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Аннотация
In the not too distant future, with the United States in political and economic decline, one hundred elite American soldiers mutiny to save the world's last bastion of vibrant freedom from the expansionist People's Republic of China.
The year is 2029. The United States has declined under the weight of political and economic stagnation. China, beset by internal political unrest, invades its old breakaway province, Taiwan, which has become the world�s freest and most technologically advanced society. The United States, Taiwan�s historic ally, sends the Knights, a secret American special forces unit, to slow the Chinese onslaught and allow the President time to marshal American military and diplomatic power to save the beleaguered democracy. When the President caves in to Chinese economic threats and recalls the Knights, they mutiny. Dramatically outnumbered and cut off from any outside aid, the Knights use skill, cunning, and audacity to fight their desperate battle against Chinese forces and inspire the American public to come to Taiwan�s rescue.
Stand of Knights is an original geopolitical thriller for the 21st century with high-tech action, breathtaking scale, and an uplifting story. It is the first installment of a series that will tell the entire story of the China-Taiwan War.


Jack Thorlin
Stand of Knights: A Novel of the China-Taiwan War


Foreword

Wars dominate the chronologies of all nations and many millions of participants, but rarely does a conflict transcend the passions of the immediate participants and invade the consciousness of people everywhere. Rarer still are the primary sources of such a conflict, the words of the participants. Rarest of all is a manuscript written without the confounding gauze of time or the deliberate artifice of a self-interested memoirist. Sergeant Clay McCormick wrote just such a manuscript and handed it to me within hours of the final act of the Battle of Taipei. I am presenting his work here for the first time.
The Battle of Taipei and the history of the Knights of Taiwan stand too fresh in our memory for detached, dry, historical treatment. McCormick�s recounting does not pretend to be such an account. Instead, McCormick takes us behind the scenes, explaining how he and the other Knights experienced the events that most of the rest of the world had to follow through news stories and videos posted to YouTube.
McCormick�s story contains a number of revelations about the Battle of Taipei. I have independently verified the military actions through eyewitness accounts and, in some cases, video footage. However, I cannot directly confirm the accuracy of McCormick�s descriptions of private conversations, motives and actions. As the reader may know, I was present in the American Institute for part of the battle and, having met and talked with almost all of the people described, I think McCormick�s descriptions are credible.
I must note that McCormick in his retelling criticizes several people now deceased with a candor and ferocity that can only add to the pain the battle imparted to their loved ones. To those families, I am sorry, but their pain is not sufficient to stop the printing of this journal. The story is too important to sacrifice on the altar of politeness toward the illusions of the bereaved.
I will now step aside and let McCormick unfold the story he has so clearly earned the right to tell.
Brad Feldman
New York City
April 2029

Book 1: Wood


Chapter 1: The Officious Officer

January 22, 2029
The war of the Knights � the cataclysm of nations, ideas, philosophies going on outside the walls as I write this in Taipei� began in a stifling Venezuelan jungle. God knows how many damn bugs crawled up and down the khakis and t-shirt I was wearing instead of a combat suit. I felt weighed down by the heat and the insects, neither of which seemed dissipated at all by the onset of nighttime.
Private James LaFont relieved the boredom of the misery when he whispered to me, �You think that fat-ass is coming soon?�
I put on a pensive air. �Well, I won�t be seeing your mom until we�re back stateside. So, no, the fat-ass won�t be coming anytime soon.�
Too bad no one else was around to hear. Oh, Captain Wood was there, but he wasn�t the type to laugh at the type of jokes enlisted men tell. Maybe officers in the regular Army would do that, but not the Knights. I guess when you�re an officer of the best of the best, you don�t have to put on the chummy blue-collar air and laugh at your enlisted men�s jokes to make sure they�ll follow your orders. And it was just Captain Wood, Private LaFont, and me lying prone in the forest off the side of that damn highway in Venezuela.
Pablo Perez was the fat-ass to whom LaFont referred. He was a tubby, bombastic politician, an up and coming member of the Venezuelan nomenklatura. He was probably a couple years away from getting on the Venezuelan Politburo. I like to get to know the targets a bit more than what they look like, so I googled Mr. Perez. Turns out he was an acolyte of Hugo Chavez, a big believer in Revolution. His shtick was railing against the black market and imports from Colombia. He liked calling the black marketeers �hormigas negras� (�black ants� an online translator told me).
That detail sticks out in my mind. When I was young, I was afraid of most bugs, but never black ants. They just work hard and never bother people. If the claimants of political power around the world could be more like that, there wouldn�t be any need for people like me. And yet, children with power fantasies still love taking out the magnifying glass and burning the poor ants up. Pablo Perez was probably that kind of child once, and he grew up to go after �black ants� professionally.
I don�t know why the outgoing president authorized the mission. I guess he figured Perez might be another Chavez and that three generations of fathead lunacy in South America were enough, especially after the fiasco of the Iranian missiles being blown up in Venezuela during the Iran-Israel War. Just having orders is enough reason for me, but it is nice to have a reason to believe in the mission.
The plan was to hit Perez�s three-car convoy as it made its way from Caracas to the politico�s beach house. All well and good, but hitting cars on a highway going 65 mph is kind of tricky.
The planning division of the Knights played this one true to form by crafting a timid plan that could not fail to fail. They were always scared about leaving some sort of evidence behind implicating the U.S. in some nefarious operation in countries once scourged by colonialism. This time they didn�t want us to use any weapons that couldn�t easily be bought from arms dealers. That meant we could use basic mines and unguided rockets. No guided missiles, no smart mines, no advanced rifles, no EMP grenades.
In the abstract, one might expect simple mines to work well enough. The problem for us was created by American soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan. Militaries all over the world learned from our struggles with IEDs and set out to conquer mines. The ones designed to operate electronically were the easiest to jam. Much more difficult were the pressure mines, the ones that triggered mechanically when a large enough weight got on top of them. By 2020, optical and x-ray scanners were advanced enough to scan ahead of a vehicle and identify those mines. So, if you had enough money for jammers and scanners, you didn�t have to worry about mines. You could detect them a hundred yards out and evade.
The Chinese started selling their jammers and scanners all over the world a couple years back, including to their socialist pals in Venezuela. We didn�t know if Perez�s security outfit would have the jammers. The planning boys (especially Captain Wood) were content to assume that the Venezuelans wouldn�t waste precious jamming systems on security for mid-level officials.
�But, Captain Wood, sir,� I asked when he told me the plan, �it stands to reason that if we�re going after the baddie, his own side will think he�s important enough for good security. Besides, what do those systems cost now? A hundred-thousand bucks? A three car security detail costs way more than that. And if they�ve got the scanners and jammers, all we can do is shoot unguided rockets at them. What are the chances of hitting all three cars with unguided rockets? We have to lead the cars just the right amount and even then we might not kill all the passengers if we don�t hit the gas tank or get the rocket to explode in the passenger compartment.�
Wood just gave me that patient, irritating grin he adopts when he�s explaining something he thinks is simple. �If the mines work, we�ll only have to hit two cars. If the mines don�t work, we just back off and let him go through. No big loss. Anyway, we�ll just have to practice on the battle simulator until we�re good enough to hit the moving cars.�
Maybe he thought unguided rockets were like bullets fired from sniper rifles and that we could plug the cars like some redneck hunter blasting a squirrel. Unfortunately, we never got good enough to hit the targets in the simulator more than a third of the time. The planning division brain-trust (like the ever debonair Captain Wood) must have figured that missing was OK as long as we didn�t get caught. I believe I saw the phrase �target of opportunity� at least seven times in the initial briefing. Translation: the planners didn�t really think we would succeed, but figured the shot at success was worth the relatively minor chance of getting caught if our little mine-and-rocket party fizzled.
And so our five man team was inserted into Venezuela via stealth helicopter. We emerged out of that ultra-advanced, impossibly expensive machine and, once it flew off, we were left with less high-tech gear than an Afghan mujahideen had half a century ago fighting the Soviets. Just M-16A2 rifles (can�t risk giving us the good stuff in case we get caught), silenced pistols (never know when they�ll come in handy), a couple pressure mines (sigh), and unguided rockets that wouldn�t have been out of place when my great-grandfather was fighting Nazis and worrying about his kid�s polio.
We hiked the ten miles to the ambush spot and waited. We had a day to settle in and get a feel for traffic patterns. Two Knights, Private Hedges and Corporal Lopez, were stationed two miles up the road to give advanced warning. When we got the word that Perez was on the way, we�d have about two minutes to get ready. I was supposed to run out to the middle of the highway, lay a pressure mine on both lanes, and run away as fast as I could. Captain Wood would wait on the side of the road with Private LaFont and get ready to shoot rockets at the two cars in back once the mine went off.
I had three rockets with me as well. If I got back to the side of the road quickly enough, I might be able to shoot them off at the other two cars and increase our pathetically small chance of hitting the impossibly fast-moving targets.
As I was sitting in the jungle about a hundred yards back from the road, I was still chewing over the scenario. Our plan called for sitting back and hoping to get lucky. Sure, there was a certain logic to it. Even if we didn�t have much hope of success, we wouldn�t risk much.
I wish I could say I was motivated to change the plan by some desire to help out the noble black marketeers that Pablo Perez was planning on tormenting. In light of where I am right now and the present situation of the Knights, it would even lend some foreshadowing to my story.
However, those considerations were not what motivated me at that point, and I don�t have enough time to come up with the lies that would make me sound relentlessly moral. The real story is that I love excitement. Not like the adrenaline junkies in explosive ordinance disposal, though. I love gambling my life on my skill. If I wanted to live a safe sit- back-and-wait-for-luck life, I would have stayed back in Indiana, gotten my employment voucher, and sat in a stuffy office for the rest of my life. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.
That�s why, when I thought of a slightly more dangerous way to make the plan worked, I decided to act on it.
* * *
It was just after midnight when Private Hedges radioed in. Perez�s convoy was coming, no traffic ahead of it. Thank God for the anemic Venezuelan economy and gasoline rationing driving most privately owned cars off the road. I got up and sprinted for everything I was worth to the highway, carrying the mines in my hand, three rockets strapped to my back, and a pistol holstered on my thigh. My muscles should have been cramped from sitting in the jungle all day, but I was too excited to notice. I planted the mines as the plan called for, but I didn�t run back to the edge of the jungle. Instead, I began running north down the highway, away from the direction Perez�s convoy would be coming from.
About two seconds after I started down the highway instead of returning to the jungle at the side of the road, Captain Wood�s voice was buzzing in my earpiece. It was about what you�d expect. What the hell was I doing, did I want to get killed, blah blah blah. �Sir, get ready to shoot your rockets,� was all I said in return. Not too pithy, but I had bigger things to worry about.
I was about two hundred yards down the road when I stopped, set down my spare rockets, crouched to one knee and held the first rocket up, ready to fire. By that point, the oncoming cars were only about half a mile down the road.
It seemed to take no more than an instant for the cars to approach the mines that were only two football fields away from me. The drivers must have had mine scanners on board because the convoy swerved briefly off the highway and then got back on, accelerating swiftly past the speed limit.
This was a standard ambush evasion tactic. The drivers knew if they slowed down, they�d be sitting ducks for whoever set the mines.
They didn�t figure on someone being on the road itself. It was much easier to hit a car heading straight for me than it had been to lead the mock-car targets in the battle simulator. Of course, the security guards would see the fiery trail of the rocket against the dark night sky and, if they survived the rocket, they would gun me down before I could scramble for cover. A risk, but a calculated one.
For a heartbeat, I hesitated. In theory, it wasn�t too late to run away from the road and disappear in the forest. But it was too late for me. An inexorable series of events led to my existence and made me who I am. I would not sit back and wait for things to happen. I had to roll the dice.
I pulled the trigger and heard the whoosh of the rocket motor as it flew away. I don�t know where my rocket hit on the first car because I was already reaching down to pick up the next launcher. When I looked up, I saw that the first car had flipped over on its side and was skidding down the highway. The second car, the one Perez would be in, had veered off the road to avoid the wreckage and was now accelerating down the strip.
Captain Wood and Private LaFont both fired then, apparently aiming at the second car. One of their shots went missed wide and slammed into the jungle on the other side of the road. The other rocket also missed, but it detonated just behind the second car, creating a crater about two feet deep. The third car crashed into the giant pothole, tearing its axle off in the process. This all transpired in a half-second.
The second car was about a hundred yards away when I pulled the trigger on my second rocket. I heard a click. Nothing else happened. The rocket was a dud!
I froze for an instant, fearing I would be seen and shot at that precise moment. I didn�t even have time to exclaim, �Shit!� I dropped the defective rocket and grabbed my final launcher. The car was bearing down on me now, about sixty yards out. A second left, no more. I aimed quickly and depressed the trigger.
I�ll never know if it really happened or if I just imagined it, but I thought I saw a hand raised in the backseat of the car as the rocket closed in. I like to think it was Perez. No matter, the hand couldn�t stop the process I had set in motion. I was so caught up in the moment that I didn�t even notice the flash of the rocket as it slammed into the front of the car. It must have gone right through the windshield because the interior of the car erupted in flame and the vehicle swerved off the road, the steering column and driver shattered in an instant.
To their credit, Private LaFont and Captain Wood must have quickly figured out which vehicle was a bigger threat at that point. They both turned their rocket fire on the third car, the one stuck in the crater. The security team inside hadn�t even recovered their wits from the initial crash when two rockets slammed into their armored Mercedes. One shaped- charge warhead detonated in the engine block and the other in the passenger compartment. The car was thrown out of the crater by the concurrent blasts, the occupants all instantly killed.
There followed a quiescent stillness in the air as my ears, jolted by the explosions of the past thirty seconds, struggled to reacclimate to the normal volume of a road through the jungle at night. After a few seconds, I jogged over to Perez�s crashed car, pistol in hand. I needn�t have bothered; everyone in the car was obviously dead. Perez�s body was shredded by fragments, his face blackened and torn as if it had been nothing but a thin rubber Halloween mask.
Gore is never pretty to look at. It doesn�t actually make me regret what I�ve done, of course, but it always reminds me how fragile our bodies actually are. A couple pounds of explosives turns the wonder of the human mind and body into horrible refuse.
No matter.
I walked over to LaFont and Wood. No one said anything for a moment. Then I spoke. �Perez is dead, sir. Do we want to search the bodies for intel?�
Wood looked as if he wanted to complain about my disobeying orders, but he must have decided to save it for later. �Yeah, Sarge, Private LaFont and I will rummage through their pockets and the car. Go check out the first car and make sure they�re all KIA.�
I gave a quick �Yes, sir,� and walked over to the first car. It had flipped over when my first rocket detonated on the right front tire, and now it lay motionless on the highway. Blood was visible on the windshield. All of the bulletproof, shatter-resistant windows were still intact, though they were scarred white with cracks. Pistol in hand, I kicked in the driver�s window and knelt to peer into the mangled interior. There were four bodies inside. Three lay motionless. One was moaning softly and moving his fingers.
I was faced with a dilemma. Should I kill the one who had survived? He wasn�t likely to be up and about until help arrived. When would that be? At least fifteen minutes according to the planning folks. The observer team up the road hadn�t radioed in about anyone coming.
I quickly considered the options. It seemed unlikely that this man had seen anything that he could relay to the Venezuelans so that they could figure out who had carried out the assassination. He was just a security guard, a foot soldier, someone who did what he was told and nothing more. Letting him live would seem to be the humane thing to do. I noticed he had a wedding ring on. The man probably had a family.
But there was a chance he could have seen something. He might have caught a glance at me when I was walking over. There was an outside chance he could tell that I�m not Hispanic. Sure, I had camouflage paint covering my face, but I�m 6�1��, a bit taller than the average Venezuelan. I realized that part of my wrists were exposed � the area between my gloves and the sleeve of my shirt. That wouldn�t have happened if we had been wearing our normal camouflage combat uniforms, but the planning division had insisted we wear civilian clothes so that if someone spotted us, they wouldn�t know we were military.
The wrists were the problem. Could he tell I was white? He couldn�t see my blond hair and he�d need inhumanly perfect vision to tell I had blue eyes. But the pale white skin that never quite tans no matter how many years I spend in the hot parts of the third world gives me away as a non-Hispanic. There was an identifiable risk of identification if the injured, seemingly semi-conscious guard got a look at me. What was the chance? Five percent? Ten percent? Too high.
I put my silenced pistol up to the guard�s head and pulled the trigger. Upon reflection, I did the same to the other occupants of the car. After all, I hadn�t taken their pulses, and their bodies weren�t as horribly mangled as those in Perez�s car. If I had to turn some unknown Venezuelan woman into a widow because there was a slight chance her husband had seen my wrists, shooting three corpses in the head wouldn�t make things much worse.
Just then, the two Knights stationed further up the road radioed in. �Cavalry en route, ETA 90 seconds.�
Wood responded instantly. �Cavalry in 90 seconds, copy. Evac now, rendezvous at the LZ in fifteen minutes.� I quickly ran back to Wood and LaFont, and together we began the seven mile trek back to the field where the stealth helicopter had inserted us less than 24 hours earlier.
* * *
An hour and forty-five minutes later, we were waiting for the stealth helicopter to pick us up and bring us back to Colombia. Our five man team was spread around the perimeter of the small clearing in the jungle that might have once been a farm of some kind. It had been abandoned for at least twenty years, and now there was no human habitation for miles in every direction.
I peered out at the forest using my nightvision goggles, watching for the slightest twitch of movement that would betray an enemy presence. It�s tricky for soldiers, even the elite Knights, to focus solely on keeping watch in this manner, especially when waiting for evacuation at the end of a mission after the post-adrenaline-high has given way to deadening fatigue. Years ago, I devised my own personal trick for such occasions � flavorless chewing gum. Hold a sugar free stick of gum under a faucet for thirty seconds and it will have no odor detectable by an enemy, but the simple act of chewing keeps you alert.
I was chewing away merrily and watching an owl slowly rotate its head on a branch about twenty-five feet away when Captain Wood radioed and told me he was coming over to my position. This was a necessary advance warning so that I wouldn�t mistake him for a particularly lucky Venezuelan soldier who needed to be filled with 5.56 mm bullets.
God damn it, I thought. He�s going to scare the owl away. The bird had only come because I had not moved an inch in the past twenty minutes other than slowly rotating my head. Wood, about as skilled in the fieldcraft of silent approach as a moderately competent recruit, sounded as loud as a drunken gorilla crashing through autumn leaves as he approached my position.
�Friendly approaching, Sergeant McCormick.� He whispered it when he was about fifteen feet behind me.
Without turning, I whispered back in feigned surprise, �Where did you come from, skipper?� No, I�m not above flattery, and I suspected that I needed to start this conversation on a good note.
Wood moved forward and crouched down right beside me. He was somewhat short for a Knight, only five feet eight inches. He had sandy blond hair and the tan complexion of a California beach bum, though at the moment his face obscured by camouflage paint and his short hair covered with a floppy jungle camouflage hat. The thirty-six year old captain was strong, no one could make the Knights without being strong, but he was wiry to the point of almost-skinniness. This made his presence somewhat less imposing than one might have expected of a captain in the world�s most elite fighting unit.
I caught the back-end of a smile as I turned to face Wood. He whispered, �Thanks, Sarge, but you�re a terrible liar. I know you heard me coming.�
Aw shit, I thought. Any lie was punished in the Knights, even a white lie. I could be looking at a marathon run as punishment. I thought fast.
�Yes sir, I was just kidding sir. Heard you coming a mile away.�
Either Wood was satisfied that I was joking instead of lying or he didn�t care. �Don�t worry about it. I�ve got to talk to you about something else.�
When a woman or boss says they have to talk to you about something, you know it�s going to mean trouble. Friends just say what they have to say without the preamble.
Wood whispered in a low voice, �Sarge, you got lucky out there today. Since you were right, you�ll probably get a medal for what you did. But just remember � if you had been wrong or missed, you�d be dead and you might have gotten the rest of us killed too.�
I can never think of a good comeback on the spot. I can tell myself now that I�m a loyal sergeant and talking back to officers might have gotten me transferred out of the Knights or even Special Forces entirely. At that moment, however, I would have told him off if I could have thought of something to say. Instead, all I could muster was a half-hearted �Yes sir, it�ll never happen again, sir.�
I should have said, �I won�t forget how you were going to let the target get away because you were too lazy to question the planners and too stupid to figure out what they couldn�t�sir.� That would have felt good.
Wood nodded, apparently satisfied. �I just wanted to tell you that before the debrief and while we aren�t surrounded by the others. You�re a good Knight, McCormick. Follow orders and you�ll go far.� He stood up and I could have sworn I saw a crooked, self-satisfied grin underneath the camouflage paint on his face. �Chopper�s coming in fifteen minutes. See you back at the LZ.� With that, he started walking over to Private LaFont, the next man on the perimeter a couple hundred yards away.
I stewed over Wood�s rebuke for the next quarter of an hour until the internal turbulence of my thoughts was interrupted by the faint sound of a blade chopping air as the stealth helicopter arrived and quickly landed in the field behind me. I was the last Knight to arrive and soon we were strapped into the cavernous interior of the double-rotor helicopter, making our way back to Colombia after having taken the life of another would-be thuggish apparatchik.
* * *
As the helicopter took a meandering course to evade Venezuelan radar installations, I considered my conversation with Wood. The captain confirmed to me once again that careerists are everywhere. Their ethos is the tautological �this simply isn�t done.� Their motive is the earning of a shiny piece of metal that will pinch-hit for the self-respect they sacrifice through their unthinking prostrations to their superiors.
I joined the Knights because every other job looked like permanent indentured servitude to hacks who know the right people or suck up to their bosses. The Knights were by far the most meritocratic system left in the country, and even in the Knights, career advancement depended at least in part on being liked by one�s superiors. The important difference between this outfit and the rest of the country is that servitude in the Knights much more exciting.
I was not an office desk jockey writing reports that no one would read. I was not another lawyer figuring out how to evade the latest government regulation. I was not a salesman trying to con people into paying more than they should for some crappy product based on antiquated technology. I was not another government worker trying to figure out how to squeeze people and outsmart the private sector lawyers. I did important, exciting, life-saving and life-taking work, the kind that didn�t make the newspapers because it would shock the sensibilities of people used to the banal pursuit of prestige. So what if I risked my life? Was that any more than I�d have risked as another drone?

