and equipment in that sector. If anything does happen, they should be adequate to the task. The main goal is to maintain our primary offensive operation in the South and take Pusan as quickly as possible.”
The Chairman’s face lightened. Once Pusan was taken, the rest wouldn’t mean much. Dams could always be replaced and supplies restocked. They had several hundred thousand troops in the South. That was a reality and that was the mission at hand. He looked down at the map with all the places marked that had been destroyed. It was impressive that the Americans had been able to destroy so much in one night, but there was also the massive collection of troops and material in their land to the south. That far overshadowed the few pinpricks they had received.
“Comrades, you have done well to have our forces moving in accordance with the plan. They are poised to do the people’s business. I realize we cannot expect to remain unscathed in our efforts. However, we must be vigilant against saboteurs. I am convinced people within the government have provided aid to our enemies. They must be brought to justice,” he said firmly. “I want our forces to step up their attacks and bring this war to a conclusion. Do what you must to achieve the goals you are assigned. I shall deal with the traitors,” he said.
Kim turned on his heel and stormed out of the room, leaving the men standing shocked at the prospects. The mention of the word “traitor” meant there would be purges that rivaled Stalin’s in the Soviet Union. On the way out he grabbed two men and they followed him to his office. After closing the door he turned to the Defense Minister.
“You said earlier that our strategic forces are still intact,” he said. “How quickly could they be modified to strike at our enemies in the South?”
The Defense Minister blanched slightly. No one wanted to use the things. But even more, no one wanted to be shot for not following orders. “They will need to be modified slightly. Our technicians have devised a way to do this and are standing by to go to Yuktae-dong and make the changes. I have not prepositioned them there for fear they might be harmed in some American attack. Our ships are somewhat protected but the surrounding town is not. Would you like them to be moved there now?”
Kim thought a moment. “No. You are correct to be careful. It would not help to have our highly trained technicians lost to us as they were before, but have them ready to move on a moment’s notice,” he said dismissing the man.
The Defense Minister left the room and closed the door behind them. His skin was beginning to crawl standing between Choi and Kim. He knew exactly what they would be talking about and hoped that the plans did not include him.
South Korean Lines
At the end of the Second World War, many military leaders were wary of the introduction of so called push button weapons in warfare. The idea that missiles could be launched from anywhere to rain destruction down on an enemy without forces actually meeting each other was repugnant to them, but in reality it was not the missiles that threatened the end of person-on-person warfare. True, nuclear weapons would do exactly that, but the use of such weapons hurt everyone — friend and enemy.
The true problem came from real time reconnaissance information — in this case, from the KH-13 reconnaissance satellite. It gave commanders on the ground the knowledge of where the enemy was and where they were heading. Using that information, the commander could manipulate things to his advantage.
The advance of the North Korean Army into the South was watched closely. The North Koreans were single mindedly determined in their move toward Pusan. As a result, they took the easier route along the major valleys and roadways wrapping around the mountains on the peninsula. Along the way, General Monahan placed his troops to add obstacles along certain valleys and in certain directions to steer the North Koreans in one particular direction — towards the town of Hongcheon. Along the river and highway leading into the town lay a valley nearly two miles wide and four miles long. More importantly, the valley had only four accesses into it. Two of these were along North Korean advance.
Watching the advance, Monahan set his plan in motion. A large contingency of troops was placed in the middle of the valley in the hopes the enemy reconnaissance forces would see them there. The rest was up to the North Koreans.
The lead elements of the North Korean forces moved down into the wide valley separating them from the Allied forces in Hongcheon. The forces were packed closely together so that, as they moved, they could spread out and quickly fill the spaces between the hills. What little intelligence they had along with a few reconnaissance assets indicated this was where the defenses were the lightest, filled with simple infantry troops.
The North Korean commander was not taking chances. His artillery pounded the area for an hour with no response. There was actually no other choice but to go. The Party was demanding action. All the unit commanders understood it. It was also a main artery towards their destination. They had raised the spirits of the men to a fever pitch and were pressing them into action. One hundred sixty thousand more troops followed behind the lead elements, each waiting for their chance at glory.
Only four tanks were in the first wave. They were weaving back and forth as they crossed the divide and began shooting into the trees at the far side. The troops shifted back and forth across the area, making it look like some kind of confused dance.
The first warning came when the tanks and troops approached the tents for the infantry camp in the middle of the valley. The North Koreans moved in only to find the camp empty.
When the tanks reached the far side of the valley near the gap, they came in for a second surprise. The gap was actually a bend in a deep river with only one highway bridge across it. As the soldiers watched, the bridge exploded and collapsed in front of them.
In truth no American or any other Allied forces were in the valley or within a mile of it. A lone RPV circled overhead watching the progress from over 3,000 feet while the KH-13 watched from space. More and more North Korean troops filled the valley. Separate commands began filing in from the two directions. At first, there was no problem, and the commanders met to determine the course of action, not realizing that troops were still filling the valley. Men, equipment, supplies, and tanks poured in. When the valley floor was filled with men and equipment, the Allied response was triggered.
A-10 Warthogs suddenly popped over the hills behind the North Korean troops coming in from the two adjacent valleys and began firing into the packed men and equipment, forcing them to move more rapidly into the giant valley ahead of them. This action was followed by Cobra helicopter gunships that began sweeping the area. The result was the North Koreans were ‘herded’ into the now packed valley, further compressing the troops into one huge mass. As more troops entered the area, they too were herded into the trap.
After nearly an hour of herding, the Allied artillery opened up. More than 100 pieces of artillery were hidden in the hills around the large valley. Systematically, they began sweeping their fire through the tightly packed men, firing until their magazines were emptied and they turned it back over to the airplanes and helicopters.
As the firing stopped for a moment, some of the North Korean commanders thought it was over and a troop assault might begin. They began to rally their troops once more. They failed to see four airplanes flying about 5,000 feet above them.
The AC-130 Specters lined up to do their deadly business. Well known for their ability to provide pinpoint targeting accuracy against ground targets, there was little chance for them to miss. More than 160,000 troops were contained in the valley below. The 20mm Vulcan cannons began unleashing their rapid fire devastation on the troops below while their 40mm took on heavier concentrations and heavy equipment. The 105mm gun looked for packed supplies and trucks along with the few farmhouses in the area where troops could hide. The four gunships lazily plied back and forth over the valley carrying out their deadly business.
The troops in the valley panicked. Many tried to climb the hills but were forced back into the valley by helicopter gunships that popped over the crests and fired directly into them. On occasion, a handheld missile would cross the sky toward one of the helicopters, but in most cases the helicopter simply ducked back down behind the crest of the hill. Only five helicopters were lost to the handheld missiles.
The problem for the North Koreans was that the valley had no hiding places. It was mostly agriculture and the few farmhouses had been targeted early. The enemy troops had no place to run. One courageous group tried to swim the river, only to be mowed down by several sets of machine guns on the opposite side. Men were dying by the score as the aircraft cut through them like a scythe through wheat. When they tried to regroup and go back through the valley entrances, they found their entrance was closed by more aircraft and gunships.
The killing continued for more than an hour. After a while the pilots and crews began to grow weary of the slaughter. They herded the remaining troops into one corner of the valley and began shooting only those who raised a rifle toward them. Finally, the remaining few North Koreans began to throw down their weapons and raised their hands. In some cases, fanatical officers shot the men giving up. That usually ended with the officer being killed by his own people. The men had been through enough. Some even fashioned a white flag. Only then did the Bradleys enter the valley over a set of hills and take charge of the troops. Medics were called in to help the wounded. When the final count came in, more than 160,000 troops had been cornered in the valley. Of those, only 16,257 came out unscathed.
* * *
It took less than a week to reach Seoul. General Richardson’s troops secured the entrances to the city on the north and eastern sides while General Monahan’s troops secured the south. Admiral Thacke secured the western approaches by blockading Inchon Harbor. A message was sent to the North Korean commander requesting his surrender. The response was an artillery barrage against Richardson’s positions on the eastern edge of the city.
“Well, we gave them a chance,” Richardson said as the artillery rounds fell near one of the main highways leading to the city. “Major, talk to me,” she said.
Major Leptin was an intelligence officer assigned to the command. It was his turn at the morning brief. “Ma’am, it’s obvious the commander didn’t like your message, but he’s being crafty.” He pointed to a detailed map of the city and the surrounding area. “We are seeing him mass his troops to the north of the city. Their focal point is right here near the World Cup Stadium,” he said pointing to a place along the Han River. “We believe they are going to try and make a break up the Han back into North Korea. It would only mean about a twenty-three mile run.”
“Doesn’t the guy realize we own most of that property right now?” she asked.
“We don’t know that he does. Our units haven’t really attacked any of their troops in that vicinity and he may not have that many troops outside Seoul itself. But he definitely knows we took Euijeongbu, Changsudul, and Sinhwa-ri. That pretty much hems him in. Something we have been watching on the satellite is troop emplacements in certain areas of the city. They have selected specific sites to defend that will give us major headaches as we enter. They all involve key junctions and tall buildings allowing them to control large sectors from those points. Several of them involve schools and other public buildings. We have noticed a large number of civilians being rounded up and placed in these buildings. So we should expect they are using them as shields against our troops. In the case of the schools, the children have not been allowed to leave in the past two days.”
“My god!” muttered one of the officers in the room.
“General, this goes along with what we have seen before. The command leadership is fanatical in their beliefs and has no qualms about throwing lives away to achieve their aims. In this case, they plan on making us pay dearly for Seoul, both in lives and in propaganda,” Leptin said closing his brief.
For one of the few times in her life Richardson was furious. How could fellow human beings do things like that? Not only would they throw their lives away, but force her to expend lives under her command as well. Not on my watch, she thought.
The supply officer was about to make his report but she waved him off. “Anything substantial?” she asked him. He shook his head.
“OK then, let’s get some things going. Based on what we see, this is going to be a rough proposition. Obviously the North wants to make us pay and then sneak away up the river. Well, that’s not going to happen. The minute they start moving that direction, I want to cut them off at the knees. From what I see, the only place to ford is near Munsan. The last time I looked we own that property as well. When he gets there, let’s show him what happens when you land on Boardwalk,” she said referring to a popular board game where that was the most expensive property.
“As for the city, I don’t relish going in and I don’t relish starving them out. So let’s think about this a little. You say they are fortifying just key emplacements?” Richardson asked.
“Yes, Ma’am. We have those pinpointed.”
“Then we change our tactics. No planes or artillery since we will kill civilians. But it means we use our infantry as if we are going after insurgents. It’s a police action again. We learned a shit load about that in Iraq. Let’s put it to good use. Lightning raids on the company level. Send in plenty of snipers and just root them out like a bad tooth. At the same time, start moving our heavy stuff along that line with a major stopper at Munsan. No one goes home, gentlemen. No one makes it across that border; not across the bridge and not by swimming the river. How are we going to keep them from the other side of the river along the way?” she asked.
“General, that river is only about 12 miles from Sido Island. It’s deep water. I can ask Admiral Thacke if he could put some of his ships up there. That way he could reach both sides of the river,” said Commander Jacobs, the Navy liaison.
“Good plan. Let me know what he says.” She returned to the others. “I want options to me by 5 pm. When approved, I want people on the road by 6. Let’s get a move on.”
The staff stood up and left the tent. Around headquarters, things really started to move.
* * *
It was cold now in Korea. Once the sun went down the temperatures plummeted. Ricks huddled beside one of the trucks sipping some coffee. As a part of the spearhead across the peninsula, they saw their share of action, but it was mostly minor skirmishes since the Air Force had blown most of the North Korean Army into the dark ages. The assignment this evening was something else.
Ricks was nervous. He and his unit were assigned to a Marine command to go in and take a key spot. A young lieutenant briefed everyone in and gave them the bad news. They were going to take out a school house full of children. Their orders were to rout out the North Koreans and try not to let any of the kids get hurt. All intelligence knew was there were over 100 DPRs in there. There was no word on what they might have with them, besides the kids. It was the toughest assignment he’d been given.
Ricks was trying to stay warm when someone walked up next to him.
“Ricks?” the man asked.
Ricks looked up to see Corporal Miller looking down at him. He broke out in a smile and stood up. “Damn, Miller, how’s it going? Don’t tell me you are assigned to this fiasco too.” He said cheerfully as they shook hands.
“Yeah. We’re going in with you to try and pick off a few where we can. Brought my rifle and a couple of pistols,” he said handing one over. “They told me you were coming along and I thought you might like to carry one.”
Ricks took the weapon, a 9mm with a silencer attached. “Damn right. I was wondering how we might get in. We go shooting up things with the M-16s and all hell will break loose. How many of these are we taking?”
“My guys brought ten and I have five guys with me in my squad. We all have the silenced rifles. The Lieutenant said this should be a stealthy mission. You still have night vision?”
“Yep, and a couple sets of batteries. Shall I pick out the guys to use these?” he asked holding up the pistol.
“That would be the plan. I told the Lieutenant you would know who the sharpshooters were. He said to have at it. Why don’t you grab the guys and meet me over by the command tent. I’ll have the weapons and ammo.”
“Good enough,” said Ricks. He went to his squad and grabbed ten of his best people and assembled with Miller by the tent. Miller handed out the pistols and ammunition. As they were doing it, the Lieutenant walked up.
“You’re getting loaded out. That’s good,” said Lieutenant Dickson. “OK, guys, listen up. You all know what’s going to be happening. I need you guys to lead this charge. I am having another group make a diversion on the other side of the building while we go in the back door. All of you have the night vision glasses and the silenced weapons. My goal is to sneak in and get the kids out if we can. Once that’s done we can kill everybody in the place as far as I’m concerned,” he said. “Now I don’t know where the kids are. They could be in classrooms or could be in the gym or something, but we find them and get them out. Use these things to take out anyone who tries to stop us or looks like will try and hurt a kid. Once we get them away we can start making our way through the building and securing it,” he said.
The men around him nodded in understanding. “Most of all, try and not get killed. I hate writing letters to mommy,” he said with a grin. The men around him chuckled. He looked around the group and saw Ricks standing there with his staff sergeant stripes. “You must be Sergeant Ricks,” he said extending his hand. “Glad to have you with us. I appreciate your help,” he said.
“My pleasure, Lieutenant. You going to lead us in?”
“Damn right! You cover mine, and I’ll cover yours,” Dickson said.
“Fair enough, sir. What time do we shove off?”
Dickson glanced at his watch. “Ten minutes. We’ll go by truck a good part of the way. We’ll be breaking off from the convoy pretty early on.”
“Convoy?” Ricks asked.
“We’re not the only ones doing nasty jobs tonight,” Dickson said. “But I’ll be glad when our part is over.”
Ricks nodded. This guy Dickson was okay. He seemed like a smart guy and he didn’t mind taking the point with the ground pounders when it got rough. At least he wasn’t wet behind the ears like some. Ricks loaded up his extra ammo clips and equipment, slung his pack over his shoulders, and walked over to the truck that would take them to their mission. Hell, at least we don’t have to walk all the way, he thought.
* * *
A short distance away, Hufham was talking with Lt. Colonel Peterson. “So we are to give these guys a diversion. In plain talk I have to get my guys shot at for a while,” he said with a little disgust.
“What do you expect? Should they let us just walk in?” Peterson asked. “We need to get their attention so that Marine unit can sneak in and get some kids out. Those monkeys are using kids as hostages.
“Screw that. Where do you want us to be?” The idea of holding defenseless kids really pissed Hufham off.
“On this side of the building and down the street,” Peterson said pointing at the map. “I figure we make some noise like we’re heading in. They take some shots and we just sit back and let them shoot. We occasionally shoot back in that direction, but not really at the building. I’m having a Bradley cruise around some too. Might draw what fire they have out. When I get the signal, then we can move in and clean house,” Peterson said.
Hufham nodded. “I can handle that. When do we leave?”
Peterson grinned. “Right now. Get your guys and meet me back here in five.”
Hufham grunted. “Be right back.” It didn’t take long. The squad was already alerted and ready. They grabbed their gear and assembled with the Colonel. Two Bradleys were waiting. The men piled in and moved out.
* * *
The school was a four story building on the eastern approach to Seoul. It was in the shape of a “C” with the top of the “C” a little shorter than the bottom. In the center of the “C” was a courtyard where the children could play. The building towered over the one and two story homes and businesses in that part of the city. Major roads were within 300 yards in any direction and streets seemed to branch out from the school. Most of the surrounding neighborhood was homes and small business.
The North Koreans occupied the top two floors and had installed several pieces of artillery along with machine guns. From where they were, they had a clear shot for over three miles in any direction. This included the key bridges entering the city from the southeast.
Dickson and his men entered the city through Guri, sheltered by some high hills on the east of Seoul. Navigating through some narrow roads between the hills, they entered the neighborhoods of Seoul and made their way toward the school. On one occasion, they stopped to take a look at their objective. The school rose like some monolith in the sea of rooftops.
Dickson and his men stopped the trucks in an alley beside a small home just south of the school, about 200 yards away. They were masked by some two story structures across a narrow street. The men quickly and silently began working their way toward the school.
When they got to one four lane road, Dickson stopped the team and turned to Ricks. “The school should be just beyond this road and those houses,” he said pointing. “We should be at the end of the building so there shouldn’t be many guys who can see us, but we need to spread out and make our way. Pass the word. No big groups. We move in and gather at a retaining wall just below this end. If you see anyone, we stop and take care of it,” he said. “Now send Miller up here.”
Ricks nodded and passed the word on back down the line. Miller soon appeared with his rifle and took off with Dickson in the lead. Ricks was proud of the way the men were doing. Their uniforms blended in with the surroundings perfectly and, with no lights on, they would be nearly impossible to see from the school. Everyone was painted up and moving without a sound.