Chapter 2: The World Revisited

We stopped at the base in Colombia only long enough to leave the stealth helicopter and enter a small private jet that would take us back to Colorado. I did enjoy that aspect of our missions. For small raids like the Venezuela job, the planning section almost invariably decides that it�s more cost-efficient to send the team out on the fancy private jet rather than a conspicuous military transport. The result is that, at least on the flight back, a smelly bunch of soldiers clad in dirty, sometimes bloody clothes are able to sleep in plush leather seats that fold out into almost couch-sized beds. Hell, there were even microwavable dinners and drinks set out for us.
Private LaFont was in hog heaven. He stretched his fullback frame out on his chair with a can of Budweiser in his hand. A smile cracked his smooth, impossibly youthful mocha face. �Know what I need now, Sarge?� He asked the question with a raised eyebrow, telling me that he wasn�t looking for an actual answer. �A stewardess to fuck. Give me that and I�ll kill ten more politicos for you.� LaFont got some laughs for that observation (prediction?), though I could only be coaxed into a small smile. I knew LaFont had a girlfriend back in the States, which made his joke seem either insincere or unseemly.
Wood�s little talk had put me into a surly mood, so I wasn�t in the mood for LaFont�s humor, which was invariably low brow and high quantity. This was, of course, fairly standard for a twenty-one year old, particularly one who had grown up in one of the innumerable ghettos of Los Angeles. I�m no psychologist, but I suspect his talkativeness was also the result of being a quarter Vietnamese, half black and a quarter Mexican. His sandy brown skin, black hair, short height and shit-eating grin must have made it difficult for him to fit in with anyone growing up, and so he developed an oversized loudmouth personality to compensate.
And somehow he had overcome that to qualify for the Knights.
�What do you think, Sarge?� LaFont asked the question with a leering grin, as if I had been listening intently for the past thirty seconds of his yammering on about his carnal lust for a mythical flight attendant.
I put on a pained expression. �LaFont, do you seriously think I�ve been paying attention to your bullshit this whole time? You poor, idealistic bastard.�
That charge bounced off LaFont�s cheery demeanor like a tennis ball against a brick wall. �Well, Sarge, I�m asking if you�d rather bang that chick from Transformers 8 or Olivia Wilde?�
I pretended to consider the question. I hadn�t seen Transformers 8, but I had seen a preview and I didn�t want to admit my lack of pop culture knowledge to the men. �Olivia Wilde. Blondes are used to being the popular girls, so they aren�t hungry for it the way brunettes are.�
LaFont looked impressed with that analysis, so I seized the opportunity to tell him to shut the hell up and let me sleep.
I fully intended to rest for the entire flight, but I couldn�t quite manage to drift off while LaFont and the two other enlisted men were cackling about their little mile high fantasies, so I found myself reading a copy of the New York Times on an e-reader that had been lying in the pocket of one of the seats.
The front page was all about the inauguration of President Linda Rodriguez. There was a picture of a short, somewhat stout Latina in her mid-fifties waving to the crowd gathered in front of the Capitol. The headline blared, �New Day in America.� This, apparently, was the theme of her inaugural address. I had read in an article a few weeks earlier that her predecessor�s inaugural had focused on �A New Age of Security.� Newness certainly seemed to be the order of the decade when it came to political speeches, as if a vague rhetorical adjective mutates into a substantive noun given enough repetitions.
That might not have been entirely fair, however. There was plenty new in President Rodriguez�s inaugural address. Her Democrat predecessor had bailed out banks, homeowners, farms and American computer manufacturers. Rodriguez, a Republican, wanted to change the course of the country by bailing out the unemployed. She called for an economic bill of rights that forbade employers from firing employees and also guaranteed universal access to �employment vouchers,� her predecessors� popular program that entitled voucher holders to jobs that fit their Department of Commerce- defined skill set. The Wall Street Journal seemed very excited about this free market solution to the persistent unemployment that had embarrassed the past couple presidents.
Rodriguez won a lot of votes out in the real world by talking up the importance of the traditional family and how she would increase funding for schools, issue more employment vouchers, and pass an economic bill of rights so that citizens won�t have to worry about losing their jobs anymore. She said she would make the �hard� decisions that would get the country back on track.
I didn�t vote. I�m sure I have opinions on all sorts of issues. I�m also sure it doesn�t matter. Her opponent agreed that the traditional family is important, that education should be improved, and that he would cut wasteful spending. No word yet on what spending either of them considered wasteful. How do you pick between two boring ciphers who recycle the same slogans that politicians were peddling fifty years ago?
Imagining the type of person who would be excited about her inauguration is an exhausting exercise. I get bored just thinking about it. The article in the Times showed an overweight woman in her sixties wearing an Uncle Sam hat and an American flag winter coat at the inauguration. Who was she?
She was a matronly, late middle-aged woman who liked the novelty of having a Latina president. She probably loved the idea of an economic bill of rights that says people can�t get fired no matter how rotten they are. This despite the fact that she probably knew people who couldn�t find jobs because no one wanted to hire someone they�ll never be able to get rid of. Hell, hiring someone is a bigger commitment than marriage. It only takes a couple hundred dollars of legal fees to get rid of an annoying spouse. You can�t divorce some employee who got an employment voucher because he was some asshole�s brother, not without a special waiver from the Department of Commerce.
Maybe the credulous woman even volunteered for the campaign. She probably liked the idea of being part of something that newspapers would call �historic,� just like they did for every other election. And so, rather than do something she actually liked doing with the last of her energy, she subsumed herself in an enterprise that would never notice her presence in the hope that the people she thinks matters will label the enterprise as a whole �important.�
The whole country seemed like that woman: a tired old fraud wasting the last fleeting quantum of its energy. People were worn out. Bumpy roads, crumbling schools, and a permanently lethargic economy all combined to lend a feeling of gray, stolid indifference. The government was inches away from defaulting, but we elected a woman who promised more debt. There weren�t any jobs, but all we ever heard about on the news was who Britney Spears�s daughter was sleeping with that week.
As for us Knights, we had all heard that President Rodriguez was planning on a more modest foreign policy and less interventionism. I had my doubts about that promise�s applicability to the Knights. Sure, Rodriguez campaigned on reducing military spending, but that�s more a concern for the lower-end grunts than special forces. The world wasn�t getting any safer. With fewer regular soldiers, there was an almost syllogistic certainty that more special forces would be necessary to fill the gap. America was too poor to fight big wars, so it sent people like us in to clean up little problems.
I flipped through the rest of the New York Times and couldn�t force myself to be interested in any of the other stories. I found myself looking out the window at the dark hills of the People�s Democratic Republic of Mexico. Electricity rationing had turned the country into a nearly black wasteland even on a night with a relatively full moon. The people of Mexico were undoubtedly mostly asleep, planning to awaken in an hour or so to start the long day of manual agricultural labor just as their grandparents had.
At least they had jobs, which was more than you could say for 20�% of adults in the United States.
I looked over at Captain Wood, who was fast asleep in a chair. LaFont was still chattering away with the other enlisted men. The conversation had now turned to sports, and LaFont was passionately defending the veteran Tim Tebow�s passing style against the criticism of the other two enlisted men.
I grabbed a pair of earplugs from a little pouch on the side of my chair, jammed them into place, and in a few minutes I was fast asleep.
January 23, 2029
We landed back at the base in Colorado as the sun was rising over the spires of the Rocky Mountains to mark the beginning of a cold, clear winter day. Getting out of a warm plane into frigid cold is always unpleasant, even for a Knight, and especially when the Knight in question is suffering the after-effects of a battle-induced adrenaline high on three hours sleep. All I wanted to do was collapse into bed. Wood stopped me just after we stepped off the plane.
�Meet me in the cafeteria at 1200. Debriefing is scheduled for 1230, and I want to talk a few things over with you beforehand.�
I was ready to kill him right then and there with the silenced pistol still strapped to my thigh. Why couldn�t he just tell me that on the plane when we weren�t standing in zero degree Fahrenheit cold in goddamn jungle warfare clothes?
�Sure thing, Captain.�
After checking my weapons and equipment back into our supply depot, I walked back to my dormitory-style room in the base�s barracks. I showered, changed clothes, set an alarm and fell into bed like a man who had died instantly from an aneurysm.
* * *
I felt marginally better than an aneurysm victim when my alarm went off four and a half hours later. Very early on in my service with the Knights, I learned that the best thing to do when you feel like shit is to get moving and not think about it. I grabbed a book, stopped off at the bathroom and then headed for the base cafeteria, arriving at about 1140.
I grabbed an assortment of the food (mystery stew and vegetables) and tucked into a book I had downloaded onto my e- reader. I had come early so that I would have at least a few minutes to read without being bothered by Wood. I was about halfway through a book about the Battle of Ch�lons, and I was getting right to a juicy part about Flavius A�tius relieving the besieged city of Aurelianum. With a debriefing coming up, this was probably going to be my only free time for the day. I wanted to spend at least a little time reading about a world away from the internal politics and overbearing officers of the Knights.
�Reading up on tactics, Sarge?� I was so disappointed to hear Wood�s sarcastic little gibe five minutes before our scheduled meeting time that I almost let out an audible groan. Did it look like I wanted to be disturbed by a condescending officer?
�Yeah, Captain, turns out really pointy things kill people as well as bullets. Go figure.� I tried not to let the annoyance reach my voice and was not entirely successful.
No matter, Wood never let the annoyance of others deter him from talking.
�I�ve been thinking about the operation. You remember when I told you not to pull your little stunt on the road and you went ahead and did it anyway?�
Great, this again, I thought. �Yes, sir.�
�I�m sure you know how much the higher-ups don�t like disobedience. Our missions are piled high with danger and we can�t risk anything going wrong. That�s why they�re so hard-nosed with Knights who disobey orders. You get a black mark on your record for disobedience and you�ll never make officer.�
It never occurred to a careerist like Wood that I might not want to make officer. I just nodded and mumbled something to indicate that I understood what he was talking about.
He continued. �I�ve considered the matter and I don�t think you should put your career on the line unnecessarily.�
Of course, his own career might have been in jeopardy if we told the debrief team that he and the planning folks had put together a stupid plan with very little chance of success. I didn�t say that to him. �What do you think I should do, sir?�
He looked pleased to have the opening. �When the debriefers ask about the change in plans, you tell them it was my idea and that you volunteered to play the most dangerous part. That way, you won�t get in trouble and you�ll probably even get a medal. A big medal.� He clarified the size of the medal with the same condescending grin that seemed perpetually etched into his face.
I considered his proposal briefly. First, how much would I like a �big� medal? They do make the uniform look nice. Because the work we do is so secret, we even have a separate medal system. Instead of Bronze Stars, Silver Stars, and Medals of Honor, we have the Medals of Apollo, Ares, and Athena. The Medal of Apollo is awarded for intelligence or cunning on the battlefield, Ares for physical bravery, and Athena for a combination of the two, a consummate act of heroism.
Knights care about medals quite a bit because they can only be earned by merit. Still, they aren�t good for too much. I suppose they�re useful for picking up one of the few single women on the base (the ones who work in the hospital, the administration building, or the airfield staff).
On the other hand, who actually wants the kind of girls who would sleep with you based on the amount of semi-precious metal you have pinned to your chest? Anyone who would sell out for those honors deserves them.
I briefly considered the idea that a medal might help me get a job in the private sector when (if?) I ever left the Army. I wasn�t sure how the Knights dealt with translating our medals into resume credentials. Then I started thinking about the employment vouchers and the economic bill of rights Rodriguez wanted.
I don�t have any connections who would get me a job. My parents are still in small-town Indiana. My father is a postman and my mother is a teacher. They can�t get me a job. How would I gain employment when (if?) I leave even if a medal could help me? What other job could I get that would be as exciting as the Knights?
So, the medal would be worthless. On the other hand, if I told the truth about the encounter, maybe Wood would prove right. Maybe General Verix, the commander of the Knights, wouldn�t look kindly on the matter. I didn�t really know too much about him at that point. I would see him around the base fairly often. He was always deep in conversation with the planning section, the administrative people, the medical section, the Squire Committee (the wives of Knights who organized social events), or some other damn group of people. The only time I had talked to Verix was when I joined the unit.
He looked like a genial old warrior who would love to tell you stories about the good ol� days. Solid, but not overweight, he had a deeply lined face that somehow managed to look dignified without looking unabashedly old. When I talked to him, he parroted the usual lines (�Heard good things about you. Glad to have you on board, soldier�, �The honor of this unit will be the most rewarding memory of your life�, �Work hard and you�ll make us proud,� etc.), but I had no idea if he was a by-the-book careerist who would cut me loose for disobeying a stupid order or someone who wanted to get things done.
So who else could I turn to for protection if I told the truth and caught hell for it? I remembered Major Kallistos. I knew he would look out for me.
I had only talked to him once too, but I knew a lot more about him from what he�d done since I�d been with the Knights.
Kallistos led a five man team of Knights on a Super-Scud hunt on the first night of the Iran-Israel War. In the process of completing that mission, he destroyed five stealthy cruise missiles and assassinated an Iranian field marshal who had been out on an inspection at a site that Kallistos�s team had been planning on attacking. You could say it was mere luck that the field marshal had come to just the right place on that night. However, when the presence of the field marshal�s sixty-soldier entourage had made the originally planned assault on the site impossible, Kallistos had told his squad to sit tight. He then personally infiltrated the site on foot and shot the field marshal in the head with a silenced pistol from a distance of seventy-five feet. After bounding over the perimeter fence within ten seconds of the kill, he spent four hours slithering back to his team and evading the dead field marshal�s bodyguards, killing seven of them in the process.
In a word, he was heroic. I would see him running sometimes at night along the periphery of the base in Colorado, looking like the Greek god of purposeful violence, complete with fierce blue eyes, tan skin and short-cropped blond hair. When I read about Flavius A�tius, Erwin McCormick or Achilles, I always imagined Kallistos�s face.
I knew instantly that I should not be afraid to tell the truth. Men like Kallistos would certainly never buy what pseudo-leaders like Wood sell.
�Sorry, Captain, but I don�t want to get in trouble if the higher ups ever find out what really happened. You can tell them I violated your orders. I�ll take the heat.�
Wood took a long look at me and opened his mouth as if he were about to say something, then got up and left. I returned to my book.
* * *
Forty minutes later, I told the debriefers what actually happened. They didn�t seem particularly upset about my disobeying Wood�s order, but they�re never particularly angry at the first debriefing. They just want to hear the story. It�s a little unnerving when you�re worried that they might reprimand you for something, but at least telling the truth removes the need for an elaborate falsehood that might mix up your story and get you in even more trouble.
The only hiccup came when I told them about shooting the occupants of the first car, the one where the security guard might have seen me. The debriefer asked me if I�d been having any qualms or nightmares about it. I told him, honestly, that I hadn�t. He seemed a little concerned about that and scribbled something down on his notepad.
A couple hours later, I had a sit-down with Captain Wood. He told me the debriefers had ordered that I undergo a psychiatric evaluation. �Standard procedure for special operators after they come back from bad ops,� he said. The regret in his voice suggested otherwise.
Two hours later, I was at the base hospital.
I�m sure everyone who is told they need psychiatric help says this regardless of whether they are actually plotting to kidnap Kim Kardashian�s dog to prove their eternal love for the aging fashionista, but I didn�t think I needed therapy. Killing enemies on the battlefield never really bothered me. I like to think it�s because you need to achieve a certain level of moral hypocrisy to regret doing the right thing.
The Knights bring in motivational speakers all the time to tell us how important our work is, how we�re making the world safe for democracy or bringing opportunity to people who had the bad luck to be born in a third world shithole. If what we�re doing is so right, why should we feel bad about it at all? If killing the four guards in the first armored Mercedes with a rocket was fine, why should killing the last one with a silenced pistol be worse when it was obviously necessary to maintain our cover so we can keep doing good things for the downtrodden peasants?
I think the higher ups assume that we all maintain vestigial interest in appearances. Good guys never kill unarmed enemies or somewhat innocent bystanders. Bullshit. To riff on the old saying about strangers, an unarmed enemy is just a foe who hasn�t shot at you yet. I learned that concept so long ago that I have trouble remembering a time when I thought it was a grievous moral error to kill someone who wasn�t at that moment directly attempting to end my life.
The lack of a categorical external rule against killing might make me a bit less sensitive to it. Maybe religion has something to do with it. My parents never brought me to church when I was little and I never bought into the whole �faith� thing, so I never learned how to have categorical rules. (Not that many churches end up with categorical rules either, just ask one of the Taliban how he squares blowing himself up in a school for girls with �Thou shalt not kill,� or whatever it is in Pashto.)
As for real, honest-to-God innocents, those haunt you a little more. There was an operation in Sudan once when I accidentally killed a child. We were hunting down a warlord and one of his bodyguards ran and hid in a shack. I tossed a fragmentation grenade in through the door after him. When I checked the room, I found the bodyguard and a teenage girl dead, blood pouring out of lacerations like light spilling through venetian blinds.
I think about that girl sometimes. She might have been a budding reformer or a nascent Marie Curie. More likely, she was just going to be another ordinary person, trying to get by, enjoying occasional happiness and weathering the tough parts as best she could. Of course, she also might have been the conniving mistress of some al-Qaeda wannabe local warlord. Whatever her fate would have been, something cut it short. I don�t think I am morally responsible for her death. It�s as if I had been playing baseball and hit a foul ball that killed a bystander. I know I didn�t mean for it to happen. I don�t think God or anyone else is going to punish me for an accident, so I don�t see why I should punish myself.
I look at the armed enemies I�ve killed on purpose in a similar way. They chose a dangerous profession: working for enemies of the United States. People like Pablo Perez make an already harsh world unbearable for the unfortunates who have to live with them. So, they deserve it when a rocket of mine explodes in their car and there�s no reason I should feel bad about it.
The truth might just be that I�m used to killing. I remember reading somewhere once that years always seem longer to us when we�re younger because a year is a greater fraction of our life experience to that point. When we�re five years old, the year behind us constituted a fifth of our experience as human beings. When we�re twenty-seven, the past year is only one-twenty-seventh. In the same way, I thought more about the first man I killed in my first raid in Pakistan more than I will ever think about any of the nine men I killed in Venezuela, each of whom represents a small fraction (probably around a thousandth) of the enemies whose lives I�ve taken.
Regardless of whether the explanation is desensitization or lack of moral self-doubt, the fact of the matter is that I don�t obsess over the people that die in our operations.
Of course, this is all getting away from the psychiatric evaluation. It definitely isn�t standard procedure. I had one when I entered the Knights, and that most certainly was standard procedure. The evaluation consisted of pro forma questions about my past mixed with some purely hypothetical scenarios, all of which I had to answer while I was wired like a damn Christmas tree with electrodes measuring my heart rate, breathing rate, blood flow and, for all I know, sexual arousal. I imagine they were trying to weed out stealth priests who would grow a conscience in the middle of an operation.
The only question I can vividly recall from that original evaluation (because it almost got me kicked out of the program) is, �Have you ever felt sorry for an animal?� I recall putting a thoughtful look on my face and, after a deliberative moment worthy of a Rodin model, answering, �Yeah, doc, but I�m not going to judge you for what you do with your French poodle on lonely nights.�
* * *
I walked into the base hospital the next morning and saw that Felicia Jones was the receptionist on-duty. She looked a little haggard that day. Her normally straight dark hair was curly at the ends. Her normally well-made up brown face looked sickly and the red spot of a blemish was evident on her nose. The supple figure that cut into the minds of so many Knights (including her boyfriend James LaFont) was hidden under an uncharacteristically plain and boring outfit. I figured the problem was just typical nineteen-year-old girl drama.
Nothing cheers people up like someone energetic nearby. �Hey, Flick!� I nearly shouted so that all the nurses, doctors and Knights passing through would hear. She hated that nickname.
She gave a fatigued grin and answered, �Sergeant McCormick. What�s wrong with you, boy, did Wood finally shoot you?�
I gave a big laugh at the not-really-that-funny joke to try and buck her up. �Nah, he thinks I�m crazy, so I�m here to see the shrink.�
Felicia arched an eyebrow. As she clicked through the doctors� schedule on her computer, she muttered, �Don�t need a shrink to tell you that.� After a moment, she said, �Dr. Katz is available now. You can go right up to his office on the third floor.�
�Thanks, Flick.� A minute later, I walked into Dr. Katz�s office. The interior showed every sign of a normal room hastily converted to psychiatric purposes. The walls were the same white as the rest of the hospital, the only humanizing touches being two Motel 6 quality pieces of art depicting reassuring rustic themes.
Katz himself was short, pudgy, balding and bespectacled. I found myself wondering how he possibly could have ended up as a full-time psychiatrist at our remote military base. Surely, with his utterly comforting unimpressiveness, he could have made a very reassuring psychiatrist at any reputable private practice.
After we exchanged hello�s and pleasantries, I sat down on a comfortable cushioned wooden chair.
�Well, Sergeant, anything you want to tell me about this latest operation?�
�Not really, sir.�
Katz didn�t roll his eyes, but I could almost see a hesitation in his countenance that came from his professional brain countermanding the automatic reflex�s exasperation at my obtuseness. I imagine a lot of Katz�s military clients hesitated before sharing any meaningful information and he obviously would have been used to pulling teeth to get stories by now.
�I�ve read the debrief. I�ll come right out and say what your superiors are worried about, Sergeant. One of the debrief analysts thinks you�re turning into an adrenaline junky. He thinks you don�t care about anything but killing. What can you tell me to allay those worries?�
Katz�s bluntness threw me off, as it no doubt was intended to. I didn�t have time to come up with anything that sounded good, so I told a truthful evasion. �Sir, I wouldn�t be here if I didn�t like my job.�
Katz didn�t bite. �Are you afraid of dying?�
I thought for a moment. �Sort of. The only thing I really spend time worrying about is the fear of graying. Not aging, mind you, but the loss of vitality. I�ve seen eighty year olds who still get a kick out of watching Wheel of Fortune reruns, and I�ve seen teenagers with vacant stares who couldn�t care less whether they live or die.�
The stout psychiatrist didn�t seem to quite get what I was talking about. �So if you don�t want to die, why did you risk your life and the lives of Captain Wood and Private LaFont by disobeying orders and running out into the middle of the road right before the ambush?�
�I didn�t have time for anything else and if I hadn�t done it, the convoy would have just sailed right through our little trap.�
�What would have been so bad about that? The planning section explained to you that they didn�t want to take any unnecessary risks for a little fish like Perez. Why was this mission worth such an impulsive risk on your part?�
At this point, I can admit in retrospect, I adopted a bit of a tone. �Sir, how did you get your job?�
I kept talking without giving him a chance to answer. �You probably had a friend in the government who knew how to get you to the front of the employment voucher line when the military was looking for shrinks. I can�t infer anything about your motivation because you didn�t have to sacrifice a goddamn thing to get your job. I sacrificed to get my job because I know what we do matters. I wanted to do something exciting and important that made feel like I wasn�t just waiting to die. It�s not exciting or important to sit in the underbrush watching as a brain-dead officer�s stupid plan fails miserably and let a pig like Perez keep hurting innocent, dumb peasants.�
Katz looked thoughtful for the first time. �You said you had to sacrifice to get here. What did you sacrifice by becoming a Knight?�
I forced myself to be honest and open. I needed to impress Katz with my sincerity so I wouldn�t be kicked out of the Knights. �Victoria Caballa.�
�Who is that?�
I maintained a studiously unemotional monotone as I told the story. �She�s the daughter of a Mexican family that got rich when the government nationalized and resold the copper mines. I met her at my freshman year of college. She seemed like a princess � beautiful, graceful, and educated. She had gone to the best boarding schools growing up.
�You have to understand, I didn�t grow up in a particularly cultured setting. In Jeffersonville, Indiana, you don�t meet people like her. I made it to the same school she did because all I did growing up was go to the public library and read. I didn�t find people I knew as interesting as Jean Valjean, Charles Darnay, or, for that matter, Jack Ryan from the Tom Clancy novels. I had never owned a tie, eaten a meal that had cost more than thirty dollars, or met a girl who could talk about things other than where she was going Saturday night and what Betsy wore to prom.
�I met her in the library at school. She was reading The Canterbury Tales. I stopped to talk to her around 2:00 in the afternoon. Five hours later we broke off our conversation to go get dinner.
�About a year later, I visited her family�s beach house in Mexico. Her family had a private beach, and for one afternoon it was just the two of us lying on that beach. There was a moment when the sun was still high in the sky but the day had cooled off to the point where it was perfectly comfortable. I lay on a towel with her in my arms. I wouldn�t change anything about that moment. I was perfectly content.�
I paused. Katz cleared his throat. �What does this have to do with the Knights?�
�I want you to understand what I gave up. Victoria didn�t understand why I had to leave college. She wanted me to work my way up and become a big shot in the great network of prestigious public and semi-private sector jobs. She said if I left, I�d just prove that I was a burned-out loser. That�s why I ditched college and joined the Army. I saw my life unfolding on a long gray path. The only jobs open in America are office drone or government worker. Nobody does anything exciting or important. They just sit around looking at the clock and waiting for the time when they can go home to boring wives, stupid shows on TV, and bland meals. But I�m never going to have another moment as perfect as the one on the beach with Victoria. That�s what I gave up.�
Katz looked like a prospector who had just struck gold at a landfill site. �Why haven�t you tried to contact her since then?�
�What if she�s engaged or married to some careerist? What if she�s working for the Department of Justice or some Wall Street law firm? Hell, what if she�s listed President Rodriguez�s book as one of her favorites on Facebook? No, I�m not going to contact her. I�d rather remember her for that moment on the beach than as a reminder of how nothing good lasts.�
Katz nodded. �So, you aren�t a thrill killer in uniform. You�re just idealistic.�
I suddenly felt tired. �Yes, sir.� As long as you just give me a passing grade and let me get out of this room, you can call me whatever you want.
All in all, that psychiatric evaluation wasn�t the cleanest job I�ve ever pulled, but my answers apparently satisfied the higher ups that I wasn�t going to freak out on a mission and gun down a bus full of nuns for kicks.
January 26, 2029
A few days of rest followed. I caught up on the news. President Rodriguez and the congressional leadership were arguing about a special tax-break for employers who added a job in the past year.�Thirty people died when a bridge collapsed in Michigan. Most importantly, news broke of uprisings in western China.�There had been rumors of riots and civil unrest going around the Internet for decades that no one really believed because, well, it was the Internet.�However, for the first time there was actual documented evidence of rebellion and vicious suppression.
Some journalist named Brad Feldman apparently managed to sneak his camera (and himself) past a Chinese security cordon around the city of Hotan that had been in place for four days.�Enjoy the free publicity, Brad. [Ed.: You can imagine how I laughed when I read this line. A belated thank you seems in order.]
Hotan was a dirty, poor city in a failing agricultural province. It�s kind of like Des Moines after the Dust Bowl of 2020. The disturbance had started when the local police in a village just outside of Hotan, at the behest of the governor, evicted an elderly couple from their ancestral farm.�The starving couple had been caught selling their turnips on the black market to avoid paying sales taxes.
The rural peasants were already mad at Beijing because of the ruinous levels of taxation and pollution resulting from the central government�s industrial policies. This was not particularly unusual for the farmers of the Hotan prefecture.�Agriculture in Hotan had long depended on irrigation from the Karakash and the Yurungkash Rivers.�Beijing's central economic planners had decades ago decreed that those rivers would receive the effluent of the textile factories and other industrial concerns in the area.�Thirty years of government-approved pollution had ruined the rivers and, with them, the region's farmers.�Year after year, crop yields declined and tax-free black market activity rose.�Every family had to squeeze as much out of their production as possible, and so even previously law-abiding people like the elderly couple in question were forced to deal on a market where transactions were guaranteed by nothing but the honor of its participants.�An informant, as desperate for sustenance as the old couple, had notified the tax authorities.
The governor, pressured by Beijing to revive the prefecture's stagnant tax revenue, decided to make an example out of the elderly black marketeers.�The arrest of the harmless old couple provoked a violent reaction among the residents of Hotan.�Several hundred of them overran the police barracks, freed the prisoners, and took the governor hostage.�The actions of the hot-headed citizens of Hotan had inspired thousands of similarly angry residents from the area to converge on the city, turning it into a rudimentary fortress.�They had taken a local army weapons cache and, since many had served their conscripted service in the armed forces, they were at least passingly familiar with their newly- acquired weapons.
Apparently, things like this happened often enough that the Politburo had a routine for handling them. First, the People's Armed Police (akin to the American FBI) would seal the area off and prevent any journalists or civilians from reporting on the event.�They often tried to explain the disturbance away as a manhunt, exercise, or (at most) a riot.�Next, the People's Liberation Army-Air Force would detonate an electro-magnetic pulse bomb over the area to prevent any news of the uprising from spreading electronically.�After that, they send in a division or two of infantry and tanks to exterminate the rebels in house-to-house battles.�It was a messy plan, costly in terms of soldiers, but it kept things relatively quiet.�No fighter jets streaking overhead and announcing a battle to everyone for fifty miles around. It took Feldman being in the right place at the right time to break the story.
The Chinese government followed that script this time, only they sent in a commando team first to try and recover the governor. Unit Zero, to be precise. Feldman said in his article that the peasant soldiers called them the Immortals because it was damn near impossible to kill them.
The Chinese had realized about fifteen years ago that no empire could claim to be an military superpower without some elite unit to burnish the professional pride of their military.�The Spartans had their hoplites, the Romans their Praetorians, the British their Coldstream Guards.�Unit Zero filled that role for the Chinese.
Unit Zero is like a Chinese version of the Knights, but the Chinese cheated a bit. Our best intel suggests that the Chinese select Unit Zero candidates in infancy based on supposed genetic predisposition to size, strength, and aggression. The chosen children were then taught nothing but war until they turned ten. They then spent a decade accumulating training and brutal experience. The ones who survived became Unit Zero commandos. Only one of a hundred of the handpicked recruits made it to that stage. They were the ones who rescued the governor of Hotan and carved a bloody hole in the rebel defenses on their way out.
I met a few Unit Zero commandos in Botswana a few years back. The Knights had been escorting an unofficial American diplomat to a meeting with a local warlord. A similarly unofficial Chinese diplomat had attended with an escort of Zeros. I tried chatting them up as we waited for our diplomats to iron out the problem.�The Zeros were cold, arrogant types, simultaneously too self-regarding and too insecure to converse with American soldiers. I remember wondering what it would be like to fight such men. Despite the reputation of Unit Zero (or, perhaps, because of it), I hungered to test the best American soldiers against the best Chinese.
It didn�t look like I would get the chance anytime soon. Beijing denied that Unit Zero had been involved in the fighting near Hotan and told the world to stay out of China�s �internal affairs.� They got their way. After all, they own most of the twenty-five trillion dollars of American debt and a similar proportion of Europe�s. The little countries are all too afraid of trade wars to criticize the way Beijing deals with dissidents.
And so the Communists got away with operations like the one in Hotan. They have to keep their economy growing briskly or else there might be outright rebellions in the major eastern cities where the American and European companies all are. In order to get that growth, the Chinese government looks away when companies dump their waste in rivers in the interior. Beijing financed all sorts of kooky infrastructure projects in the cities to keep the metropolitan folk employed and to attract new businesses to China. The farmers saw their tax dollars going to the people with connections and their land values plummeting because of the pollution, and they were bound to get upset.
* * *
Feldman�s story exited my conscious mind shortly after I turned the page to see how the Colts were doing in the playoffs. Hopeless rebellions were none of my business. The Knights never went on missions to stop the sort of depredations that the Chinese were perpetrating on their own people. And yet, like the first sneeze presaging a flu, the story of Hotan would rise to my consciousness again later when a greater conflagration engulfed my world.