Dickson switched on his night vision glasses. After passing the street, he stopped at the corner of a building and peered cautiously around it. They were about seventy yards from the school and he could see two men walking along the top of the retaining wall at the end of the school. Both carried rifles. Dickson motioned for Miller to have a look. Miller studied the situation for a moment, then nodded. He raised one finger and pointed to the right, then pointed left indicating the sequence he would take.
Miller took careful aim with his rifle and waited until the guard on the right was far away from the other guard, then he gently squeezed the trigger. A light “pap” sound was heard and he saw the guard on the right drop from sight. He quickly switched to the second guard. In just three seconds he too was down and Dickson motioned his men forward. They gathered at the base of the retaining wall and, using hand signals, fanned out toward the entrance.
A set of doors were the only access to that side of the school. It was at the narrow end of the building with no windows except in the doors. Silently walking up four steps, Dickson eased up to the window level and glanced inside. No one was in the hallway beyond the doors. Taking a few more steps, he reached the doors and eased his head up until he could see into the window again more clearly.
He could see a long dark hallway with classrooms and lockers on both sides. The hall itself was empty. To Dickson, it looked much like a typical American school with concrete block walls and windowed doors.
Dickson looked down at the door and its handle. The door was slightly ajar indicating the guards had recently used it. Shifting to the other side of the doorway he pulled the door open just slightly and looked for any strings or other booby traps that might be set up; but there were none. He turned to the men behind him, raised two fingers, and pointed. Then he and Ricks eased the door open and passed inside.
Both men flattened themselves against the walls and waited for any kind of alarm. They were lucky the doors didn’t squeak. Cautiously, they made their way to the first set of classroom doors opposite each other in the hallway. Ricks peered into the classroom. It was empty. Looking toward Dickson, he gave a thumbs up and continued to the second. The sound of footsteps caused them to flatten against the wall again.
A guard walked across the entrance on the far end of the hall. He didn’t bother to glance in their direction but instead continued to walk his rounds. In a few seconds, they heard the squeak of the soles of his shoes as he turned and came back. This time, he looked down the hall, but seeing nothing, continued on.
Ricks took a breath again. This clandestine stuff was for the birds. He was just as happy shooting the guy and being done with it, but the addition of children prevented that. He noticed Dickson freeze and hold up his hand.
Dickson looked into the next classroom and found it had been turned into a barracks. Six men were inside sleeping on cots. He raised three fingers, then raised them again before pointing at the room. Looking back down the hall, six men had entered besides him and Ricks.
Ricks motioned for two men to come up. They eased around the lockers and joined them at the door with their silenced pistols in their hands. Dickson held up the six fingers again, then pointed at the gun and gave a cut sign across his throat. Both men nodded in understanding. They gently opened the door and walked inside. There was a soft sound almost as if some drops of rain had hit the floor, then the two men eased back out of the room.
The team continued to make its way silently up the hall looking into each room. They reached the end of the hall and peered around the corner. One man was walking up and down the long hallway while another was sitting at a small table reading under a lamp. At the far end of the hall were four other men just standing around.
This was getting complicated. The targets were too far away for the pistols and with the small light on, there was a chance they might be seen. Dickson felt a tug on his arm. It was Miller.
“Let me get my guys up here. We can get the ones at the end and by the light. Wait till the guard comes this way and one of you can take him out,” he whispered only loud enough to be heard by Dickson.
Dickson nodded in understanding and gave another thumbs up. Miller and his men spread out across the hall behind some lockers and took a bead on the targets at the far end. They waited as the one guard slowly made his way toward them.
The guard was tired. It was an hour into his watch and he was already bored to death. His place was out killing Americans not nursemaiding children. His rifle was slung over his shoulder as he slowly walked down the hall. It was bad enough they spent all day lugging the guns up the stairways and getting them set up, but to spend half the night wandering the halls was beyond reason. The officer took the only chair available. He was sitting reading Mao’s Little Red Book while the soldiers kept watch. The further up the hall he got the darker it became. The building was just over 100 yards long from end to end. That light in the middle made it worse. Twice he had tripped on something left on the floor. As he neared the end of the hall something didn’t look quite right. Usually the lockers made a straight line shadow in the dim light that he watched for to make sure he didn’t hit them. This time it did not. He reached for his gun when he saw a very small flash.
All the targets dropped at once as the snipers fired. A slight clatter was heard at the other end as a couple of rifles hit the hard floor. Miller took one more shot and snuffed the lamp, sending the hallway into total darkness. A little more quickly the men moved down the hall, glancing into the rooms and making sure no one else was around.
A small light came from one room. The radio operator had his headset on and was intent on listening to something. One shot from Ricks’ pistol took care of business. He lowered the man back on the table to look like he was sleeping and placed a helmet on the man’s head. Picking up the headset, he put it to his ear. The man had been listening to South Korean Rock and Roll. By the time he came back out the door, the others were pulling the bodies out of the hallway into a classroom.
Some shouts could be heard from the upper floors and, in the distance came the sound of a diesel engine. Some soldiers on the upper landings were talking and moving around. No one came down the stairs. They were too intent on watching the roads.
Looking into the large doors at the end of the hallway, Dickson found what they had been looking for. The cafeteria floor was lined with sleeping children. There were two men inside as far as he could see. One was sitting behind a machine gun at one corner; its muzzle aiming towards the children. He was about to signal the others when someone he hadn’t seen turned the corner and walked toward the doors. Dickson backed quickly away and waited for the man to come through. Oblivious to what had occurred outside, the man slapped the doors open and walked through allowing them to close behind him. Dickson raised his pistol and put a round through the soldier’s left ear. He watched the already dead body tumble like a rag.
Thinking fast, Dickson motioned for Ricks to join him. He grabbed the man’s rifle and slung it over his shoulder like the dead man had carried it, then pulled the blood stained hat over his head. He and Ricks casually opened the doors and walked into the gym. Dickson walked to a position behind the man on the machine gun and leaned up against the wall. Ricks did almost the same, walking farther down the wall toward the second soldier standing guard over the kids on the other side. Ricks pulled up a chair and sat down. Both had a clear shot. Ricks saw Dickson raise his pistol and he did the same. The shots went off almost at the same time.
Ricks sprinted to the opposite side of the room and glared into the kitchen. It was empty. He gave a thumbs up to Dickson who called in the rest of the troops.
More than 100 children were in the cafeteria. At first Dickson wasn’t sure what they would do with them all, but one child raised his head, wondering what was going on. One of the soldiers nearby came over and pressed a finger to his lips and shushed him. Then, one-by one, the soldiers began waking the children and telling them in both English and Korean to keep very quiet. To Dickson’s surprise, none of them screamed or cried out, although a few wanted to start talking. He motioned to Ricks to come over.
“If we try and go out the kitchen, the people on the other floors might see. It’s the shortest wing. Let’s get them down the hall and back out where we came in. Have six of the guys lead the kids to the trucks and hold them there while we search the other floors,” he said.
Ricks nodded and got things going. Very quietly the children began walking down the halls. Unfortunately the sounds of little feet were hard to mask and Dickson and the others cringed at the noise. But no one came down the stairs at the end of the halls or at the main entrance.
Outside the building, first one, then another tracked vehicle came down the street several hundred yards away. Ricks could hear orders being given on one of the upper floors and weapons being loaded.
Scanning the courtyard and the streets around the building, the coast was clear and the children were quickly led around the retaining wall to a building at the far side of the street out of sight.
Dickson turned back to Ricks. “OK, now for the fun part. You ready to go up a flight?” he asked in a whisper.
“Do we have a choice?”
Dickson stifled a laugh. “Let’s go.”
The men walked down the first hall again and half the unit went to the stairwell at one end with Ricks while the rest stayed with Dickson. As the men quietly ascended the stairs, a loud bang resounded as one of the guns opened up on the parading Bradleys. Along with the shouts by the soldiers were the screams of more children. Dashing up the final few steps, Dickson looked around the corner of the stairwell.
The hall had several men walking around going between rooms in the center of the hall. Making his way, Dickson saw that the end classrooms were vacant, but the second one had children inside. He saw no guards. Checking the door, it was locked.
He motioned for his men to come ahead and begin going from room to room. Looking back in the door window, he saw that no children were near the door itself. Aiming his pistol at the lock, he pulled the trigger twice. The door opened and he stepped inside to a scream. Some of the girls thought he was there to kill them. He motioned for them to quiet down, but they kept it up. Suddenly the light was flipped on and he turned to see a North Korean soldier standing in the doorway. He raised his pistol and fired before the man could spread the alarm, spinning the soldier around and slamming him to the floor. A second soldier appeared wearing an American uniform and the night vision goggles. He snapped the lights back off before firing one more into the North Korean.
Now the children were silent — too shocked to really comprehend what they had just seen. Dickson shushed the children to get their attention, then said in a low voice “American.”
The second soldier began rapidly speaking to them in Korean and the kids quietly followed them out of the room and down the stairs. He was about to go down the hall when Ricks caught up. “Second floor secured. Looks like the third is empty. All the guns and soldiers are on the fourth,” he said. “There are some children in another classroom down this hall. We’re bringing them out.”
A line of very young children began making their way down the hall. They were half way when a soldier came down the central stairs. He saw the children and one of the American soldiers and gave a shout of alarm. “Cover us!” shouted Dickson and he grabbed some children and began running toward the far stairwell.
Soldiers began firing down the central stairs and rushing down to stop the men and children. Discarding their pistols, Ricks and his men began firing their M-16s into the packed soldiers as they came down the landing, then tossed a grenade up one flight. Explosions shook the building as grenades cleared the initial assault. But the North Koreans now abandoned their big guns and took up their small arms. Ricks tossed another grenade and dashed up the stairs after it went off. He was followed by a squad of his men. They took cover on the third floor and watched as a squad of North Koreans bounded down the stairs going for the second. They were mowed down before they made it past the door. Ricks called his men to move down the hall toward the end stairwell where more shooting and loud explosions were heard.
They entered the landing to see several North Koreans descending the stairs toward the screams of the children. Ricks immediately opened up on the men while squad members tossed grenades up to the fourth floor landing. They ducked back inside the third floor hall before the grenades went off.
The explosion was horrendous. It peeled the roof off the school building and sent a fireball 100 feet in the air. The grenades landed near a soldier who used his rifle to knock them away. Unwittingly he knocked them into the ready service ammunition for the 78mm gun. The gun was blown out the front of the building onto the street below and parts of the fourth floor collapsed down onto the third. Seeing the explosion, Lt. Colonel Peterson figured correctly that things were not going well, loaded up the Bradleys, and headed in.
The carnage was nearly complete. As they approached the school they saw fires burning on one side of the building. Peterson’s men rounded to the back of the building just in time to see Dickson’s men crouching behind the retaining wall with some of the children. Quickly exiting the Bradley, Peterson was told there were more children and where they would be, then he got as many children inside the transport as he could and sent it off to meet up with the rest down the road.
The second Bradley entered the school from the area of the gym. Hufham quickly had his men spread out and begin making their way through the halls and up the stairs. Three children were found huddled in the hall on the first floor and were taken to safety.
Peterson entered the same way Dickson’s group had and met up with Hufham at the end of the hall. They were stopped on the first landing at the sound of muffled sobs coming from what looked like a body at the base of the stairs.
Hufham shined a light at the sounds. Lieutenant Dickson’s body lay huddled over a young boy, no more than 8 years old. In his last act, he had thrown himself over the boy to protect him from a grenade that dropped almost right beside them. His arms were still wrapped around the young boy. Gently, Hufham eased the Lieutenant’s body off the child and laid it back. He picked up the frightened boy and carried him back down the hall.
Peterson looked down at the face of the Lieutenant. His eyes were closed and there was a serene look on his face — as if he knew he had done a wonderful thing. Even his lips appeared to turn up slightly in a smile. Peterson knelt beside the young man and removed the Lieutenant’s helmet, brushing back his hair, then laying his hand on the young man’s cheek. “God bless you, Lieutenant,” he said softly, removing his helmet and saying a short prayer.
Another soldier came up to Peterson. “Sir, we have some wounded guys up on third.”
Peterson put his helmet back on. “Lead the way, Corporal.”
The two men made their way to the center stairwell, through the wreckage and up to the third floor. The devastation on the third floor was not so bad at first, but as they made their way farther Peterson could see parts of the fourth floor had caved in. Two men were being treated by medics and a small group had gathered toward the worst of the wreckage. Peterson walked up and looked down into the beam of the flashlights. “Oh no,” he sighed.
Ricks lay unconscious on the floor. His flack vest was peppered with holes and he was cut in several places on his face and arms.
“We can’t get him out, Colonel,” said one man. He pointed to Ricks’ legs trapped from just below the knees by a huge section of concrete and rebar from the fourth floor. One of the Medics was placing a tourniquet on a leg to stem the blood flow as the legs bled under the slab.
“Get Hufham. Then call in and get as many men as it will take to get that slab off him. I want this man alive,” he ordered.
Hufham arrived two minutes later. “The kids are in the trucks and on their way,” he said as he walked down the hall. “Who got hurt?” he asked. Peterson walked up and took his arm. He looked at Hufham in the semi-darkness.
“Son-of-a-bitch,” Hufham said as he pushed past to see his friend lying on the floor. He knelt beside Ricks and took his hand. “Dale? Dale, are you with me?” he asked.
“I gave him morphine, but he was already unconscious,” said the Medic. “I got tourniquets on his legs, but we’ve got to get him out from here,” he said.
Hufham nodded through his tears and looked around at Rick’s legs. “Well he ain’t gonna get away that easy,” he said. Turning to two soldiers, “You two find some crow bars or some long pieces of steel or pipe. Let’s see if we can pry him out of this,” he shouted. The men dashed down the hall and down the stairs.
“Watch after him,” Hufham ordered as he got up and sprinted to the fourth floor. That was where he found what he was looking for, two long steel rods used to position guns for aiming. Grabbing them, he dragged them down the stairs to the third floor. Calling up the rest of the squad, the men lined up and positioned the thin tip of the rods under the concrete on either side of Ricks. Using another piece of concrete for leverage, six men put their weight on the ends of the bars and the concrete slab lifted slightly. The medic and Peterson pulled Ricks from the rubble before the concrete fell back into place.
Ricks’ legs and feet were mashed flat. There was no substance to them and blood was everywhere. The Medic tightened the tourniquets once more and the men placed Ricks gently on a stretcher. Once done, they quickly took him to an awaiting Bradley and secured him inside. Peterson yelled up to the driver. “Floor this thing and get that man to a hospital now!”
The Bradley lurched forward and rapidly accelerated down the highway. Peterson and Hufham looked at each other. “Sorry, Paul. Damn!” Peterson exclaimed as he too felt the sorrow wash over him for a second.
“It’s OK, Boss. Let’s get back to work before we start sobbin’ like a couple of women watching soap operas,” Hufham said. The two men made their way back to the school to mop things up. At least this one would be marked “mission accomplished.”
Pyongyang, North Korea
“Comrade Chairman, we have lost communications with our forward units” the Defence Minister stated. “They have been on the attack for the last eight hours and have failed to report. The telephone communications have been lost south of the former border and radio is out. I am unable to tell you of the results of that battle and have sent messengers by car to retrieve it,” he said.
“What have you done to restore communications?”
“We have sent technicians along the telephone lines to find the disruption. They are accompanied by additional soldiers in case there is trouble. I have also sent new radio units down to the commanders in case they have been destroyed in the fighting.”
“Any other reports?”
“We had a report from the commander in Seoul saying he was surrounded and trying to break out. I sent a message that he is to stand his ground. No Allied soldiers are between Seoul and Pyongyang and the North Korean Army is not that far away. Obviously the man is having mental problems. I sent a new commanding general to relieve him of duties. Once he arrives there will be an end to cowardice in the ranks,” the Minister said.
“Indeed. I wish to be informed the instant we receive word from the south,” Kim demanded. “I also wish for you to send the technicians to the ship. I believe it is time we demonstrated our real power,” he said.
The Minister nodded. “I will order it immediately.”
“Good. Now continue with the briefings,” Kim said.
Near Kaesong, North Korea
General Hu Dong Sui rode in his staff car through the North Korean countryside. The Defense Minister himself selected him to relieve the garrison commander in Seoul. His orders were quite clear — hold Seoul and maintain it as a base of operations for the People’s Army. The roads in North Korea were fairly poor. It took three hours so far to travel the eighty miles from Pyongyang to the area north of Seoul. He would cross the bridge at Munsan and from there would be very close indeed.
The driver saw the sign for Kaesong, one of the last towns before crossing the border. He could see lights up ahead and some vehicles. The driver slowed the car and eventually brought it to a halt.
“Why are you stopping?” asked Hu.
“Comrade, those do not look like our tanks,” said the driver. He was visibly nervous.
Hu looked at the vehicles ahead and then gasped, “They are Americans!”
Shots began to ricochet off the car as the driver jammed it into reverse and backed into the darkness. Sliding sideways into a turn, he quickly shoved the car in first gear and gunned the engine, sending a shower of gravel along the road behind them. The car sped along the road, often swerving and almost going into the ditch. At Kyejong-gol the driver slid to a halt outside the police station. Hu ran inside.
“I need a telephone line to the capital immediately,” he demanded. The man behind the desk produced an old telephone receiver and Hu dialed the operator.
“This is General Hu Dong Sui. I need you to connect me with the People’s Palace immediately!” After a minute someone answered. “This is General Hu. I must speak to the Defense Minister immediately. It is of great importance!”
“The Defense Minister is in a conference with the Chairman right now. He must not be disturbed.”
“Disturb him! The Americans are within our country!”
“That’s impossible.”
“It is possible and you must connect me now or I will have you shot!”
The line clicked and began to ring again. Someone answered quietly.
“This is General Hu, I must speak to the Defense Minister.”
“I am sorry, but the Def…”
“I do not care if he is available or not. Put him on the phone right now!”
In a few seconds the familiar voice came on the line. “This is the Defense Minister, who is this?”
“Comrade Minister, it is General Hu. The Americans are in Kaesong. I was nearly shot by one of their tanks on the road leading toward Pyongyang.”
“Are you certain, Comrade?”
“Yes, Comrade Minister. I have the bullet holes in the car to prove it. We must send troops immediately!”
“Where are you?” the Minister asked.
Kyejong-gol at the local police station. I can wait here for troops, but they must be sent now, comrade.”
“Stay there, it will be done,” the Minister said hanging up the telephone. He turned to the group. “Pardon me, comrades, but I have received alarming news. General Hu just told me that American tanks are in Kaesong. Somehow the Americans are north of our border and moving toward Pyongyang.”
The crowd of men began shouting back and forth. No one believed the report and everyone was trying to cast blame on someone else. The Defense Minister raised his hand to quiet the men. “Comrades, we must act quickly. Have the army troops guarding Pyongyang mustered and sent to the south to counter this threat. General Hu is waiting in Kyejong-gol. He can get things organized. Chairman, you are very correct in moving the technicians. I will get them on a train and have them there by tomorrow evening. I recommend we use nuclear attack plan bravo and launch against key installations in the south. This will stop any incursion and allow us to regain our footing,” he said decisively.
Kim was standing there with his mouth open, still processing the invasion of the motherland. He dumbly nodded. “Make your plans and prepare to move from the capital if necessary. Where are additional troops we can send into this?”
“There are none, Comrade. Your prior ministers failed to inform you we were using up our reserves? We drew down everything but the Chinese border guards and the troops around our military facilities and Pyongyang for this final push. We may be faced with no army at all!” he shouted. “We must act now and save what we can until we know exactly what we have!”
Kim nodded. “Make the arrangements. Choi and I will accompany you to see the missiles launch. I want all the ministers to meet with us there tomorrow evening. Now go!” he shouted.
The room emptied quickly leaving only Kim and Choi. “Have some of your men meet us there. Once the missiles launch that man is dead along with the other ministers. If we have to start new, then let it be with trusted advisors,” he said turning on his heel and leaving the room.
Seoul, South Korea
The North Korean evacuation of Seoul lasted only thirty minutes. Using all the vehicles they could scrounge up, the 30,000 man garrison departed from the World Cup Stadium and made a dash along the highway beside the Han River. They covered exactly eight miles before the shells from the battleships Massachusetts, New Jersey, and Missouri began pounding them to pieces. They were also harassed by artillery and tanks. The last six trucks remaining reached the bend in the river near Munsan before the Apache gunships blocked their way. The garrison commander died in the barrage. Only a lieutenant was left. He got out of the civilian truck he was in and raised his hands. He looked across the river into North Korea, only to see an American flag flying on the promontory.
Kaesong, North Korea
Just as before, General Richardson watched them come. The convoy of troops made its way across the dirt roads of North Korea putting up a cloud of dust behind them that could be seen from space. They stopped in Kyejong-gol, picked up General Hu, and made their way south. The convoy reached the place the General had seen the tanks, but nothing was there. They proceeded to Kaesong and drove straight to the government buildings. American flags were flying everywhere.
General Hu was furious. He got out of the truck and stormed into the building demanding to know why the flags were flying. Sitting at a desk in the main hall was General Claire Richardson. Behind her were the flags of the United States and the Marine Corps.
“What can I do for you, General?” she asked from her seat.
He started to draw his weapon when he heard the clicks of more than twenty rifles that came out from behind the curtains. He slid the pistol back in the holster. In perfect English he said, “I am here to demand your surrender.”
Richardson laughed hard. As she did, the sound of helicopters and other equipment filled the air around the building. “General, that’s funny. I suggest you look outside and rethink your proposal.”
General Hu was not used to being addressed in this manner, especially by a woman, but he could hear everything outside. He calmly walked to the curtains and a Marine pulled them back.
The whole building was surrounded by Apache and Cobra attack helicopters. Behind that, Ospreys were landing and discharging troops. A ring of M-1 tanks was wheeling in around the thirty trucks he had come with, and American troops were pouring out of every building. It had been a trap and he fell for it. It was a dejected man who turned to face General Richardson.
“General, we have been following your convoy through most of the mountains pulling off trucks one at a time. You were making so much dust you didn’t notice. My tanks have taken over the roads leading to Pyongyang and I will be entering the city within a few days. You can do nothing to stop it. Even if you shoot me right now, there are others who will take my place,” said Richardson. She stood and walked up to the man. “Your people are being well treated and will come to no harm. This fight is over. If you will follow these gentlemen you will be taken to a secure place.”
Hu looked at her hard. “You are not asking for a surrender?”
Richardson pulled the curtain back again. “General, do you see anything to surrender?”
The two walked out of the building and he climbed into her Humvee after exchanging salutes. After the vehicle left, Richardson turned to a Colonel on her staff. “Have the troops continue on to Pyongyang and take up positions as planned. I’m going back to Seoul and check in. I’ll catch up later this evening,” she said. The two exchanged salutes and the General climbed aboard an Osprey for the short flight back to Seoul.
MASH Unit Near Seoul
The MASH unit was operating out of portable field hospital tents set up just outside Seoul. The doctors worked on Ricks for five hours before having him wheeled into an intensive care unit. The surgeon walked out of the operating theater and slowly pulled the cap off his head. In some ways the MASH units were exactly like the television show. They took in badly mangled bodies and fixed them up to go to a larger hospital. In Ricks’ case, both legs had to be amputated just below the knee. He had tried to make things work, but they were so badly crushed he couldn’t restore blood flow to the feet. The things had popped like a watermelon being hit by a car. As he came out of the tent, two men were standing there waiting for him. Though tired, the doctor was always there to help.
“Hello, Colonel, what can I do for you today?” he asked.
“Doctor, we are waiting to hear about a sergeant named Ricks. Do you know if he’s out of surgery?”
The doctor was somewhat surprised. It was seldom that a wounded man got senior officer attention. And the man with him was a sergeant major. “Yes, he’s out. Why don’t you come with me?”
Hearing the noise of something landing at a pad, the doctor took the men into another climate-controlled tent and they sat down. “I just got out of surgery with your Sergeant Ricks. Unfortunately we had to remove both his legs. There was just no way to save them,” he said. He saw the pained reaction on the faces of the two men. “He lost a ton of blood, but we were able to replace it. His other vital signs are coming back. I was able to save about eight inches of his tibia and fibula so that it will be easier for him to wear a prosthetic. The rest of the cuts and bruises we were able to sew up with no problem. The big thing now is to watch him a few days in case of infection and then ship him home.” The doctor could tell his words were not helping the men, but he continued on. “Look, guys, I did my best. At least he’s alive and he can learn to walk again,” the doctor said.
“It’s OK, Doc,” said Hufham. “It’s just that Ricks has been with us since the very day this thing started. He’s got a new wife down in Pusan and…” he muttered out before stopping.
“Is there anything we can do to help?” asked Peterson.
“Not at present. When he wakes up he’ll need a lot of support. Losing limbs is pretty traumatic for a guy. If you can keep checking in when you can, I can let you know when he comes around, then maybe we can get his wife up to be with him. We won’t be moving him for a while,” he said.
The door opened and General Richardson walked in. Glancing over she saw Peterson and Hufham stand and went over to greet them. “Hello, Colonel, Sergeant Major. I was looking for you. What are you guys doing here?”
Peterson introduced the doctor and then broke the bad news.
“This is the Ricks who….” she asked.
“Yes, Ma’am. The doctor just had to amputate both his legs. But he’ll be fine,” said Peterson.
Richardson closed her eyes and hung her head a moment. “Guys, I’m sorry. Doctor, if there is anything that man needs, including a private plane flight to the States, you tell me and it will get done. I would appreciate updates on his condition if I may. Just make sure he recovers from this,” she said forcefully.
“We’re doing that already, General. I’ll get him through.”
“Good man. Is he awake?”
“No, General, that may take a while. He was pretty beat up. I’ll let you know when he wakes at the same time I let these guys know,” the doctor said.
“I appreciate it,” she said shaking his hand. “Now if I may drag these guys away?” she asked while pulling Peterson and Hufham aside. It was a sad thing the men had nearly lost one of their own, but now she needed to know about the mission.
Express Train, North Korea
The technicians were loaded onto a train making its way to Yuktae-dong. The passenger car they rode was plain and utilitarian; very different from the car just behind them. The American-made Pullman car had all the amenities for a head of state. It had been a gift from the People’s Republic of China when North Korea had become a nation. The heavily cushioned seats and polished surfaces were far above what the ordinary citizen used. Yet the fabrics were dated and looked a little worn. Cloth covers hid the rough spots making it look like some old grandmother’s parlor. Kim, Choi, and several others sat in the chairs and dozed as the diesel train made its way along the lines. The track had been covered and it would be difficult for anyone to see the train on the tracks.
“How much longer until we arrive?” Kim asked.
“Four more hours, Comrade Chairman,” said an older man who made sure their every need was fulfilled.
Kim rose and walked back to his sleeping cabin. “Do not wake me until we arrive,” he said before closing the door behind him.
USS Iowa
“Chris, how about taking the North Carolina a little farther north tonight and see if you can find anything going on,” said Hammond over the secure communications line. “I’m going to move up towards Hamhung and I’m sending Alabama up towards Tanchon. If you can take a look at the base in Yuktae-dong we can move a little closer to the border tomorrow night, over.”
“I’ll change course right away. The way things are going I doubt we’ll actually find anything. From the satellite feed we are about to take Pyongyang, over,” said Captain Hustvedt.
“That may be true, but we still got to earn our pay. I just have a feeling we might miss something, over.”
“You know I have been feeling the same way. I should arrive at the base about 2000, over.”
“Roger that. Let me know if you find anything. Sierra Whiskey out,” Hammond said signing off. “XO, let’s head north. We’ll cruise in our sector a little tonight then head up toward China. That might get interesting,” he said.
“Never know, they might come out and play with us a little,” Davis said. “Did you see the message about us having a visitor in a couple of days?”
“Yep. Didn’t say who it was but said it was a Washington delegation. I’m getting tired of VIPs.”
“No rest for the wicked. I’ll get us headed north,” Davis said. He got up from his seat in Strike and headed for the bridge.
Hammond sat back. The war was moving rapidly now. It probably wouldn’t be long before it was over. He thought about going back home, even though it would mean putting the ship back in mothballs. He rubbed his hand along a steel support on the bulkhead. She sure was a good one. Then there was Patricia Crowell. He smiled at himself. The remainder of the afternoon was spent finishing the ton of paperwork that never seemed to go away.
MASH Unit Near Seoul
The helicopter flared and landed at the MASH landing pad. Hufham exited the machine followed by Su Lynn. She looked ashen as she was led through the myriad of tents to the intensive care unit. The doctor recognized Hufham and came over. Hufham introduced him to Su Lynn.
“Sergeant Ricks is still improving. There’s no sign of infection, but he still hasn’t regained consciousness. He did have a little bit of a concussion, but I doubt that is the cause. In his case, it’s probably just his body healing itself,” the doctor said warmly.
“May I go see?” Su Lynn asked.
The doctor smiled. “Sure. Go on in and stay as long as you want,” he said to them. “If you need anything, just ask.”
The two walked into the walled off room. Ricks lay on a hospital bed with tubes running into his arms and one up through his nose. Another set of wires was running under his gown to a monitor showing his breathing and heart rates.
When she saw him, she began to weep. To Hufham, it seemed strange that someone could weep without making a sound, but the tears flowed, her mouth moved, and her chest heaved all the same. She took Ricks’ hand in her own and held it to her face as she sat beside the bed. She looked at his face, wishing for the eyes to open, then lay her head against his side and let it pour out.
Hufham watched for a while then placed his hand on her shoulder. She took his hand and held it a moment, sharing her pain. After a few more minutes the tears subsided and the sobbing eased. Hufham pulled out a Kleenex and handed it to her. She wiped her eyes and blew her nose. Then she resumed looking into her husband’s face.
“Paul, why people like Dale get hurt?” she asked after she regained herself.
Hufham let out a sigh. Even he struggled with an answer to that one. “Su Lynn, there are always people in this world who want to hurt others. Sometimes it’s for power, sometimes it’s for hate, and sometimes it’s just because they want to. It doesn’t matter why, they just do it. Hitler did it. Napoleon, Hussein, Pol Pot, Amin, the list goes on. And they would go on hurting people until someone stands up and says stop. Even good people sometimes do things that hurt others, even though they don’t really mean to. That’s one of the things you have to always look out for; making sure the things you do don’t lead to somebody getting hurt.
“Well, Dale is one of the guys to stand up and say stop. For a long time our country has been doing that. We said stop to the British, stop to the Europeans trying to control the Americas, stop to the Spanish, stop to Germany and Japan, stop to the North Koreans one time before, stop to terrorists; we’ve said stop a lot of times. And we’ve had to say stop to ourselves a few times too. We stopped slavery, stopped racism, and even stopped ourselves when we got into a war and then found out it was for all the wrong reasons. Somewhere along the way someone said we needed to stop, and we did our best to make sure it did stop. This time, it was the North Koreans again. They wanted to hurt people, not only you, but our people in the United States as well. That’s why guys like Dale and me are here — to get it to stop.
“You see, if you don’t make them stop, the pain and suffering never ends. So everybody has to make a choice. You ask the question: Is what’s going on okay or does it need to stop? That’s why when those soldiers were trying to rape you, we stepped in. If we hadn’t you might not be married to this great guy. So what we do is very important. We are here to make sure no one gets hurt and no one gets bullied. When they do, we are here to say stop. In this case, Dale got hurt. But sometimes that happens to people trying to do the right thing.”
Su Lynn nodded. She still didn’t understand it all, but she knew Dale was trying to do the right things. That was enough. It was a side of Ricks she was only now getting to know and cherish.
A nurse came in carrying a cot and laid it beside the bed. “The doctor said you were welcome to stay with your husband at night if you want,” he said. Another nurse brought in some blankets and pillows.
“Thank you,” Su Lynn said. After a few more minutes of talking, Hufham left Su Lynn with Ricks. She sat up holding his hand and talking to him for over an hour before lying on the cot and pulling the blankets over her. She didn’t sleep much, but she was where she needed to be.

Chapter 21

October 23 — The Last Straw
Waters off Yuktae-dong, North Korea
USS North Carolina arrived off Yuktae-dong at 8:30 in the evening, launching her RPV while still thirty miles out. Flying over the old base the pilots noticed something strange on the screen. Light seemingly was shining through the roof of a large building. Switching to an infrared mode, they could make out the outline of a ship very dimly detailed under whatever it was trying to hide it. Some activity was going on aboard. Captain Hustvedt called away general quarters.
* * *
Under the painted tarp being used to camouflage the ship, the technicians were busy dismantling the warhead of one of the missiles. Several new components were being installed and the safety features temporarily disengaged so that new guidance for a much lower air burst would be achieved. A radar altimeter was also installed to make sure the weapon went off exactly as needed to achieve maximum effect. It was tedious work and the men were sweating profusely under the tarps and within the false containers. The first missile had been completed an hour before and the second was in pieces before them. The ignition wires were laid bare as they began installing the altimeter and resetting the barometric pressure sensors. The batteries had also been changed out so there would be plenty of power to run the system.
Kim was standing nearby watching the work. Although totally beyond his comprehension, it had to look like he understood it. Choi was standing not far away questioning one of the guards while the Defense Minister nervously watched the men along with Kim.
“Where will this one go,” Kim asked one of the technicians.
The man looked up from his work and wiped the sweat from his eyes with his dirty sleeve. “This one goes to Pusan, Comrade Chairman.”
“Good, very good,” Kim said. The first missile had been targeted for Daejeon. None would be wasted on countries outside Korea this time.
* * *
“We are within range, Captain,” said the Weapons Officer.
“Very well, batteries released.”
The 16-inch turrets were already locked onto the target hidden behind several hills on the island base. By standing far away, the shells would be fired high into the air and be able to hit the target instead of the hills in between them and the ship.
Down in Main Battery Plot among the walls of butterfly switches sat a lone operator in front of a PC. Bunches of wires were coming up out of the decks and attached to connectors that were then attached to some electronics boxes. These, in turn, had small cables that were plugged into the USB ports of the PC. On the screen was a colorful display that looked like the top of the old Ford Rangekeeper with additional drop down screens to add offsets and other inputs. The operator watched as the turret syncros lined up to what the PC generated for a gunfire solution. The 50 pound unit was taking the place of what used to weigh about a ton. He saw the trigger light flash on the upper right hand side of the screen. Topside, light once again brightened the night sky far out to sea.
* * *
“What is that sound?” asked Kim when he heard something getting louder.
He got his answer when the projectiles struck along the pier beside the ship. The blast rocked the big container ship back and forth against the pier. The technicians abandoned their work and began scrambling to get out from under the fake containers and out of the path of the falling projectiles.
Kim threw caution to the winds and began running toward the ship’s bridge for shelter. The rest of the ministers and party officials began looking for any place that would shield them.
The second salvo had been corrected from the first. Three of the 16-inch shells struck the ship. Two passed completely through before exploding underneath. The third struck the engine room and detonated inside. The ship shuddered and the containers were jerked back and forth. Inside the open missile, the bare leads shorted out against the main battery buss. Since the safety devices had been removed, there was nothing to prevent the ignition circuit from triggering.