Chapter 3: The Highest Power

February 14, 2029
Two highlights marked an otherwise inauspicious Valentine�s Day. Sergeant Smith, a lanky redhead former marathon runner, lost ten dollars to me betting that he could beat anyone in my squad on an eleven mile cross-country race. My faith in Private LaFont�s youthful legs and energy was not misplaced.
The more remarkable event started when a messenger came from General Verix�s office telling me to go to a conference room in headquarters at 0945. I had no idea what it could have been about. The Venezuela operation had never led to any disciplinary action or recriminations against me and it had been weeks since any officers had talked to me about it. In fact, the enlisted men took to calling me �The Matador� after Private LaFont said at some bar night that I had taunted Perez�s car and struck it down like a Spanish bullfighter. I kind of liked the name.
However, the meeting was certainly not about Venezuela.
When I arrived at the conference room, I found General Verix and a civilian inside at a table scattered with typewritten reports. In an all-but paperless world, the Knights are probably the only organization where digitally produced documents are forbidden. No one knows how effective the Chinese and Russian hackers are, so all reports that even mention our name must be written up with typewriters.
Verix looked at home with the typewritten paper anyway. He is a stolid sixty-five year old of medium build and height. His long (for the Knights), prematurely gray hair lends him a patrician air that is immediately dispelled when he starts speaking. The deep-South drawl makes it impossible to think of him as a an august aristocrat. He comes off more as a demanding but friendly football coach whose decency and plain-spokenness compensate for his lack of imagination. If the world demanded that he use a computer, Verix would go off and start a commando unit just so he could continue his Luddite ways.
The civilian in the room with Verix looked like a professor. He was balding, tall, whippet-lean, bespectacled, and bearded. Bags under the eyes and a slightly nervous mien (professors are always nervous outside their sinecures) completed the look.
After I came to attention and saluted, a slow stream of Southern-accented words started tumbling out of Verix�s mouth. �Sergeant McCormick, this is Trevor Piper, the new National Security Advisor to President Rodriguez. He wants to know about what we do here. I told him you could give him a grunt�s view of our operations.�
This was a potentially dangerous situation for me. What if Piper asked me a question that could make Verix look bad? What if I didn�t answer the questions to Piper�s satisfaction? There was great potential for a damned-if-I-do, damned-if-I-don�t situation if Piper asked the right (wrong) question. I quickly considered whether that was likely to happen.
�I�ll help however I can, sir,� was the best I could come up with.
Piper asked, �How did you come to join the Knights, sergeant?� This was an annoying question, but a fairly safe one. I don�t like telling my story, but General Verix probably already knew it, so no harm could come of it.
�Sir, I dropped out of college seven years ago and signed up for the Army because I didn�t think there were meaningful opportunities available to me in the private market and I didn�t want to become a government worker.�
Piper gave a condescending smile as if my story confirmed all his assumptions about the infirmities of public education. Perhaps he also thought he knew what drove people to join the military. �Where were you going to school?�
�Yale, sir.� I don�t usually like saying that name. Usually, the listener assumes you�re a preppy snot or a kiss-ass careerist when you say it. This time, however, I relished forming the word because of the shocked look I knew I would see on the pompous asshole�s face.
After a brief pause, Piper managed to ask, �Why didn�t you try to become an officer?�
�There�s nothing I want out of the Army that I can�t get as an enlisted man, sir. Besides, I don�t have a college degree.�
Piper didn�t know what to say to that and, after a moment, decided to change the subject. �Alright, so you dropped out and joined the Army, how did you end up in the Knights?�
This part of the story wasn�t as fun. �I had my choice of assignments after I took the Army�s intelligence test, so I tried out for Special Forces, sir. I wanted to make it, so I made sure that I did.� I decided Piper didn�t need to know about vomiting during fifteen mile runs, staying awake for four nights in a row during escape and evasion training, or the endless badgering of drill instructors who thought they could make me quit by heaping petty indignities on me.
�After I made the Special Forces, I was approached by a member of the Knights who asked if I wanted to do important, dangerous, and exciting work which no one would ever know about and which would preclude me from leaving my unit for the duration of my service. I thought that sounded like a good deal, so I applied. I passed my psychological, aptitude, and endurance tests and became a Knight. About a year later, I was promoted to sergeant after my third operation.�
Piper nodded. �Yes, General Verix has told me about the set-up here. Isolation from the outside world for all Knights and their families, a complete cover story and a fake unit assignment for each soldier, constant monitoring of Internet usage, the whole works.�
I didn�t know what to say to that, so I went with the standard sergeant evasion: �Yes, sir.�
Leaning back in his chair, Piper asked. �Incidentally, why are you all called Knights in the first place?�
The mantra had been repeated so often to me in training that retelling it word for word did not tax me in the least. �Knights lived in a world set apart from the dirty, ignominious work of Medieval society. In return, they trained hard, followed orders, fought for the king, and became the world�s greatest soldiers. We do the same thing except we fight for the President instead of a king.�
�Well said.� Piper smiled. �Do you miss the outside world?�
I instantly replied, �No, sir.� Then I thought of Victoria. �Well, sometimes I do. But never enough that I want to go back. I enjoy the work I do here.� I gestured to the window an added, �And as I said, there�s nothing out there for me.�
Piper nodded absently. I think he had heard enough of my personal details. �What do you think of the operations of the Knights? Are you making a difference? Are they worth the risk of detection?�
I have no idea why he wanted my opinion on those policy questions. General Verix showed no sign of intervening, so I was forced to answer. This was one of those tricky situations where I had to answer truthfully, but could easily offend one or both of my listeners.
�Sir, I think our country got sick of sending soldiers to be shot up while trying to build other countries from scratch. The last couple presidents have decided that we can�t afford to advocate our interests with open military force. We don�t seem to have much diplomatic leverage, though I don�t really know about that stuff. Assuming we don�t have the diplomatic or economic power to achieve our policy goals, our government can either use special forces or do nothing.
�We plan our operations thoroughly enough that we are usually pretty sure we won�t get caught. We usually have stealth fighter-bombers standing by to napalm the area and destroy all evidence of our involvement if our operation goes to hell. We�re as well-trained as soldiers can be.
�We�ve volunteered to be separated from the rest of our society. We�ve each made a personal decision to risk our lives. You shouldn�t feel guilty if your orders lead to our deaths, as long as the mission is worth the risk.
�So far, I�ve never been sent on a mission I didn�t think was a good idea. I just got back from Venezuela��
Piper interrupted, �Yes, General Verix told me about that, the outgoing administration ordered it without our knowledge.� Piper�s tone suggested that he wasn�t as approving of the mission as I was, so I changed the subject.
�Well, sir, I have been on many missions like that. I�ve been shot twice in the field. I still think those missions were a good idea, and I don�t regret my participation in the operations. We either make the investment of time, energy, and lives early, or we have to pay more later.�
I decided to use an easy example to prove my point.
�On one operation I was part of a team that assassinated the leader of a sub-Saharan African country who refused to leave after he lost an election. His bodyguards were incompetent. We sniped him when he visited a market. It was a cakewalk.� I and my spotter had needed to kill two guards who had been protecting the building we used as a sniper perch, but I felt no need to burden Piper with those details.
�We prevented a civil war by killing a thug who was holding his country back. We also ensured that the supply of oil from that country to ours was not interrupted. Was there a chance of failure? Yes, but it was low. The expected cost was low, the expected returns � to the U.S. and to the citizens of that country � were relatively high. I see no rational reason why we shouldn�t carry out such operations.� I remembered who I was talking to and quickly added, �Sir.�
Piper looked at General Verix. �I see your underlings know the party line pretty well. Just don�t expect this administration to be as trigger-happy as the last one. We want to shift our emphasis to diplomacy and multilateral engagement. It might not work as well as your operations in the short-term, but we can improve our position in the world in the long-run.�
Verix started to protest. �Sir, there�s no reason you can�t do that while we contin��. Piper cut him off.
�If people find out we�re sending teams of kids with guns around to blow things up while we�re engaged in talks, it�ll undermine our credibility with our negotiating partners.� Piper turned conciliatory, perhaps realizing that he didn�t really need to argue the point with Verix. �Don�t worry, the President and I won�t forget about you guys. Just don�t expect many calls.�
As I continued to stand awkwardly, Verix smiled. �Sir, your predecessor said almost exactly the same thing in this very room four years ago.�
Piper didn�t take the bait. �Too bad he didn�t walk-the-walk. If his State Department had been a little more creative, we wouldn�t have seen Pakistan or Venezuela go to hell the way they have.�
Verix smiled. �There�s a curious tendency on the part of foreign policy academics to underestimate how deterministic diplomacy really is. I suspect that it�s a result of studying the past as precedent without understanding crucial differences.
�From ancient times and up through the age of sails, ambassadors and diplomats had to be given plenipotentiary powers to come to agreements without detailed guidelines from the king, Caesar, or emperor who gave them their orders. An individual negotiator could thus have a huge impact on the nature of the relationship between two countries. Benjamin Franklin, for example, was an extremely able representative of U.S. interests during the Revolutionary War. His charm and intelligence played a big part in securing the French assistance that enabled the birth of our country.
�The influence of the individual negotiator was still quite large in the 19th century. Most policymaking authority in Europe still rested with kings. The concentration of power in one man allows an individual diplomat�s wiles to operate on the king (or the king�s trusted advisors). When Charles de Talleyrand secured a great deal for a defeated France at the Council of Vienna, few could doubt that his individual personality had altered the balance of power.
�As kings gave way to presidents and other democratically elected sovereigns and the time required for communications plummeted, the personalities of individual diplomats became progressively less important. By the time World War II rolled around, negotiations could easily be overseen by distant rulers who as often as not had to seek approval from a legislative body for their actions. Thus, diplomats became glorified messengers. Ambassadorships became political gifts to be doled out to partisan supporters who wanted to buy a prestigious position.
�Now, Dr. Piper, maybe you�re right that the previous administration could have negotiated better. I don�t know all the details. I do know that they never called us for anything that seemed like it could have been solved diplomatically. Just remember that.�
I had never heard Verix talk at length about anything, and here he was lecturing the National Security Advisor about diplomatic history. Verix had probably forgotten that I was even in the room. Dr. Piper certainly hadn�t. He turned beet-red at being lectured by Verix in front of a non-commissioned officer. Verix finally picked up on this breach of protocol and said, �Sergeant McCormick, thank you for your input, you may go now.� I never did get to hear Piper�s rebuttal.
After the meeting, I looked up Piper�s biography. I might have guessed the highlights. The newly-appointed National Security Advisor had spent most of his life in the world of foreign policy academia. After getting his PhD in International Relations, he had steadily worked his way up the professorial food chain. He had headed Harvard�s Kennedy School of Government, written the first detailed scholarly retrospective on the Overseas Contingency Operations (a.k.a. �The Global War on Terror�) that the U.S had undertaken from 2001 to 2014, and led the American delegation in the negotiations which had officially ended the Iran-Israel War. World leaders probably know of his writings (or at least they probably tell him as much at formal receptions.) Students entered lotteries for the spots in his seminars and lectures.
This eminently learned man apparently had not known of the Knights until well after the Inauguration. During his academic career, he probably bought the conventional wisdom that the U.S., stung by its colonial failures in Iraq and Afghanistan, had decided that diplomatic maneuvering had replaced military power as the primary weapon of American statecraft.
In short, Dr. Trevor Piper rested his intellectual credentials and foreign policy outlook on the empirically dubious notion that the U.S. could discover some hitherto unknown diplomatic persuasiveness under the stewardship of President Rodriguez that would actually increase our power. Unfortunately for Piper�s theory, countries now almost always make their decisions on the basis of calculations of national interests. Unless we suddenly become willing to give up more concessions, we won�t see any increase in success on the diplomatic stage.
Within a few days, events would prove conclusively that Verix had won his argument with Dr. Piper.

Chapter 4: The Clarion

February 23, 2029
When Captain Wood called me into his office at 2000 on a frigid Rocky Mountain night, I knew something unusual was up. I did not know then, and would not know for some time, that I was being called to what turned out to be the first skirmish of a war.
After exchanging salutes and salutations, Wood waved me to a seat. �Sergeant, we�ve got a new mission. It�s a bit outside of our normal portfolio, but Washington thinks we�re the go-to guys for it.�
I was distracted for a moment by his use of the word �portfolio,� so I didn�t say anything. Wood mistook my silence as an invitation to continue.
�Apparently, the CIA recruited the mistress of a high-ranking Chinese general to pass along information about the activities of the People�s Liberation Army. A week ago, she left a pre-arranged signal indicating that she needed an immediate meeting to pass along information. Ten hours later, she wasn�t at the rendezvous.
�Two days ago, another source reported that the mistress had been arrested. Washington didn�t tell us who or what this source was, but it must be a good one. We found out that the mistress is being sent to a remote prison camp in northwest China, in the Taklimakan Desert.
�The Chinese have apparently become civilized enough that they don�t torture people for information in the middle of Beijing anymore. The transfer will happen sometime in the next week.
�The Knights have been tasked with retrieving the mistress from the prison camp. Not to prevent her torture, mind you. Torture of agents recruited by the CIA happens all the time without so much as a sternly worded letter from the U.S. government. No, we�re supposed to find out what her urgent message was before the Chinese kill her and thereby prevent us from getting the information.�
I felt riveted to my chair. I had never performed an operation in China. Running violent operations in a superpower was a dangerous game, especially if the superpower in question held the economic fate of the United States in its hands. I managed to respond, �Must be hot information if we�re actually going to attack a prison to get it.�
Wood looked straight into my eyes and said unemotionally, �Molten. President Rodriguez and Dr. Piper must have some reason to think the spy�s message was particularly important. We don�t usually get involved in cloak-and-dagger stuff. More accurately, we have never been involved in it as long as I�ve been with the outfit. We don�t rescue spies or do spy work.�
This was technically true, but I�ve had to pass through border security under an assumed identity for a few operations (which isn�t as much fun as riding in on a stealth helicopter).
Wood continued. �I imagine the reason for that is the payoff from intelligence work is too small to risk revealing our group�s existence. If we had to work with other agencies, word of who we are and what we do would leak out. Besides, intelligence operations usually take place in capital cities filled with potential witnesses. We�ve run missions in such places, but there�s a much greater chance of discovery or something going wrong. Better to operate in the third world where a couple more dead people won�t be too far out of the ordinary.�
A question occurred to me. �Sir, what�s the plan?�
Wood leaned back and smiled. �We don�t know yet. That�s why you�re here. As usual, we have been given an assignment and there�s no obvious way of carrying it out. Tomorrow, the planning section will meet to figure out how to achieve the objective. Major Kallistos must have put in a good word for you after the Venezuela job � I�ve been instructed to invite you to join the planning section for this operation.�
You�ll have to forgive the internal Knights politics explanation. There is precedent for inviting a non-commissioned officer to help in planning, but it�s fairly rare and usually limited to circumstances where the enlisted man has personal knowledge of a target or culture (e.g., he�s Vietnamese and we�re going to Vietnam.) Since the closest I had ever been to China was Afghanistan, I had no idea why I was being invited to help plan the operation.
�Thank you, sir. I would love to join the planning section. When is the first meeting?�
�Right now, Sergeant.�
* * *
�How are we going to get into China? Once we�re there, how are we going to get to the middle of the Taklimakan Desert? Once we get to the camp, how are we going to bust this lady out without leaving evidence that it was us?�
Major Kallistos asked the questions of the assembled planning section in an anodyne conference room on the third floor of the headquarters building. There were seven officers of the planning section seated around the conference table. In addition to Captain Wood and Major Kallistos, Lieutenants Paulus and Wang, Captains Jeffers and Clark, and Major Pound rounded out the team.
The group dynamic seemed set in stone. Lieutenant Paulus, a pale, thin runner from Alaska played the sycophant, providing no real ideas of his own and mindlessly voicing approval of whatever comes from the mouth of a higher-ranking officer. A true careerist drone. Then we had several specialists. Lieutenant Wang was our resident China expert, answering questions about the People�s Liberation Army but offering no real tactical advice. Captain Jeffers, a stolid thirty-ish Kansan, knew how to plan assaults; Clark, a small nebbish man from New Jersey, specialized in infiltration plans. Captain Wood played consensus builder, the safe job that allowed him to avoid choosing sides. The two majors, the famous Kallistos and the unremarkable Pound, were like advocates in a court room. They took opposing views on every question and tried to build their cases by recruiting the other members of the section. Since neither outranked the other, the issues were usually decided by the informal vote of all the members of the section.
And Sergeant McCormick was just a nobody NCO who wouldn�t take anyone�s promotion.
Kallistos continued on with his questions. �The Chinese are sure to suspect us since the woman was our agent. We need to make it look like her liberation wasn�t the only purpose of the operation. Should we free everyone in the camp? If we do that, how do we arrange exfiltration for all of them? After all, they�re in the middle of the damn desert. It won�t be a particularly meaningful liberation if we leave them for the Chinese to recapture.
�Do we even have to destroy the entire guard force? Would it be possible to infiltrate a few men in to find the woman and bring her out covertly? But even if we got away, wouln�t the Chinese know that Americans brought her out? Would it be possible to dress up like guerilla fighters like the ones who took over Hotan? Maybe it wouldn�t be as bad if they thought the camp was attacked by those types on orders from the U.S. After all, American soldiers in Iraq were attacked regularly by insurgents known to be armed by Iran and that wasn�t considered an act of war.�
Kallistos pressed on in this vein for minutes on end. He spoke so quickly that you always thought he must have memorized the speech beforehand because no one could come up with ideas so fast. And yet, he could talk at warp speed all day and never stop saying things that were important to the mission.
�A slightly less palatable question is raised by the possibility of getting the prisoners out. We don�t actually have to get the damn spy herself out of the prison. We just need to get close enough to question her and find out what her important message was. Sure, we want to maintain the U.S. reputation for protecting our people, so we have an incentive to rescue her. However, this is a very dicey case. War with China is the potential downside if we get caught.�
Lieutenant Wang finally interrupted Kallistos�s ponderings. �If we left her in prison, we probably couldn�t leave her alive. The Chinese would torture her and she�d tell them that Americans had broken into the prison camp, and then all our stealth would be wasted.�
Lieutenant Paulus jumped in here. �What could the Chinese really do with that information? They couldn�t advertise that they had tortured the information out of the poor woman, and our government could always deny it.�
As I listened to those arguments, I found myself wanting to cook up a rational explanation for why we shouldn�t just try to sneak in, get the information, and leave the woman behind to die (or, perhaps, leave her dead by our hands). She risked her life to get us the information. We owed her something for that.
I don�t know why she thought it was worth the risk to help us. Maybe we were paying her for it. Maybe we were blackmailing her to force her to convey information to us. Maybe she was just looking for a thrill.
There was also the distinctly gut-wrenching possibility that she still believed enough in America that she wanted us to be the most powerful country in the world instead of China. In retrospect, that seemed a depressingly unrealistic proposition. America didn�t really stand for anything unique anymore. China has a much bigger economy. The Europeans have the same political rights as Americans and a comparable lack of economic freedom or energy. We have a more expensively armed military, but China has far more soldiers. America still has cultural leadership, but only in a vulgar sense. We have a more influential film and music industry, but it seems implausible that this CIA spy would be willing to undergo torture in order to protect the country that produced Kanye West and Ke$ha.
Maybe she didn�t like us, but hated China more. That was certainly plausible. The U.S. is relatively harmless in its senescence. China wages war on its own people. Is that enough of a reason to betray one�s country at the risk not only of death, but of the deaths of one�s entire family? After all, the Chinese security services, like the Soviets of the 20th century, are known to punish the families of defectors in order to deter would-be traitors.
The possibility that this mistress to a Chinese general was motivated by a desire to see better things for her country � or by a philosophical love of what America supposedly stands for � compelled me to find a way to save her.
I bided my time for most of the discussion. We started off by considering how to get into China in the first place. Pound advocated staging a cross-border incursion from Afghanistan via stealth helicopter staged out of the American base at Kabul. We could maintain secrecy on the base through the simple expedient of keeping the team in the transport aircraft until it was time to take our stealth helicopter flight. We could have a squadron of the helicopters transferred to Kabul and leak rumors about unauthorized raids by the Special Forces teams inside Afghanistan. It was certainly a plausible enough story. The Taliban-Nationalist government is supposed to authorize any anti-terrorist activities by American forces, but it�s widely (and correctly) suspected that our forces regularly carry out their own unsanctioned missions. The addition of the stealth helicopters could kick up some more fuss regarding that preexisting breach of the Afghan War Armistice, but it could be worth the cost. That story would explain the presence of the helicopters, account for their late night activities, and divert attention away from any insertion into China.
We all listened to Pound�s idea, then sat for a second contemplating the risks. Kallistos broke the silence. �That�s a stupid idea.�
No one knew what he was talking about. Captain Wood asked, �Which part of the idea is stupid, sir?�
�Going into China over the Afghan border. The border between Afghanistan and China is something like ten miles long. With the American base in Kabul, the Chinese are probably sending enough electromagnetic energy over the border to cook any birds unlucky enough to be flying there. They probably also have dozens of lookouts who would see the stealth helicopters flying overhead even if they don�t see us on radar. We don�t think the Chinese can detect our stealth helicopters yet, but no one is really sure. We don�t know what kind of radars China has kept off the international market for occasions just like this.�
Kallistos modified Pound�s plan on the fly, gesturing toward the electronic map display of central Asia on the conference table. �Let�s sneak in through Tajikistan instead. Their air defense system is cheap, third-rate Russian hardware they got almost half a century ago. We could have a stealth transport drop off the Knights and a stealth helicopter in the remote mountains in Tajikistan. Then we get in the chopper and fly in through the Tajik-Chinese border.�
Pound snorted. �And are we going to have our stealth fighter orbiting in Tajik airspace? Or have you forgotten that we need to have the fighter around in case evidence needs to be destroyed?� Pound couldn�t quite bring himself to say that the �evidence� in question would most likely be the charred wreckage of a stealth helicopter and numerous American corpses.
Kallistos smiled. �I haven�t forgotten about that. I�m proposing that we don�t keep a stealth fighter on station.�
The room was silent for a second. Captain Wood, adopting his most diplomatic tone, said, �Sir, if we don�t have the fighter there and something goes wrong, the Chinese might find out who we are. We need the fighter there to napalm the evidence.�
Kallistos turned to Wood, and in the same certain tone said, �Captain, if you ever imply that I don�t know the obvious again, I�ll bust you back down to private.�
Wood visibly wilted. �Yes, sir.�
Returning his gaze to the group standing around the electronic map on the conference table, Kallistos said, �I know we�ve never gone in without the stealth fighter in the air, but this mission has unique requirements. We�re going into the middle of the desert. If something goes wrong on the way, it�ll probably be a helicopter crash. We can keep explosives on board the helicopter, rigged to detonate by remote in case of accident. While we�re at the prison, we can schedule a regular check-in. If something goes wrong at the prison and we fail to check-in, the fighter can leave Afghan airspace and arrive on station to napalm the camp in about thirty minutes. There are no Chinese bases within a hundred miles of the camp � it�s in the middle of the damn desert. They almost certainly won�t be able to get their planes spun up in time to stop us. And if someone radios from the base and only says they�re under attack, our cover isn�t blown.�
Silence again. Kallistos�s idea was breathtakingly audacious and we all knew it. The Knights had never gone on an operation without a back-up plan to destroy any trace that would allow the victims to figure out that Americans had perpetrated the raid. Not having such a back-up when attacking a superpower meant gambling a world war that nothing would go wrong in the assault.
Lieutenant Paulus, ever cognizant of the need to get behind a superior officer, chimed in. �The Chinese have been cozy with the Tajiks lately. They just opened up a new cross-border railway and started selling the Tajiks relatively modern Type 99 tanks. The Chinese probably wouldn�t be on the lookout for stealth helicopters coming across their border.
Clark, the stealthy infiltration specialist, realized the potential for glory in a daring covert insertion. �We�ve got to hammer out some more details, but it sounds like a workable plan to me.�
Paulus wasn�t quite ready to give up on kissing Major Pound�s ass. �Maybe we could have half the team go in through Tajikistan and half cross the Afghan-China border?� No one even bothered dismissing this idea. I�m sure everyone else in the room had the same thought I did: what possible reason could there be to double the chances of failure by separating the team? A mechanical failure in one of the two helicopters would doom the operation and drastically increase the chances of detection.
Here, I decided to enter the conversation, hoping that Kallistos wouldn�t be as hard on me as he had been on Captain Wood a moment ago. �Sir,� I addressed Kallistos, �There�s only one problem with your infiltration plan.� Kallistos turned his eyes toward me. It�s a clich� to describe blue eyes as cold, but I saw icy, calculated wrath in Kallistos�s eyes.
�What might that be, Sergeant?�
I ignored his tone and pressed forward. �Once we�re into the camp, they can radio for help.� I held up my hands to forestall the interruption I knew was coming. �I know, they won�t be sure we�re Americans just from brief firefights. The problem is that they will know we�re foreigners if they see any of us non-Chinese Knights. We can wear a foreign country�s uniform and cover up from head to toe, but if something goes badly wrong and we need the fighter, they�ll see our bodies in the intervening half- hour and radio the information in.� I quickly remembered whom I was talking to. �Sir.�
Pound smiled encouragingly at me. I kept my eyes locked on Kallistos. His angular, cold face stared back at me for a few seconds.
Then, to my shock, a grin cracked across his face. �You�re right, McCormick. That oversight could have doomed the operation. So we have to destroy their radios at the outset and jam their cell-phones for the duration of the operation. They don�t have land lines out in the middle of the desert. If we cut their communications, we don�t have to worry about them seeing our faces. We can use a commercial cell-jammer; it won�t tell the Chinese that it was an American operation. We just have to make sure that we hit the radio station first.� He paused for a moment. �How can we get that done?�
I felt slightly weak at the knees at being praised by the Knights� hero of the Israel-Iran War. �Well, sir, if we attack the periphery of the base, we can�t guarantee that we�ll reach the radio room before they can get a message out.� I called up a diagram of the prison complex on the conference table�s touch display. �The radio room is buried in the offices in the administrative building. That�s also where the interrogation rooms are. If we blow it up, we might kill our imprisoned friend while she�s being interrogated. So, we can�t just blow the building up and hope for the best and we probably can�t risk assaulting the building first because we can�t do it fast enough to guarantee secrecy.�
Captain Jeffers, the assault specialist, wasn�t happy with this line of thinking. He wouldn�t have any chance to look good if we didn�t go in with guns blazing. �Sergeant, if we go in with silenced rifles, we could storm the admin building and seize the radio room in about five minutes. Do you seriously think they can detect us, figure out what�s going on, and contact someone to reveal our identity in that time?�
One downside to being a sergeant is that you usually can�t answer stupid questions with snappy answers. I wanted to answer, �Even you can make a phone call in five goddamn minutes.�
Instead, I answered blandly, �Sir, I think the chance of detection is too high to warrant taking the risk. If I were them, I�d try to think about what possible reasons I�d have for radioing in for help. Considering the high value targets they keep there and the distance from civilization, I�ve got to think a raid is something they plan for. Once they hear gunfire, they�ll signal that a raid is in progress. All that needs to happen then is for one Chinese soldier to see a white face and report in. Then the Chinese cavalry comes riding in and takes us out.�
Jeffers was clearly upset at having a sergeant contradict him. He looked like he was about to say something to put me in my place, but Kallistos jumped in before Jeffers could get the words out. �OK, Sergeant, so you think you�ve got a handle on the situation. I still haven�t heard a solution.�
I had been thinking about this problem for a while and come up with a fairly unpalatable solution. �Sir, we need to have one of our men sneak into the camp and destroy those radios.�
Captain Wood didn�t like that. �Sergeant, our people aren�t trained for that kind of work. We don�t know exactly what kind of security protocols they have on the base. How can we possibly expect to sneak someone in?�
Everyone looked to Lieutenant Wang, the only native Chinese speaker among the Knights. He gulped, nervous to have the whole operation depend on him. �I�I could probably pass for a native Chinese soldier if I had the right uniform. The problem is getting into the base. I have no idea what the password would be.�
I wanted to validate my idea (and I enjoyed seeing Wang squirm), so I spoke up again. �We can kill the guards at the gate. We can wait until the roving sentries are on the other side of the compound and kill the guards in the middle of the night. Then we hide the bodies and put our own men at the guard stations. Lieutenant Wang gets in and we�ve got about, what, ten or fifteen minutes until someone approaches close enough to the gate to see what�s happened. Meanwhile, the rest of the team is ready for a full out assault on the camp. Once we�ve knocked out the radios, the rest of our team pours through the gate and starts taking out the garrison. We find our woman, find out what she knows, and get her out. We open all the holding cells, let the prisoners out, and we�re done.�
The group took a moment to digest the plan. Then Kallistos shook his head. �We still have to figure out what to do with the prisoners. They might see us and tell the Chinese authorities that there was a raid and only one woman was rescued. They�ll figure out what happened.�
I didn�t have a good answer for that one. �Yes, sir, that�s true. I don�t know what we can do about that.�
Pound looked pleased to see the plan come to another obstacle. �See, this is what happens when the plan gets too complicated. What can we possibly do?�
I�ve never liked it when people nay-say or revel in the inability of the human mind to solve the problem. You know, when they say things like, �For all of our supposed ingenuity, we can�t [fill in the blank].� Maybe my hostility to Pound�s obstinate enjoyment of our dilemma provoked the thought in my head.
�How many prisoners are there in the camp?� I asked the question to no one in particular. Captain Wood called up the data on the electronic display. �Twenty-five.�
I smiled. �Let�s get them all out then. All it takes is another chopper. The cargo capacity of the stealth chopper is 6100 pounds. That�s about thirty civilians or twenty-five of us with full kit. We fly our team in and out on one, we fly the prisoners out on another.� There was silence in the room.
Captain Clark, the infiltration specialist, didn�t like the idea. �We�re doubling the chance of failure if we do that. What if one of the choppers breaks down?�
I answered, forgetting to add the mandated �sir� (an unthinkable omission). �We just take as many of the prisoners as we can and leave the rest. Their tough luck. As for the broken down helicopter, that�s why we�ve got the stealth fighter standing by to napalm the area. We�d just better pray for our own sake that the choppers don�t break down.�
Pound countered, �Even if we wanted to risk the mission to get them all out, what are we going to do with the prisoners once we�re out of China? They can�t know who we are.�
Captain Wood threw his weight behind my proposal. �Sir, the prisoners are dead if they stay in that camp. They can work on our base here in the States. We can put them in Witness Relocation if we have to.� Lieutenant Paulus thought that was a joke and laughed. A look of annoyance flashed across Wood�s face, but he continued. �They might know something important, and we have no reason to think they�ll help the Chinese after being put in this camp to be tortured and killed.�
After a brief pause, Kallistos said, �Thank you gentlemen for your thoughts on the matter. I�d like to confer with Major Pound about this separately before we reach a conclusion.�
Kallistos and Pound headed out of the room, leaving the rest of us sitting in silence. Five minutes later, they both returned. Kallistos said, without emotion or any outward sign of gloating, �Alright, we�re going to get them all out. Two choppers.�
And with that, the broad outlines of the plan were complete. The next eight hours were spent mapping out the approach to the base and the assault. Mostly, that meant figuring out the most efficient way to take out the forty-man PLA garrison. Captain Jeffers, the assault specialist, suggested that we might need ten men for that. I love being part of an organization that thinks it only might need one man for every four of the enemy.
After the meeting broke up at the crack of dawn, Kallistos took me aside and said, �McCormick, you�ve got a future in this organization. This plan is more yours than anyone else�s and it will work. I just thought you should know that.� Then he walked out.
* * *
We would have two days to prep the plan with the team before we flew out to the staging base in Afghanistan. The lines of command were drawn. Major Kallistos would lead the raid with Captain Wood as his second-in-command. Lieutenant Wang would sneak in and take out the radios. Captain Jeffers would command one wing of the assault when we got into the base. Three sergeants, two corporals, and Private LaFont rounded out the team.
February 25, 2029
We generally spend the days before an operation training as a team on the virtual reality simulators in a cavernous hangar on base. Inside the hangar, there are dozens of tracking sensors and cameras. The world of the simulation is projected into our goggles so that we see what we would see if we were on the mission. All our movements are tracked by the cameras.
We wear a thin nanotech rubber suit covering our entire body. A supercomputer decides how our environment is interacting with us (e.g. whether we are touching a door or being torn apart by our enemies� bullets) and stimulates the appropriate sensors in our suit to replicate the feel. It even simulates the temperature of the environment � predicted to be about 38 degrees on the night of our assault on the Chinese prison � by cooling our suits down.
About the only thing the simulators don�t replicate are the smells of combat. No one has come up with a reasonable way to nauseate us with the smell of burned bodies or the various solids and fluids that spill out of gut-shot men.
The simulation deliberately makes it an unpleasant experience to ensure that you take the fake battle seriously. I�ve died in the simulations many times. You feel a sharp stabbing pain from the impact and the projection in the goggles fades to black. Your communications circuit to the team shuts off and only the staff in charge of the simulation hears what you have to say. They won�t respond to your talking unless you�ve been physically hurt in the simulation (say, by breaking a leg while diving to avoid simulated enemy gunfire, which happened to Lieutenant Paulus two years ago.) The simulator prevents you from moving by creating an overwhelming wave of pain when you try.
It�s a fairly terrifying experience. You�re cut off from all your perceptive faculties (except smell) for the duration of the exercise. That length of time is thankfully rarely more than ten minutes and never more than half an hour. It seems much longer due to the lack of external stimuli. You become thankful for the body odor of teammates (or your own, for that matter) because it gives you something to consider outside of the sensory echo chamber of your own mind.
The point of that semi-torture is that it makes you want to avoid death and injury in the simulation as much as you would in real life, which makes you even better prepared for the real thing. One observer once said of the Spartans, �Their drills are bloodless battles and their battles are bloody drills.� So too is it with the newest iteration of the elite soldier. The simulations really do make it easier to stay calm and focused when you�re doing the real thing.
We had been doing simulations of the assault on the camp for the past two days. A dedicated staff programmed the scenario and threw in surprises on each run-through. There were lots of things that could go wrong with the assault. Most of the variations arose out of the success or failure of Wang�s infiltration of the base and the destruction of the radio room. If Wang succeeded, we might be assaulting a base with most of the garrison asleep and a few isolated sentries. If Wang failed, we�d be assaulting a base on full alert with dozens of armed soldiers waiting for an attack.
I died once in the simulations of the assault, and it led to an important discovery about one of the members of our team.
I was part of a group making its way into the garrison barracks to kill some of the sleeping guards within. Unfortunately for me, this scenario assumed that Wang�s gambit had failed in a fairly creative way. The Chinese had set a trap for him, allowing him to occupy the radio room, but silently rousing the garrison and preparing to ambush us when we made our assault.
Captain Wood was leading Private LaFont, Corporal Hernandez and me in the assault. I was the first one stacked up for entry outside the barracks front door with LaFont behind me, then Hernandez, and finally Wood bringing up the rear.
I cracked open the door as slowly as possible to avoid waking anyone. I needn�t have worried � the (virtual) men of the garrison inside the barracks were not asleep. All of their rifles were trained on the door, waiting for someone to open it.
When I put my first foot into the room, a dozen automatic rifles opened fire, killing me instantly. At the same time, they threw several grenades out the open door and killed the rest of the team.
At least I died quickly. The computer didn�t even inflict the pain of the shots that hit me before it cut off my vision and audio sensors. There must have been a glitch in the hardware, however, because my right earbud continued transmitting sounds from the outside. That was why I was the only Knight of the squad who could hear what was happening while we were waiting for the techies to end the scenario.
I could hear sobbing. Someone on my team was crying softly.
At first, I couldn�t believe the development. The Knights is not an outfit that encourages emotionalism of any kind. I wondered briefly whether the offender would be kicked out of the Knights outright, the offense of a mental breakdown of sorts during a simulation being unprecedented.
I quickly made sure it wasn�t me. You�d be surprised how adrenaline makes you unaware of the things your body is doing. During one simulation, I was told that in the middle of a pitched firefight, I actually yelled, �Let�s go get the bastards!�
I felt relatively certain that I wouldn�t cry unconsciously, however. I�ve died in pretty spectacular ways in the simulations before, but it takes more than the prospect of a short, limited amount of pain to make me tear up. True, some Knights developed a fear of the simulator, the photo-realistic graphics and vivid pain-feedback that make the experience too real for comfort. For them, the mock death of being cut off from the outside world is sheer agony. When it happens to me, I just think of the day at the Mexican beach with Victoria.
I initially suspected the tearful culprit was Corporal Hernandez because I didn�t know him as well as I know LaFont and Wood. I knew that Wood goofed up and died in the simulator way too often to be afraid of it. I also thought that LaFont was a young hothead, too fresh and dumb to be really afraid. I had been on a couple operations with him, most recently in Venezuela. He had always been a testosterone-laden jock full of one-liners and bravado, not one to fear real death, let alone the virtual kind.
When the computer announced the end of the exercise by restoring our vision and hearing, I instantly took off my goggles and stood up. I saw LaFont wiping at his eyes underneath his visor. I quickly recovered from my surprise and strode over to LaFont to get him up on his feet.
Thankfully, Wood and Hernandez were slow getting up. They had both been stunned by the pain of the (simulated) grenade going off at their feet. The last thing I wanted was LaFont being embarrassed and out to prove himself on the prison raid.
I grabbed the young private�s shoulder and whispered, �We can talk about it later, James. For now, don�t let the others see.� He nodded.
We had a fifteen minute debrief on that simulation. The lesson was simple: don�t assume the coast is clear just because you don�t hear anything. If you know an enemy is going to be in a room, slide a wired camera under the door and make sure he�s not just waiting to ambush you.
There followed a half-hour long break while the technicians were setting up the simulator for the next scenario. I asked LaFont to take a walk with me. We stepped out into the cold Colorado air and walked along the perimeter of the base.
I could have just asked him what the hell had happened, but I knew talking to someone barely out of adolescence about personal feelings was a perilous exercise. If I asked brutally frank questions, he�d clam up and I�d never learn anything. I forced myself to wait for him to start. He did after about a minute of silent walking.
�Sarge, do you have a family?�
I thought about Mom and Dad, but the tone of his question suggested he meant something else. �No, I don�t. Do you?� The last time I had seen his file was before the Venezuela op. He certainly didn�t have any family listed then, but I couldn�t imagine why he would ask the question if his status in that regard hadn�t changed at all.
He was looking out of the razor wire fence toward the snowy woods. Our base was situated in the Rockies, about twenty miles away from the nearest town. The thick, untamed woods beginning right at the edge of the complex created a sense of isolation, as if the only people or things that mattered were right on the base.
�Felicia�s pregnant.�
That explained why she had looked so frazzled when I had gone in for my psychiatric evaluation. Having never been in LaFont�s shoes, I did the best I could to make up things that sounded reassuring.
�Well, if you�re worried about dying, just marry her before we go and she�ll get all your benefits.� Soldiers don�t make much, but the insurance benefits make death a financially acceptable option for the families.
He shook his head. �That ain�t the problem. She doesn�t want to marry me.�
I stared at him blankly, not knowing what to say. I reminded myself what my freshman math professor had told me about there being no stupid questions and went ahead. �What�s the problem then?�
LaFont said nothing for a second, clearly getting his thoughts in order. In a husky voice, he said, �If I die, the only thing I�ll be remembered for is knocking her up. She can get an abortion or have the kid, and I�ll still just be one of her boyfriends.�
He looked at me for the first time since he started talking. �My dad ran off before I was born. My mom died five years ago when her boyfriend crashed his car with her in it. If I die, nobody will care. You and the others will keep going. You guys�ll remember me for a while, but I�m not like you or Major Kallistos. The Knights can get along without me.�
I knew what LaFont was talking about. He�d seen friends die in the year he�d been with the Knights. We held memorials for the fallen and put their names on our wall of honor. Like most funereal rituals, those memorials are really for the living more than the dead. They reduce our fear of death because we know that our friends and comrades will honor us. But we just hold the ceremonies and then the memories start fading. If a quiet, regular guy dies, you forget him within a week. If a good friend dies, you remember him for a long time, maybe the rest of your life. You think about him less and less, though, and eventually, when you die, he�ll be forgotten like the rest. Then he�s just a statistic or another marker on the wall of honor, another anonymous icon like the thousands in Arlington Cemetery.
In the outside world, if you have a family, you know something of yours will live on. You could think of it as genetics, but people can change their genes if they want, and really there�s nothing all that personal about your code. What really lives on are the things you teach your children. Some of that will be taught to their children, and their children, etc.
But I couldn�t say all that to LaFont. He needed bucking up. �LaFont, do you believe in God?� It didn�t really matter what his answer was, I had a response to give either way.
�Yeah.�
�Then you know you�re not going to be forgotten.� I pointed up. �He knows you and He won�t forget you. And you�re not going to be gone. You just go to a better place where girlfriends aren�t stupid and good things happen to good people. You don�t need a family for that.�
I continued with my disingenuous speech, summoning all the gravitas available to someone under the age of thirty. �You think you�re the first soldier who�s had to worry about this? We all do. But we all know deep down that God�s watching over us. This life can give you tough breaks, but if we do our best and put our faith in Him, He�ll reward us.�
LaFont was quiet. I decided to throw in a blatantly false argument from authority to make more of an effect on the kid. �That�s the only thing that gets me through. I�ve been around, LaFont. There are lots of shitty things that happen in the world. Nothing seems fair. But if we suck it up and do the best we can, He�ll watch out for us. That�s really all that matters. When we go on this mission, I�m going to be looking out for you, but if something happens to you or to me, we�ve got nothing to worry about as long as we�ve been trying our best.�
LaFont still said nothing. We kept walking. When we reached the edge of the base, about three-fourths of a mile from where we�d started, we turned back. About three minutes after I had stopped talking, LaFont said, �You�re right, Sarge. We�ll be fine. I�ll be fine.� He even smiled. �Sorry about what happened in the simulation. That�s the last you�ll see of it.�
And it was. He was totally professional the rest of the day. He even saved Wood in one simulation when a Chinese guard escaped and hid behind a dune to ambush us on our way to the exfiltration point. The guard put a round into Wood�s chest, but Wood�s Kevlar body armor slowed the round sufficiently to save his life. LaFont charged the dune under fire, threw a grenade, and killed the guard before he could finish off Wood.
That night, at dinner, LaFont was back to his normal self, laughing and clowning around with the others. He even tried to pull a prank on me, unscrewing the top of the salt shaker before passing it over. Luckily, I knew LaFont too well not to be on the lookout for his treachery.
As I write this, I wonder if it was necessary to lie to LaFont, to use his respect for me as a tool to get him battle ready, to manipulate him. Perhaps manipulation is what all leadership is. That was certainly what I believed before the events of the past few weeks.
* * *
The dinner that night was part of a tradition. The ranking officer or NCO in charge of a Knight operation is always supposed to host a dinner for his subordinates on the eve of deployment. Major Kallistos, the leader of the team for the China job, had the duty. He took us to the Stockyard, the steak restaurant in the town nearest the base about a twenty minute drive away.
Paying for a steak dinner for ten soldiers coming off of two days of full athletic training can tax the wallet of a commander of our operations. We were lucky that the prison raid was (a) fairly dangerous and (b) being led by a major. A major�s salary is a significant jump up, and any officer with half a brain wants his men to know that their superior is looking out for them. That usually means a good meal is in order. To put the exercise in perspective, a cheap lieutenant leading an assassination mission in Uganda once took three Knights to Applebee�s the night before deployment, earning himself perpetual ridicule and infamy in the process.
Out in public, we are obviously not allowed to talk about the mission. This is part of the purpose of the dinner, to calm everyone down a bit before we have to immerse ourselves totally in the actual event. Talk usually gravitates toward lighter subjects like sports or movies.
I had never been on a mission led by Kallistos, however. If he was interested in those subjects, he did not show it. He allowed the others to talk about those things until we had ordered our entrees and had started drinking our beers. Then, he interrupted the conversation.
�I know you all have things you want to talk about, so I�ll be brief. When I do these meals, there�s always one point that I want to convey.� Kallistos gestured to the people at nearby tables and spoke in a low tone just loud enough that we could all hear without allowing the other patrons in the restaurant to understand what he was saying. �These people are what we all could have been. Fat, stupid, and oblivious. They get to live long, dull, uninteresting lives devoid of risk or fear.
�The old clich� is that we do our job so that they can live in peace. Nothing could be further from the truth. We do our job so that we can live at war. War keeps us hungry, keeps our mental and physical edge honed. We don�t have time to allow our desire for life to wane. We are constantly acting, doing, achieving. I want you all to think about that. It doesn�t matter what our mission is. By focusing on it, we reach a state of existence that these idiots can only dream of. War brought us all here. If we have to die to experience it, it�s a price well worth paying.
�If you�re worried about anything outside the mission, remember that the alternative is more terrifying than whatever death could face us out there.� Kallistos pointed outside. �We could end up like these bastards here, wasting their lives. Whatever happens, we will have our glory.�
Kallistos folded his arms across his chest. �That�s all I wanted to say. You all can go back to talking about whatever it is you were talking about.� With that, Kallistos resumed the placid, uninterested gaze he had adopted before his speech.
No one spoke for a few minutes until our meal came. After the guys had eaten for a couple minutes, they regained the more light-hearted demeanor. Someone commented on how bad his steak was, prompting a lengthy discussion of cooking among the more culinary-types.
I didn�t contribute much to that conversation. I ate my food in silence and occasionally glanced over at Kallistos. He was eating as if no one else were in the restaurant. He was clearly ignoring the conversation and looked lost in idle thought, the way a man looks when he�s sitting on a bench waiting for a bus.
The rest of the evening passed in that manner until it was time to go back to the base and prepare for our 0500 departure.