Night became day as the nuclear warhead detonated. Its powerful EMP set off all eleven of the other bombs in one cataclysmic nuclear blast that vaporized every building and ship, flattening the hills on the island. Until they ceased to be, the hills briefly acted as a reflector, sending the massive blast wave both up into the sky and back toward the mainland, just two miles away. The blast rolled over Yuktae-dong like a steamroller, crushing every building and killing nearly 20,000 people as they prepared for bed. The massive pressure wave extended to Hongwan just twelve miles away. Flimsy buildings were blown apart and every pane of glass was shattered. Although the loss of life was not as bad as Yuktae-dong, the destruction was abhorrent.
Aboard the North Carolina Captain Hustvedt looked in horror as the bright light emerged behind the hills. He ran back to the bridge and grabbed the 1MC. “This is the Captain. We’ve had a nuclear explosion at the target. All hands set Circle William. All hands stay off the weather decks!” he yelled into the microphone.
“Right full rudder, all engines ahead flank. Take us directly away from that island as fast as we can,” he ordered. The men responded at once and the ship began to button up. Unfortunately the North Carolina had not been designed for a nuclear attack and the Circle William status was not really much more than Zebra. But it was all they could do.
Hustvedt peered out the bridge wing window as the ship’s wake was illuminated by the growing mushroom cloud. The ship was moving away quickly when he saw the shockwave approach the ship. “Brace for impact,” he called out.
The shockwave struck the ship from the stern, giving off a dull boom and shaking the ship as it passed them at the speed of sound. Immediately the damage control teams went out with the Geiger counters. After a ten minute search they found that no radiation reached the ship. At a range of twenty miles, the ship escaped the blast and heat. Already there were no traces of the naval base or the island that once contained it.
It took a few minutes before the ionization allowed the transmission of radio waves. Fortunately, the hardening of the electronics against EMP had been effective. Hustvedt grabbed the encrypted radio. “All stations Sierra Whisky, this is Sierra Alpha. There has been a nuclear detonation at Yuktae-dong. I say again, there has been a nuclear detonation at Yuktae-dong. Ship struck by shockwave but undamaged. Ship was approximately twenty miles from detonation. Damage Control teams report no radiation. I say again, no radiation on the ship. Ship partially shielded by low hills on island. Ship proceeding away from the island at flank speed. Recommend you notify local authorities and governments down range.”
“Once again, this is Sierra Alpha. There has been a nuclear detonation at Yuktae-dong. Ship struck by shockwave but undamaged. Damage Control teams report no radiation. Ship proceeding away from the island at flank speed. Recommend you notify local authorities and governments down range. Sierra Whiskey, do you copy, over.”
“This is Sierra Whisky actual, we copy. Chris, do you know the cause of the detonation? Over,” asked Hammond on the radio.
“This is Sierra Alpha, boss we were shelling a ship with lights on at the naval base when the things just went off. I have saved the RPV pictures and they might be able to tell us something. My RPV is long gone, over.”
“This is Sierra Whiskey. OK, Chris. Break off and head straight to Pusan. I want some teams to get aboard and make sure things are okay. Don’t wash down your decks unless your teams pick up residual radiation. Then clean it up as best you can. I will meet you there. Is that understood, over?”
“This is Sierra Alpha, understood. My DCA just came up and gave me another high sign. No problems on our end. But we’ll play it safe and see you in Pusan. I should be there sometime tomorrow morning, over.”
“Good enough Chris. We’ll see you there. Sierra Whisky out. Break, Alpha Whiskey, this is Sierra Whisky did you copy, over?”
“This is Alpha Whisky, roger, we copied. The Admiral is on his way. I’ll tell him your plan and we will get nuke teams down to the Navy piers by tomorrow morning. I agree this is one case to be more cautious than normal. I have put a call in to the local government and will contact the embassy, over.” Hammond could tell it was Thacke’s Chief of Staff speaking. “This is Sierra Whiskey, roger; recommend the Admiral meet us at the pier when we get in, over.”
“This is Sierra Whiskey actual, I copy and will be there. Concur with your decision. Will save questions for later. Have Sierra Alpha send out the Navy Blue ASAP. This needs to get out fast, over,” it was the Admiral this time.
“This is Sierra Whiskey, roger out.”
“This is Sierra Alpha, I also copied and the message is already being drafted, out.”
Then a new voice came across the net. “Sierra Whiskey, this is National Military Command Center. We have copied your transmissions and are taking steps on this end. Will send representative to Japanese and Chinese governments within the hour. Will also notify command authority. Will relay any questions regarding the detonation when provided. Notify this command if there is any need for further assistance regarding this incident, over.”
Hammond pressed the transmit key again. “This is Sierra Whiskey, roger, we will be standing by. Thank you for your assistance, over.”
“This is NMCC, roger out.”
“Damn,” said the XO. “Nice to know the big boys are listening in.”
Hammond chuckled. “Probably have been all along. OK, let’s turn the ship around again and head to Pusan.”
“Aye, sir. I’ll try and get us there by 0800 if that’s okay.”
“Perfect. Let’s get churning.”
General Richardson’s HQ
Dear Mr. and Mrs. Dickson,
Words cannot express the sorrow I have for the loss of your son, William. It was my privilege not only to have him in my command but to talk with him on several occasions. He was a smart, insightful, and dedicated young man. Having spoken with his seniors, I understand he was one of the finest junior officers they had the pleasure to work with. We all miss his company.
One of the best ways to know someone is to know what they stood for and what they cherished. In William’s case, I know from personal experience he valued the simple things in life. He spoke to me of his camping and his outdoor experiences, his thrill of serving his country and his enjoyment of working with others. He often demonstrated his high moral character with his men and they responded positively to him. William was a natural leader who held the respect of both his superiors and his subordinates. But the most telling part of William was how he made the ultimate sacrifice.
Please understand that I share this with you because what William did fills me with great pride. William did more than simply serve his country. Many ordinary young men and women do that. He went above and beyond that model.
On the night of the 11th, he and his men were assigned the job of rescuing children from a school the North Koreans were using as a fortress. The North Koreans were using the children as human shields against our forces. He and his men infiltrated the school and were able to get every child out of the building and to safety, but not before his small group was discovered. The North Koreans opened fire on William, his men, and the children. During the assault, he was fired upon while trying to get the last child out of the building. William died while protecting that child. He was found with the young boy still wrapped in his arms, keeping him safe.
There is no greater measure of a man than something like this. His actions saved countless children and were in the highest honor and traditions of the Marine Corps and the United States Armed Services. I have recommended him to receive the Navy Cross.
Enclosed is a photograph of the young boy William saved. His name is Jua Jing, an orphan since the beginning of the war. He is very much alive and well, living in Seoul. We are taking very good care of this young man.
Once again, you have my deepest sorrow at your loss. If I can be of assistance to you now or in the future, please do not hesitate to contact me.
Sincerely,
Claire Richardson
Major General, USMC

Pusan, South Korea
The North Carolina moved into Pusan Harbor and was eased to the pier behind the Iowa. Teams of Nuclear, Biological and Chemical engineers were waiting on the pier to inspect the ship and find any traces of the weapon that detonated near them. Contrary to what the ship’s team found, traces of the weapon were on parts of the superstructure. It was all gathered and cataloged as evidence of North Korean war crimes. After a day of being tested and swabbed, the North Carolina’s crew was finally allowed to have liberty in Pusan.
Early the next day Rear Admiral Hammond walked up the gangway of the North Carolina to six bells and “Iowa, Arriving.” He didn’t mind that they had forgotten he also commanded a task group. Captain Hustvedt was there to greet him.
“Good to have you aboard again, Admiral,” he said shaking hands.
“Thanks, Chris. I’m glad they finally decided to let you and your guys out of purgatory.”
“We were getting a little punchy. What brings you aboard?”
“Wanted to invite you to dinner. I thought you and your XO and a group I’m entertaining would go to a little restaurant in town. There’s some visitor coming in today from Washington and since I have to play host, I might as well have somebody there I know.”
“That’s damn nice of you, Roger. I think my XO might like to talk with yours anyway. Who are these people coming in?”
“Beats me. I got this cryptic message that said three people would show up. It didn’t say who or why, but I would venture to guess it will be some staffers of some kind. Let’s regale them with war stories,” Hammond said.
“Sounds fine to me. What time do we leave?”
“About 6:30 I think. They’re supposed to arrive around lunchtime.”
“No problem. Any new word on the North Koreans?”
“Not much from what I am getting. That Marine General has Pyongyang surrounded and the South Koreans will enter the city day after tomorrow. From what we are hearing the government is scattered to hell and back. That explosion you caused may have killed most of them. You know, you may have fixed it so there’s nobody to offer a surrender,” Hammond joked.
“Breaks my heart. I just hope I never have to go through something like that again. When I saw that thing go off, I thought I’d wet myself. Next time you have a gut feeling, you go see about it.”
Both men laughed amid the bustle of men doing their jobs around the quarterdeck.
“Okay, Chris. I’ll stop by in a vehicle about 6:30.”
“See you then, sir.”
The men shook hands again and Hammond was bonged off. He shivered a little as he left the ship. Clouds had filled the sky the day before and a cold wind was blowing. But that wouldn’t keep them from having a good time.
Gimhae, South Korea
The 747 landed at the airport and disgorged its passengers. Hufham stood at the baggage area and waited holding up a sign that said “Ricks.” In a few minutes he saw a couple in their fifties walk through the doors. The look on the woman’s face told him it was the Ricks family. She looked like an older version of his friend.
Hufham walked up to the couple. “Mr. and Mrs. Ricks?”
Mr. Ricks brightened slightly. “You must be Paul Hufham. Good to finally meet you,” he said as they shook hands.
Mrs. Ricks reached up and gave the big man a hug. “Thank you for looking after our son,” she said.
Hufham blushed. “Glad to help, Ma’am. I have a vehicle over here for you,” he said taking their meager bags and leading them to a waiting Humvee outside. They all crawled in and Hufham started the vehicle and pulled out.
“I thought you might want to go see Dale before we go to the hotel. They moved him down to the hospital here yesterday,” he said.
“Is he awake yet?” his mother asked.
“Not yet. The doctor is concerned but not too much. He says it’s giving his body time to heal. Su Lynn is with him.”
“So we get to meet that Chink girl he decided to marry,” the father said disgustedly.
“David!” Mrs. Ricks called out in astonishment.
Hufham hit the brakes and pulled the Humvee to the side of the road. He turned to Mr. Ricks and gave him a look that would melt a glacier. He spoke calmly but forcefully. “Mr. Ricks, let me warn you. If I ever hear of you saying an unkind remark about Su Lynn or Dale’s choice for a wife, I will personally hunt you down, wherever you may be and make you wish you had never seen the light of day. Su Lynn is a wonderful girl. We rescued her as she fought desperately to keep from being raped by North Korean soldiers. She was beside us as we fought our way through enemy lines. When she could have left for the safety of the country, she chose to remain in Pusan and feed refugees like herself. And when Dale was hurt, she did everything she could to be by his side. She is still there, talking to him every day. Now I don’t know what you’re used to but in my book the woman is a prize, and Dale is the luckiest guy on earth to get her. So you put your racial bigotry in the deepest, darkest closet you can and keep it there,” he said before turning back around and pulling back into traffic.
After a few minutes, Mr. Ricks said, “Sorry.”
“You should be, David,” said Mrs. Ricks. “You say something like that again and Sergeant Hufham won’t be the only one you have to watch out for.” She angrily turned and began looking out the window at the countryside as they drove by.
Thirty minutes later Hufham pulled up to a large military style building six stories tall. It was painted white with a tiled roof, snuggled into the side of a mountain. It was surrounded by several well manicured courtyards with trees and plants. People in hospital robes were walking around. They got out of the Humvee and made their way inside.
Ricks had been moved to a step down unit. It offered enhanced care but not the same as intensive care. He had only a couple of tubes now, although wires were still leading to the heart and breathing monitor. The cuts on his face were healing well and the nurses had shaved him that morning to look good for his parents. They walked in the door to see Su Lynn sitting beside his bed, holding his hand.
Su Lynn almost didn’t know what to do. There before her were Dale’s parents. His mother looked very much like him. Her eyes danced just like Dale’s. She wondered what they were thinking. They didn’t know her and she didn’t know them, yet they were linked through Dale. Su Lynn stood and bowed slightly.
Upon seeing Su Lynn, Mrs. Ricks immediately saw what her son saw in her. She was lovely to behold and there was something about her eyes that told her of Su Lynn’s strength. Hufham was right. She was by her son’s side. That alone meant everything. Mrs. Ricks walked slowly up to Su Lynn and wrapped her arms around her daughter. “Welcome to my family,” she said kissing her on the cheek.
Su Lynn hugged her new mom hard. “I am so happy to meet you,” she said very relieved.
“And there is so much we need to talk about. But first how is our boy?”
Looking at the bed, you almost couldn’t tell there was anything wrong. But Su Lynn’s eyes became moist. “I so sorry. Dale lose legs.” She began to cry again. Mrs. Ricks pulled her back into a hug.
“I know sweetie, I know. But he’s still with us. We’ll figure things out okay.”
All this time Mr. Ricks was looking at his son. The boy who left home had changed. He wasn’t the little kid who got in trouble at school or stayed out too late anymore. His face had become more chiseled and lean. His chest was broader and more muscular. This wasn’t his little boy. He was a grown man.
Mr. Ricks looked over at his wife and Su Lynn. He had grown up in the ways of rural Georgia. Anything from outside the country was suspect and ridiculed. This was the very first time he had even been outside the state. He had seen Asians before. There was a growing Asian community in Atlanta. He’d heard the stereotypes — smart and industrious; lived frugally. But now it was all staring him in the face. She spoke English. She was a good looker. She obviously cared for his son. Maybe Hufham was right.
He turned to Hufham and extended his hand. “I take back everything I ever said or felt,” he said. They shook hands. Then he walked up to Su Lynn and hugged her as well. “I’m David and this is Amanda. We’re glad to finally meet you,” he said.
The doctor came in and gave them a brief on Ricks’ condition. Then David Ricks and Hufham went to check them into a hotel while the two women stayed with Dale. They sat beside the bed as Amanda and Su Lynn got to know each other. Then they started to talk about Dale. Amanda told Su Lynn stories of his growing up — his love of anything outdoors, hunting, and of course NASCAR.
During a lull in their conversation, Amanda pulled back the side of the sheets and looked at Dale’s leg. It was bare down to the knee and then heavily bandaged around the stump that was left. She felt it to see if it was warm to the touch and was surprised when Dale let out a small moan. The two women looked at his face and saw the eyelashes flutter and open slightly. At first he focused on Su Lynn, closer to him and holding his hand. His lips widened into a smile.
“Hi there,” he croaked while looking into Su Lynn’s eyes. Then someone else came into view and he refocused. “Mom? What are you doing here?” he said a little clearer. He lifted his head and looked around the room. “Where am I?”
Su Lynn placed her fingers on his mouth. “Shhh. You are in hospital. You not remember you get hurt?” She reached over and pressed the little call button.
“Honey, from what we heard you’ve been asleep for almost a week. You are pretty banged up, but doing okay,” Amanda said. “The Army gave us a ride over here to see you.”
Ricks smiled. “So I guess you guys have met,” he said laying his head back. That simple effort exhausted him.
“Oh yes. We’re already sharing stories.”
“She tell me about when you young baby,” Su Lynn said with a broad smile.
“Oh no. Mom, you don’t have to tell her everything,” he joked.
A nurse came in the room. “Well, look who’s back to the world of the living. Let me go get the doctor,” he said as he turned and left the room.
“How bad am I hurt?” Ricks asked.
“You feel pain?” Su Lynn asked.
“Legs sore. They itch a little…” He looked down the bed and noticed that the blanket did not come up where his feet should be. He tried to lift his leg and saw where they ended. Tears formed in his eyes as Su Lynn hugged him close and his mother placed her hand on his chest. The memory flooded back. The shooting, the explosion, him getting knocked down and seeing the ceiling start to fall. “Dang it,” he said in exasperation. “Both of ‘em?”
His mom nodded.
Ricks felt like his life had just about ended. Anxiety and a fear of the future seemed to fill him. What was in store and what would he be able to do? He had seen some homeless amputees hobbling around in Atlanta; no job and no hope. Suddenly he saw himself begging on the street. What would happen now? What about Su Lynn? The emotions began to wash over him. “Well, I guess that’s that,” he said with a sigh.
Su Lynn sat up. She had a beautiful determined look on her face. “No it not. I talk to doctor. They give new legs. You must walk again,” she said.
He held her hand. “It’s not that easy,” he stammered.
“Yes is that easy. You must do it. Must do for me,” she said, then after a pause, “and for our baby.”
Ricks looked up at her. “Baby?”
She smiled at him and placed his hand on her stomach. “Yes. Doctor say baby. I hope it boy.”
The doctor entered the room. “Hello. I’m Dr. Kelsey,” he said entering the room and extending his hand. “We’re very glad you’ve finally come around.”
Ricks took his hand but wasn’t listening. Su Lynn had given him the reason to live. His anxieties and fears went away as quickly as they had appeared. Suddenly life was full again and he was going to live it. He had to for Su Lynn and his child.
“Doc, when can I learn to walk again?”
Kelsey got an astonished look. It wasn’t often that a guy with these injuries came back like this. “Well, it will take a little time. Give these stumps of yours some time to heal, then we will fit you out. You are in pretty good health by the way. Now that you are awake, we can start getting you back in shape.”
“Good, Doc. ‘Cause in about eight months I want to be able to stand and hold my child.”
USS Iowa
The SH-60 landed on the pier and three people exited — two men and a woman. The Captain was called and walked out of his cabin onto the O-2 level and peered down to see the XO run from the side and speak to the OOD. Bongs were heard and the Bo’sn announced “Mayor of Vallejo, arriving.”
Hammond looked back at the small group making its way down the pier. There she was. He could see her hair blowing in the breeze. He almost couldn’t move. Beside her was his old friend Jim Butler. They looked up and waved at him.
Hammond nearly jumped down the ladder and onto the quarterdeck as they climbed the stairs and crossed the brow. He extended his hand and welcomed his friend aboard, then looked at Patricia Crowell. He took both of her hands and stared into her eyes. “You don’t know how glad I am to see you,” he said. Then he noticed the tears in her eyes.
“You don’t know how much I have looked forward to seeing you again,” she said. They stood staring for a few seconds.
“Do politicians always affect you that way?” Butler said. They heard whistles and applause around them. It seemed like half the ship turned out when they heard the Mayor was coming aboard. The decks were crowded with sailors and Marines.
Both the Mayor and Hammond blushed a deep red and she waved as he led them to his cabin. Refreshments were served and they sat down to get reacquainted.
“Roger, you’ve done a lot to make this woman proud. It seems like every other day I am hearing something about Iowa and her crew. We even brought you a present,” Butler said. The young man who came with them produced a box and gave it to Hammond. “That box has every article, recording, and video news article about you or this ship since you left Vallejo. As you can see, it’s rather thick. We thought you might want your print shop to duplicate it for the crew to read and see.”
Hammond rifled through the myriad of articles and DVDs. “Thanks, Jim. We don’t get to hear a lot around here. I know the guys will appreciate this.”
“Don’t thank us. My boss thinks you are a living saint. He says he can’t wait to get you back to DC.”
That brought a laugh. “That’s okay, I think I like it right here. You guys didn’t have to throw in the star.”
“Perry Johnson’s idea. You made the Navy almost a household word and he has plans for you. Not the least of which is what you will do right after this is over.”
“OK, I’ll bite. What does he have in mind?
Butler chuckled. “That can wait. You know the Boss, he gets some wild ideas sometimes.”
“How’s he doing?”
“Not bad, Roger. The war seems to be going just right and the public got the biggest kick out of him not giving the media a free hand. His popularity is about 72 % which is something that really gets in the opposition’s craw. He’s not too pushy, but not a pushover either. Even I’m enjoying it,” Butler said.
“More than the sea?”
Butler rolled his eyes. “Ahhh, much more civilized than what I’m used to.” They all laughed before Hammond turned to Mayor Crowell. “And how have things been going at home? Your letters have kept me going, but it’s nice to hear things first hand.”
“Well, Jack Latham says hello. His shipyard has been buzzing since he finished with you. The city throws a party with every news article they see. We are revamping the visitor center at the museum as a stand alone facility until your return. There’s even a petition to change the name of the city to Hammond when you get back,” she said with a grin.
“Oh no,” Hammond groaned.
Crowell laughed again. “Well, everyone is so proud of you and what the ship has done. It sure has brought the city to life. There are other things, but we can talk about those later. Tell us about the ship. How is everyone doing?”
“Why don’t we walk around and let you guys see for yourself?” Hammond said.
They stood and followed him out the door and down into the ship. From the moment she stepped out the door, crewmen wanted to greet her and say hello. They had grown quite attached to her before the commissioning and she of them. Everywhere they went crewmen stopped to show the Mayor around. For Butler, it was the first time he had seen a crew so attached to a city official. More than that, it was the first time he had seen a crew so proud of their ship. He couldn’t wait for Steve O’Bannon to step foot aboard.
Pyongyang, North Korea
The North Korean military command center was in chaos. There were no communications with anything south of the former border. Word had come that Seoul had fallen to the enemy and there were troops moving into North Korea, but they didn’t know where. Some areas of the border reported in and reported no activity. They were told to observe and report. But the worst news was the nuclear detonation in Yuktae-dong. No one knew if it was from a North Korean weapon or one from the United States. The propaganda ministry had already accused the United States of using nuclear weapons against Korea. They figured that would generate support from other communist and non-aligned nations.
Yuktae-dong had been the last of the naval facilities still operational. They knew about a few boats still there. Two days ago, the ministers boarded a train to take them somewhere secret to launch their own nuclear weapons. The place had been kept secret from all except a very few people. The ministers had not been heard from since. Surely they were not involved in that explosion. Even Chairman Kim was gone. With the war going badly, someone needed to make decisions, but no one there was willing to do so. The decisions were never made.
A call went out for all commands to report available troops. Slowly they were coming in. The Air Force had 18,000 troops, but they were aircraft maintenance technicians for the most part. The Navy reported having another 20,000 sailors, mostly station personnel to handle ships and boats. The Army units were very slow to respond. There were 12,000 border guards along the Chinese border, 8,000 troops in various provinces, 3,000 still around Pyongyang and another 4,000 along the former border at the control points. There was no telling how many were still in South Korea. With the losses in transportation and fuel, none could be moved easily.
One senior officer walked to the People’s Palace and tried to speak to a party official to get guidance. Office workers were plying back and forth as usual, shuffling papers between departments and offices. When he tried to speak to one of the deputies, however, they were not in. A second was ‘in a meeting,’ and a third was on a fact finding trip to the People’s Republic of China. For three hours he roamed the halls only to find no one was actually there. The bureaucracy was operating solely on its own.
Dejected and tired, the officer went back to the ministry, told the people there not to worry about any decisions that day and went home.
North Korean Army HQ, in South Korea
It was a no-win situation. His supplies had been cut off and he could not communicate with his superiors. A week before, the army lost over 160,000 people in one battle alone. The reports from his units indicated they were surrounded and the enemy was using far superior weapons. Already the food was beginning to run short. He could make one last daring attack, but he doubted it would make any difference at all.
North Korean General Moa felt helpless. He knew he could surrender and save his men, but he would be marked as a traitor and shot by some assassin in the future. North Korean leadership had long arms. They expected everyone to die in a blaze of glory. Just to be thinking those thoughts would brand him a traitor. He sat in his tent and looked at the maps before him, trying to find a way out.
A soldier appeared at his tent door. “Comrade, there is a voice message coming in asking for the Commanding General.”
“Finally. Our communications are back. Is it the Defense Ministry?”
The soldier looked very afraid. “No Comrade General, it is from a South Korean General.”
Moa felt the twang of fear run through him. So the time had finally come. Something terrible must have happened and all hope lost. The South Korean was going to demand his surrender. Nothing in his training had prepared him for this. Politically, he must refuse. But as a soldier he knew things were hopeless. He nodded his head and stood. Straightening his uniform, he placed his hat on his head and moved outside toward the communications truck.
When he arrived inside the mood was somber. Everyone knew what was happening. He sat down beside the microphone. “This is the Commanding General of the Forces of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. You wish to speak?”
“General Moa, this is General Yao of the South Korean Forces. I am sure you are aware of the current situation so I will not bring such things up. If I may, I would propose a cease fire for both our forces beginning one hour from now. At that time, with your permission, I propose the two of us have direct talks so this conflict between us may end. To facilitate those talks, I propose we meet in your camp at your headquarters. I will come with my aircraft and two staff members. Would this be acceptable to you, sir?”
That was different. He would be speaking to a South Korean and not an American? Meet in his camp? Was this a trick? He tested the waters. “General, would any of these staff members be American or from another nation?”
“General, it would be me, my chief of staff, and a Korean stenographer to take notes. Only Koreans should make these decisions.”
“Then it is agreed. You say you will come by aircraft?”
“That is correct, General. It will necessarily be an American aircraft, but there will only be one and they will depart once I get off. I hope you can guarantee my safety.”
“My forces will not fire unless we see treachery, then I make no guarantees.”
“Then I will approach from the Northeast in one hour.”
General Moa was curious. The call was courteous and respectful. There was no mention of an immediate surrender. Perhaps the countries would return to their former positions and maintain a cease fire as they had done before? Too many things were going on here with no help at all from his government. He rose from his seat and walked back to his tent, calling in his staff.
As the staff entered the tent, Moa sat in his camp chair deep in thought. After a few minutes, when all were assembled, he laid out the plan.
“Comrades, I have been contacted by the South Korean Army to begin talks on a cease fire.” There were gasps in the room and several men began to feel uneasy in their seats.
“There will be no such talks!” demanded the political officer. “That is against the will of the people and the will of the party!” he screamed.
Calmly Moa addressed the man. “Comrade political officer, I fully realize you and some others do not wish this to be so; however, there are other factors we must consider. We have been cut off from our government for more than two days. Our supplies are cut off. Our food is starting to run down. Our fuel and munitions are low. I could press forward with one massive attack and achieve some ground, but in the end we would sacrifice every soldier out here and really gain nothing. Does the State wish us to all commit suicide?” he asked
“The State demands loyalty and results! We must achieve those results by any means!”
“And Comrade, I am saying no matter what we do, those results cannot be achieved. You saw the results of the attacks on our forces last week. Over 160,000 troops are gone. They vanished as if they were never there due to the enemy force’s strength. That is a fact despite your politics!” he said raising his voice.
“You do not know the politics! We may just be a small wheel in an ever growing movement that will ultimately achieve victory!” the political officer shouted feeling the political fervor he was raised with. “Everyone here must do their duty to the end!”
“So it is suicide that the Party wants,” Moa said quietly, his point made. “Comrade, I believe you have no idea what the Party wants. I suggest you continue to try and make contact with our headquarters and get instructions. Until then, I will run this army as I see fit,” he said firmly.
“You will not!” the political officer said reaching for his pistol. He had pulled it partially out of its holster when a shot rang out in the tent. The political officer’s eyes rolled upward and blood began to pour from a hole in his forehead. He fell face first to the ground.
Moa stared at the lifeless body and looked up. There was a young officer standing there with a smoking pistol in his hand. He handed it to another officer. “I place myself in custody, Comrade General, for shooting our political officer,” he said nervously.
Moa stood, took the pistol and handed it back to the young man. “Thank you,” he said. He turned to the others. Do you all agree on this course of action?”
The men nodded.
“Good. Relay to our troops there will be some kind of aircraft coming into our area from the northeast. It is not to be disturbed. As a matter of fact, until further notice, we will not shoot down any further aircraft. Pass the word that in forty-five minutes there will be a cease fire. It will remain in effect until I say so. I want a tent set up with lights and refreshments in the center of the camp. Clear out a wide space for this aircraft to land. I assume it will be some sort of helicopter. I am told it will be American. I want this meeting purely professional so that, no matter what, the Army of the Democratic People’s Republic will be respected. Make the arrangements!” he demanded.
The men scattered and things began to happen. A 200 yard wide area was cleared and a tent set up nearby for the meeting. It was wired for electricity and heat. Tables and chairs were rounded up and placed inside. Two officers were assigned to make sure things went well.
They were putting the finishing touches on the area when a strange sound was heard getting closer. From the northeast came one of the strangest aircraft the men had ever seen. It had the wings and body of an airplane, but at the ends of the wings were two huge propellers. The plane flew over and banked around the valley before the rotating propellers began to tilt upward. The Osprey slowed and eased in toward the landing area. Gracefully it moved to the center of the field and sat down. Three men exited the aircraft from the rear and, when clear, the Osprey lifted off again departing the area.
General Yao saluted General Moa along with the others and the men went inside the tent.
“Please be seated, General. Would you like some tea?” Moa asked.
“Thank you, I would welcome some,” Yao said graciously. The tea was poured and the men got down to business.
“General, I thank you for meeting with me. As soldiers, neither of us like losing our men to no purpose. It is my hope and the hope of my government that we can prevent that.”
“I am glad we agree.”
Yao reached into his briefcase and pulled out what looked like a laptop computer and a small antenna. “I wish to show you something.” He placed them on the table and turned it on. The screen came up showing the satellite feed of every unit on the Korean Peninsula. He turned it for Moa to see.
Moa took one look and knew everything was done. He clearly saw the outline of Korea, his forces and all the others. With technology such as this, there was no chance and had been no chance.
Yao began pointing things out. “As you can see, General, here are your forces and here are ours. Off shore, here are four battleships, three aircraft carriers, and a number of smaller ships. Here are our aircraft flying along the borders. I also show you where our forces are in your country. As you can see, we are at Pyongyang. As of tomorrow morning my forces will enter the city. We have reason to believe it has been abandoned and your political leadership has either fled or been killed. Your forces are totally surrounded and we cut off your communications with the outside world two days ago, as you know.” Yao sat back. “I tell you this simply because I wanted you to see the complete situation. You are an honorable man and have led your army with great skill. We do not wish to see the slaughter continue.”
“What do you propose?”
“General, I propose you go home. We will not ask for a surrender and you will not actually give one. You and your men will be allowed to mount your trucks and take enough supplies to return home. You will leave your heavy weapons, but your rifles and side arms you may keep. Our forces will provide escort to Pyongyang. From there, you may go as you wish. We simply want your assurance that the fighting will cease. I anticipate that there will be a new government in Pyongyang when you arrive. I anticipate they will need a security force to help in the transition. In this way, you will not be betraying your people. You will be helping them adjust to a new situation. If you desire, I can meet you in Pyongyang and we can discuss the situation. Would this be acceptable?”
Moa had never heard terms like this. Could it be that simple? “What are the alternatives?” he asked.
Yao shrugged his shoulders. “If you persist, tomorrow morning this valley and all in it will be reduced to cinders by air power, artillery, and finally tanks. Please, General, let us not resort to suicide for your men.”
Moa thought a moment. “I have a request.”
“Please name it.”
“Allow my men one night of peace before we must leave. This will allow us the chance to rest, gather our things, and leave by noon tomorrow. Also, I am not sure if we would have enough transport.”
Yao held up his hand. “General, I can provide unmarked transportation for your men. You came as soldiers and you will leave as soldiers. I am happy to wait until all is ready before you leave. The time can be at your discretion. May I be of further assistance?”
“I thank you for your courtesy and your understanding. Do we need to sign any agreements?”
“No, General. I will simply offer my hand in pledge that all we have said here today will happen. None of your men will be harmed as long as none of ours are. I give you my word,” he said extending his hand.
General Moa grasped it firmly. “Then we are agreed. Thank you.”
The two men left the tent, followed by the others. There were smiles all around. One of the staff members made a call over a radio. In just a few minutes, the Osprey came into view. As it made its approach, Moa pulled Yao in closer. “One more request.”
Yao looked at him questioningly.
“Some day, can I get a ride in that thing?”
Both men laughed as Yao nodded. After formal salutes, Yao and his staff members entered the back of the Osprey and it lifted back off.
USS Iowa
Hammond was busy getting last minute things done to get underway. For two days he escorted Butler and Crowell around when he could. The night at the restaurant was spectacular. Hustvedt and his XO joined them and the six of them had a great time telling stories and sharing experiences. Butler even asked Hustvedt to tell them about the battle he had won two months before. Everyone could see the respect and admiration he had in his eyes. Even Patricia Crowell was impressed. It was nearing curfew when they drove back to the ship. Hammond insisted that they both stay aboard while there, but now the ship was getting back to her station and Butler, Crowell, and their handler were firmly ensconced in a local hotel.
As Hammond was finishing up a package to go out in the mail, there was a knock at the door.
“Come!”
The door opened and Patricia Crowell entered the cabin.
Hammond came to his feet. “Patricia, what are you doing here? I didn’t hear you announced.”
She was smiling and looked a little ill at ease. “I don’t know. I just felt like seeing you one more time,” she said. “I asked the OOD not to announce me because every time I do I get swamped by the crew. I really just wanted to see you.”
He smiled back at her and took her hands in his. “I’m glad. I’m sorry we haven’t had much time to just sit and talk,” he said.
“Oh, I know. You’re busy and I understand that. But, well, I just feel like….”
Hammond put his arms around her and pulled her to him. “I wish it wouldn’t end either. I don’t know what it is, but I’ve grown very fond of you. I’m hoping you feel the same.”
She squeezed him tightly and simply nodded her head. She stepped back slightly and wiped her eyes. “It just seems like I get to see you and you have to leave,” she said trying to smile.
“One of these days, I may not,” he said looking her directly in the eyes. “You need to know I’ve always been a little shy around women. So just remember that even though I don’t say a lot, the feelings are there.” He pulled her close and kissed her gently. “That’s just a small hint,” he said.
She kissed him again. “That’s a hint I can take.” She stepped back and wiped her eyes again.
“Just keep sending me the occasional letter. One day, in my own way, I’ll tell you how I really feel. But I think you know already.”
“The same way I do,” she said as she kissed him deeply. They heard the sound of the small door to the pantry closing and a box of Kleenex had magically appeared on the counter. They both laughed.
“Seems there are no secrets,” she said taking two and drying her eyes. “Thank you,” she called out. “Well, care to walk me back out?”
“My pleasure.” They walked out of the cabin door onto the O-2 level where the band was preparing to play as they left. The guys all greeted the Mayor. The drummer, an older sailor named Elvin, asked if there was something she’d like them to play.
“I love the way you play “Blackwater,” she said. Elvin nodded. As they went down the ladder to the quarterdeck the band began to play. It was not one of those fast songs, but seemed to fit the mood as she left.
At the brow she turned once more. “Just get home safe,” she said.
He held both her hands in his. “I promise. Enjoy the rest of your stay.”
She smiled and pulled herself away. “I’ll be waiting.” She left the ship and walked to the taxi waiting on the pier.
The band got to the part she particularly liked and she stopped a moment.
“By the hand, take me by the hand, pretty Mama,
Gonna dance with your daddy all night long,
We’re gonna play some funky Dixieland,
Pretty Mama gonna take me by the hand.”


Crowell waited through the music and waved as she got in the taxi. It turned around and left as the band continued to play. Hammond watched until he could see it no longer.
Pyongyang, North Korea
It began at 9 am. The leading elements of the South Korean Army marched into the city. They didn’t move in like invaders. The troops were in their best uniforms, marching twelve abreast down the main thoroughfares leading to the heart of the city. Bands played as they marched and the companies were separated by lines of tanks and other vehicles.