Chapter 5: Act of War

February 26, 2029
The commentators call the Kabul airbase �America�s Gibraltar.� The Spanish were never particularly happy to have the British at Gibraltar, and so the Afghans (particularly the Taliban) are always complaining about Petraeus Air Force Base. Of course, they should have thought of that when they agreed to the Armistice of Peshawar. The Taliban were given full control over the country so long as they didn�t allow al-Qaeda to set up shop. But they also had to give us the base.
I�ve never liked Afghanistan. I�ve been to that dirty, backwards country a couple times on operations and it only gets worse every time I see it. The U.S. maintains the base in Kabul pretty well, so a military visitor never lacks amenities. They even delivered hot meals (steaks, no less) to our airplane. We may have withdrawn from the rest of the country, but we�re still invested in the last sliver of Afghan territory that the Taliban let us have. But when you go outside the wire, the men look haggard, the children hungry, and the women�well you don�t really see the women anymore.
I was slightly relieved that I wouldn�t have to see the desperation in the Afghans� eyes this time because we weren�t allowed to leave the plane. No one was supposed to know we were even there. We arrived around 1700 local, and we left five hours later so that we would arrive in Tajikistan in the dead of night.
During our endless layover at Petraeus Air Force Base, Captain Wood came over to my bunk and sat down next to me.
�You�ve been to Afghanistan since the Armistice, haven�t you Sarge?�
�Afghanistan? Yeah, a couple times. I was here two years ago for an assassination. My first mission with the Knights was a snatch and grab in Waziristan.�
�What did you think of the country?�
I thought for a second. �When I was here last time, we killed an al-Qaeda commander in some no-name village. We were briefed before the operation on what to expect, but it was still depressing. The town probably looked exactly like it did in the eighties when the Soviets were here or the 19th century when the British were. No running water, no schools, women treated like high-end livestock if livestock had to wear veils. Most of the country�s like that now. It�s a shithole, sir.� I asked politely, �Why, what do you think of it?�
Wood looked off in the distance, though all he could see was the bulkhead of the plane. �I was here for the tail end of the war. The old vets, the ones who had done four or five tours, kept stressing how much better things were. Democracy, women�s rights, attempts to use new technology, a hint of industry, the whole nine yards.� He trailed off at the end of the sentence.
�So do you think the Armistice of Peshawar was a bad idea?�
Wood snapped back to reality. �No, there wasn�t any point in having our boys die to give the Afghans something they didn�t want. The armistice let us get out and let the Afghans go back to the way of life they preferred.� He paused. �Well, except the women and the more thoughtful men, but those people don�t call the shots in this part of the world.�
We sat quietly for a minute. Then Wood looked straight in my eyes and said, �We can�t give everyone everything. But if we can help people who deserve it, we should. That�s what being a Knight is all about. Our country is ultimately better off in a world where good people can get ahead. Just remember that.�
With that, Wood patted me on the back and got up to go talk to Corporal Hernandez.
Captain Wood was never the most brilliant or daring Knight. But in all the tumultuous days between then and now, I never heard a more succinct or sincere account of personal belief in the mission of the Knights.
February 27, 2029
Various countries have been training paratroopers for more than a century. With GPS, powerful navigation computers, and accurate wind gauges, you�d think by now transport pilots would be able to reliably hit a drop zone. No such luck.
The trip into Tajikistan was smooth enough, the transports flying smoothly through the cold late-winter air. The drop also started fairly smoothly. We were aiming for a relatively flat square patch of land about seventy five yards on each side. It wasn�t a particularly hard jump for us Knights in the first transport. The first stealth chopper glided down on two parachutes right into the middle of the drop zone as well.
The problem came when the second transport dropped the second chopper, the one that was supposed to take the prisoners back to Afghanistan. Of course, when we do supply drops, the transports usually drop smart-pallets that steer themselves to land right where we want them. They never made a smart-pallet that could fit one of our stealth choppers, though, so the transport pilots had to make the best unguided (�dumb,� in the parlance of the transport pilots) drop they could. Their best didn�t end up being sufficient.
One of the chopper�s parachutes snagged on an outcropping just above our flat spot on the mountain. Luckily, it still fell on the edge of our flat area. Unfortunately, the undercarriage snapped on one side so that the chopper rested at about a thirty-degree angle.
The two pilots of the second chopper and the three maintenance/site security guys who parachuted in with us started working on the broken chopper right away. The two pilots of the first chopper, the one that would take us into China, started fueling the helicopter from pallets of aviation gasoline that had been dropped off with the second chopper. If all went according to plan, the same fuel bladders would be used to refuel the choppers to get us back to Afghanistan after the job was done in China.
We camped out on the mountain for about an hour while the chopper pilots fueled the first helicopter. I went over for a while and watched the pilots and maintenance people working on the second chopper. After a while, I gave up trying to assess the damage on my own and just asked one of the pilots. He said that the chopper wouldn�t be ready to go in with us, but that the pilots would fly it over when it was repaired, which they estimated would be in about two hours.
That should have been plenty of time. The plan called for us to touchdown seven miles from the prison and hike in so as not to spook the guards. The choppers would then wait for our evac call about twenty miles away. The broken down chopper therefore had about three and a half hours to get fixed and start off after the first chopper.
It was very goddamn cold on the mountain. The briefers estimated it would be around zero Fahrenheit. Private LaFont helpfully assured us that his �dick thermometer� agreed with the briefers. Corporal Hernandez questioned whether Private LaFont�s dick thermometer was not calibrated properly since the dick in question was always just an inch long. That line of discussion continued for quite some time.
I wished we were in the new assault body-suits for the mission. They�re like the ones we wear in the simulator, only they�re not meant to torture us. They have internal climate control, light nano-tech body armor, and the best digital displays in the visor. What�s more, they have Artemis. Rumor has it that the U.S. government contracted with Google�s best designers to come up with the software. The resulting system recognizes people, tanks, equipment, or virtually any other object of interest and maps everything on the visor display. Artemis gives us comprehensive, penetrating knowledge of everything that happens on the battlefield.
Unfortunately, we don�t usually get to use that kind of equipment. The U.S. is the only country that uses the new suits or the Artemis system, so if one of us got killed and someone found the body, they would know where we came from. On this mission, we didn�t want the Chinese to recognize us as American right at the outset. If Lieutenant Wang�s radio gambit failed, we still might have had a chance to take out the prison without the word getting out.
With that in mind, every Knight was dressed in Russian Spetsnaz camouflage uniforms. The thinking was that there might be some Russian agents in this secret base too. If things went poorly, the Chinese might think the Russians were behind the attack. At least, that cover story was supposed to hold up long enough for our stealth fighters to napalm the area to destroy the evidence.
LaFont, Hernandez, and the other enlisted men kept up their chatter. They were obviously nervous, which wasn�t an entirely bad thing. Nerves can keep a man from noticing the weather.
I was too old for nerves. Regardless of whatever danger I�d face in three hours, I knew I was cold and miserable in the present. I was ready to go.
After an eternity of waiting, Kallistos shouted, �Knights! Mount up, it�s time to invade China!�
February 28, 2029
The ride in was the most terrifying insertion I�ve ever experienced. We took off from the mountain in Tajikistan fine, but about half an hour after take-off, we started encountering heavy buffeting from the winds.
The pilot got on the intercom and told us to hang on. The chopper started surging up and plummeting down as the weather grew worse. This wasn�t the normal nap-of-the-earth flight profile that we use on insertions. Usually that just feels like bobbing up and down in a controlled, civilized way, like being in a boat on a calm ocean. This was gut- wrenching, worse than any roller coaster. The helicopter would rise suddenly and then fall perilously. Half our team vomited on the way in. I was only saved by my ability to tamp down that sort of reaction. Still, I ended up with a good portion of Captain Wood�s chicken and biscuit dinner clinging to my uniform. Quite an unpleasant experience.
We made it across the border undetected, perhaps thanks to the pilot�s absurdly uncomfortable flight profile. The ride smoothed out a bit as we emerged from the mountainous areas of eastern Tajikistan and into the flatter part of western China. I was thankful that we were using the latest autogyro stealth chopper. Our speed picked up considerably, the muffled engine on the back pushing us forward like a normal aircraft while the rotor on top kept us in the air. The flight took about two hours. If we had used conventional choppers, it could have been double that.
We stayed clear of towns and cities (not too difficult in the relatively sparsely populated areas of western China), but I occasionally saw some winking lights in the far distance. These were the cities that were rebelling, the ones that we heard about in the news and briefings. Seeing them alone in the desert, you can understand why they think they should be autonomous. What do these people know of the factories and massive cities of the east? They�ve never seen the five-star hotels of Shanghai or the colossal edifices and monuments of Beijing. And yet the people here live as thralls to the Beijing elite, the ones who whisper in the ears of the Party bosses.
I often try to find reasons to dislike the people I am operating against, particularly when I am in a chopper on the way to an operation. I don�t have to try very hard with the Party�s guards at the base. Their mission is to protect a corrupt, tyrannical kleptocracy. To hell with them.
Gradually, the lights of the towns and cities faded, and we were left traversing over dark desert. The lack of visual stimuli outside led to renewed conversation among the squad members. Gone were the light-hearted topics of women and cars. The boys had entered the bravado phase of the pre-battle jitters. They talked about how easy the seven mile hike from the dropoff point to the camp would be. Hernandez and LaFont argued over whether there were snakes in the desert and whether they would be poisonous.
I tuned that out after a bit and glanced over at the officers. Lieutenant Wang looked like he was going to be sick for reasons other than the bumpy ride. His face was pale with a hint of light green, his eyes fixed on the bulkhead of the chopper. I had yet to see him even glance out the window at the countryside. His uneasiness wasn�t particularly surprising given his unusual mission.
All the rest of us had to do was what we trained for every day � stealthy killing. We had a clear plan and were prepared for most every eventuality. Wang had to play spy. No matter how well briefed he was about the latest Chinese slang and mannerisms, he was going to have to wing his performance. He had to think quickly on his feet in an entirely new situation or he was going to die in about two and a half hours.
Kallistos pressed his headphones to his ear, said something indecipherable, and then shouted at us, �Five minutes to the drop! Check your weapons and make sure you don�t have any ID on you.� This was a formality, of course. We had checked our weapons on base in the U.S., at the airfield in Kabul, on the flight across the Afghan border, and at our base camp in Tajikistan. Every bit of identification paper we owned was locked in a safe in Major Kallistos�s office back at home base. Kallistos just wanted us busy so that no one got the jitters.
I dutifully checked my weapon and rifled through my pockets. As a sergeant, I had to set an example, and I knew Captain Wood would be upset with me if I didn�t. It only took about two minutes to do that, however.
Just to kill time, for about a minute, I tried to think of what my former classmates from college were doing. I had just imagined a particularly loathsome acquaintance looking like a million dollar dandy in a pinstripe suit at a law firm when the noise from the back rotor on the chopper reduced dramatically. The chopper pitched up, slowing down. It decelerated to a standstill and started descending. It was time to go.
The chopper was still a couple feet off the ground when Kallistos opened the back ramp and yelled, �GO! GO! GO!�
The pilots never actually touch down on these drop-offs for fear of mines. That threat was distant in this case since we were in the middle of a featureless desert, but protocol was protocol.
I was the first out. I fell four feet and hit the ground hard. I ran a couple feet away from the chopper and knelt to a crouch, my rifle aimed out at nonexistent threats. A half second after I hit the ground, I heard Corporal Hernandez touch down beside me. The eight others got out over the next ten seconds, and then the chopper took off again, departing to the southwest. It would come pick us up in three hours. The stealth chopper had a very effective noise suppression system. It was barely out of sight of our night-vision goggles in the pitch-black darkness when its noise faded into the still desert night.
Then we were alone.
Ten U.S. soldiers invading China. There�s always a moment of trepidation that comes when the chopper has gone and your team is on its own.
Kallistos wasn�t going to allow us to experience that emotion for long. �Alright, men, let�s go get us that dame.�
I took a deep breath and said in my most commanding, fearless sergeant voice, �You heard the man, Hernandez, get out on point and lead us out!�
* * *
The seven mile march through the desert proceeded quietly. On the way to battle, men are usually somber. Should we suddenly die, we hope that our last words are not a bawdy joke or a trivial comment about the weather, a vulgarity about the tramp du jour, or something lacking in manly honor or martial solemnity. Adding to this natural disinclination to chatter is the knowledge that armed enemies are waiting for us at our destination and, potentially, en route.
On a more rational level, we fear making unnecessary sounds out of fear of ambush. Unlikely in the middle of a desert, but possible nonetheless. Having Corporal Hernandez on point helped. The diminutive, lean twenty-two year old from El Paso was picked for this mission precisely because his stealth approach skills are unparalleled among the Knights. He was also the only one of us not using nightvision goggles. The rest of us would scan the area briefly with the goggles every fifteen minutes or so while, twenty yards ahead of the rest of the group, Hernandez constantly scrutinized the terrain with his freakishly excellent eyes.
On exercises, I�ve seen Hernandez spot an enemy two-hundred yards away through dense forest on moonless, black nights. I have also been on the receiving end of one of his knife kills in the simulator. I heard and saw nothing until I felt a rubber knife poke against the back of my neck and heard Hernandez whisper, �Hi Sarge.� With Hernandez on point, the likelihood of a successful ambush (or, for that matter, an unanticipated mine or trap) dropped to essentially nil.
As we made our way across the desert, I tried to focus on identifying any unusual features in the landscape or mysterious sounds in the night that would betray a trap. It was difficult to concentrate on a dark, flat landscape and total silence, and my mind eventually wandered onto the equipment.
I couldn�t quite get comfortable with the Russian pack. The Spetsnaz still hadn�t converted to the latest exoskeleton gear, so we were stuck with old fashioned backpacks. Fortunately, we weren�t carrying much equipment since we weren�t planning on staying very long in the Chinese prison. It worked out to about sixty pounds per man. With the old Russian packs, you feel every pound.
I was also not terribly fond of the Russian rifle I was carrying. The Ak-2000 may be the latest Russian assault rifle, but Russia isn�t really a big player in military tech anymore. They have their hands full just paying pensions to their aging citizenry. Their armed forces are still at least twenty years behind ours. The Ak-2000 is a slightly lighter version of the Ak-74, itself a derivation of the ancient Ak-47. It has a laser sight, a 7.76 mm round, and, like its ancestors, is nearly impossible to jam. However, it�s not as good as our Xiphos rifles with the latest helmet-sight integrated displays.
Of course, we rarely get to use the best equipment, since almost all our operations are designed to look like they were done by someone else. Still, the helmet-sight display makes it almost impossible to miss. It allows the user to see in his helmet visor a laser dot indicating where the gun is aimed. You can fire from the hip and hit a target two-hundred yards away.
That was the fantasy that kept running through my head as we got closer to the camp. I consciously thought, �Lord, please let this Russian rifle work today.� That stopped my thoughts cold. Why had I prayed to God? I don�t believe in God.
There�s still something lurking in the recesses of our brains that inserts God into situations like this. The old saying is that there are no atheists in foxholes. I remember someone once observed that the saying is an argument against foxholes, not atheists.
I don�t like anything that resembles a prayer to God popping into my head when I�m in the field. It indicates a lack of preparedness. Why would I need to ask God for help if I had actually prepared for what was to come? Of course, we humans can�t actually know all of the potential dangers, and so that one cautious part of our brain forces us to ask God for help just in case He isn�t so busy dealing with disease, starvation, and mass unemployment that He can�t spare a moment to help us kill something like forty-five people.
Oblivious to my internal theological musings, the team continued marching on. The minutes crawled by. We saw the faint light of the camp in the distance when we were still about four miles out. That just made things go slower as Hernandez became more cautious about the path ahead.
When we had closed to a mile of the camp, Hernandez waved us down. By now, we could see the snipers in the guard towers with our binoculars. We could also see two men standing outside the gate.
The snipers in the towers would have thermal scanners, able to detect our body heat from about three-quarters of a mile away. The desert at night is an optimal environment for detection � a neutral, cold background to contrast with the warm bodies of intruders.
We had faced this problem many times before on operations and devised a solution. Our latest combat suits have skin temperature management that can chill our outer layer to ambient temperature to spoof the scanners. Unfortunately, Spetsnaz doesn�t have that capability yet. Thus, we had a more direct method for taking care of the thermal scanners in the towers.
Hernandez held up two fingers. Sergeant Connors, one of the two other sergeants brought on the operation in addition to me, crawled forward, a silenced Russian sniper rifle cradled in his arms.
Connors is a soft-spoken thirty year old from Kentucky. He is known for two things around the base: his famously delicious sweet-tea and his skills as a sniper.
I have seen Connors tape a quarter on a target and blast it from a mile and a half away. Perhaps more unbelievably, we once set up a quarter on a spring four-hundred meters away. When the spring let loose, the coin flipped into the air as if from a referee�s hand at a football game. Connors fired once at the quarter. When we went to examine it, we found the bullet had struck not the face of the coin, but the edge. The shot had hit the coin mid twirl when its profile to the marksman was less than two millimeters wide. �Got lucky, I guess,� he had said in his customarily humble way.
The shot was long, but the wind was dead and the night was calm. Connors was using an old silenced Soviet Dragunov, a weapon he had been firing for two days straight back at the base so that he would be perfectly prepared for exactly this moment. He would have about two shots at each of the towers before the solitary guard in each realized what was happening.
We waited eleven minutes for the changing of the guards at 0300. This event triggered the stopwatch on our mission. It would be four hours before the next guard shift started, far more time than we planned on spending in the area.
Two guards rounded the corner of the perimeter fence, patrolling the base on roving sentry duty. When they turned the corner of the administrative building and started walking along the periphery of the other side of the camp, we had about five minutes to kill the guards on our side and get into position.
Connors lay prone on the ground as we all waited for the guard change. He held himself inhumanly still for every second of that time, presumably letting his heartbeat slow down and his hand steady.
I wondered what he thought about for those eleven minutes. Though I have had to learn to use a marksman�s rifle, I am no sniper. Do snipers learn to think about nothing so that their brains require as little oxygen as possible, allowing the heart to beat slower and therefore disrupt the steadiness of the hand less? For all my vocal objections to superstition, I found myself holding as still as possible, breathing as slow as I could, wishing the very air around Connors�s finger into tranquility for his shot.
The roving patrol turned the corner to walk around the other side of the headquarters building. It was time to go. Ten seconds passed, just long enough for me to wonder if Connors realized that his moment had arrived. I was looking at the guard tower through a pair of binoculars when I heard the muffled crack of Connors�s silenced rifle.
A split-second later, I saw the head of the guard in the tower snap back as the 7.62mm round crashed into the unlucky sentry�s left eye. The guard had been right at the edge of the tower, facing in our direction. The corpse that had once been the guard fell backwards onto the floor of the tower, out of sight to his fellow soldiers.
Connors, the taciturn sniper, had committed the first real act of war between the two greatest superpowers in human history. It certainly would not be the last act of war that night.
For all the importance of the moment, Connors took no time to celebrate his marksmanship. Like everything else about this operation, Connors�s actions had to occur at precisely calibrated intervals. Connors quickly swiveled his rifle to the southeast guard tower. The sentry there had been looking outside the fence to the east. He could not be allowed to look over to the southwestern guard tower and wonder where his comrade had gone. Connors set his sights on the guard in the eastern tower. He paused to take a breath, let it halfway out, and fired his second shot.
Necessarily executed faster than the first shot, this one was equally accurate, but not quite as well considered. The guard had been looking out to the east, to our right since we were approaching the camp from the south. The unknown Chinese soldier also must have been leaning slightly forward, because the impact of the bullet threw his body back so that the top half of his torso leaned over the northern end of the tower.
Despite all our planning, we had never considered that possibility. My mind leaped to process the new situation. The roving guards could see the body, but they wouldn�t be a problem for another ten minutes. The problem right now was the four soldiers at the guard shack by the gate. If they were looking at the eastern tower, they could see the body hanging off it at that very moment. Once they saw the body (specifically, the gaping wound where the side of the guard�s head had once been), they would raise the alarm.
Kallistos was the first to react to the new situation. There could not have been more than five seconds between Connors�s second shot and Kallistos�s command: �Listen up, Alpha Team, new plan. We�re going to take out the four guards at the shack and gate. Once they�re dead, we move into the shack. Two of us stay out of view, two of us take the guns, jackets, and helmets of the guards. That might buy us some more time with the sentries. Just hope they don�t talk to us. If they do, we drop �em. Wang, you fall in behind us. After we clear the guards, you�re going straight in.�
Kallistos turned to face those of us in Bravo Team, about ten feet to his left. �Bravo Team, stick to the original plan. Be ready to move in. If we have to drop the sentries, follow Plan Red. Otherwise, stick to Plan Blue.� Plan Red was the contingency plan to be used if Wang failed in his infiltration. It called for Alpha and Bravo teams to storm the administration building as quickly as possible in the hope of hitting the Chinese before they could get a radio message out. Meanwhile, Charlie Team � Connors and Sergeant Iqbal, Connors�s spotter � would cover the barracks doors, keeping the Chinese pinned in for as long as possible. After Alpha and Bravo finished dealing with the admin building, Alpha would hit the cells and Bravo would clear the barracks.
Plan Blue called for Alpha to clear the admin building as quietly as they could after Wang successfully destroyed the radios. Bravo would clear the barracks and then help secure the perimeter with Charlie Team. This was the version of events we were all hoping for. Plan Red would mean a pitched battle and, in all likelihood, casualties. There was also a danger that the guards in the prison building would start executing prisoners if they knew that there was an attack underway.
Hernandez crossed himself as Wood replied, using Kallistos�s callsign, �Roger that, Alpha-One.� Wood turned to us and said, �Plan Blue, repeat, Blue, is in effect until you�re told otherwise.� LaFont, Hernandez and I each gave a curt �Roger that, sir.�
Kallistos gave the last order of his plan: �Charlie Team, when I say go, take down the guard standing on the left side of the gate. Alpha Team, we�re taking the guard on the right and the two guards in the shack.�
Kallistos and the rest of Alpha Team moved off at a brisk canter toward the prison compound, staying low. They quickly closed to within a hundred yards of the shack. After a momentary pause, Kallistos�s voice crackled in my headpiece. �Charlie Team, are you ready?�
Connors responded instantly, his voice betraying no nervousness. �Roger that, Charlie is ready.�
There was a brief pause. I saw something on the side of the building and almost panicked.
Over the radio, I said, too loudly, �Alpha, Charlie, hold your fire!� Kallistos instantly responded, �What is it Bravo-Two?� using my callsign as second in command of Bravo Team.
�There�s a closed-circuit camera in that guard shack that we didn�t pick up on the satellite pictures. I can see the wire running down the side of the building and into the dirt.�
Everyone maintained discipline sufficient to avoid swearing on the radio, but everyone internally cursed how close they had come to blowing the operation.
Kallistos asked over the radio, �Anyone have any idea what to do about it?�
There passed two seconds of silence. Then, Connors voice came over the radio. �Sir, I can hit that wire from here. If your team can take care of the four guards, I can take care of the wire.�
Pound asked, �You sure you can hit that, Connors?� Without a moment�s hesitation, the response flicked back, �Yes, sir.� Not done with his inquiries, Pound asked, �Won�t they punch the alarm when the camera goes dead?�
Kallistos had already thought the scenario through. �They�ll send someone to check the camera first. That person will probably come from the admin building, and he probably won�t leave until he makes sure there isn�t a problem with the cables or controls in his room. I would think we�ll have somewhere between two and five minutes before they send someone to check.�
Kallistos is not one to wait around once he�s made a decision. �Everyone got the new plan? Charlie, you take the wire. Alpha, we�ll wait one second after the go signal and then take the guards out left to right by callsign.� Kallistos meant that he, Alpha-One, would target the guard furthest to the left, standing beside the gate and Alpha-Four would simultaneously target the furthest guard to the right in the guard shack, with Alpha Two and Alpha Three targeting the middle two Chinese soldiers. �Bravo, stand by to implement Plan Red in case this doesn�t work.� Wood and Connors signaled their understanding.
�Stand by for the go order.� Hands tensed around their rifle grips; fingers coiled around triggers.
�Go.�
Connors�s silenced Dragunov sniper rifle clacked again in the darkness. Through my binoculars, I saw the impact of his round on the wire and saw that the line had been severed. I shifted my gaze to the guards at the gate. At almost the same instant, they fell to the ground, bullets in their chests. I quickly looked back at the shack. I couldn�t see the bodies of those guards, but I heard Kallistos�s radio call, �Gate and shack clear, move in, Alpha Team.�
The members of Alpha Team dragged the bodies of the guards at the gate into the guard shack. Kallistos must have already told the members of his team who would get to pose as Chinese soldiers in the shack. As Kallistos and Pound ran off to move the tower guard�s body off of the tower ledge, Corporal Gurung and Lieutenant Clark popped into view through the open windows of the guard shack. They pulled on the coats of the guards and strapped the standard issue People�s Liberation Army helmets into place. Gurung looked like he was having some trouble with his. Clark took the headgear off Gurung�s head, fiddled with it a bit, and handed it back.
Gurung and Clark were the best choices for the task. They were both on the short side of average for a Knight. Gurung had more Asiatic features than his teammates, a consequence of his Nepalese ancestry. From a hundred yards away, the two Knights looked reasonably similar to Chinese soldiers, especially if viewed from behind. Kallistos and Pound would have to kill the sentries fast if they got closer than seventy-five yards or so, however, as no one would mistake Gurung or Clark�s faces for those of native Chinese soldiers.
Having hidden the body of the fallen guard in the tower, Kallistos and Pound crouched down out of sight. They would lie in ambush in the tower until the roving patrol returned.
While Alpha team busied itself at the guard shack, Lieutenant Wang was already through the gate and walking over to the admin building. I could see through my binoculars from two hundred and fifty yards away that he was nervous. His gait was slightly awkward, his movements jerky. Wang might have practiced his Chinese soldier bit back at our base, but he was no professional actor. I hoped he would not have to talk to too many people. He reached the admin building without incident, opened the door, and disappeared inside.
The tense part began. Wang had fifteen minutes to find and disable the Chinese communications. During that time, he�d pass by several security cameras. If the operator of those cameras saw anything suspicious, the alarms would go off and the battle would be on. If the cameras had face-recognition technology and the Chinese had bothered to register the faces of all their soldiers, Wang would be recognized as an intruder and an alarm might go off. Given the flukiness of that technology, it was more likely that an unknown face would draw a guard who would verify the identity of the man unknown to the camera�s central computer.
If Wang made it to the communications room, managed to kill the operator(s) inside, and destroy the gear, he would then sit tight in the room and wait for us to liberate him. If we heard gunfire, we would move in, almost certainly too late to save our Knight comrade.
A minute ticked by. Another minute. Soon, we would encounter the roving four man patrol. Where was Wang? What was he doing?
Two minutes and forty seconds after Wang disappeared into the admin building, the roving patrol rounded the far-right corner of the compound and started strolling in along the periphery. We all hoped their leader was obtuse or tired enough to miss the absence of the guard in the tower.
Kallistos and Pound, crouching in the tower, held their fire. The windows of the guard barracks faced out to the east, where the patrol was strolling now. Kallistos wanted to wait until the patrol got fully onto our side of the compound so that no insomniac Chinese soldier staring out the window of the barracks would see the patrol fall down dead.
Kallistos almost got his way. About twenty-five yards shy of the southeast tower, one of the patrolling soldiers said something to the sergeant leading the group and pointed to the tower.
Clark, looking back toward the patrol from the guard shack, noted the exchange and said over the radio, �Alpha-One, they�re suspicious of something in your tower.� Kallistos did not need to be told twice. �Roger that, engaging.�
A moment later, Kallistos and Pound popped their heads and guns above the tower railing and opened fire on the patrol. Since each of them had to take two of the guards, this killing was performed less cleanly than the others. Kallistos fired his weapon on the three-round burst setting, firing one burst at each of the guards, killing both within two seconds. Pound used the same method, but his second burst was high. One round hit the guard�s shoulder, the other two missed completely. The second guard let out the beginning of a scream before Pound�s next burst impacted the man�s throat, face, and forehead, silencing him forever.
Kallistos called over the radio, �Patrol down. Bravo, move to the gate.� With no more sentries to worry about, it was time to get into position for the main assault. Kallistos and Pound descended from the tower and walked back to the guard shack to link up with Gurung and Clark.
Finally, it was time for me to move. With the rest of Bravo team, I rose and jogged to the gate. It was then that we heard a new voice over the radio.
�Rooster dead. Plan Blue.� That was Lieutenant Wang, indicating that his subterfuge had been successful and that he was waiting for extraction. The radios (�Rooster�) had been taken out, along with any Chinese hope of calling in reinforcements in time to attack us on the way out.
Now, forty Chinese soldiers unaware of what approached them in the night were all that stood between us and our objective.
* * *
Kallistos got on the radio one last time. �Initiate Plan Blue.� With that, Alpha team moved off to the left, toward the admin building, and Bravo team (and I) moved off to the right, toward the barracks. We had not quite reached the door at the southern end of the long, narrow barracks when it opened. At least some of the Chinese soldiers had heard the half- scream of their dying comrade on patrol, and one of them had stepped outside to see what had happened. He picked just the wrong moment. Another couple seconds and we would have been stacked up right next to the entryway and he might have heard or seen us as he opened the door.
Captain Wood was at the head of our little column when the door opened and the soldier stepped out. Instinctively, he raised his Ak-2000 and fired a burst right into the man�s chest. The Chinese man fell backwards into the barracks, hitting the wood floor with an audible thump. Too loud. If the soldiers in the barracks were not already awakened by the scream of the guard on patrol, the impact of the bullets and the thump of the soldier�s body was sufficient to alert them to the danger.
Wood looked hesitant for a moment, so I tapped him on the shoulder and gave the hand signal for �go loud.� There�s no hand signal for �sir,� so I didn�t add it. Wood nodded and whispered (without noting the irony) into the radio, �Bravo is going loud.�
Kallistos responded, �Roger that, Alpha will go loud as well.� Connors, having little to do outside with his sniper rifle, gave a simple, �Affirmative.�
With the advantage of stealth largely lost and the radios to the outside world down, there was no reason to stick to silenced weapons only. Killing forty armed, alerted men in the barracks would be a lot easier if we didn�t have to do it quietly. Indeed, we had a special toy with us to help in case we were allowed to go loud.
Grenades have played a vital role in house-to- house fighting for centuries. One baseball sized explosive sending out an intense pressure wave and a hail of shrapnel can clear out a normal sized room quite easily. The problem with regular grenades is that it�s relatively easy to get behind cover and survive a blast. The Chinese barracks room was filled with beds, chairs, and desks, all of which would provide adequate cover for the inhabitants. Another problem was that the interior of the building was quite large, about sixty yards long by fifteen wide. A couple grenades thrown in the front door could therefore do only a limited amount of damage.
The engineering team for the Knights had come up with a solution for just this sort of scenario. They took an ordinary fragmentation grenade and made a few important changes. First, they added an accelerometer to sense the orientation of the device. This was a relatively simple and cheap modification, accelerometers having been a standard part of cellular telephones and gaming devices for decades. Then they attached a small grappling hook with a powerful spring attached.
When a Knight pulled the pin on the grenade, the accelerometer activated. It detected the sudden acceleration when a Knight threw the grenade and waited a half-second for the device to travel into the room. Then, the accelerometer would note when the grenade was facing up and send a command to the top of the device, shooting a grappling hook through the top of the device. The hook buried itself in the ceiling and a fast-acting winch pulled the grenade up to the hook. The grenade detonated upon reaching the ceiling. This setup allowed the shaped charge inside the device to shoot all of its explosive energy and fragments throughout the room without impediment from the furniture on the floor.
We christened these little devices �spiders� because the grappling hook shooting out made the device look like a fat little Spiderman shooting a web.
Each member of Bravo team carried a spider. As we stacked up outside the door, I pulled mine from my web vest. Without looking back at Captain Wood, I pulled the pin, cracked open the door left unlocked by the now dead guard, and threw the grenade as hard as I could into the long building. As soon as the grenade was out of my hand, I retreated back out the door and around the corner. Exactly as we had rehearsed, Corporal Hernandez followed smoothly behind me, throwing his spider into the room in exactly the same manner and closed the door.
There followed a momentary pause as the grenades continued on their trajectory into the room and winched themselves into position on the ceiling. I thought I heard the beginning of a question in Chinese emanating from within the room, but it was cut off by two cacophonous blasts, the half-pound of Composition B explosive in each grenade detonating and sending thousands of pieces of shrapnel throughout the room.
Right after the spiders detonated, I kicked in the door and threw in a standard flashbang grenade. The blinding flash and loud bang would disorient anyone who had survived the spiders and somehow managed to maintain their ability to fight in the process. I then entered the barracks, closely followed by Corporal Hernandez and Private LaFont.
The flashbang had been superfluous. The barracks was littered with the broken bodies of its former inhabitants, the walls and floor spattered with their blood. It was a terrible sight, but not without precedent in my days with the Knights.
Of the twenty Chinese soldiers who had been in the barracks, only five or six at the far end of the room had escaped the spiders unscathed. They were clearly disoriented by the explosions and flashbangs, stumbling around near their beds in a manner that would have been funny under normal circumstances.
We hadn�t even discussed the possibility of taking those men prisoner in our planning sessions. Hernandez, LaFont, and I opened fire on them with our silenced Ak-2000�s. The weapon isn�t as accurate as contemporary US rifles, but it was sufficient to kill the men standing thirty yards away in seconds.
There were another seven Chinese soldiers in the barracks who had been wounded but not killed by the spiders. Most of these poor souls had not even made it out of their beds. Several of them were screaming. We moved down the row of beds, silencing the cries of the wounded with a euthanasic burst from our Ak-2000�s.
Less than a minute after I had thrown the first spider, Captain Wood notified Alpha and Charlie teams via the radio: �Alpha, Charlie, this is Bravo-One: Barracks clear.� After a moment, Kallistos responded, his voice sounding calm despite its slightly breathless quality, �Roger that, Bravo-One. Admin building clear as well. We�ve recovered Delta.� Delta was Lieutenant Wang, who had evidently survived Alpha team�s assault on the admin building.
Kallistos continued, �Delta tells us to expect heavier than expected resistance in the prison. Repeat, there are additional guards stationed in the prison. Delta estimates total number to be at least twenty � that�s two-zero � guards. Bravo, proceed to the prison and join Alpha�s assault. We are en route now.�
Wang must have seen something on the security cameras covering the prison. We had expected five or six guards to be stationed there, now there would be twenty � and they had had several minutes to retrieve their weapons and recover from the shock of the assault.
Wood acknowledged Kallistos�s orders and asked us, �Good to go?��Each of us slapped a fresh magazine into our rifles, gave a quick �yes, sir,� and then we were moving out of the barracks, leaving in our wake the score and a half of dead Chinese soldiers.
Shots were being fired in the prison about fifty yards to our right as we exited the barracks.�The shots were coming from Ak-2000�s, but not our silenced ones.�The Chinese were putting up a fight.�We could barely hear Alpha team�s return volleys over the chatter of rifles.
I held up a fist to stop the others as a thought occurred to me.�Alpha was attacking from the southern entrance and was obviously pinned down by the fire of the guards.�If four Knights couldn�t get through one entrance, an additional four Knights probably wouldn�t be enough either.�I thought back to the layout of the building.��Captain, let�s go around to the northern entrance.�Maybe we can flank the guards that are holding up Alpha.�
Wood was somewhat staid and unimaginative in his tactical thinking, but even he saw the wisdom of that.��Good idea, Sarge.�
He got on the radio and explained the plan to Kallistos, who replied, �Go for it.�These are effective bastards we�re dealing with.�I think I saw paratrooper patches on their shoulders.�
Wood acknowledged Kallistos�s report, and I jogged the team over about a hundred yards to the northern entrance.
We faced a tactical choice.�The door opened into a windowless office adjacent to the two-story cell block.�We could flashbang the room, disorienting anyone inside and allowing us to proceed rapidly through to the cell block, where the battle was raging.�That would be noisy, however, and might alert the remaining paratroopers in the cell block of the danger to their rear.�Alternatively, we could try kicking the door in and being quicker on the trigger than whoever was watching the door from inside the room.
I thought the problem over for a moment.�The gunfire should cover the sound of a door being kicked in, but a flashbang makes a loud noise quite unlike a rifle or standard frag grenade.�A Chinese paratrooper would surely be a connoisseur of the sounds of battle, instantly identifying the noise of a flashbang and understanding what was happening.�As for kicking in the door and being faster on the trigger than a Chinese paratrooper, my pride egged me on to accept that challenge.
Wood interrupted my reverie with a loud whisper to the team.��Alright, Hernandez, you kick the door in, LaFont, you toss in the flashbang.�McCormick, you�re first in.�I�ll be right behind you.�
I didn�t like that plan.�I wanted to gamble on being faster than the paratroopers.�How to phrase my objection without sounding insubordinate in the middle of a battle?��Sir, the bad guys in the cell block will know we�re coming if we do that.�
Wood shook his head.��They won�t hear the flashbang over the sound of the gunfight to their front.�Let�s do it.��Wood may not have been a great officer, but he could certainly end a debate with the tone of his voice.��Yes, sir,� I said, trying not to let the disappointment creep into my acknowledgment.
Hernandez and LaFont moved to the left side of the entrance; I moved to the right with Wood falling in behind me.�Hernandez took up station in front of the door and kicked as hard as he could.�The door flew open.�Instantly, LaFont threw in the flashbang while avoiding the hail of gunfire that erupted as soon as the door had opened.�It was set on a short fuse, detonating almost as soon as it bounced in the room, sending a garish white light out into the night.
I turned the corner, rifle at the ready.
One paratrooper directly in front of me.�Three round burst to his head, look for the next target.
Wood was behind me, firing at a soldier to my front right.
I glanced left.�Two more paratroopers, one raising his rifle, the other stunned by the flashbang.�I got my duel after all, swinging my rifle over as the soldier�s weapon moved up into firing position.�As my rifle traversed over, I flicked the selector switch to full automatic and started firing.
Only two of my five shots hit their target, one in the shoulder, one in the throat.�It was enough.
The paratrooper was thrown back, dropping his rifle and collapsing to the ground.�I swung the rifle over another two feet to the left and fired four shots on full auto into the last soldier�s head.
I had won.�I would move on in a moment, but before that happened, I felt elation. They say that in the days of massed men struggling with spears and swords on open fields, the best soldiers felt a joy in the frenzy of battle. Like all the other human pleasures, that one has been distilled down and concentrated in our age. Battling with submachine guns in a closed space ratchets all human functions to an adrenaline-fueled maximum. The triumph of the moment intruded on the dominions of fear and purpose and snatched a moment of my attention.
Purpose, personified by Captain Wood, reasserted itself.�Wood said in a loud whisper, �Room clear.��The encounter had taken mere seconds while the firefight continued at the other end of the building.�We were in.
We quickly moved into the room, stacking up outside the door to the cell block.�Now we would find out if the paratroopers fighting Kallistos�s contingent had heard our flashbang entry.
Perhaps in deference to my earlier hesitation for the flashbang plan, Wood did not force me to be the first one into the cell-block.�Hernandez would open the door and head in first, followed by Wood, LaFont, and me.�The plan now was for stealth.
Hernandez slowly twisted the knob on the door and found it was unlocked.�He looked back at us, took a deep breath, then slowly pushed the door inward.�He entered without incident, and the rest of us followed.
The sound of gunfire was overwhelming in the enclosed space.�The cell-block was two floors high and approximately seventy yards long.�There were ten paratroopers visible, all looking toward the south entrance where Kallistos was pinned down.
Wood pointed to LaFont and me and gestured toward the right side.�We would take those soldiers, Hernandez and Wood would take the left.�I nodded.�Each of us targeted a Chinese soldier.�Wood fired first, and then we all opened up.
It was a massacre.�No unit, however skilled, could engage in a full-out firefight to its front and maintain complete awareness of what went on behind them.�Four paratroopers died instantly.�Six were down before any of them realized what had happened.
The volume of fire aimed at Kallistos�s team at the southern entrance had dropped precipitously.�This must have been what clued in one of the soldiers on the upper level of the cell block on the left side.
He had been lying prone and firing at the southern entrance, but when he noticed that several of his compatriots had stopped shooting, he turned to face the new threat coming from the northern entrance.
Wood and Hernandez must not have seen that one in the excitement of the moment.�Maybe Wood thought Hernandez had already killed the soldier lying stomach-down on the concrete.�Whatever the reason, Wood and Hernandez both focused their fire on another soldier crouched over about fifteen feet further down the cell block.
The paratrooper made one amateurish mistake.�He had a free shot at the four of us outside the northern entrance, but he must have panicked slightly upon seeing us so close.�If he had considered the matter for a second, he would have thrown a grenade and wiped us all out instantly.�Instead, he reflexively opened fire with his rifle.
His aim was true.�Corporal Hernandez�s head exploded from the impact of a three shot burst.
Wood quickly shifted his fire over to the new threat.�The captain of Knights got very lucky.�The Chinese soldier fired at Wood before the captain could train his rifle on the new target. The paratrooper�s bullet missed high because Wood had reflexively dropped to a knee as he took aim.�The Chinese rifle clicked on an empty magazine at just that moment, the worst possible time.�Wood fired a split-second later.
Of the three shots in Wood�s burst, two hit his adversary�s rifle and one smacked into the paratrooper�s chest.�The man�s bulletproof vest could not stop the Ak-2000�s large-caliber, high-velocity round. The bullet entered the paratrooper�s body with tremendous force, destroying the heart of the only Chinese soldier who managed to kill an American that night in the camp.
By that point, LaFont and I had finished off the last two soldiers on the right side of the cell block, and the room was clear.�Wood called over the radio, �Cell-block clear.�Alpha, hold your fire.�
Kallistos responded, �Roger, Alpha entering the block.��There seemed to be silence for a moment in the cell blocks as the men of Alpha team entered, but it was only quiet relative to the thundering gunfight which had prevailed until moments before.
The cells were supposed to be soundproof, but they were not quite perfect at the job.�There were faint moans and screams coming from several cells whose occupants had been incidentally wounded in the fighting despite the protection afforded by the thick doors and walls.
The compound was ours.
* * *
We took quick stock of the situation.�Major Pound, Alpha-Two, was bleeding from a bullet wound to his shoulder.�Other than that, Alpha team was intact.�Kallistos saw Corporal Hernandez�s corpse by the northern entrance and then looked at Wood, who met his gaze.�After a barely discernible pause, Kallistos said in an emotionless monotone, �Alright, let�s go find the woman.�
We had no idea what cell she was in, so we fanned out across the cell block.�Each cell door had a sliding metal latch that would allow a jailer on the outside to inspect a prisoner from behind a thick Plexiglas panel.�With the seven of us sliding and closing hatches, the room sounded like an old typewriter.�We had all seen the woman�s picture many times in briefings, and I imagine everyone else was as anxious as I was to see if she was one of those wounded in the battle.
By dumb luck, I found her in the second cell I checked.�She had been standing at the door to her cell pressing her ear against the metal to hear what was going on outside. When I slid open the latch, she stared at me from no more than a foot away.�It was a disquieting moment.
The picture we had been given of her showed an alluring, well-put together Chinese woman with a coquettish smile and oriental allure.�The woman I found in the cell was barely recognizable, with a black eye swollen shut and puffy, bruised cheeks.�Her face registered a surprised, happy smile when she saw me, undoubtedly because my obviously non- Chinese features meant that the invading force had won the gun battle outside her cell.�I smiled back instinctively.
�Over here, Major!��Kallistos jogged over, looked at the number of the cell, and called over the radio, �Delta, open up cell one-four north.��Lieutenant Wang, still at the control center in the admin building, punched the proper commands into a computer terminal. The other members of Alpha and Bravo teams congregated by the cell as the door swung open.
The woman standing inside the cell looked to be in her twenties, clothed in a baggy, bright orange jumpsuit similar to the standard uniform of American prisoners. Even with the unattractive garb, her physique was manifestly generous enough by Chinese standards to raise suspicions of plastic surgery in her past. If she had gone under the knife, it had been tastefully done.
This irrelevant thought played out in the back of my head as Kallistos spoke to her. �Do you speak English, ma�am?� Her CIA file had indicated that she did, but Kallistos must have forgotten in the heat of the moment.
She responded evenly, �Yes.�
Kallistos gestured toward the other Knights and me. �Miss Wa, we�re Americans, and we�re here to get you out." She relaxed noticeably at that. She must have suspected we were Russians because of our uniforms and weapons.
Kallistos continued, "We know you sent out the signal to your case officer that you had something extremely important to tell him before you were captured. I've been ordered to ask you here what that information was in case we don't make it out." The last part of that sentence wasn't quite true, the plan was to get the information in case she didn't make it, to ensure that the operation wasn't ruined by an accident during exfiltration.
She nodded, apparently satisfied with that explanation. I remember thinking at the time that if she were really very bright, she wouldn�t have taken Kallistos�s word for it that we were Americans. That thought was shoved brutally aside as she revealed her secret.
"Marshal Deng told me China will invade and conquer Taiwan in May."
I was stunned. We had talked a little about what the important information could have been. The consensus among the Knights was that she would report the Chinese theft of some of our latest high- tech gear or a penetration of government computer systems. Some of us went so far as to guess that the Chinese were plotting to sell U.S. bonds and wreck our financial system. No one had expected that the Chinese were about to start a for-real shooting war.
Kallistos seemed unperturbed by the news. He radioed Lieutenant Wang to tell him that the mission was accomplished. Wood, doubtless impelled by his sense of propriety, said to her, "Thank you, ma'am, you've done your country a great service by helping us, even if they don't see it that way."
She nodded listlessly. Her experience in the jail had obviously worn her out.
No one knew what to say then. Wanting to break the silence, I said, "Soon this place will just be a bad memory, ma'am." Again, she nodded unemotionally. Great work, Clay.
Kallistos got on the radio to call for our flight out.
Then the trouble really started.