Many people came out of their doors and shops to see the parade. Thinking it was the North Korean Army, they lined up to watch the spectacle. Only when they began to see flags and equipment that was far different from what they had seen in the past did they realize this was not their army. Now they didn’t know what to think or do. For so long they had been told exactly that — what to think and do. It was very confusing.
Overhead soared flight after flight of all types of aircraft. They flew in echelons of five planes. All were armed and ready in case someone started to shoot. They continued to fly over the entire way to the center of the city and Kim Il Sung Square.
The parade passed through the city, crossing the Island of May Day on the Taedong River and then turning right along the main boulevard up to Namsan Hill. Upon reaching Kim Il Sung Square, the men and formations began to line up. The parade itself had been four miles long. That meant the first of the troops were beginning to fill the square as the last of the troops had just begun the march. It took almost every man in the South Korean Army, but it was impressive as hell.
After two hours, the square was full and the last of the troops filled in the areas surrounding the square. Tanks were positioned so they looked both impressive and menacing in case someone didn’t agree with what was going on.
Suddenly the square got very quiet. A microphone was set up on the reviewing stand in front of the Grand People’s Study House. Several men came out of the Study House and approached the microphone including General Yao and two former ministers. The ministers were in their best gray communist attire, but looked old beyond their years. They clearly were uneasy doing what they were about to do.
The Minister of the Treasury was chosen to make the announcement. He walked straight to the microphone and looked out over the thousands of troops there. He also saw the men on the rooftops with their weapons ready. He had been clearly warned what would happen if he screwed this up.
“Citizens of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea! For many years your government has deceived you into thinking it was all powerful and its leaders deities. As a representative of that government, I am here to tell you that is wrong. Your government has been guilty of depriving you of your resources, your freedoms, and in some cases your lives so the leadership could do as they wished. Most recently, leaders in your government used nuclear weapons against not only other nations, but other Koreans as well. They caused us to be in a new conflict resulting in the deaths of many thousands of our soldiers — the best of our youth. Just a few days ago, most of the government leadership was killed in an explosion of their own nuclear weapons.
Because of this, as one of the last representatives of that government, I am ordering all fighting to cease in place. I am ordering all people responsible for the use of these nuclear weapons be brought to justice along with anyone guilty of war crimes. I am also ordering that all nuclear weapons plants cease operations and, except for producing electrical power, be dismantled. I am also ordering all munitions and weapons facilities to cease operation. The fighting and the threat of this country shall end now.”
“As our last official act, we are also ordering that the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea cease to be and all governmental functions transfer. From this moment on, we shall all serve under the flag of the Republic of Korea. We are turning the reins of government over to General Yao, the representative for the government in Seoul.
The cheer went up from the crowd on hand. The people in the government buildings were too stunned to move. Eventually, they abandoned their buildings and joined the rest.
General Yao walked to the microphone. “People of Korea,” he started in a softer, calm voice. “On behalf of my government, I welcome you to a unified Korea. Beginning today, all political prisoners wherever they are, will be released. We are working with the people in your former government to make sure there will be plenty to eat and that no one will suffer through this transition.”
“We ask that all government employees remain at their jobs so the trains and other transportation will continue to run, the electricity remains on, and people can get assistance when they need it. Government representatives will be here beginning tomorrow to help each department understand its new responsibilities and new guidelines. All basic freedoms shall be observed, including freedom to travel, freedom of speech, freedom of religion, and all other freedoms shared in the Republic of Korea.”
“To the former citizens of North Korea, you have suffered for a long time. But you should not be ashamed of the people who served in your armed forces. They fought bravely and valiantly for what they were told was right and good. It is a shame that so many lost their lives, but as of today no more of those lives will be lost. General Moa shall enter the city in a few days with his troops and will be treated with honor and respect. His actions saved the lives of over 100,000 of your soldiers.”
“Let us all now turn towards rebuilding our nation. What once was divided is now whole. What once was oppressive is now gentle. What once was despised is now welcomed. Let us rebuild Korea into what it should be; a land of free people building a better world for all,” he said closing out his short speech. There was much he hadn’t said, but long speeches were not his way. Through the applause, the men shook hands and headed back into the Study House.
After they were dismissed, the soldiers spread out around the city, meeting people, shaking hands, and spreading goodwill. Although many were concerned about radical elements that might fight, not a single shot was fired. What had started with a loud bang ended in a whimper.
Washington, D.C.
Although the event in Pyongyang occurred at noon, it was only 11 pm in Washington. Despite that, the government interrupted the broadcasts for a special announcement. Once again the President would speak to the nation. There had been some earlier announcements that the President would speak, and many stayed up to hear and, in many cases, see the President, now that most of the transmitters and many receivers were operating.
The announcer came on and introduced the President. The images were not like the ones before. He didn’t look so tired or so serious. People immediately knew something special had happened.
“My fellow Americans, I come to you tonight to share some news. Just one minute ago government ministers in Pyongyang announced the end of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. The war is over. After a cease fire with North Korean forces remaining in the south, Allied forces surrounded the capital. This morning South Korean forces entered the city and the government collapsed. All of Korea is now the Republic of Korea, a unified nation for the first time in over 75 years.”
“As a part of this event, comes a pledge to bring to justice anyone who had a part in the nuclear attack upon the United States and other nations. All people involved in war crimes will also be brought to justice. Political prisoners and POWs will be released and all weapons plants dismantled. In addition, all remaining weapons of mass destruction of any kind will be turned over to us for dismantling.”
“I ask you to join me in prayer tonight for our soldiers, sailors, and airmen who have fought so bravely and so gallantly during this conflict. You have seen in the news some of their daring and their heroism. Although we will remain in Korea for about another month to help get things stabilized, we will be bringing all of our forces home.”
“Let us also say a little prayer for the Republic of Korea. This small nation is going to be busy rebuilding after so much destruction and after decades of oppressive rule in the North. We will do everything we can to help.”
“So tonight let us celebrate. I am declaring tomorrow a holiday. Let us all celebrate the end of a conflict and hopefully a long and prosperous period of peace. Good night.”
* * *
It was reminiscent of photographs taken upon the announcement of the end of the Second World War. People came out of buildings all across the nation to celebrate in the streets. Lights burned brightly and confetti poured down on Times Square just as before and people hugged, kissed, and danced. In California it was only 7 pm and traffic stopped on all the streets for the celebration. On some streets, local bar owners brought their stock outside and served free drinks adding to the festivities. News crews happily shot footage of the people having a blast for use in later news stories. Still photographers all vied for the one photograph that might catch the essence of the moment much as Alfred Eisenstaedt did for LIFE magazine on VJ Day in 1945.
In Vallejo, Jack Latham walked out of his office in the shipyard and into one of the main shops. It had no radio, only canned music so that men could concentrate on their jobs. He picked up the microphone on the overhead announcing system.
“Can I have your attention, please. Stop all work for a moment if you can. I have an announcement.”
The shop slowly fell silent as the men completed tasks and turned to look toward the front of the shop. They all recognized his voice.
“Thanks, guys,” he said once it got quiet. “I just wanted to share the news. It’s a good thing we finished all those Navy jobs, because they just announced the war is over,” he said.
A great whoop emerged from the voices in the shop. Work was abandoned and the men began slapping each other on the back and cheering. Latham walked from shop to shop to spread the news. After a couple of hours he walked onto the pier in front of the shipyard where one of the newer Navy ships was receiving an overhaul. Several of the sailors on the ship were celebrating too and he waved up at them.
Latham continued to walk down the pier, eventually looking out along the river to the museum down the quay. It had all started there. This was where he had gotten the inspiration that had resulted in so much for the city and his shipyard. Mayor Pat was over in Korea even now probably on their ship celebrating with them. He wished he could have gone.
They would be coming home soon. The brief time again as a warship would be over and the great ship would be relegated to being a museum again. At least she would be kept up. He would see to that. Who knew? Maybe she would be needed again in another twenty years or so. After tomorrow’s holiday he would concentrate on her homecoming. He already knew it would not be something to miss.
USS Iowa
The word of the end of the war came as no surprise to the Iowa crew. They already received a message to cease all aggressive activities. Instead they and the other ships were assigned the task of patrolling off the coasts once more. There was one exception. The North Carolina was to return to Yuktae-dong with a number of scientists and environmentalists to act as a base of operations as the effects of the nuclear blast were studied. Hustvedt sailed first to Sasebo to pick up the teams and then anchored off Yuktae-dong the next day. The ship would remain until another research ship, more properly equipped, could be sent from the United States.
Hammond made the announcement to the crew and sat back in his seat on the bridge. It was actually over. A part of him was saddened because soon this ship and this crew would disband. The ship would return to Vallejo and the crew to their homes. He would miss these men. They had worked very hard to do his bidding. They faced the danger and hadn’t even flinched. It would be hard to say goodbye.

Chapter 22

October 30 — Wrapping Up
Washington, D.C.
“OK, now that the announcements are out and everybody’s happy, whose idea was it to do all this up in Pyongyang?” asked President O’Bannon. Seated around the table were the Joint Chiefs and the Secretary of State. Everyone thought the President was totally upset with the move.
Black stood up. “Mister President, it was something worked out between General Richardson and the South Koreans. General Monahan was in on it too. Things were going very quickly as you know, but General Richardson felt it would be more effective if this was an all South Korean show. She told me this morning she was afraid of what might happen if a bunch of Marines started marching up the street, but she also figured North Koreans might be more cooperative if only Koreans were involved. She was right. It made things a lot easier to swallow for the North,” he said. “I am backing her to the hilt. She got the job done.”
A hint of a smile appeared on O’Bannon’s face. “She wasn’t right. She was brilliant,” he said as he couldn’t hide his feelings any longer. “I hope you guys realize this lady is not your average grunt,” he said. The tension in the room was immediately released and the men and women were visibly relieved. “Look, I know there was no way to coordinate all this and I’m very pleased with the result. How does it look at State?”
“Having them capitulate without surrendering was a stroke of genius. General Yao, their army commander, even allowed the DPR army to return home with their rifles and sidearms. It should allow the North Koreans to retain some face. That won’t hurt in the long run,” said the Secretary.
“Ok, what do we do now?”
“Actually, except for a few units, I recommend we simply blend into the woodwork and not make a show of force. They all know we were there and they all know we did it. If we just ease away it will make a nice statement for our allies that we aren’t in this for our own glory. It will be there, but we won’t flaunt it,” the Secretary recommended.
“I agree with that,” said Black. “I am recommending Claire stay there as Commander of US Forces in Korea. She can handle the low profile and still get things done. She can also make the arrangements for our units to start coming home.”
“Does everyone agree?” the President asked. All heads nodded. “Good enough. Now Mister Secretary, what do you have up your sleeve?”
“Mr. President, I have made arrangements for a state visit to Japan, China, and the Philippines with a quick stop in Seoul. The purpose of the visit is to further relations with these countries and cement a few bonds of friendship and trade. I have already made the diplomatic requests and have received invitations from these countries. Seoul has not responded yet since we did not know if the war would be over. The ambassador has assured me that the invitation is in the mail. Your Chief of Staff is setting up the itinerary with our ambassadors, and is setting aside plenty of time for other visits and side tours. I should have the final itinerary in a few days.”
“Good. General Black, please work with State to block out time for the awards and other ceremonies. I believe there are a few guys for me to see including General Richardson. You might even have some time for us to visit the military hospitals.”
“Yes, sir. My staff is already working on it.”
“Good. Ladies and gentlemen, I want to thank you for your support and your professionalism. You have pulled the United States out of a bad situation and have set a nice high standard for us to emulate in the future. I personally thank each of you for a job well done.”
O’Bannon walked around the table and shook everyone’s hand, softly saying a little something to each of them. After a few minutes he bid the room farewell and went back to the Oval Office.
Pusan, Korea
“There’s something I would like to do for you, Sergeant,” the orthopedic surgeon said to the room. Ricks was sitting up in his wheel chair and eating with Su Lynn and his parents. Ricks had made a remarkable recovery. Much of it was attributed to his dedicated wife.
“I want to send you to a specialist in Atlanta for a special operation. There are some new prosthetics out there that would probably help you make your deadline. They will attach a titanium pin to the end of the bones in your legs. That pin will stick out of your skin and the prosthetic will latch into it. Between that and the fit around the remainder of your leg, it should act just as your normal leg.”
“But how will I move it?” Ricks asked.
“When we removed the lower parts of your leg I was able to save a length of bone and I attached what muscle was left to that bone. It may not move exactly like your leg, but you will be able to control it,” the surgeon said.
Ricks smiled at the man. “That sounds a little more promising than something I have to strap on and adjust all the time. But what about this pin that will go through the skin?”
“It can be done. The pin is titanium and not something you might be allergic to. The only thing we should be alert for is infection. By the way you have healed, there is plenty of meat below the end of the bone. That should act as a natural barrier. It just means you have to be careful to keep your legs clean.”
“Sounds like it might be just the thing,” Ricks said.
“He walk by time baby born?” asked Su Lynn.
“Well, possibly. It is possible if you work hard enough. These things take getting used to. But it’s the only thing that gives you a chance.”
“Then he do it,” she said defiantly.
Ricks looked at her with admiration. “You heard the woman, Doc,” Ricks said.
“Good. I’ll make the arrangements and you will be shipped out in a few days,” the surgeon said.
“What about my wife?”
“I’ll get some people on it. I’ll try and get someone to see you this afternoon. In the mean time, I may move you to some other quarters. You’re doing well enough to get around in the chair on your own. How’s that sound?”
“Sounds good.”
“Then I’ll check in on you tomorrow. Have a good evening.”
“Thanks, Doc,” Ricks said. He looked over at Su Lynn and squeezed her hand. “Looks like we’re going home,” he said.
They were just beginning to talk about the prospects when there was another knock on the door and Lt. Colonel Peterson stuck his head in. “Everybody decent?” he asked.
“Come in, Colonel!” said Ricks.
Peterson entered the room and shook hands all around. He even got a hug and a kiss on the cheek from Su Lynn. “I just saw your Doc out in the hall. He says you’re going home. Congratulations!” he said.
“Yes, we just got the word. The Doc says he’s going to try and fix it so Su Lynn can come with me.”
“Well, don’t worry about that. Su Lynn is coming with me for her photograph and she’ll have a passport this afternoon,” he said seriously.
“That quick?” asked Amanda.
Peterson looked a little hurt. “Are you doubting my word, Ma’am?”
“Well, no, but I know how long it took for some neighbors of ours. We only got ours so quick when the Army stepped in,” she said.
“Let’s just say I can pull strings. There’s one more piece of news though,” Peterson said. “Your presence is required at some kind of ceremony in Tokyo in four days. All four of you will be going and the Army is getting the transportation laid on. You will be going in two days. So I suggest you polish up your wheelchair and get yourself shaved. They want you in uniform.”
“You have got to be kidding me. What do they want me for?” asked Ricks.
“Beats me, Sergeant. Just be getting ready. Su Lynn and I may stop and pick you up some new uniforms. I took a look at what you have and wouldn’t wipe my… kitchen table with them,” he said catching himself.
“Yes sir,” said Ricks. “But if you hear what it’s about, I’d like to know.”
“I’ll keep my ears open. OK, Su Lynn, let’s go get you a passport,” Peterson said.
A little unsure of what to do, Su Lynn stood up and went with Peterson. Fortunately, Peterson knew exactly what he was doing and, in addition to getting uniform items, he stopped at a shopping center and bought her some western style clothes. She would have to look nice for the person she would be meeting.
Tokyo, Japan
Air Force One landed at Narita Airport with all the pomp and circumstance befitting a visiting head of state. The 747 had been repaired and hardened against EMP so there was no longer any fear from that threat. The big airplane in its two toned blue and white paint shimmered in the sunlight as it taxied along the ramp to the VIP reception area. The airplane stopped and the airstair was lowered. A red carpet was extended from the end of the stairs out to a waiting platform for arrival remarks.
The doors opened and President O’Bannon stepped from the plane, waved, and walked down the steps. He was greeted by several dignitaries including the Japanese Prime Minister and members of the diplomatic community. The men walked to the platform and gave the perfunctory remarks regarding how happy they were to be here and how much they were looking forward to their meetings. After more handshakes the two men entered their limousines and took off toward an official reception while other staff members made their way to their rooms at the embassy. In some cases, they were taken to the Iowa.
USS Iowa and the rest of the battleships were moored alongside the municipal cargo loading piers running along the Shuto Expressway across from Shinonome Station. The sailors enjoyed the location for two reasons. It had easy access to downtown and it was less than four miles from Disneyland Tokyo. For men who had spent the last few months in a war zone, it was like stepping into a different world. In many cases, it was nice just being around regular people again.
By 8 pm, the activities for the first day had ended and the motorcade made its way through the city to the pier. Normally Tokyo was still jammed with cars at that time of the evening, but the efficient Tokyo police blocked off several streets allowing the motorcade to pass quickly and without interruption.
Entering the gates to the pier, O’Bannon came upon an impressive sight. Each of the huge ships was dressed with lights along the main deck and up and over the masts from bow to stern. They seemed to shimmer as he made his way down the pier to Iowa. Along the way, sailors in their dress blues were standing evenly spaced along the ship’s rails saluting as the limousine passed. The last in line was Iowa. Lights were shining up along the various levels making the ship look even more impressive in the evening as the sides rose into the night sky.
The President exited his limousine and looked at the ship. As with the other ships, sailors were lined up evenly along the entire side of the ship on each level. Even more men stood atop the massive guns — all at attention and all saluting. He heard a bell sound eight times and someone announce “United States, arriving.”