Chapter 6: Iconoclasm

"Pegasus, this is Alpha, do you copy?" We quickly received a crystal-clear response. "Roger that Alpha, Pegasus One is on station, seven miles out. Be advised, Pegasus Two is not with us. Repeat, Pegasus Two could not lift off from the base."
A ball of ice formed in my stomach. The other stealth chopper was supposed to be fixed while we were en route to the camp. Apparently, its damage had been more severe than we had all thought. The plan had called for two choppers, one for us, one for the twenty-five prisoners.
Kallistos�s stoic face tightened further at the news. After a noticeable pause, he responded, "Affirmative, Pegasus One. We will not be expecting Pegasus Two. We'll meet you at evac point 'Platinum' in five minutes." The stealth chopper acknowledged. Evacuation point "Platinum" was at the Chinese prison camp itself, a safe landing zone now that all the Chinese soldiers had been killed.
We all looked at each other. There was a plan for this contingency. With only one chopper, we couldn't take all the prisoners. We would take half of the remaining prisoners with us in addition to Miss Wa. Twelve would be left behind. We didn't know who all the prisoners were, so there was no way to pick the most useful ones. Twelve would be flown out on the chopper; twelve would be left to die.
Characteristically, Kallistos did not hesitate to make the tough decision. He turned to Wa. "We're going to rescue as many prisoners as possible. When we open the doors, tell the prisoners we're here to rescue them and that they must follow me." Wa said she would, and Kallistos radioed Lieutenant Wang. "Open the first twelve cells." It was an arbitrary way to choose who lived, but there really wasn't a better option. Wang opened the doors.
The prisoners all looked haggard. Two were bleeding from gunshot wounds sustained in the battle. There was a roughly even mix of men and women. Most appeared to be under fifty; one appeared to be a teenage boy. I imagine some were spies, some were dissidents, and some were just plain criminals. Wa spoke to them in Chinese for thirty seconds.
One of them made eye contact with me. She was an elderly woman, perhaps the oldest prisoner in the group. Her arm was bloody, apparently wounded in the battle, but she appeared relieved, joyful to have her life back.
When Wa finished talking, the prisoners shuffled into a rough column behind Kallistos, ready to go. I moved to the back of the column, ready to make sure none of them fell behind. The old woman also moved to the back. As we waited for Kallistos to lead us off, she grabbed my arm. I looked at her and she stared back at me and said something in Chinese with evident earnestness. She clearly didn't know English, but knew (almost) how to express gratitude. Not knowing what to say, I just smiled and nodded.
I thought of the other prisoners, the twelve who would be left behind to be tortured by the Chinese. They had come tantalizingly close to freedom, to the continuation of their lives. Who knew what they had to look forward to?
What do any of us have to look forward to? The ones that came with us would be questioned extensively by our government, and then what? They would probably get jobs with the government. They�d probably be stuck in the same rut as all the other drones in the U.S., plugging away at boring, meaningless work. They�d experience a hollow existence in a place devoid of friends or family, the small sources of pleasure that most people, no matter how destitute, can look to for solace. They�d probably be just as good dead.
But they'd be alive. They�d have their small joys. Some might even end up being happy.
Something snapped inside me. For the first time, I felt real, honest guilt. I've killed many people. I still had blood on me from the bodies of the people I had killed not less than ten minutes before. But I had never left people behind.
I did a quick mental calculation and walked over to Kallistos, who was directing Captain Wood to bring up the rear guard when we moved out. I waited for him to stop talking, took a deep breath, and began.
"Sir, we can get them all out."
Kallistos looked mildly surprised. "What are you talking about?"
"The chopper has a 6100 pound capacity, sir. If we ditch our gear, our average weight is 200 pounds max. The civilians look pretty scrawny and half of them are women. Their average can't be more than 160. Ten of us makes 2000 pounds. Twenty-five civilians are 4000 pounds. That's 6000 pounds total for all of us. We're just under the limit, but we can do it. The weight limits are always conservative anyway, the chopper can probably lift a couple hundred pounds over 6100."
Kallistos's face turned into an icy mask of resolve. "That's not the plan. The plan is for half of them. We can't change that now."
I struggled to remain calm and not sound insubordinate. "Sir, I understand that we didn't plan to take them all if we were down to one chopper. But we can do it."
Kallistos's temper was clearly wearing thin. Gritting his teeth, he said, "Sergeant, we will take the twelve we have now and that's it. We can't risk not making it out of China." He waved a hand in Wa�s general direction. "The information that lady has is more important than any of us. It's worth a hell of a lot more than twelve prisoners. That's the end of the discussion."
I couldn�t understand why Kallistos wouldn�t listen. Everything I had thought about him up to that point led me to think he would seize the opportunity to do the right thing, to change plans for the better.
Whatever goodwill Kallistos felt for me was clearly gone. But I hadn't joined the army to make friends, and I hadn't joined the Knights to live a life without risk. I took a deep breath and met Kallistos�s cold stare.
"I understand what you�re saying, sir. But the chopper can take them all. It doesn't make any difference if we fill it halfway up or a little less than all the way up. Besides, the prisoners might have valuable information too."
Kallistos's face flushed. His voice became strained as if he were struggling mightily not to scream at me. �I don�t give a shit about those bastards in the cells. Our mission is to get out of here. Every pound we add to the chopper makes it a little less likely that we�ll escape.�
Don't yell, I told myself. Stay cool. He has to listen to reason. "Sir, I hear what you're saying and that's all true. But the odds are very low, practically nonexistent, that the weight we add will make the diff-."
Kallistos angrily cut me off, "According to your little calculations. What if they weigh a little more than you think?� He gestured toward the prisoners. �What if we weigh more? Then the helicopter breaks down and we all die. Every little bit of weight we add could make the difference between the engine living or dying, between us living to accomplish our mission or dying for nothing."
This was the hero of the Iran-Israel War. Every Knight present had looked up to Kallistos, had wished to become like him. I looked to those Knights now for support. As I looked from Knight to Knight, none met my gaze. None of them wanted to challenge Kallistos and everything they had ever known.
Until I got to Captain Wood. He met my gaze, his face wreathed in the calm of certainty. Contradicting everything I had ever thought about him to that point, the normally officious Captain Wood came to my defense. "Major, you're right that we have to focus on getting the job done and nothing can come before that. But once we know we've succeeded, other things matter."
Wood gestured to the still-closed cells. "Those prisoners might have useful information. What's more, they're not just going to die if we don't do anything. They're going to be tortured. Maybe for years. They're people, Major. We can't sacrifice the mission for them, but their lives and the information they have is worth more than the tiny difference in the chances of us getting out.�
There was a moment of strained silence. The twelve released prisoners were looking at us in confusion, their grasp of English too tenuous to fully understand what we were arguing about. Miss Wa understood, however.
She walked to Kallistos, who was turning purple with rage. She said, with the utter calm and dignity of a woman three times her age, "Major, I will not leave here without the other prisoners."
Kallistos looked ready to kill her for a moment. My hand clenched a little tighter on the grip of my Ak-2000.
Finally, Kallistos took a deep breath and calmed down. He looked straight at me and pressed two fingers to his radio earpiece. In a voice almost too quiet to hear, he said, "Delta, Alpha One, open the other cells."
Wang, still in the admin building and having missed the entire argument, sounded surprised. "Did not copy that, sir. Please repeat.�
The moment would have been funny if Kallistos didn�t look like he was about to draw his pistol and execute me right then and there. �Open the other cells, Delta.�
�Yes, sir."
The other cell doors opened. Ten prisoners emerged, two having apparently died in the gunfight. In a clinically detached voice, Kallistos noted, "We can take our weapons with us now, I suppose." He meant that the weight of our gear had been compensated for by the two dead prisoners. No one knew what to say to that, so no one said anything.
* * *
We herded the newly-liberated prisoners outside into the still-dark night and called for Charlie team to join us. It was distantly amusing that the sniper Connors had no idea of the argument that had transpired in the jail. After reaching our group and seeing twenty-three prisoners waiting to be taken away, Connors looked as if he were about to ask what was going on. I caught his eye and shook my head. He picked up on my message and refrained from commenting on the change in plan.
In a few minutes, the stealth chopper arrived. Its quiet rotors were not audible and its dark gray body not visible until it was only a couple hundred yards away. It landed about twenty yards from the gates of the camp. LaFont and I carried Hernandez�s body on board, and then everyone else piled in. The pilot of the chopper got on the intercom as soon as we were all loaded on. �Major, you know this bird can�t take more than 6100 pounds, are you sure we�re under that?�
Kallistos looked at me venomously, but replied, �Yes, Captain, I am sure we are under that.�
The pilot glanced back from the cockpit. After a moment, he shrugged and said, �Alright, if you say so. Let�s get the hell out of here.�
The lift-off was the scariest part of the flight. It was noticeably slower than it had been when we left our mountain landing zone in Tajikistan. I tried to hear some difference in the engine noise that would signal our impending death. I thought it was a little louder, but it may have been a psychosomatic reaction. Kallistos kept his eyes locked on me throughout the takeoff, probably ready to kill me if the helicopter couldn�t lift off and we survived the ensuing crash.
The chopper did take off successfully, however, and soon we were racing back to the Tajik border. Word of our assault on the prison camp had apparently not made it out to the fighter planes that might have patrolled the airspace near the camp to prevent our escape.
I don't know now if there were fighters searching for us near the border. Maybe the Chinese didn't know we were entering and leaving via Tajikistan. Maybe the stealth technology on the chopper made us invisible to their radars. Whatever the reason, the ride out went completely smoothly. When the pilot announced over the intercom that we had departed Chinese airspace, a cheer erupted from the civilians. Even we Knights smiled.
We touched down at our little camp in Tajikistan forty minutes later. We had been gone for about six hours. We all got out to stretch our legs as the ground crew refueled the chopper. The other helicopter, whose mechanical difficulties had almost resulted in the deaths of the ten prisoners who would have been left behind, was still sitting in the field.
We did have a magnificent view from our base. As I stood looking out over the still-dark mountain valley, the first traces of dawn started to appear. The post-action adrenaline crash was just starting to kick in. I felt exhausted, ready to sleep for a week.
LaFont walked over. "Helluva job today, Sarge." I nodded. It had been. How many people had I killed? I couldn't remember the precise number. Six? If you throw in the ones from the spiders, the number increased dramatically.
LaFont was quiet for a moment. Then, he said, his voice taut with control, "Too bad about Hernandez."
Part of my mind tried to remind me to feel bad about Hernandez's death. I remembered that Hernandez had been single. Just another one of the guys. Fiercely proud of his skills. Liked a good joke.
"He died to save those people in the prison and to protect our country."
"Yeah."
LaFont stood there for another minute. I tried to think of a better epitaph, but my mind felt as drained as my body.
Captain Wood came over to join us. �Good work out there, boys.�
"Thanks, Captain.�
The three of us stood there watching the sun begin to rise over the mountains.
�Where's Taiwan, sir?" LaFont asked the question with the innocence of a child.
"Taiwan's an island right off the coast of China. Before the Communists took over the mainland, Taiwan was part of China. Now it's a small, rich democracy. That's where a lot of our tech companies went when the economy started going to hell back home. The Chinese want it to be part of their country again. If what that lady says is true, China is going to invade Taiwan and turn it into their 51st state or something."
LaFont asked, his voice slightly tense, "Are we going to get involved?" LaFont may have been worried because he didn't want the U.S. to abandon an underdog or, more likely, he was worried about the Knights going on a much more dangerous mission to the opposite side of the People�s Republic of China.
"I don't know. We used to have pretty close relations with Taiwan, but we don't recognize them as an independent country. Then again, I can't imagine we want China dominating the region. But, well, our government owes China a ton of money, so we might not be able to do anything without having them ask for their money back and wrecking our economy."
LaFont didn't seem to like that ambiguity. �Sounds like a big goddamn mess, sir.�
Wood smiled tiredly. �It is exactly that, Private.�
�Captain Wood!� Major Kallistos�s voice startled the three of us out of our dozy conversation. �Head over to the second chopper and see if they need any help getting the gear stowed. Private LaFont, you go give him a hand.�
It didn�t take a genius to figure out that Kallistos wanted to talk to me alone. Oh shit. I knew I had been right, I told myself. I just hoped Kallistos didn�t throw me off the goddamn mountain.
Kallistos stopped a couple feet to my left and looked out at the valley. I turned to face him. I didn't want to get into an intense staring contest with him, so I asked, "Anything you want to talk about, sir?"
Kallistos had clearly been thinking about what he'd say. "You were right, sergeant. We're all back here and safe. And you even lucked out on the other chopper. The ground crew got it fixed while we were on the way back. If they hadn't, we would have had a real nail-biter flying back to Afghanistan with us, the prisoners and the ground crew."
I had totally forgotten about the ground crewmen. I hadn't thought of them when I had suggested we bring the prisoners out. I decided to brazen it out. "Two prisoners were dead anyway. We would have been able to get the ground crew out too. It just would have been a little closer, sir."
Breaking into a tight smile, Kallistos responded, "I don't know. I don't care. I want you to remember two things about this operation. First, you don't change plans unnecessarily in the field because there's always something you forget. No matter how much you try to bullshit me now about remembering the ground crew, I know you forgot about them.
"Second, you're finished with the Knights. I'm not authorized to make that decision on my own, but I will advise General Verix to kick you out of the unit when we get back. If he doesn't do it, I'll advise the planning teams not to put you on any missions. I will ensure you get every shit job on base until you quit. Want to know why?"
I felt as if someone had punched me hard in the stomach. I was determined not to let it show. I'm also not great with authority figures, even ones as tough as Kallistos. I asked with a hint of bitterness, "Because you're a pompous asshole and you can't stand the thought of being wrong, sir?"
I had the satisfaction of seeing a look of surprised anger flash across Kallistos�s face. It passed quickly, however, as Kallistos resumed his speech, ignoring my insolence. "Because you don't understand our priorities. Nothing matters except our mission. Not civilians, not moral pieties, not even us. You're not on board with that, fine, go back to the regular army and be a loser like everyone else."
I realized that I had been wrong about Kallistos for all these years. He wasn't a particularly heroic warrior. Underneath his cold exterior, there was nothing but a boutique thug with a dog-like philosophy of subservience and a puerile turn of phrase. Loser.
I decided to show my disdain with a simple response. "You say so, Major." Well, I couldn't just leave it at that. "Personally, I think that sounds more like the philosophy of a squire than a Knight, sir."
Kallistos didn't seem to have a good response to that. He settled on, "Get your shit packed as soon as we're back stateside," and walked away.
I stood on that mountain in Tajikistan with Chinese blood staining my Russian uniform and thought over my career with the Knights. Was it really going to end because of Kallistos?
Maybe I would go quietly, get a job with a more pedestrian Special Forces group. Or I could leave the military entirely, finish college, get a job with Goldman Sachs, look up Victoria, marry her and start punching out kids.
No, I thought. That was fatigue talking. There is only one chance at life. I would not waste mine. I had just won a battle. A war was coming, probably the most important one of the century.
I looked out over the valley I would never see again and savored my triumph. I was ready for a war.
* * *
A few minutes later, the ground crew called me back to the choppers for the flight back to Petraeus airbase in Afghanistan. We split the Knights and civilians up between the two choppers. I rode with Wood, LaFont, Connors and the sniper's spotter in the newly-repaired chopper. Wood sat down on the bench next to me in the cargo area. As we took off, out of earshot of Kallistos and the other officers for the first time since the incident at the jail, he said to me, "You started quite a shitstorm here today, sergeant."
I didn't know what to say, so I just nodded. He continued:
"I want you to know that I'll tell the debriefers everything � not just what was said, but the look on Kallistos�s face when you suggested taking everyone along. I'll tell them you did the right thing when it would have been easier to do nothing.
"I hope you realize now about the Venezuela job. I wanted to tell the debriefers a story that would cover for you. Now, because you have that previous incident of insubordination on your record, everything that happened today is going to be seen as confirmation that you�re no good. But I'm going to go to bat for you, not because you were right then, but because you�re right now. You didn't disobey any orders this time, you just suggested a better plan. You saved lives and made our mission more successful."
He held out his hand and said meaningfully, "Well done, Sergeant McCormick."
I had always thought of Wood as a careerist, a bore devoid of creativity. But there was good in him, more than I had known. My vision of him was the second icon smashed on a day that had turned my world upside down.
I took his hand and shook it. "Thanks, sir." I added, simply and truthfully, "I couldn't have done it without you."
And so, the operation ended. Before I knew it, we were back in Afghanistan, on the tarmac of the U.S. base at Kabul. Twenty hours later, we were back in the United States. Despite all the drama of the day, I slept soundly for eleven hours on the plane.
I would need the rest. There was a war to fight.

Book 2: Verix


Chapter 1: Little Talks

March 2, 2029
After a brisk six mile morning run to overcome the effects of the flight, I was ready for the mission debrief. First, however, I had an unexpected conversation with an officer.
I was sitting in the cafeteria eating breakfast and reading my book when Lieutenant Wang came and sat down across the table. I sighed inwardly. Not only was this an unwanted interruption of my reading time, but the interruption was Lieutenant Wang, a humorless, colorless officer who either had a mild case of Asperger�s or, more simply, was just an asshole.
�I heard about what you were up to in the prison while I was in the admin building. I want to talk to you about it.� Not even a hello to start things off.
I just sat and waited for him to continue. He stared into my eyes with a stern expression as if I were a puppy that had just made a mess on his carpet. �Why do you think China is considering invading Taiwan?�
The abrupt transition threw me. �Distracting attention from the Hotan uprisings, sir?�
Wang stared at me with cold eyes. �Not in the way you�re thinking, Sergeant. Every other country in the world is playing it smart on that Hotan uprising story. You know, �We regret that the insurgents in Hotan caused the loss of so much innocent life,� et cetera. President Duan of Taiwan just came forward and blamed the Chinese government. He said they�re murdering their own citizens.�
Wang paused for amateurish effect, then continued. �Seems heroic, doesn�t it? His little island country is a couple dozen miles from China, nowhere near as strong, and he�s out there telling it like it is anyway. Do you think that�s heroic, Sergeant?�
I didn�t know what Wang was getting at. �I think there�s honor in calling a spade a spade, sir.�
The lieutenant acted as if he hadn�t heard me. �President Duan is a selfish bastard. His country is going to get hurt just because he wanted to have the satisfaction of doing the right thing. He wasn�t thinking about anything but his own honor. But the whole point of being a public servant is that you don�t just do what you think is right. You do what you think is right for your country. We Knights are supposed to do the same thing. You are supposed to do that.�
�But hasn�t President Duan done a lot of good for Taiwan doing what he thinks is right, sir?� I had read a couple articles about Taiwan on the plane ride back from Afghanistan.
During the last economic crisis, while all the other countries in the world were putting up trade barriers and raising new taxes and regulations, a new party emerged in Taiwan led by Lee Duan, a self- made industrialist. He saw that Europe and America were making themselves uncompetitive for high-end manufacturing. Both had huge debts, creating economic instability, and no will to cut back on any programs or spending. Japan�s demographic problems and stagnant economy was preventing any new investments. India and China were dominating low-end manufacturing like textile production, but neither really generated new technology.
Taiwan had a strong industrial base, a genuine system of property rights, and the rule of law. It didn�t have any natural resources or a large underclass to perform manual labor. Duan decided to try something radical. He and his party gained power and unilaterally lowered tariffs, instituted a flat tax for individuals, lowered the corporate tax rate to zero, and eliminated most direct government regulation of the economy.
In place of regulation � always susceptible to corruption and uneven enforcement � Duan and his party created a strict- liability legal system where anyone who caused harm had to pay damages regardless of whether they acted negligently. With fewer issues to litigate, big corporations were able to drastically reduce their legal expenses while absorbing higher payouts to people injured by sub-standard products.
Most economists predicted that these policies would lead to disaster. Businesses would peddle harmful products, people would be unhappy without the social services enabled by a progressive income tax, and corporations would shy away from moving to an area with a legal regime that wouldn�t allow them to escape liability if they acted with due care. There was even a UN resolution condemning the Duan government�s �abdication of its duty to provide for its citizens.�
Duan�s new plan transformed the island into a 21st century economic powerhouse. Businesses, driven away from the West by high labor and tax prices and fearing for the sanctity of their patents if they relocated to China, flocked to the island to take advantage of the regulatory certainty and low taxes. Companies that deal primarily with research and development � pharmaceutical companies, computer and chip manufacturers, aerospace enterprises, etc.�� have become especially enamored of Taiwan. Entrepreneurs moved to Taiwan in droves knowing that their inventions would not have to go through an expensive, wasteful regulatory process.
Wang waved all that away. �This isn�t about economics. It�s about leadership. He�s gotten lucky so far with his idealism. One of these days, reality�s going to bite him in the ass. And he�s been dropping hints about formally declaring independence from China for a while now. How much will the economic stuff matter if China wipes the country out for being impertinent?�
I was really trying to throw this argument because it�s never a good idea to debate superior officers about anything, but I couldn�t resist. �Maybe people will trust their leaders more if they tell the truth more often. Maybe Duan thinks China will stop acting provocatively if someone calls them out on it. And apparently his people don�t mind his speaking up � he just got reelected. Sir.� I had almost forgotten to add the sir in, so it ended up sounding like an unrelated sentence.
Wang�s face tightened in anger. �Nagging China isn�t going to help the Taiwanese any more than it�s going to help us. How is Rodriguez going to get the economy moving here if Duan�s confrontationalism crashes the international markets?�
I had no idea �confrontationalism� was even a word. I didn�t have any faith in President Rodriguez�s social programs, so I said nothing about that. �What does this have to do with me, sir?
Wang�s lifeless eyes never stopped staring at me. �You acted just like that prima donna Duan. You did what you did because you thought it was right. But you can never know the whole picture. What if the helicopter had crashed? Your insubordination would have ruined the mission. The lesson here is not to rebel against order. There�s a reason things are the way they are. There�s a reason no countries badmouth China even if that reason doesn�t fit a single person�s sensitive moral outlook. There�s a reason sergeants obey officers. Understood?�
�I see your point, sir. I will try to think of the team first in the future.�
That seemed to satisfy the vexatious Lieutenant Wang, who nodded, got up, walked to an empty table not fifteen feet away, sat down and started eating. I went back to my book, but my mind stayed briefly on Taiwan.
I might have just been sentimental about underdogs, but I love the idea of a shin-kicker on the world stage. There has to be a place in the world for people who haven�t resigned themselves to a world of stifled entrepreneurship and realpolitik. Maybe it takes a young, hungry country like Taiwan to foster that outlook.
* * *
The post-mission debriefings work in several stages. First, you tell your entire story to a low-ranking officer or, if the operation was particularly simple and uneventful, a sergeant. Whoever picks the debriefers tries to find someone who doesn't know you particularly well so that you and he will not try to concoct a version of the story that makes you sound better. The debriefer will prompt you to start telling your story and then constantly interrupt to ask questions. The questions are rarely adversarial; this opening debriefing is merely meant to get every detail while it's still relatively fresh in your mind. "Who entered the building third?" and "How many shots did it take to bring down the second guard?" are representative of the types of questions I faced.
The next stage of the debriefing is less quotidian than the first and usually depends on how well the mission went. A simple job that goes smoothly might not even call for a second debriefing. I remember the assassination of a drug-dealer in Mexico where the single debriefer took forty-five minutes and that was it. Normally, there's at least one mildly controversial aspect of the mission, however, and the second debriefer, a higher ranking officer, will usually be tasked with investigating it.
A third debriefer is a bad sign. He's usually very high up � a major, at least � and he isn't there to debrief you. He's there to berate you, to teach you the error in what you did and tell you of your punishment. It had been years since I had participated in a third debriefing, but I suspected that that streak would end today.
The first debriefing for the prison job had all the spontaneity of a Kabuki play. The debriefer was a doltish lieutenant from one of the other squads. He went through the normal litany of questions. I wanted to get on with the meaningful debrief, so I gave the lieutenant as quick an anamnesis as I could. After three hours, the whole story had been told.
When we finished, the lieutenant gave me the boilerplate line about keeping myself available in case a second debriefing became necessary. Of course, I knew there would be a second debriefing about the decision to take all of the prisoners with us, and I suspected that Kallistos's vendetta would lead to a third debriefing. I could only hope that the third would not be General Verix telling me I had been reassigned out of the Knights.
With nothing to do, I went back to my room in the barracks on the other side of the base. I figured I would catch up on my book about the Battle of Ch�lons. I had read about five pages when my phone rang.
The voice on the other end was Stuttering Susan, our nickname for the robotic female voice who lent her name to all automated phone messages in the military. She informed me, in her dry, unaccented tone that I was to report back to Patton Hall for a meeting in thirty minutes. This would be the second debriefing. Stuttering Susan did not tell me who would be conducting the debriefing, but I could guess the content.
When I arrived at the assigned room in Patton Hall, I was greeted by Lieutenant Paulus, the sycophantic planning group officer who had not gone on the mission. I stifled an inward groan, knowing that this would not be easy or pleasant. Paulus was far too supercilious to forgive a breach of protocol in the chain of command.
The first question he asked after giving me permission to sit down and offering me coffee (which I declined) was, �Do you know why you�re getting a second debriefing on this operation?� The question was asked in the tone of a principal, one who wants to know whether an errant, mentally slow schoolboy has the wit to realize when he�s transgressed. Since I had never had Paulus as a debriefer, I could try to use my standard charming joke response on him.
�Sir, I�m not saying that I know the answer for sure, and I don�t want to jinx it, but I imagine they�re having trouble deciding between giving me the Medal of Athena or the Medal of Apollo, and they�re missing some crucial details in my exploits.�
Paulus didn�t laugh. I imagined the very idea of a joke at a time like this offended Paulus�s profound sense of solemnity for the occasion.
He replied, �This is no laughing matter, sergeant. You violated a direct order and you were insubordinate to Major Kallistos. Knights have been expelled for far less than that. If you want to save your job, you�ll answer my questions without any cute little jokes. Understood?�
It took a Herculean effort to limit my response to, �Yes, sir.�
Paulus asked me to recount my version of the events leading up to my ignoring Major Kallistos�s order to drop the subject of the prisoners to be left behind. When I got to the part where I pointed out that we would be under the weight limit for the stealth helicopter, Paulus interrupted.
�How did you know how much the civilians weighed?�
�I didn�t know exactly how much they weighed. Half of them were women, and they looked like skin and bones so I didn�t think they could possibly weigh more than 160 pounds on average. I did a little math in my head and figured we could take them all and us too if we left a little gear behind, sir.�
�So you wanted to jeopardize the mission based on your wild guesses about weight?�
There are two ways to respond to a sarcastic tone like the one Paulus was using on me. You can be overly sarcastic in response (in this case, saying something like, �Yes, sir, just like I took wild guesses about where I was aiming when I killed six guards.�) The other option is playing it straight. I usually prefer the former option, but my desire to remain with the Knights meant that it would be wiser to choose the latter.
�I don�t think my estimates of weight were �wild�, but it is true that I didn�t know the exact weight, sir.�
�They didn�t teach you how to answer a question �yes� or �no� at Yale, did they sergeant?�
Yale jokes were nothing unusual when officers were trying to reprimand me. I couldn�t stop myself from giving an ironic response, partly because I didn�t think Paulus would pick up on it. �No, sir.�
Paulus was obviously trying to egg me on into being insubordinate again. I took that as a good sign. Ever the uncreative careerist subordinate, Paulus was trying to do Kallistos�s bidding by ensuring my departure from the Knights. The fact that Kallistos needed to get Paulus to goad me into doing something stupid suggested that Kallistos probably would not be able to get me kicked out without something more than my well- reasoned objections on the China operation.
When Paulus offered no further remarks on the weight issue, I continued describing how I persisted in urging Kallistos to take on the other hostages. Paulus interrupted again. �Why did you care whether the hostages got brought along?�
I didn�t give the real explanation, though the one I offered was legitimate enough. �Sir, I figured that if the Chinese went through all the trouble of hiding them there, they must be worth something. If we could bring them along without seriously endangering the mission, I thought it would be the right thing to do.�
Paulus responded casually, �I think you�re lying, sergeant. I think the idea of leaving them behind to die just wore a little heavy on your little Ivy League sense of right and wrong.�
I was a little stunned by this approach. I had never had such a contentious debriefing. Even if some officer wanted to get me in trouble for something, I had never been accused of lying in a debriefing before. What was worse, Paulus wasn�t exactly wrong. Oh, sure, he was wrong about the Yale stuff, and my decision was justifiable on the practical grounds that the prisoners might be valuable, but that wasn�t why I went out on a limb in urging Kallistos to bring them along.
The only thing I could think to say was, �No, sir, I am not lying.�
Paulus was not satisfied with that. �Do you really think the planning section didn�t consider the potential value of the prisoners when it decided that we could only bring out twelve hostages if one of the helicopters went down? If you had a problem with that plan, why didn�t you raise it during the planning stage?�
I wasn�t sure how to respond. I really hadn�t considered the scenario too carefully during the planning stage. The whole operation had been thrown together fairly hastily, but really I just didn�t know what it would feel like to condemn twelve innocent people to death for no reason, until I was at the scene, ready to leave the prisoners in their cells.
I decided an idiotic answer would probably work best here. �I didn�t consider the matter carefully enough until I was in the camp, sir.� I couldn�t resist adding, �I guess I�m not smart enough to be in the planning section, sir.�
If Paulus sensed the jibe in my comment, he did not betray it. Instead, he said, �No one is accusing you of being smart enough to be in the planning section. But once the plan is set, you follow it through. That�s your job. It�s not saving Chinese civilians, especially when that requires jeopardizing the lives of your fellow Knights and the success of a mission vital to the national security of the United States.�
I couldn�t think of a way I could respond to Paulus�s ridiculous comments that would allow me to hit back at his patronizing insults without being insubordinate. I stifled my true thoughts and said, �Yes, sir.�
How long has that phrase been used for getting sergeants out of trouble with officers? Surely since the creation of the United States Army, and probably since ancient Greeks gathered in phalanxes.
We sat in silence for a moment as Paulus waited to see if his tirade would elicit a more troublesome response. Finally, seeing that his obnoxious gambit was getting nowhere, Paulus decided to try a new tack. He folded his hands on the desk and leaned forward.
�I�m going to let you in on a secret. You�re toast in the Knights. General Verix can�t stand insubordination. He already knows about what you did, and he�s going to kick you out after I report back on this conversation.�
He continued, �Let me give you a little bit of advice � and I�m only telling you this for your own good. Quit the Knights. Save your career. What do you think people are going to say when they read your personnel file and see that you got thrown out of your last assignment for poor behavior? They�re going to think you�re a washed up sergeant who can�t play by the rules. You�ll become a drill instructor or something similarly useless. On the other hand, if you quit now, you can go back to the Special Operations Command. You�ll still be special forces and doing real work.�
This was a particularly useless attempt at persuasion. If I cared about a career, why would I still be a sergeant? I didn�t even have to think about my response to this one. �Thanks for your concern, sir, but I think I�ll just wait for Verix to give me the heave-ho.�
Paulus shrugged and shook his head sadly. �Just trying to help, Sergeant, just trying to help.� His words and gestures were those of a B movie star, wooden and inauthentic. I suspected he really had no idea what Verix was going to do. He thought he could bluff me out of the Knights by pretending it would look better if I quit on my own. Good try, Paulus.
With nothing else to say, Paulus dismissed me and I returned to the barracks. As I resumed my book, I thought of the furious lobbying that would be happening over the course of the day. Kallistos had clearly recruited Paulus to his anti-Sergeant McCormick campaign, and he would surely be using all his connections to convince General Verix to send me packing.
* * *
The third debriefing arrived that evening. Stuttering Susan notified me at 1930 that I was to report to General Verix�s office at 2100.
Meeting with Verix was an ominous development. It indicated that Kallistos had been successful in his lobbying efforts, at least enough to raise the issue to the highest level in the Knights� chain of command.
I arrived at headquarters five minutes early. In the outside world, I would have been kept waiting until half an hour past the time of the appointment just to establish symbolically who had to wait on whom. Not so in the Knights. Verix�s secretary showed me right into the general�s office.
Verix was sitting at his desk, reading a typewritten report. When he invited me to sit down, he flipped the document shut and I saw on the cover that it had been written by Lieutenant Paulus. It was obviously Paulus�s report from the second debriefing.
Verix began, his southern-accented voice stern and curt. �Sergeant, I will get right to the point. I�ve just been reading Lieutenant Paulus�s analysis of your debriefing with him. He says you�re an arrogant jerk so convinced of your own self-worth that you refuse to take orders you disagree with. What do you think of that assessment?�
My heart stopped for what seemed like an hour. I decided I had to be bold in my defense if I were to have any chance of surviving. I had to say exactly what was going on. �Sir, Lieutenant Paulus is parroting Major Kallistos�s version of what happened. Kallistos wants me out because I embarrassed him, and Paulus wants to make Kallistos happy so he can get a promotion. As for me, all I want is to keep doing my job the best I can.�
I figured a judicious confession might build up my credibility a bit, so I added, �The only order I technically disobeyed was Kallistos telling me to stop talking about leaving the hostages behind. I honestly don�t know why he got so angry about it.�
Verix waited for me to say more, but I had said all I wanted to say. Finally, Verix said, �Don�t use rhetoric with me, Sergeant McCormick. You didn�t �technically� disobey an order, you flat out ignored the order.�
He abruptly changed topics. �What do you think of rules, Sergeant?� This seemed like a dangerous question to answer, so I went with a relatively safe answer.
�Rules are necessary to make people do the right thing, sir.�
Verix shook his head. �Of course they aren�t, Sergeant. Rules are rarely about making sure people do what is actually right. Is it immoral for a person to drive 66 miles per hour on a highway but not 64? Of course not.
�Rules are about efficiency, sergeant. You can�t always tell at a glance whether a person is driving safely. You�d have to think about the weather, the other cars on the road, the totality of other circumstances at work. But a policeman can take out a radar gun and find out exactly how fast someone is going. That makes for a much easier system, easier verification of what actually happened.�
Verix stood up and walked to his window. Looking out into the dark, he continued, �Here, the rule is �obey every order your superior gives.� Is it because superiors are always right? No, and this situation is the perfect example. Kallistos was behaving foolishly, quashing ideas just because they didn�t leap off his own brain. However, it�s efficient to have a general rule of obeying every order. In order for that rule to keep its strength, I have to police it strictly.�
My heart sank and my stomach churned. This was it, the end of my Army career.
The general gave a little smile as he turned his back to the window to face me. �It�s also not perfectly efficient to have a totally inflexible rule. I didn�t just read Paulus�s report. Captain Wood and every other person on the raid said the same thing about what happened. And if an utterly irrational order is given in a life or death situation, people have to be able to disobey it in a reasonable manner without fearing for their careers. Your refusal to shut up and get in line was just such a case.�
He returned to his desk. �I called you in here today because I want you to understand that the Knights are different. We are not like the careerists you grew to hate in college.� Verix must have read the write-ups of my psychological evaluations, I realized with a start.
�In the regular military and the rest of the real world, popular officers like Kallistos can destroy careers if they want to because the regular military doesn�t reward soldiers anymore. It rewards people who worship rules, write good reports, or have the right connections. You don�t have to worry about that here. As long as I�m the commander, the Knights will only reward merit. From what I�ve seen of your record, you have nothing to fear in my system.�
With that, Verix opened the top right drawer in his desk and pulled out a Medal of Apollo. �There�s not going to be any ceremony for this one, Sergeant, but I want you to get the message that I don�t want you quitting on us anytime soon.�
This was quite an abrupt turn of events for me, and I didn�t know quite how to react. �Thank you, sir.�
Verix waved away my gratitude. �It�s embarrassing that you even think you need to thank me for doing the obviously right thing. Just don�t let me down, Sergeant McCormick.�
He paused for a moment, and then continued, �There is one other thing I wanted to talk to you about. The prisoners you got out from that camp have been talking. CIA and the rest of the intel community are going to try and corroborate what they�re telling us, but if even half of it is true, we�ve got a big problem on our hands.
�They tell us that China is going to make a move for Taiwan, probably sometime in the next couple weeks. Apparently, those riots that have been going on in their interior have scared the Chinese Politburo enough that they think they need to unite their country behind a war effort.�
Wanting to sound like I knew a little bit of what was going on, I said, �I�ve been reading those Feldman columns about the riots, but I didn�t know they were really that bad. It can�t help that their economic growth has been slowing down lately.�
Verix made a dismissive gesture. �Whatever the reason for the invasion, the U.S. is going to be in a damn pickle for this war. We�ve been supplying Taiwan for the better part of a century, and while we may not be official allies, Washington doesn�t want to see them go down. They also happen to be one of the few bright spots in the world�s economy right now. Their high-tech sector is rolling like Silicon Valley in the nineties. God only knows what kind of futuristic stuff they�re developing.�
After giving a sigh, Verix continued. �But, China holds most of our debt and is continuing to finance our deficits. If they sell the debt they�re currently holding � or even stop buying the new Treasury bonds the government issues � it would probably collapse our economy. So, Washington�s not sure what it�s going to do. But, the National Security Advisor, your old friend Trevor Piper, has warned me that President Rodriguez will likely order the Knights to slow down the invasion and buy us time to organize our response. I have no idea what that will actually be. It could be moving our aircraft carriers into position, organizing an anti-China coalition, or lobbying for a U.N. Security Council resolution.
�Whatever the President ends up deciding to do, we�ve got to start thinking about our mission. I want you to get together with the planning section folks and think up some ways we can slow the Chinese down, either before their invasion starts or after it�s already under way. Piper tells me we�ve probably got about a week before we have to be ready to head over to Taiwan. Get cracking on those plans.�
I had many questions to ask, but one practical one jumped to the front of my mind. �Sir, how many Knights are being sent over for this?�
Verix gravely replied, �All hundred of us, sergeant. Even me.�
I nodded. �Alright, sir, I will help the planning section however I can.� I saluted.
Verix returned the salute. �Keep the faith, son. Dismissed.�

Chapter 2: Steerage

March 6, 2029
We spent our last days in the United States immersed in a thousand details of the deployment. The planning section had never needed to figure out how to transport the entirety of the Knights across the planet along with enough weapons to meaningfully hinder an invasion by the largest army in the world, enough food so that we wouldn�t have to start pillaging friendly civilians, enough communications capacity to receive targeting orders from Washington, enough medical supplies, and enough transportation to move between multiple engagements. Oh and it all had to be done quietly, for God�s sake, because President Rodriguez had not decided what she would do about the invasion and didn�t want us making the decision for her by being found out by either the Chinese or Taiwanese.
There were only two bright sides. First, we were putting the pedal to the metal as far as technology was concerned. Someone in the chain of command had decided that the Knights would have full access to the very latest American military hardware. I would ascribe that decision to thoughtful recognition that we would need every advantage we could get against the Chinese, but the more likely explanation was that no one thought to tell us we couldn�t take the good stuff, so Verix decided that we would.
The planning section collectively drooled at the prospect of unleashing the Knights with the latest of everything. For once, no punches would be pulled. We came up with some wonderful tricks during the late night sessions. Even the relatively unimaginative Captain Wood thought up a nasty surprise for the Chinese.
The other advantage we had was that we would be operating on friendly territory, at least for the first part of the war. While we needed to have a covert base of operations, we didn�t need to worry about constant patrols looking for us. If the Taiwanese got close, we could always just tell them exactly what we were doing in their country. We figured they�d probably be OK with the whole set up. Hell, they might even give us a medal.
Outside of the planning section, no one really knew what was going on. Word had spread around the base that China was going to attack Taiwan, but word had not leaked that we would be deploying to Taiwan in the immediate future. This was a positive development for the planning section because it meant that we didn�t have to spend time dealing with the men�s psychological preparation for deployment.
As the scheming continued, the enlisted men seemed blissfully unaware of the impending dramatic interruption of their lives. Life on the base continued at its normal peacetime cadence.
* * *
Corporal Thaman Gurung, the quiet twenty-two year old Nepalese-American, had busied himself fraternizing with one of the prisoners we rescued, a twenty-one year old member of a Tibetan resistance group. No one knew how he managed to swindle guard duty for the prisoners, who were undergoing a relatively friendly interrogation on base while Washington tried to figure out what to do with all of them.
I never paid too much attention to Gurung. He was quiet and competent, a steadying influence on the other enlisted men. If anything, I worried that he was too insular, too different from the other soldiers. Certainly his background and motivation were totally unlike any of the other Knights.
Gurung�s father was a Gurkha soldier in the British Army who died in Iraq. His mother emigrated to the United States to raise Gurung with his extended family. Part of a small ethnic subculture that straddled two extremely different countries, Gurung ended up in the U.S. Army out of respect for the Gurkha tradition.
The Gurkha came to prominence in the western world after they fought the British East India Company in the early 19th century. The British, impressed by the bravery of the Gurkha, started recruiting them to serve in the British Army. Since then, the Gurkha had fought in just about every British war, on battlefields from Belgium to Afghanistan. Being a U.S. citizen, Gurung could not serve in the British Army. He had little trouble transferring his family�s historic allegiance to the U.S., however.
I had been on several operations with Gurung. He was professional, but cold. The other enlisted Knights thought he was arrogant because of his aloofness. Before the rumors started going around about his doting on the Tibetan prisoner, I had simply thought he was naturally introverted. The dalliance with the Tibetan seemed out of character, however. When I saw Gurung eating alone in the cafeteria one day, I decided to check in with the young Gurkha.
�Mind if I sit down?�
Gurung looked up. �Not at all, Sergeant.�
After sitting, I said, �Good work on the prison raid.�
�Thank you, Sergeant.�
I couldn�t think of another pleasantry, so I came straight to the point of the lunch. �What�s this I hear about you going after the Tibetan girl?�
Gurung�s face reddened. �I have visited her a few times, Sergeant. Is there some problem?�
This was like pulling teeth. �Hell, Gurung, there�ll only be a problem if you don�t use protection. Even then, you should be safe for nine months.�
Vulgarity usually smoothes out conversations like these, but Gurung merely continued to look embarrassed and replied, �Yes, Sergeant.�
I sighed. Clearly, it would take hours to get past Gurung�s innately reserved personality. I changed the subject. �We have knife training today. Make sure your kukri is good to go.�
The one story everyone knew about Gurung was about the Gurkha knife he carried. It contravened normal Army regulations to carry the non-standard weapon, but no one was about to tell Gurung he couldn�t use his ancestral kukri, which looked like a small machete bent about forty-five degrees halfway down the blade. The knife had been given to him when he turned eighteen. It had belonged to his father, who had carried it in Iraq. Before that, his grandfather had carried it during the Malay insurgency.
Everyone knew about the kukri because of the custom dictating that a Gurkha could never withdraw the blade from its scabbard without drawing blood. The first time Gurung had cut his arm following a knife training session, he had been forced to explain the custom.
Gurung�s tone remained neutral. �I will make sure the kukri is properly sharpened, Sergeant.�
The rest of the lunch passed in silence.
* * *
Social life on the base continued as the planning intensified. Private Hedges bought a new Duan Persephone sports car and almost every enlisted man came out to the base�s runway to watch as, with the tacit consent of the air traffic control staff, Hedges drove the shiny crimson car 200 miles per hour.
Perhaps the biggest pre-deployment news was the engagement of Private LaFont and Felicia Jones. Four months pregnant, she had finally relented to LaFont�s repeated proposals. Captain Wood hosted an engagement party at his house just off-base. Many toasts were drunk in honor of the couple everyone knew.
The officers continued their gossip as well. Kallistos supposedly snuck off base to go on a date with Miley Cyrus. Rumors like that were constantly going around the base because of Kallistos�s central-casting good looks, heroic reputation and California background.
Finally, we all turned out for Corporal Hernandez�s last flight out from the base. Unless the Knight�s family lives with us permanently, the funeral for a fallen Knight can�t be held on base. The family is always told that the Knight died in a training accident that took place in whatever unit he was in before he came to the Knights. The body is flown out to the family for burial in accordance with their wishes. The Knights need to have their own ceremony, however, and so a tradition arose of holding eulogies and the twenty-one gun salute before putting the casket on the transport.
At the funeral, Sergeant Connors, Corporal Hernandez�s best friend, gave the eulogy. The quiet Kentuckian talked about Hernandez�s pride in his job, his dedication to the Knights, his selflessness and fighting spirit.
* * *
That same afternoon, the planning section concluded its work. The deployment would begin the next morning. General Verix called a meeting for the entire unit for the headquarters auditorium. When we had all filed in, Verix began.
�You have all been hearing rumors ever since the Chinese prison raid got back. Well, it�s no rumor anymore. We�re going to Taiwan. All of us.�
No one in the room was green enough to cheer at the news. Not a whisper was heard. Verix continued.
�We are flying out at 0600 tomorrow morning. You are all going to hear more about the operations the planning section has cooked up on the flight over. For now, I�m just going to give you the latest news and then let you go spend some time with your families.
�The latest development is that the Pentagon thinks it knows how the invasion is going to proceed. The Chinese have been gathering thousands of guided missiles on its coast, and is likely to fire off most of them at the beginning of the conflict to soften up Taiwan�s defenses. We don�t know what sort of defenses Taiwan has set up to deal with that threat. We sold them our anti-ballistic missile technology some years ago, but they couldn�t possibly have enough missiles stored up to blunt the Chinese attack. Then again, they�ve known about the Chinese missiles for decades, and they�re supposed to be technological wizards. Maybe they�ve got a trick up their sleeves.
�After the missile attack, the Pentagon expects an aerial bombardment. The People�s Liberation Army-Air Force has twenty times more planes than the Taiwanese Air Force. We expect that the Chinese will defeat the Taiwanese Air Force in a couple days, four at the most. After that, the invasion will begin. 500,000 soldiers of the People�s Liberation Army will cross the Taiwan Strait and wipe out whatever Taiwanese forces are left.
�We�re pretty sure the Chinese won�t use nuclear, chemical, or biological weapons since they want to integrate Taiwan into the People�s Republic after the war. Besides, Taiwan is so close that there would be an unacceptable danger of fallout or after-effects contaminating coastal China, by far the most productive region of their country.
�We�ve been passing intelligence along to the Taiwanese so that they can quietly start mobilizing their military. So far, we don�t know exactly what their plans are, and they are being tight-lipped about what they plan to do in response.
�President Rodriguez hasn�t contacted the Chinese to warn them off, but that is going to happen in the next few days. The President�s National Security Advisor, Dr. Piper, tells me that the top China analysts at CIA and the State Department think a warning is unlikely to help. The Chinese have been working themselves into a nationalist frenzy. They�ve been developing their economy and military for forty years, and they�re ready to roll the dice for world hegemony. They�ve come too far to let our threats scare them now.�
Verix�s voice quieted as he reached the end of his speech. �A battle unlike any we�ve seen before is coming. Enjoy tonight. Starting tomorrow, you will all be focusing on nothing but war until we�re all dead or the Chinese surrender.�
* * *
I was probably the only Knight who went to sleep early that night. After having the best steak I could find for dinner, I called my parents on Skype and told them I�d be gone for a while on a training mission. I pretended to listen as they told me about the little joys and complaints of their day. Feeling the onset of tears at the thought of never seeing them again and not wanting them to worry, I said I had to go to a meeting.
I listened to Rachmaninoff�s piano concertos, finished the book about the Battle of Ch�lons, and wrote a letter to Victoria that I would never send. There was nothing else I felt like I needed to do, no other loose ends to tie up.
As I sat at my desk in my apartment in the barracks, my mind bereft of an immediate purpose for the first time in weeks, I felt anxiety bubbling up from the pit of my stomach. I didn�t want to die in Taiwan. There were things I still wanted to do in the United States.
These thoughts persisted for several minutes. Then I reminded myself of the duty I owed to LaFont, Gurung, Wood, and all the others. If my life had any meaning, it was to help bring those men home safely. To accomplish that end, I would have to banish fear and irresolution.
I lay down to sleep and, within minutes, found myself dreaming of the day on the beach.
March 10�11, 2029
I had been so busy planning operations in Taiwan that I had not known beforehand how the transport subcommittee of the planning section planned to get us to Taiwan quickly without anyone knowing.
The first leg of the trip was hardly a surprise. From our base in Colorado, we were flown out to Hawaii in a C-130 transport. Waiting for us there was a gigantic C-5 Galaxy transport and twenty-four standard-sized shipping containers. I groaned when I realized what they were for.
Five Knights and their gear were packed into each shipping container and then loaded onto the C-5. This made for perhaps the least pleasant flying experience of my life, and I write that having experienced many terrifying helicopter rides into unfriendly countries. The windowless shipping container was the perfect environment for claustrophobia and motion sickness. There were cushioned bunks inside the containers for each of us, but that did little to lessen the feeling of queasiness that arose every time the mammoth plane turned, ascended, or descended.
Mercifully, the flight from Hawaii to Taipei was only eleven hours. I spent that time sleeping and playing cards with Private LaFont, Captain Wood, and two other enlisted Knights. I hadn�t completely thought through how awful the next portion of the trip would be, however.
When we arrived at Taipei�s main airport, the containers were loaded onto a small fleet of diesel tractors. The experience of being stuck inside a windowless metal box dangling from a crane proved too much for my stomach to handle, and I vomited in the chemical toilet in the corner. My only consolation was that I was the last inhabitant of our shipping container to do so. Someone had thoughtfully provided a can of Lysol to aid the chemical toilet in regulating the smell of the various bodily fluids, but by that point in the journey the stench was overpowering.
About half an hour after our container was set down, the truck carrying our container started to move. For this portion of the trip, we had to concentrate on not injuring ourselves every time the driver braked to a stop. The dominant strategy seemed to be lying down flat in our bunks and gripping the rails with all our might.
After a two hour drive, we had apparently arrived at our destination. Our container was picked up one last time and set down again, this time on solid earth.
In Hawaii, we had been ordered to wait two more hours after being set down to open the door. This we did, and every minute crawled by as we waited to exit the godforsaken container. Finally, the time came for us to escape.
I glanced at the clock in my visor display, which had automatically adjusted to the local time zone. It was early evening, 1930 hours. Punching buttons on the wrist-mounted remote control for our visor display, we each turned on the night vision function in our display. Everyone was ready. Without a word, we gathered up our personal weapons and battle gear, unbolted the door, and stepped out.
As we had been promised in Hawaii, our containers had been delivered to an abandoned mining facility where old, rusting shipping containers would not seem out of place. Beyond the eastern edge of the facility, there was a line of trees, the beginning of an evergreen forest. Beyond the trees, we could see several mountains, ranging north to south. These were part of the Central Mountain range, the dominant topographical feature in the middle of the island.
The island itself is about 250 miles long (north to south) and 90 miles wide (east to west), tapering off slightly to the southeast. We had picked this facility to serve as a temporary operational base because it was far from nearby towns and was a short distance away from Taipei. Four diesel trucks and several fuel bladders had been left behind by the drivers (who they were and whether they had any idea what their cargo had been, I have no idea), providing us with mobility across the island in case we need to shift operational areas.
As we exited the containers, we saw that other Knights were emerged from their containers all around us. We gathered in a clearing at the edge of the woods. Within ten minutes, all hundred of the Knights were present and accounted for. General Verix addressed us.
�Gentlemen, welcome to Taiwan. I hope you enjoyed the flight over as much as I did.� A rather lame attempt at humor, but it was the best that could be expected after about sixteen hours of being stuck in a shipping container.
�It�s time to get our game faces on. I am going to contact Washington and find out if anything has changed while we�ve been in transit. Section leaders, gather your men and check all the equipment. I want us ready for business inside of an hour if Washington tells us we need to get moving.�
We broke into ten sections of ten men each (two officers and eight enlisted men), designated seriatim 1-10. Captain Wood was the leader of my section (Section 2), with Lieutenant Wang as his deputy. The enlisted men consisted of LaFont, Gurung, Connors, and four Knights I had not worked with before.
Wood ordered us to gather our weapons and check that everything was in working order. Since we had to be prepared for everything from tank assaults to air raids, we had brought a varied arsenal of our best equipment from the States.
We have the Xiphos assault rifle and Artemis helmet-integrated display system that I had wanted to use in the prison raid. Combining object identification algorithms with smart GPS trackers, the system allows us to see, on a visor display attached to our helmets, not only where all Knights and objectives in the area are, but the location of every enemy that any Knight has seen on the battlefield. It goes a long way in removing the fog of war and virtually eliminates the possibility of friendly fire casualties. The Xiphos system can also show the sight picture of the rifle on our visor displays, allowing us to fire aimed shots around corners or from cover without exposing our heads. It�s a fun little toy that makes it very hard for us to lose in firefights.
The Xiphos and Artemis systems were merely my favorite in the collection of technological goodies we had brought with us. There were also guided antitank and antiaircraft rockets designed to defeat the latest Chinese gear, portable radio jamming gear to hinder Chinese ground units, the spider grenades we had used in the prison raid, and a veritable cornucopia of other contraptions. And, of course, we had enough ammunition for several weeks of combat.
Cataloging our high-tech bounty generated a lust for combat in the mind of every Knight present. Our missions had previously always consisted of focused violence, an operational fact born of the necessity of remaining covert. In Taiwan, there were precious few restrictions. The Knights� attacks would be limited only by our ability to carry them out. If we were to fall in battle, it would be at the zenith of our power.
* * *
After forty-five minutes of checking, calibrating, and cleaning our weapons, General Verix summoned us back to the clearing by the woods. He had received a news update from Washington. We crowded in close so that Verix wouldn�t have to shout.
�Satellite intelligence confirms a large shift in Chinese military personnel to the coast opposite Taiwan. Chinese-flagged merchant ships are being recalled to port so they can be quickly repurposed to ferry the invasion force over.
�With the beginning of typhoon season fast approaching, our analysts predict that the Chinese will launch their first attacks within the next couple days to give them sufficient time to soften Taiwanese defenses before sending the troop transports over.
�One of the planning section officers thought to bring a laptop with a satellite Internet connection so we can keep track of events in the news media. The press has yet to figure out exactly what�s going on, though there are scattered reports of the heightened alert level in Taiwan and the premature departure of one of our carrier battle groups from overhaul in San Diego. The Chinese have so far claimed to be merely carrying out joint army-navy exercises.
�Given the volume of gossipy bloggers in the Chinese Army, it�s just a matter of time before someone in the media figures out what�s gonna happen. The Chinese censors must be drinking Red Bull and staying up around the clock to plug the leaks regarding the invasion, but some Chinese grunt is eventually going to get lucky and then the whole world will wake up to an ugly surprise.
�The Taiwanese stock market fell a bit today because of the sudden Chinese exercises and the retaliatory Taiwanese alert mobilization, but rose later when some Taiwanese company announced that they�re going to be releasing some new video game system or other. You kids probably care more about that Super Mario crap than I do��
There was a smattering of chuckles. Few of the enlisted men were old enough to have ever played a Super Mario video game.
Verix turned serious. �President Rodriguez hasn�t announced anything yet, so she�s still trying to figure out what to do. I imagine that President Duan has been begging her to make an announcement of support for Taiwan to try and deter the Chinese attack, but so far that dog ain�t hunting.
�Our orders for now are to sit tight. The President doesn�t want it to look like we initiated the conflict, and so we won�t be doing anything until the Chinese launch the missile attack. Until then, stay frosty when you�re on guard duty and stay cool when you�re just resting. I want us ready to kick some ass when the shit hits the fan.�
March 12, 2029
The shit hit the fan at 1400 local time. Lieutenant Paulus, the officer who had assumed laptop monitoring duty, told us that CNN�s website was running a headline saying that the Premier of China was going to make an emergency speech to his country at 1500. With the exception of Section 7 on perimeter guard duty, all of the Knights crowded around the laptop to hear the simultaneous English translation of the speech.
Strangely, I had never seen a video of the Chinese premier speaking before. He didn�t look all that dissimilar from a Western politician. He even sounded like a Western politician delivering a slightly evasive fetial address. CNN�s translator spoke in a monotone voice as the Premier described the current crisis as entirely the fault of the �rebel separatists� on Taiwan who were funding terrorist groups that were causing the riots and discontent in mainland China. And so, reluctantly, the Premier of China was �prepared to wield the sword of the Party to protect our country and keep our country united.� The speech meandered along in that vein for about fifteen minutes, concluding with an ultimatum. President Duan would have twenty-four hours to turn over the �terrorist elements� within his military and allow Chinese police to conduct an investigation into subversive elements in Taiwan. If he did not comply, the People�s Liberation Army would eliminate the threat posed by Taiwan.
Verix was the first to react. �There�s no way Duan can accept those terms. It would pretty much mean Taiwan�s outright surrender.�
An hour after the Premier�s speech, Duan gave his own speech. It was probably the only time in the history of Taiwan that one of their presidents spoke to over twenty million people at once. As Duan walked up to the podium to deliver his address, I wondered just how many people were watching him.
Certainly, most of the two billion people in China would be watching. They could get around the Communist Party�s Great Firewall thanks to the technological wizards in Taiwan who had years ago distributed a safe, foolproof program to evade the Firewall. Perhaps a quarter of the Chinese people (those who had Internet access) could hear the speech on the Internet. Of course, the people without Internet, those in the impoverished interior of the country, would probably only hear snippets of Duan�s speech after they had been heavily edited by Chinese state television.
In addition to the half billion Chinese viewers, there would be twenty million citizens of Taiwan watching the speech in tense desperation. Outside of the belligerent nations, perhaps another billion people around the world concerned about the outbreak of the largest conflict since the Korean War would be watching the broadcast. Certainly, the situation had punctured the normal American obliviousness now that news anchors had been told by their research assistants that the U.S. very well might intervene.
Duan�s speech could not have been more different from the Premier�s. He did not look like a well-heeled Western politician, but rather more like an old professor, too self-confident to care about looking good. A spry seventy, he had grown up in a Taiwan that was still run dictatorially by the Kuomintang. He had started Duan Engineering after graduating from Cal Tech. DE was now one of the largest companies in the world, building all manner of electronic devices and automobiles. I noticed that the laptop we were all looking at carried the DE logo.
The English translator had prepared his translation well in advance, causing the narration to sound unusually fluid and natural as it sounded over Duan's Mandarin speech.
�Citizens of Taiwan, I speak to you tonight because our island faces the greatest danger in its history. I am sure many of you saw the Premier of China speak less than an hour ago. He accused our nation of harboring terrorists and inciting rebellion in his nation. Those accusations are false. Agents of my government have not fomented unrest on the mainland, and they have not given aid or shelter to those who have. As far as we know, the participants in the riots were native Chinese who had tired of the casual brutality and tyranny of the Chinese Communist Party.
�However, we have reason to believe that the Chinese government already knows this. They do not truly care whether we have done the things they accuse us of. Why then do they seek to destroy us?
�The Premier and his minions engage in historical sophistry and argue that they hold some ancient claim to our land, despite the fact that Taiwan has never been part of the People�s Republic of China.
�The real explanation behind the nationalist platitudes and hollow sloganeering is the ancient sin of envy. The Communists have crushed the spirit of their citizens with prohibitions on free thought and economic self-governance and wonder why their economy stagnates and their subjects rebel. They look across the narrow strait that separates their land from ours and see a people grown wealthy through freedom, a people who have earned the respect of the world for their ingenuity and hard-work.
�The tyrants in Beijing look at our island and see a people as materially and spiritually vibrant as their own people could be without the all-controlling emperors of the Communist Party. They look at us and see the failure of brutality and the victory of liberty.
"An example of a free people, speaking the same language, honoring the same traditions, but with all of the rights the Chinese people lack � that is the real threat that Taiwan poses to the People's Republic of China. That is why Beijing threatens us.
�To the people of China, I say this: We do not blame you for the acts of your government. We have done nothing to provoke this attack. However, you will find that Taiwan is not nearly so easy to conquer as your leaders promise. The sooner you can convince your government to stop its madness, the sooner your sons can come home alive and unharmed.
�To all free nations in the world, I ask this: Which of the combatants in this war represents a bright future and which offers only the failed oppression of the past? We will not forget those who stand with us, just as we will not forgive those who abandon us.
�To you, the citizens of Taiwan, I note only this: We are not fighting for bombastic rhetoric or the pride of old men in power like me. If attacked, we will fight for the way of life we have earned and the political system that made it possible. We will not let them turn us into another unhappy province in their empire of darkness. We have been preparing for this day, and we will make the People's Republic pay dearly for its choice of enemies. If the alarms sound, head for the shelters, and know that the light of Taiwan will still shine so long as a single Taiwanese fights to maintain it.
"To everyone listening, I hope you will pray for peace as fervently as I will. Good night."
* * *
No one spoke for a minute after the speech. Someone shut off the laptop�s sound.
Captain Wood finally asked Verix, �What do you think, sir?�
Verix thought for a moment. �The man can give a speech. We�ll see if it changes anything. One thing he said that I wouldn�t have predicted was that Duan kept saying �Taiwan� instead of �The Republic of China,� which is still the official name of the country. I can think of two possible and non-exclusive reasons for that decision. First, it signified Taiwan's independence in a subtle way � while the Republic of China and the People's Republic of China might conceivably claim the same territory, Taiwan was a geographic region distinct from mainland China.
�The other reason is a bit unsettling. Duan wanted to make sure that people in the United States were not confused by the similar names. Instead of wondering which Republic of China was good and which bad, now everyone will have an easier scheme: Taiwan, good, China, bad.�
�What�s disturbing about that, sir?� I couldn�t tell who asked the question in the condensed group.
�Duan apparently needs American assistance badly enough to use an unofficial name for his country when delivering a historic speech on the brink of war. He wouldn�t do something as humiliating as that if he thought Rodriguez was already planning on coming to his assistance.�
LaFont was the first enlisted man to comment on what had transpired. Shaking his head, he noted, �Folks just don�t know. That Premier is gonna start a war for no good reason, and those Chinese folks don�t know a goddamn thing about it. They�re brainwashed or something.�
The Southern-accented general replied, "A leader giving a false pretense for war is a very old story. We never really know what leads someone like that asshole Chinese premier to conclude that war is the only way to solve the problems that face his country. Sometimes they tell the truth, sometimes they don�t. Sometimes they don�t know any more than the rest of us. Their monopoly on the use of force means that we can�t question them or demand truthful answers to the questions that we do ask."
Major Kallistos added dismissively, his tight face creased in scorn, "None of that political stuff really matters anyway. Who cares who's lying? Maybe Duan actually is funding the riots in China. It doesn't matter. We know what we have to do. We've got our orders." With this last sentence, he shot a murderous glare at me. If looks could kill, Kallistos would have blown my head off with a .50 caliber scowl.
Any desire I had to contribute to the conversation died with Kallistos�s pointed remark. What I would have said is that there are decent people in any country who give their leaders the benefit of the doubt when it comes to matters like these. When the leader says that the country is in danger, the loyal folk ask what they can do to help because they are decent and gullible. Duan's speech, fine as it was, would not � could not � sway many good people on the wrong side. And, like most tragedies, that one would result in blood being shed unnecessarily.