As he approached the quarterdeck he saw eight sideboys and a line of officers waiting at attention. Upon the President’s arrival at the side, the Bos’n began blowing his pipe and all the people on the quarterdeck saluted. Hammond was there, first in line, to greet him.
O’Bannon got to the end of the line in time to hear a small band begin giving the four ruffles and flourishes and then play their version of “Hail to the Chief.” At the end everyone dropped their salute and the President stepped forward followed by Butler and a few other staff members.
“Welcome aboard, Mister President,” Hammond said. The look on his face told O’Bannon how glad he was to see him.
“Roger, it’s good to see you again. I keep hearing things about you,” the President quipped.
“Nothing good, I know. Let me introduce you to my officers,” Hammond said as he began the introductions.
When he got to the end of the line the President stopped him. “Is that the band?”
“Yes, sir. They wanted to be a part of this.”
“Good. Then let’s go see them.”
The two walked up the ladder to the horror of the men standing by their instruments.
“Hi, guys. I really want to meet you,” he said extending his hand. He made his way to each of the men. “You men have no idea what your playing has done for so many of us, both here and back home,” he said as he made his way. “I really appreciate what you’ve put into this. More than you’ll ever know. I hope I get the chance to hear some more of your music soon,” he told them.
The men beamed. They were playing because it was fun, even though they were being asked to play more and more. To have the President come and meet them was icing on the cake.
Hammond led the President into his cabin and O’Bannon flopped into the easy chair. “Oh man, I am so glad this day’s over,” he said. “At least I get to spend it here and not some sterile hotel room.”
“Welcome to the Roosevelt Suite,” Hammond said gesturing with one arm, “straight from its last engagement in 1943.”
“Oh man. I like this. I wish I could walk all over this thing tonight,” the President said.
“Mister President, I…”
“Roger, you’ve known me a while now. Let me be a regular guy once in a while. Isn’t that right, Jim?”
“Damn right,” said Butler.
Hammond chuckled. “OK, Steve. I was about to say you’re welcome to walk around anytime you want. The guys on this ship are okay. They’d love having you drop by.”
Now it was O’Bannon’s time to laugh. “I can see it now. Dear Mom, guess who dropped by my toilet today.” They all sat back and laughed. “Well, maybe a little later. You been doing okay?”
“Perfect. I still can’t thank you enough for putting me in charge of this ship. It’s been the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” Hammond said.
“Well, you deserved it. And by the way things have turned out, I’d say you’ve more than justified the job. I mean jeez, taking on four or five missiles? Jim almost soiled himself when he heard about it.”
“Don’t give away my secrets, Boss,” Butler joked.
“You saying I shouldn’t have?”
“No, it’s just that you have more balls than I have,” the President said. Then he sat up a quickly. “Oh. I almost forgot. I need to speak to your crew. Is that okay?”
Hammond was a little surprised, but the Boss had a habit of making quick decisions. “OK. You want to do this from the quarterdeck or the bridge?” he asked, looking at the agent standing by the outside door.
“The bridge might be a little more secure.”
The President jumped up. “The bridge it is then. Shall we go?”
Hammond called the quarterdeck and had everyone come inside the skin of the ship so that the President’s speech would not be heard across the docks.
Leading the way up the ladders, the men came out through the navigator’s station and onto the bridge. O’Bannon gasped in amazement at the seventeen-inch thick doors leading into the conning station. He paused beside the 1MC as the Captain flipped the switches and handed the President the microphone.
“Crew of the Iowa, this is the President. I want to thank all of you for letting me stay aboard your ship while here in Tokyo. I have wanted the chance to come aboard since before the ship was commissioned. You guys have done an amazing job here in Korea and everyone in the nation is waiting for you guys to get home. So before that happens, I wanted to give you my personal thanks for all you’ve done. I know there are some Iowa veterans aboard. You guys volunteered to return to your ship and serve on her again. That impresses the hell out of me. People once told me that to do what you do required youth. You proved them wrong. It requires dedication and courage. I also understand the young guys here are learning a few things from you guys. Well, learn everything you can. These kinds of veterans come only once in a while.”
“Well, I’m here to tell you that you will eventually be going home, but I wanted to ask you if I could add one more task before you do. I hope this is not asking too much. If it is, let me know when I walk around the ship and I’ll change my mind. You see, I do want you to go home, after you sail around the world.”
From somewhere in the background the President heard a “Yess!” from some member of the crew.
“This conflict has shown the world a great many things, including what a bunch of seventy year old ships can do when handled well. The world thought the battleship’s time had passed them by. You proved them wrong.”
“Now let’s do something done over 100 years ago. A President named Roosevelt sent the American fleet around the world to show people what we were made of. Being the ‘big stick’ and, after seeing what you guys have done, I want to do that again. So immediately after this event, Iowa will take me to Korea. Then you and the rest of the battleships shall visit a number of ports. The list includes stops in China, the Philippines, Fiji and Tonga, New Zealand and Australia, Pakistan, Oman, Egypt, Italy, Spain, France, Germany and Russia. From there you are scheduled to go to Sweden, Denmark, and England. Then we will start dropping off ships along the East Coast as you head home.”
“If that’s OK, it should take six months. But I will sweeten the deal. Each of you can invite your family to one of the ports to join you there. I will authorize their passage on a MAC flight. You will need to have the hotel rooms, but the rest is on us. I suggest you choose one of the more exotic ports and one where you will be staying a few days.”
“That’s the deal guys. Let your officers know what you think and we will make that happen. Once again, I appreciate what you have done and I hope this is a way of rewarding you for that. Have a great evening and I hope to see you around the ship soon.”
“Jeez, Boss. That’s an expensive trip,” Hammond said.
“You bet your ass, but I want to send a few messages. This voyage will thank a lot of people and gives warning to a few others. My thing is for you not to worry about that. Just go have a good time and leave the diplomacy to us. You in?” the President asked.
“I’m in.”
“Good, since you will command the Division. Sorry about the double duty, but that didn’t slow you down before. When you get home, you will get something else. Until then you can stay on this ship and get used to something the size of a task force.”
“I can handle that,” Hammond said.
“Good. Then let’s take a short walk around and see what your crew thinks,” O’Bannon said.
They had just gone through the door when applause broke out in the passageway. Officers and men were lined up along the bulkhead clapping their hands and cheering the President’s decision. He made his way along the passageway and shook the men’s hands. Going farther into the ship more sailors stopped and thanked the President. In the mess decks he was almost overcome. The Secret Service agents finally just let the guys walk up and pat the man on the back. Everyone wanted to go.
Later on, as the President lay in the hot water of the Roosevelt tub, he reflected on the time he had known Hammond. At every turn he impressed the President. It was even shown through the actions and conduct of his crew. These guys would be the perfect ambassadors on the trip. O’Bannon took a deep breath and let the warmth soak into his body. The ceremony day after tomorrow would cap things off.
USS Iowa
After a great Thanksgiving meal prepared by the White House chef and his assistants, the crew formed up on the fantail of the ship looking forward toward the raised guns of turret three. A platform was erected beneath the guns and covered with carpet. The media pool was lined up behind a number of seats that were filled by a variety of sailors and other military men. On one side, the Joint Chiefs of Staff sat stiffly in their dress uniforms. Just before lunch, a group had been assisted up the brow by several Army personnel. One young man in a wheel chair was brought aboard and ushered into the President’s cabin for the meal. As everyone gathered, the young man was wheeled along the main deck to take his place with the other men.
At precisely 3 pm, the President and several other dignitaries walked aft down the port side and took their seats on the dais. The company stood when they arrived and were seated again as they sat. General Black, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, opened the ceremony.
“Ladies and gentlemen, we are here today to honor the heroic efforts of a number of men and women in our armed forces. During this recent conflict there were thousands of instances of individual bravery among our service men and women; however, some stood out above the others. It is our distinct honor and privilege to present these awards on behalf of a grateful nation,” Black said solemnly.
“Will the following personnel please stand and come forward.”
Black began calling out the names of a number of men and women who were receiving the Navy Achievement Medal. One of the citations was read aloud as a representative of all the recipients. Then the President pinned the awards on the breast of each recipient.
These individuals returned to their seats after applause and more were called up for the Navy Commendation Medal. Six different levels of awards were presented and all the recipients were awarded except for one.
“Staff Sergeant Dale Ricks, come forward.”
“Ricks was dressed in an immaculate uniform and a couple of other medals were on his chest that he received earlier. He rolled himself up the incline to the dais. The President stood and walked over to stand beside him.
Black read the citation as an aide came up with a flat award box. “Attention to orders!”
The entire crew stood.
“For conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity at the risk of his life above and beyond the call of duty: Staff Sergeant Dale C. Ricks distinguished himself by acts of gallantry and intrepidity in action against an armed enemy near Daegu, South Korea on August 6th. On that day, Sergeant Ricks was engaged in a raid against North Korean forces behind enemy lines that were preparing to invade that city. He and his men engaged enemy forces far superior in number and equipment. Realizing the urgency of his task, Sergeant Ricks quickly organized a hasty offense consisting of two platoons of soldiers, using hand delivered demolitions explosives, dynamite, and Molotov cocktails he had devised. As the fight developed, Sergeant Ricks delivered these munitions, then braved hostile enemy fire to personally engage the enemy with hand grenades and rifle fire. When additional opportunities presented themselves to inflict further damage, he personally returned to the heart of the enemy encampment to destroy additional equipment untouched by his first attack. He organized the evacuation of several wounded soldiers from the battle. Fearing the enemy would overrun their defenses and capture troops under his care, Sergeant Ricks moved under withering enemy fire to extract an additional soldier from harm. In total disregard for his own life, he maintained his exposed position in order to engage the attacking enemy force. During this action, he was wounded. His courageous actions helped delay the enemy attack on Daegu, and resulted in as many as 250 enemy soldiers killed, and the loss of ten tanks, five rocket launchers, and numerous trucks of ammunition, fuel and supplies, while allowing the safe withdrawal of numerous wounded soldiers. Sergeant Ricks displayed extraordinary heroism and uncommon valor above and beyond the call of duty. His actions are in keeping with the highest traditions of the military service and reflect great credit upon himself, the Third Infantry Division, and the United States Army.”
The box was opened and everyone saw the blue ribbon with the gold star shaped medal attached at one end. The President picked up the circular ribbon and held it for all to see. “It is rare that a President has the opportunity to make a presentation of this award. It gives me great pride to present the Medal of Honor to Staff Sergeant Dale Ricks. On behalf of a grateful nation, I thank you for your service above and beyond the call of duty,” he said as he placed the award over Ricks’ head.
Ricks had not been told what he would receive. He imagined it was just another award, but the President placed the ribbon around his neck and stood to salute him. The look of shock on his face was heartwarming to the President.
“Hand salute!” came the order as all the men on the fantail saluted the man. “Ready two.”
“Congratulations, Sergeant. I am very proud of you. If you ever need anything, you may call upon me or my people,” the President said warmly while shaking his hand.
“Thank you, sir,” Ricks stammered out. He glanced over at his parents and Su Lynn. She was clinging to Hufham’s arm, her eyes full of tears. Even his mom was crying. His father stood stunned. He didn’t even hear the applause everyone was giving him. Ricks waved at them meekly and made his way back down the ramp. People thought it was all over.
General Black came to the microphone again. There was almost a grin on his face. “Rear Admiral Roger T. Hammond, come forward.”
Hammond had a questioning look on his face. He too had not been told of any award. He looked around at the men on the dais. None showed any emotion. Hesitantly he walked forward. Everyone was still standing.
“For conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity at the risk of his life above and beyond the call of duty as Commanding Officer of USS Iowa in action against major units of the enemy during an engagement off Wonsan on September 25th, Rear Admiral Hammond gallantly interposed his ship between enemy missiles and the nuclear aircraft carrier under his protection. Seeing the possible loss of a major Navy asset and the potential loss of over 6,000 of its crew, Hammond ordered USS Iowa steered directly in front of five oncoming surface to surface missiles, shooting down two with his guns while absorbing three enemy missile hits. Undaunted by damage sustained under this terrific fire, he unhesitatingly engaged the hostile missile batteries with his damaged ship, ravaging them with gunfire and destroying both missile batteries before they could reengage the carrier or other ships in the task force. Rear Admiral Hammond, by his indomitable courage and brilliant professional skill, foiled the aims of the enemy during a critical phase of the war. His valiant fighting spirit throughout this historic engagement will venture as an inspiration to all who serve with him. His extraordinary heroism and conduct in this action were in keeping with the highest traditions of the U.S. Naval Service.”
The same kind of box was presented and the President took the medal out. Hammond’s eyes were wide as he saw the highest award the nation could bestow lifted and placed over his head. The President straightened the ribbon and stood back.
“Hand salute!”
Once again, everyone saluted. “Ready two.”
Everyone aboard cheered and Hammond looked at the President.
“I told you we were proud of you,” he said. “Just remember, you did all of this.” He stood back and turned Hammond toward the crowd. The crewmen were cheering madly. It was as if they themselves had received the award. He stood for a moment stunned by what had just happened. Then he regained his composure. Holding up his hand.
“I thank you for this, but it really doesn’t belong to me. It belongs to every member of this crew. I promise, I’ll never let you down,” he said.
The applause and cheering returned anew and Hammond returned to his seat. The President came to the podium and held up his hand. “I said before it was rare that the Medal of Honor is presented. The people here have been witness to two such events. The Medal of Honor is not presented lightly. It is only presented as a result of unique acts of bravery above and beyond the call of duty. Those of you aboard Iowa have seen these acts first hand. Some of our Army representatives have seen it in Sergeant Ricks during battle. Let us never forget what they have done or the circumstances they overcame. Our nation is proud of these men and all of you who serve every day in our armed forces. Thank you for allowing me to be with you and share this moment.”
The ceremony ended and the two recipients joined the senior officers in the President’s cabin after receiving congratulations from the crew and guests.
Hammond entered the cabin to see Ricks talking to the President.
“That’s okay, sir. I’m just wanting to learn how to walk before the baby gets here,” Ricks said.
“What about after? What are your plans?”
“Well, sir, I don’t know. I doubt the Army will want a cripple,” Ricks said. The President could tell the simple thought hurt the man.
“I doubt that. Plenty of people have lost limbs and continued service. Take a look at that Navy Diver named Brashear they made the movie about.”
“Yes, sir, but he lost only one leg.”
The President placed his hand on Ricks’ shoulder. “Just get back on your feet. I’ll worry about your length of service. If you want it, stay in,” the President said.
Ricks’ face brightened considerably. “Thank you, Mister President. I appreciate that.”
Across the room Hammond and the CNO were talking. “Actually, the important stops are in Hong Kong, Karachi, Muscat, Alexandria, and then St. Petersburg. The Chinese were playing their games during this thing. The rest you can imagine. The President would like to let them see what we have the capability of doing,” Johnson said.
“But we are decommissioning these ships,” said Hammond.
“True, but the way we’re going to do this will mean we can still bring them back. The President wants to lay them up with their systems still active. We’ll take off some of the classified electronics, but the rest will stay. The engineering spaces will remain usable. Iowa, for example, will be lit off periodically and the systems run for a day or two just to make sure things are working properly. At the same time we will allow the ships to act as emergency facilities for electrical power and berthing. That way we keep them in a minimal status. Since they are only 600 psi plants, that’s easier to do. The rest of the ships will be scrapped,” said Johnson.
“Which ones?”
“The DDs and the Adams Class DDGs. The Greeks and the others don’t really want them back.”
Hammond thought a moment. “You think the boss might be interested in a home for these ships?”
“Maybe. What do you have in mind?”
“Maybe we could get the museums caring for the battleships to take most of them. A straight donation might help them out and help us get rid of them. I’d hate for these old destroyers to go to the scrap heap.”
“Not a bad idea. I’ll broach it. I don’t particularly want to scrap them either — especially the old Fletchers. I bet some of the veterans associations would love to meet on them,” said Johnson.
The President walked over. “I see you guys cooking up something. Anything I should know?”
“Only that senior flag officers hate being blind-sided, sir,” said Hammond.
All three men laughed. “Roger, I did it because I didn’t need you telling me to give it all to the crew. The effect of your actions was electric. There are kids in college talking about what you did. That should keep the recruiters going for at least a year. Tomorrow I am going aboard the North Carolina and pin the Navy Cross on Chris Hustvedt for his brilliant action. You both did an outstanding job, but if it wasn’t for you, I might be an aircraft carrier short. So take the medal and shut up.”
The CNO slapped Hammond on the shoulder.
“Since you are going on this last cruise, be thinking about what you would like to do once you get home. We’ve been doing some housecleaning and there are some jobs available. Let’s keep talking and work it all out,” Johnson said.
“Ok. I can’t really complain. At least I was able to keep my ship. I hate to lose her.”
“We figured you would feel that way,” said O’Bannon. “There’s nothing in stone that you have to leave once you get a star, so we just added to your responsibilities. I think Perry has someone to help you out.”
“There’s a Commander Lawson and a couple other guys coming aboard in Seoul who will help keep the division stuff in line. He’s a good guy with a lot of savvy. If he doesn’t work out, let me know and I’ll send him elsewhere,” said Johnson.
“That helps. I’m actually looking forward to this little cruise.”
“Thought so. Just enjoy yourself. You and your guys deserve it,” said Johnson.
“Too bad you aren’t riding for a part of it, Boss,” Hammond said to the President.
“I might at that. I’m trying to set up a state visit to England. Don’t be surprised if I join you from Copenhagen on. Might be nice coming in on a battleship instead of Air Force One,” O’Bannon said.
“Me and my big mouth,” said Hammond, throwing up his hands. The group laughed again and began moving around the room talking to other guests. The party lasted until nearly dinner, with the President finally going on his walking tour after the meal. All through the ship the men stopped to speak and show the President what they did. It was a tired man who finally got to his cabin at 10 pm. It was the best Thanksgiving he ever had.

Epilogue

Korea
Once the war was over there was no longer any reason to keep the drivers in the refugee camp. As they were preparing to make their way back home, a representative from an electronics company walked through the door of the barracks and offered them all jobs. All but a few were transported by bus to a sprawling complex that appeared untouched by the war. The drain from the military had left the company short of all kinds of workers; especially drivers.
After signing several documents that Kee didn’t really understand, he was led out a side door to the loading dock. They explained he would be driving equipment and parts all over Korea and told him how much he would be paid. Kee hadn’t understood how much the pay was. In the North, he was given enough to stay alive but not much else. His apartment had been assigned by the state, which was a part of his salary. The supervisor walked him to a large semi-truck with a trailer. It was white and built by Hyundai.
The supervisor showed him around the truck. He especially liked the area behind the cab that was like a small apartment. They spent about an hour going over the controls and the operating procedures. It was unlike anything he had driven before, but after an hour of driving the truck around the facility and getting to know its systems, he returned to the loading docks and attached to a trailer.
Much to Kee’s amazement, his first load was to go to Pyongyang. Given new maps and directions to the major highway, Kee left with the rig on his first run as a free man. He was amazed to see how much better the roads were in the South. He was even more amazed that the gates along the border were open with no guards present. He knew the war was over, but after years of enforced separation it felt very strange.
After a day of driving, he found the warehouse that was confiscated from the government and delivered his trailer of supplies. Leaving the trailer in the yard, he drove back to the apartment where he had lived and gathered his meager belongings. After weeks of living in decent surroundings, he realized how bad his assigned apartment had been. Kee closed the door but left it unlocked. He would never come back. Now he had a job and a future.
At Sea, Near Jakarta
The small freighter made its way toward Sasebo, Japan. It wasn’t new, but well maintained and usable, especially in smaller ports. At first, the owners planned to sell the ship, but after urging by their leading captain the decision was made to let it ply between the islands of the Western Pacific.
Captain Sohn enjoyed the breeze through the bridge windows. The old ship ran well. Engineer Hahn had adopted the engines as his own and nursed them every day. Much to his surprise, his entire crew volunteered to follow him aboard their new home. The ship was smaller than the last one he commanded, but it was a ship and it was his.
He watched several crewmen walking along the main deck checking the hatch covers. He saw them tighten some tie-downs and make their way forward. They would reach Sasebo the next day, then go to Hamhung in the new Korea to deliver foodstuffs. There he would allow the crew to have a few days to visit home. In particular, he planned to accompany a young crewman to fulfill his promise to one day get him back home.
Pusan, Korea
Three months into her assignment as US Forces, Korea, General Richardson was sitting in her office with little to do. Most of the American forces had been shipped home. The equipment was being loaded for transport back to the States and she was relegated to speeches and hand shaking for the most part.
The Korean government had been very efficient in expanding into the North. Their first priority was making sure people were fed. As a result, there were few complaints or protests. The arms facilities were turned over to some of the larger Korean corporations. Hyundai had taken over most of the shipbuilding and boat yards. The ammunition plants were being converted to manufacturing fertilizer and other chemicals. Another was trying to build private aircraft. The workers squabbled and balked about new procedures and quality control, but with real wages they were getting used to the idea that, if they did a good job and people bought their product, they would get paid more. It was a nice incentive.
There was a knock at her office door and her assistant Captain Neuman stepped in.
“Ma’am, there are two people outside to see you. They are both Americans and said you told them to contact you if they needed help.”
“Who are they and what do they want?” They wouldn’t be the first asking for a favor, although the fact that they were Americans surprised her slightly.
“They didn’t say what they wanted, Ma’am, but they did say their name was Dickson. A Mr. and Mrs. Dickson.”
Claire Richardson sprang from her chair and walked past the Captain to the door. The older couple was seated in chairs in the waiting area of the outer office. Richardson could immediately see that they were Dickson’s parents. The man had the stature of the boy and the color of his hair, but she could tell Lieutenant Dickson had looked like his mother. The resemblance was so strong Richardson was almost taken aback. She gathered herself and straightened her blouse before entering the room.
“Mr. and Mrs. Dickson, I am so glad to see you. Won’t you come in my office?” she asked as she shook their hands and led them into the next room. Coffee was offered but politely refused. The two nervously sat together in the chairs beside her desk.
“Thank you for seeing us, General,” the man said.
“It’s my pleasure, Mr. Dickson. I can’t express how sorry I am at your loss.”
They waved it away. “We know, General. Our son wrote and told us about talking to you a couple of times. Your letter was really appreciated,” said his mother.
“I know we haven’t been in touch with you, but we decided to come to Korea and ask for your help,” the father said.
Richardson leaned forward in her chair. “If I can, I would be happy to,” she said.
The man smiled. “You mentioned in your letter the little boy Will saved, Jua Jing. We hoped to see the boy,” Mr. Dickson said.
“You see, Will was our only child. So if we can, we want to adopt this boy and bring him home to Nebraska.”
Richardson’s face spread into a smile. She punched the intercom. “Neuman get my car and driver,” she ordered.
Turning back to the Dicksons she said, “I will take you there personally. Have you been making arrangements?”
“Yes. We were told things weren’t ready, but this was the only time we could get here to see the boy, so we came anyway. We wanted you to be with us,” Mrs. Dickson said.
Richardson nodded. “I appreciate your thinking of me. Let’s go see him,” she said grabbing her cover.
The three left the headquarters and drove for ten minutes before turning into a small gated courtyard where children were playing. The three walked up the steps of a nondescript white building and were met by the Administrator.
“General Richardson! How are you?” she said.
“Che Ya, I want you to meet Mr. and Mrs. Dickson. They have flown here to see Jua Jing.”
“Ah yes, the Dicksons! I have been working to complete the necessary papers for the adoption. Please come in,” Che Ya said. They entered a small office. “Unfortunately, I still do not have the necessary passport and approvals. I checked again this morning, but they are still at the Ministry,” she said.
The Dickson’s looked heartbroken but tried to maintain themselves.
“What do you need?” asked Richardson.
“It’s all with the Foreign Secretary’s office. They tend to be a little slow sometimes.”
Richardson grinned. “Let’s see.” She summoned Captain Neuman in and gave him some instructions. He dashed out of the room and the car was heard tearing off. “Well, while we have everyone here, could Mr. and Mrs. Dickson meet the young fellow?” she asked.
Che Ya nodded. “I’ll go get him,” she said.
After she left the room Mrs. Dickson asked, “What are you having the captain do?”
“I have a little clout around here, so I asked if he would go up there and rattle the cage. He will use my name and authority. I figure he will be back within an hour with everything you’ll need,” she said smugly.
Che Ya entered the room with a young boy. He was typically Korean, with black hair and dark eyes. He was thin and tall. His face was slender and his eyes darted around the room, a little afraid and obviously not quite sure of what to think. Jua Jing could not remember the events of that night when he was rescued. Yet, when his eyes rested on Mrs. Dickson, a strange look came over his face. Slowly, he walked up and let the fingers of his right hand touch her cheek and feel her hair. “I have seen you,” he said in Korean.
Jua Jing remembered the face. It was a face he probably would never forget, but he couldn’t remember where he saw it. He didn’t know why, but he reached up and hugged Mrs. Dickson hard.
Tears rolled down her cheeks as she put her arms around the child. After a moment he backed away and looked at Che Ya. “Have I seen them before?” he asked.
Che Ya explained. “Do you remember the night the soldiers came?” she asked. He nodded.
“Do you remember the one who helped you?”
He looked at her face for a moment, then his eyes shot wide and he gave a shudder. He suddenly remembered the young man carrying him through the building, the shooting, and the explosions. In an instant it all came rushing back. He remembered the man wrapping his arms around him tightly before the big bang that seemed to shove them hard. He remembered the face of the man as he was taken up and walked out of the place. It was the face that looked so peaceful. He clung to Che Ya as the memories returned.
“That is his mother,” she said.
Jua Jing looked at Mrs. Dickson’s face again. As they watched, the fear seemed to leave him. He stood more erect, his eyes opened wider and he gave a slight smile.
“Would you like to come live with us?” Mrs. Dickson asked.
The young man eased forward and in broken English asked, “In United States?”
The Dicksons stared in amazement that the young Korean child could speak some English. She nodded. “In a place called Nebraska,” she said.
His smile grew wide. “Where corn grows! I learn in school,” he said to her excitedly. Jua Jing walked back to Mrs. Dickson, no longer afraid, and began to tell her about his school.
The new family slowly began to know each other. By the time Captain Neuman returned with all the paperwork, there would be no pulling them apart.
Over the Pacific
The Boeing 747 cruised smoothly through the air on its way to Atlanta. In first class, Sergeant Major Paul Hufham sat sipping a beer. He had been offered the post of Command Sergeant Major at Fort Benning, Georgia. Not too bad, he thought. Cushy job and lots of perks. But best of all he would be there when Su Lynn had her baby.
Hufham received word that Ricks was already up on those two new legs. He even chuckled that Ricks had fallen flat on his ass the first time he tried to stand on his own. Little SOB would make that goal to carry his kid if it killed him.
The decision was made to station Ricks at Fort Benning as well. Training new soldiers would be right up his alley. Ricks already told Hufham he would stay in as long as they’d let him. So they would train these wet noses together. What a great way to wrap up a career.
He sat back in the seat and savored his drink. Hufham had originally been in coach, but the flight crew took one look at his uniform and all the ribbons and moved him up to first class. The seat was wide and soft, a movie was playing on a screen on the headrest in front of him. He could even put his feet up a little more than he was used to.
A little later, the attendant saw Hufham sleeping peacefully with his seat leaned all the way back. He’s a handsome man, she thought, and the uniform made him look even better. She turned off the overhead light and placed a blanket over him. Later on, when he was awake, she might sit and let him tell her some war stories.
USS Iowa
It had been a long, tiring cruise. The Iowa transported the President to Seoul with a gunshoot along the way. The President was like a kid watching in fascination as the huge guns fired. Upon arrival in Seoul the President bid farewell to his friend and his crew. Although it was a formal departure, the President walked around the ship once more that morning and the crew had been very open in their desire for the President to remain aboard with them.
Since that time, the battleships and escorting destroyers traveled across the globe. In most ports they only stayed a few days, but Hammond met with the city officials and invited them all to visit his ships. Tours were given while inport with the ships rotating the duties so that everyone had the chance to enjoy the visit.
The “special” visits turned out to be the easiest. Local officials and citizens heard about what the battleships had done and were eager to please. During the entire cruise, only four instances of disturbances ashore were reported. None were from the Iowa. As promised, the President joined the ship in Copenhagen. The two day trip to Portsmouth was a joy and the crew enjoyed having the President onboard again.
In Portsmouth, Iowa held a grand reception on its fantail. The President’s Marine Band was on hand to render honors and play, but most wanted to hear the ship’s band that had become so famous. The band was eager to play for guests. During the reception the King and Queen came aboard along with the Prime Minister. The King asked for a short tour and Hammond enjoyed taking the group around. Once again, the crew was on its best behavior and was happy to show off their ship and their spaces.
Jim Butler enjoyed the fact that Sir Rupert Whitney, the First Sea Lord and his wife attended. Butler brought his wife and they sat with the Whitney’s spending a good deal of the time planning a vacation they would take together later in the year.
After that successful port visit, the crew slowly made their way home. Along the way there was a somber mood on the ship. The Iowa and her brethren were going home to be decommissioned again. The brief shining moment when these great ships sailed and fought together at sea had come to an end. They had made a great difference in the world, but the difference was not long lasting. Air power had reasserted itself and was strong as ever. Yet in that brief moment, the ships proved once again the power of their guns. The term ‘Fear God and Dreadnought’ was learned once more by an enemy which had sampled their might before.
But this time the world noticed. The ships influenced the balance of the war, depriving the enemy of mobility and landmass. They clearly demonstrated the usefulness of their armor in defeating missile threats and they were able to destroy hardened fixed fortifications some said were impregnable. True, aircraft could do the same thing, but the battleship did so with impunity.
The battleships entered New York harbor. While sailing in a line past the Statue of Liberty the harbor fireboats lifted their water cannons high and great streams of water welcomed the ships as they made their way past Manhattan to their piers for a three day visit. New Yorkers came out by the thousands to see the great ships and go aboard. It was a non-stop party until they left.
After leaving New York, the Massachusetts detached from the rest and began making her way to Fall River. The other ships turned their turrets out to sea and fired a final broadside. The Massachusetts made her way home alone while the rest headed south.
Next was Philadelphia. Like the Massachusetts, the ships bid their farewell to their sister, the New Jersey, with another broadside. The people of Philadelphia lined the banks as their ship made its way upriver. That night fireworks lit the sky and the crew was treated to one of the largest celebrations they had ever seen.
The Wisconsin entered Norfolk without much fanfare. The sailors at the Navy Base waved along the ships and piers, but when she neared the pier where she would moor, the area was filled with people and officials to greet her. Families were there along with veterans and others in Norfolk who wanted to show their support. The sailors left the ship into a sea of goodwill.
Wilmington was different. The column of four battleships was met by thousands of small boats and yachts. Balloons and aircraft were overhead and people were crowded along the beaches to watch as the North Carolina passed. The report of the broadside echoed across the water, setting off a cheer from every boat and every group.
USS North Carolina steamed slowly upriver escorted by hundreds of small boats. Ships in their berths along the way sounded their whistles in tribute. Passing under the Cape Fear Memorial Bridge, the crew saw a change in the museum and berthing facilities. The river had been widened in her absence and a new concrete dock installed. Very slowly, the North Carolina eased around with the help of tugs and pointed her bluff bow into the dock. She eased in gradually, fitting exactly as she should and without running into other boats as she did when she had first been moored there in the early 1960s. The museum area was filled with well wishers and families. The North Carolina, a long ignored piece of hardware, had been brought to life again. Now she was home and would never be forgotten.
After leaving the Alabama in Mobile, the Iowa and Missouri along with their remaining escorts quietly transited the Panama Canal. Traveling up the coast, they were joined by a fleet of destroyers and cruisers off San Diego for the cruise to San Francisco.
After one last joint broadside salute, the Iowa, Rooks, and Richard E. Byrd left the formation and made their way into San Francisco Bay. The band set up to play and the rest of the sailors donned their whites as they began to pass through the Golden Gate. At first it seemed peaceful enough. There was a fine misty fog slightly obscuring the shore and bridge, but as the ships came closer to the Golden Gate Bridge they heard distant cheers. Then someone noticed there was no traffic moving on the bridge. In the early morning light the men could see people waving from the side. As the fog was burned off a little more, they began to see throngs of people lining Fort Point Rock and the park on the far side.
The sailors manned the rail as they always did coming into port. The band began to play, bringing forth a tremendous cheer from above. As the ship passed beneath the bridge, confetti rained down upon it and people on the bridge were yelling as hard as their lungs could manage.
That was when they saw the inner harbor. It was filled with small craft. The Coast Guard did all they could to keep a clear channel, but the channel curved to the right instead of the left where they needed to go. The ships were forced to pass along the San Francisco waterfront where people filled the hills watching and cheering as the ships traveled past. The band kept playing, causing small groups to dance onshore.
Finally turning to the left, the Iowa and her escorts passed between Alcatraz and Treasure Island. The boats began to thin and the ships sped up to fifteen knots. The pilots expertly guided the ships up the bay toward Vallejo.
It took most of the morning to make their way to Mare Island and home. The two escorts moved ahead to moor before Iowa arrived. It was nearly noon when Iowa rounded the last turn and saw the approach to Mare Island. People lined the waterway welcoming the great ship home. Iowa’s men manned the rails again as she moved steadily onward toward the new colorful pylons marking the shipyard and museum. To handle the expected crowds, the decision was made to moor the ships at the new museum piers. The band readied to play one last time.
As the ship neared the museum, she slowed. Hammond blew one long blast on the ship’s whistle and the Iowa band began to play. They chose the song ‘Rockin’ Down the Highway,’ to be their entry song. From the first note, the crowd began to cheer loudly. Just as in San Francisco, confetti was blown high into the air around the ship as Vallejo came alive with dancing and good cheer.
Hammond stood on the bridge wing staring down at the crowd on the pier and savoring the return of his ship and crew. Up forward, Bos’n stood in his whites with his hard hat on his head grinning from ear to ear. Down below Father Danner stood on the O-2 level talking to some sailors. Davis was with the conning officer making sure things ran smoothly and standing beside the forward 5-inch mount he saw Doc Dickerson staring at the crowd and waving. He saw Master Chief Skelly walk the deck along with the Weapons Officer and heard a report from Main Control from Commander Kimberlain. They were all a part of his life now and it was difficult to believe he had known them such a short time. Even though they would soon part, he knew there would always be a special bond between himself and the crew.
As they moved closer to their berth, Hammond saw Jack Latham on the pier with the two senior veterans, Moosally and Morse. He waved down to them. Jack waved back and clasped his hands together over his head sharing the moment. Nearby he saw someone in a wheelchair waving at them. It appeared Petty Officer Owens was on the mend. Despite the scarring from his burns, Hammond could see a smile on the young man’s face.
That’s when he noticed a yellow Oldsmobile Delta 88 convertible drive onto the pier. Patricia Crowell stopped the car, climbed out, and walked to the edge of the pier as Iowa was pushed in by the tugs. She held up a set of keys and smiled.
As the lines went across to the pier, Rear Admiral Roger Hammond smiled and waved to her. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small black box. Opening it, he showed Mayor Crowell the diamond ring inside. She saw it, looked directly at him, and nodded her head. USS Iowa was home.
“Moored. Shift colors.”
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