Chapter 3: Rockets� Red Glare

There wasn't much to do for the rest of the day. We had a two hour shift on patrol duty, making sure that no Taiwanese strayed into our little fiefdom. We were about half an hour off the main highway and always had Knights watching the turnoff to our road, so we didn't expect any trouble. From a hill beyond the eastern border of our base, we could see traffic moving on a highway in the distance. The volume of traffic was quite high, undoubtedly due to civilians evacuating the major metropolitan centers in anticipation of the attack.
Verix also ordered us to set up a defensive trench line along the edge of the woods. This was probably more of an attempt to keep us busy than for any more tangible purpose. If an enemy force came to pay us a visit, we'd almost certainly set a series of moving ambushes, destroying their cohesion well before they got this far.
March 14, 2029
�Satellite intelligence from Washington indicates that the Chinese will start launching their ballistic missiles in the next ten to fifteen minutes.� Verix�s voice sounded clear in my headset at 1425, when my section was patrolling the ridgeline of the nearby mountains.
�You heard the man, Section 2. Let�s double-time it back to base.� Captain Wood�s calm voice reassured us and within five minutes we had linked up with the rest of the Knights.
The plan was for all the Knights to retreat back together a couple hundred meters into the forest at the edge of our base. There was little chance that the Chinese would target the abandoned mining facility, and no chance at all that they'd target a random patch of woods well away from the camp. One section of Knights (it happened to be Section 1, led by Major Kallistos) stayed behind to ensure that no Taiwanese wandered into our camp.
The only minor deviation from the plan came because Washington had asked us to send them a video feed of the missile attack. No one knew if there would actually be something to see from our vantage point, but Washington seemed to think it could prove useful. Kallistos set a camera up on the hill to the east and waited for the show to start.
The minutes seemed to drag their heels like laggard French soldiers sullenly refusing to march along at their normal pace. Finally, at 1452, Washington called in to say that a volley of at least five hundred missiles had been launched. Almost simultaneously, Lieutenant Paulus relayed a news flash from CNN's website: reporters in China had spotted dozens of rockets being launched near Quanzhou.
The war was on.
The missiles facing Taiwan were mostly of the ballistic variety, meaning their flightpath took them high into the stratosphere before tipping over to plummet onto their target. After decades of testing and wrangling, the U.S. had a few interceptor missiles stationed in Alaska and Hawaii to protect the U.S. from a half-hearted intercontinental ballistic missile attack from North Korea, but nothing that could have stopped an assault of the magnitude that China had just unleashed.
Hundreds of missiles were on their way, maybe even thousands. Our pre-deployment briefings suggested they'd be aimed primarily at airfields, military bases, roads, and command centers. A couple dozen would also be aimed at major cities just to create as much havoc as possible.
We all looked up into the afternoon sky, waiting for the missiles that would be arriving within the next few minutes. In an uncharacteristic breach of discipline, a Knight from Section 7 screamed, "There it is!" and pointed furiously to the sky. No one told him to be quiet because we were all intent on seeing the incoming threat. As I looked to where he was pointing, I could indeed see what looked like a meteorite streaking across the afternoon sky. I squinted to see the missile more clearly, staring as absorbedly at the little orange dot as I had ever peered at anything in my life.
Then it exploded, sounding a dull, distant boom like a large firework.
No one said anything for a moment. Had the missile malfunctioned? Had it been shot down? We knew that the Taiwanese had Patriot missiles that had been used to intercept SCUDs in the Gulf War, but no one had seen any Patriots fired at this missile.
Finally, Major Pound started to ask, "What the he-" but he was interrupted by a Knight shouting, "There's another one!"
Within seconds, another missile was visible to all of us. It too looked like an fiery meteor, a contrail forming in its wake. I thought I saw a spark at its front, and then it suddenly tumbled over and exploded in the sky.
As we watched, three more missiles appeared in quick succession and suffered the same fate as their predecessors. Captain Clark, the Knight's resident techie, said, "I'll be damned! They must have a laser defense system!"
Seeing our blank stares, Clark explained. "We've been trying for years to figure out how to make a laser system that could shoot down missiles. We could never make the laser powerful enough. The Taiwanese seem to have succeeded where we failed. I wonder if they've got the lasers all over the country�"
He pulled out his laptop and went to the news bulletins. Sure enough, there was a live feed on CNN being filmed from a rooftop in Taipei. Dozens of contrails and puffs from explosions were visible in the sky. The cameraman slowly moved his camera in a circle, and every fifteen seconds or so, another fireball erupted in the sky as a missile exploded.
The CNN reporter on the scene finally interrupted the dazzling spectacle with an excited, almost ecstatic voiceover. "We are getting word now from the Defense Ministry that what we are seeing is hundreds of Chinese missiles being shot down by the Taiwanese Army. No word yet on casualties from falling pieces of the missiles, but it certainly seems that Taiwan has won the opening round of the war. You know, Anderson, this could be what President Duan meant last night when he said that Taiwan would not be easy to conquer. Who knows what other tricks they have up their sleeves?"
Indeed. I wondered what effect this success would have on American involvement in the war. Everyone likes a winner, and the Taiwanese were winning. The missiles were still coming in, visible from our camp and CNN's feed from Taipei, and every single one was shot down. For fifteen more minutes, the missiles streaked across the sky and were blotted out at a rate of about three or four per minute.
Then there was nothing. Silence reigned among the Knights. I noticed birds chirping on this unusually warm spring day, the scent of pine in the air. After a minute, someone laughed. The bombardment was over. We all started talking and laughing at once. General Verix's voice rose above the clamor. "Pipe down, Knights, the Chinese aren't done yet. Washington just radioed in. The Chinese are sending an air raid, three hundred aircraft strong, ETA ten minutes. We'll see if Duan's lasers work against planes too."
That made sense. The Chinese must have been embarrassed by the utter failure of their missiles, and now had to see if the Taiwanese could stop their aircraft as well. If they could, the war might very well end before it had properly begun.
* * *
We didn't see much of the air battle. A flight of Taiwanese fighters � American built F-23 Joint Strike Fighters (JSFs) � streaked overhead not long after Verix warned us that the attack was on its way. That should have been an ominous warning sign that someone in the Taiwanese military didn't think the lasers could stop aircraft like they did missiles.
Clark offered his theory on the matter. �The lasers work great if radar can identify targets. The Chinese planes are all stealthy. They probably can�t be detected until they�re very close to the radar stations, and by that point they�ve probably already fired their weapons.�
About twenty minutes after the flyover by the JSFs, we could hear explosions in the west. Kallistos�s men up on the hill, armed with heavy duty binoculars, radioed in on our base frequency, the one that allowed all Knights to hear their commentary. "Smoke rising from Taipei. We can just make out the skyscrapers from here. Wait�we can see some planes dogfighting�no way to tell which one's Taiwanese, but we can see the contrails looping around each other like a furball�one of them just blew the other apart with a burst of cannon fire. No ejection or parachute." That pilot's war had ended quickly.
Wood said quietly, "If Chinese planes are dogfighting, that means the Taiwanese lasers didn't work on the Chinese jets. China's got thousands of older Russian-made fighters, and hundreds of the modern J-20's that can go toe-to-toe with the JSFs. It doesn't matter if the Taiwanese Air Force can hold them off today, they'll be overwhelmed."
Verix, who was standing thirty feet away, somehow heard Wood's comment and responded, "That's an optimistic view of it, captain. The Chinese sent 300 planes in this one attack. How many aircraft does Taiwan have in its entire air force?" Before the question could be answered, he continued, "I doubt it's that much. If I were the Chinese commander, I'd have another wave of attack planes ready to go now. When the Taiwanese fighters land, the Chinese can hit the airfields and take out the ROC Air Force on the ground. So much for the air war."
Major Pound optimistically suggested, "The Taiwanese have surface to air missiles stockpiled. That ought to keep the skies clear."
Verix sighed. "I hope you're right, Major. At the very least, it'll buy our Navy and Air Force some time to get aircraft carriers and fighter wings in theater to help Taiwan out."
* * *
An hour later, the reputable news sources on the Internet were a little unclear about the outcome of the air battle. The Chinese government claimed that they had lost twenty aircraft and shot down fifty ROC planes, but most news agencies dismissed that as propaganda. More likely, the ROC, with better weapons and pilots, had given more punishment than they had taken. However, the huge numerical disparity between the two combatants meant that the battle had been a strategic loss for Taiwan. Their only hope of stopping the invasion before the People's Liberation Army crossed the strait was to have their air force hold the invasion ships at bay. Now, the skies would be neutral at best, which was plenty good enough for China.
The good news of the day was the total defeat of China's missile attack. It meant that when the People's Liberation Army got around to invading, there would still be an Taiwanese military to meet them.
Those considerations were above my pay grade, however. Of much more immediate concern was Verix�s announcement of our first mission.
After the air battle, he had radioed into Washington for instructions. He called us all together at the edge of the forest and began.
"Alright, the war has started. Now y�all can get to work, and Washington has a mission all lined up.
"Our strategic mission at this phase of the war is to delay the invasion for as long as possible so the United States can marshal naval and air forces to help Taiwan while trying to talk China into a ceasefire. Or at least that's what the boys in Washington tell me.
"Here�s how we�re going to get started. The merchant ships assembling in Quanzhou harbor opposite Taiwan are poorly guarded at the moment, according to satellite intel. The Chinese have beefed up security at the docks and they have a line of submarines and surface ships further out to sea, but they've only got a single boat patrolling the harbor itself. Washington thinks that if we can slip by that boat, we can take out some of the ships in the harbor. If we do that, we might be able to forestall the invasion by a few days, possibly as much as a week if we take out the larger ships, especially the car-carriers that are going to be used to ferry tanks and armored vehicles across the Strait. Submarines can't get into the area now because of the Chinese naval and air blocking forces on the northern and southern ends of the Strait. So, it's up to us.
"We're going to take out as many of those ships as possible. Two sections are assigned to the mission: Section 2 and Section 6." Section 2 was my section, the one headed by Captain Wood. Section 6 was headed by Captain Jones, who had come to the Knights via the Navy SEALs. He and his men specialized in naval-type operations.
Verix continued. "A stealth helicopter is being flown over to Taiwan from the States today for the mission. This evening, it will drop off twelve shaped charges at a specially chosen point in the strait about ten miles from the harbor. The charges are specially designed to rip the bottom out of merchant ships, and each one on its own can handle one ship.
"Tomorrow evening, the stealth helicopter will pick up Sections 2 and 6 here at the base. Section 6 will be dropped off at the site where the charges are with an ultraquiet motorized underwater sled. They will then take the sled to the mouth of the harbor and go to work. After they're done, they'll use the sled to go up the coast ten miles, where Section 2 will be waiting with the helicopter. The charges will be set on a timer to go off after the helicopter's long gone.
"Section 2 will provide security for the stealth helicopter while Section 6 is taking out the transports. We�ve found a relatively uninhabited area that should be a safe place to hole up while Jones�s boys are planting the charges."
Captain Wood interrupted at that point. "Sir, why can't the helicopter just meet Section 6 back where it dropped them off?"
In a patient tone, Verix answered, "The helicopter will lose most of its radar invisibility when the rear ramp opens to let Jones and his men jump out. The Chinese might investigate the radar anomaly and send a destroyer to investigate, leading to the disappointment of all the hookers in Taipei who remember Jones from his days in the Navy." The obligatory Navy joke put smiles on all the Army faces, mine included.
"Are there any other questions?" When no one volunteered a question, Verix added a final stern admonishment. "The United States is not in this war yet. The usual Knight rules apply. The mission is not as important as making sure that we aren't caught in the act. You will not get caught. Is that understood?"
There were scattered nods and answers of "Yes, sir!"
Verix grinned like a schoolboy. �Then let�s kick these bastards right in the balls.�
March 15, 2029
As we waited for the appointed hour of the operation, the air battle resumed over Taiwan and the Strait. We heard a series of massive sonic booms as six Chinese bombers soared across the sky. An antiaircraft missile reached up and struck down one of the bombers, creating a massive fireball. The other bombers got through unscathed, however. We don't know how many bombers were in the formation originally (and, therefore, how many were shot down by Taiwanese fighters before we saw them), but the fact that the Chinese thought the skies were safe enough to risk their advanced supersonic bombers suggested that the air war was not going terribly well for Taiwan.
President Duan had been doing interviews with foreign and domestic media every couple of hours since the war began. He must have realized how scared everyone in his country was and how badly they needed to be reassured that there was still hope. The news outlets reported that a wave of celebrations had broken out when the missile attacks had been decisively repulsed, but that good will had dissipated as it became clear that defeating the People�s Liberation Army-Air Force would not be so easy.
Duan would not answer specific questions about the number of fighters Taiwan still had operational or what other surprises like the laser defense system his military had that could stop the Chinese. Instead, he shifted the conversation onto more optimistic and propagandistic grounds.
"I can't tell you how many fighters we have up there, but I can tell you their professionalism and skill are making a world of difference. One of our fighters, Captain Fang from Chiayi City, has already accumulated nine kills. I spoke with him earlier, he's truly a remarkable young man�"
The reporter in question would always arch an eyebrow and ask, �Does Taiwan have any other surprises in store for the PLA?�
"Surprises?" In every interview, Duan would smile at that question. "Of course we have them. No one should be surprised, however, that free people will fight tyranny with all the cleverness and tenacity humanity is capable of."
His performances were admirably smooth and confident, but they could not hide the fact that Taiwan could not win the war on its own. The Premier of China was granting interviews as well, though they were all carried out by Xinhua, the Chinese government's news service. Unlike Duan, the Premier could offer some concrete numbers to back up his confidence and, inflated though the numbers were likely to be, they lent credibility to his statements. A typical answer went something like this:
"The operation is right on schedule. The glitches in our missiles"�� he refused to acknowledge that the Taiwanese had caused the missiles to be destroyed�"will not affect the ultimate outcome or even the timing of the victory over the terrorists in Taiwan. My generals tell me that we have already destroyed forty percent of their air force. We will move on to the next phase of the operation as soon as possible."
There were also disquieting signs of public apathy in the United States. Public opinion polling showed that sixty-three percent of the country opposed intervention. The senior senator from Iowa (already being discussed as a contender for the opposition's presidential nomination in 2032) seemed to capture the mood of the country when he commented to the New York Times, "We've got enough problems here at home. We can't be responsible for protecting every country in the world, particularly when doing so would mean war with our most important trading partner. If President Rodriguez really wants to serve America's interest, she should start fulfilling her campaign promise of securing our jobs. Of course, her employment voucher program is doomed to fail. What would work better is our party's Public-Private Partnership Program, where we pay businesses to create jobs�."

Chapter 4: Collateral Damage

After hours of digesting every statement issued by any Washington politico who might have some sway with the President over whether Washington would intervene in the war, we were relieved to see the stealth helicopter finally arrive at the appointed time. The Knights of sections 2 and 6 filed into the rear ramp of the chopper, their faces grim with purpose and darkened with grease-like makeup.
We made our way out to the Strait via a tortuously non-linear path that avoided town and city centers as much as possible. The night was extremely dark, so much so that even the small red cabin lights in the helicopter were turned off for fear of standing out against the black background of the sky. There was no moon and cloud cover obscured the stars. The metropolitan centers were all dark, a precaution against enemy navigation that struck me as woefully anachronistic in an age of GPS and nightvision.
With that thought, I switched on the nightvision setting in my visor display and examined the countryside. Smoke was rising from several places in the distance. Whether they were the wreckages of aircraft or the after-effects of bombings, I couldn't be sure. Figuring that the sources of smoke had drawn attention from one side or the other, our pilot avoided them assiduously.
It had not occurred to me until then that the Taiwanese might have been looking for us. We had seen on the jail-break operation that the Chinese couldn't detect our stealth helicopters, but what if the Taiwanese could? What if they didn't know we were American and shot us down?
I got on the intercom and asked the pilot about that possibility. He answered tersely, "You don't need to worry about my end of the operation, Sergeant." Perhaps realizing that we merited a slightly more detailed explanation, he added, "We are pretty sure that the Taiwanese are not going to be shooting us down, alright?" I gave the standard sergeant reply: "Yes, sir."
He was pretty sure the Taiwanese weren't going to shoot us down. To me, that suggested that the Taiwanese had no idea about the operation. If he had said that he knew we wouldn't be shot down, that would indicate some form of cooperation, some evidence that the U.S. was moving closer to intervening.
We heard the sonic booms of several jets as we traversed the Taiwanese countryside. At one point, our pilot also let us know that he had seen an explosion in the air about thirty miles away. "It looked like a pretty big one � some Taiwanese fighter must have bagged a Chinese bomber."
Captain Wood asked the pilot, "Do you know anything about how the air war is going? We only know what we see on public news sources."
The co-pilot answered for his busy superior, "The ROC Air Force is putting up a hell of a fight, but they're outgunned. They've survived this long because they've got more high tech goodies. Their runways are coated with some smart nanotech material that patches itself up within an hour of a Chinese bombing raid. Their planes have some infrared- suppressing technology that makes them invisible to heat-seeking missiles. The last I heard, they were shooting down ten Chinese for every fighter they lost. Still, that's not good enough. The Chinese figured out the runway trick and now they're bombing the aircraft shelters instead of the runways. Washington thinks the ROC Air Force can keep putting up a fight for about two more days, then the Chinese will have clear skies for their invasion."
LaFont expressed what we were all thinking at that point. "Shit."
Time was running out for the United States to get its act together and ride to the rescue. That was why tonight's mission was vital: every day the invasion was postponed was another day for the carriers and planes to rally to Taiwan.
With that knowledge, I switched off my nightvision and focused on the mission. I checked my gear once more. I had a silenced Xiphos rifle, EMP and regular fragmentation grenades, a silenced nine millimeter pistol, a sheathed combat knife, and spare ammunition. We wore the jungle combat uniforms of the Taiwanese Army as a little bit of added insurance for our identity, though my Anglo-American appearance and that of several other Knights ensured that a Chinese soldier who got close enough to identify the uniform would probably be able to tell that we weren't Taiwanese soldiers anyway.
Jones�s men had a totally different load for their mission. They were fully decked out in black scuba equipment and wetsuits for their underwater demolition job. Strapped to their chests were waterproof silenced submachine guns, though these were more for psychological benefit than anything else. If the Knights were spotted on their way into the harbor or while they were placing the charges, they would have little hope of escape. Their only hope would be to kill whoever had noticed them before that person could raise the alarm. Then they would have to move out quickly before someone found the body. Better for everyone if they remained unseen.
I was so engrossed in checking my equipment that I didn't notice when we left Taiwan behind and entered the Strait. Knowing that this was the most intensely watched bit of ocean in the world at the moment, my anxiety level started ratcheting up. The part of our ride over the Strait was just over ninety miles, forty minutes of flight time. If a Chinese fighter returning from a mission over Taiwan stumbled across us, we'd die before we even knew something was amiss.
Without any way of preventing such a horrible outcome, I sighed and closed my eyes. I had put my faith in the dark gray color scheme, quiet rotor, and stealthy radar signature during the prison raid. I would just have to do it again.
After an interminable amount of time, the co- pilot called over the intercom. "Three minutes to the drop-off point."
Captain Jones replied, "We'll be ready." He and his men quickly checked their oxygen tanks and, more importantly, their rebreathers, which would capture the unused oxygen in each breath and ensure that no telltale bubbles formed to warn the Chinese of the work going on below the waterline of their ships.
I felt the helicopter slow as the co-pilot reported, "Thirty seconds � be ready to get out as soon as we lower the ramp." This admonition had been repeated at least ten times in the last briefing of Jones�s men. The second the ramp opened, the helicopter's stealth characteristics would be lost. There was probably enough radar radiation over the Strait to sterilize a few birds, and far more than was needed to detect an unstealthy helicopter. If the ramp were down for less than a minute, it would probably be too fast for any coastal SAM batteries or Chinese destroyers to see us, confirm that we were hostile, and shoot. Anything over that, and we'd be toast.
The helicopter came to hover, and the pilot said in an icy calm voice, "Lowering the ramp in ten seconds. Get ready to go."
Jones and his men got up and waddled into position on the sides of the motorized sled, which was attached to rails on the floor of the helicopter. Four of the men unfastened the straps that held the sled down, and four reached down and switched off the handbrakes that had kept the sled from moving on the rails.
"Lowering now, good luck Captain." I wondered how the pilot could sound so unconcerned about what was happening. With the ramp down, we were like a deer wandering right up to a hunter's blind and begging to be shot.
Jones and his men pushed on the sled.
Nothing happened.
They pushed again.
Again, the sled did not budge.
With the edge of panic in his voice, a sergeant in Jones�s section shouted, "CHECK THE BRAKES ON THE RAILS!"
The slightest bit of worry intruded on the pilot's voice as he asked over the radio, "What�s going on back there?"
Captain Wood, who was supposed to tell the pilot when Jones and his men were gone, radioed back, "We are not good to go, repeat, not good to go, they're having trouble getting the sled loose."
The co-pilot answered angrily, "Fix the goddamn problem! If they're not out in twenty seconds, we're all going to die!"
My heart beat with unhealthy celerity. I don't know if I've ever been as scared in combat as I was in that helicopter. The missile with our name on it could be launched any second. An entire army had us in its sights and would open fire momentarily. A single thought came clearly to me. Don't let me die like this. Don't let it be a waste.
"ALL THE BRAKES LOOK FINE!" screamed the anonymous voice of one of Jones�s men.
To the astonishment of all, Private LaFont then calmly interjected, "Let's just push the mother fucker out. Who cares if we snap the damn brake?"
Jones and Wood looked at each other and instantly decided it was the best plan. Wood said, "Let's do it! Gurung, McCormick, LaFont, get on the back end and push!" Wood joined us running to the back of the sled. When we got there, he shouted, "On three! One, two, THREE!" Every man of Jones�s section pulled on the side of the sled, while we pushed with all our might from the front.
There was a loud metallic snap.
The sled began sliding down the ramp.
Jones shouted, "Go, go, go!" and he and his section plummeted into the sea after the sled.
Wood got on the intercom and shouted, "They�re clear, close the ramp!" Instantly, the ramp began to retract. It seemed to take an hour, but five seconds after the ramp began its tortuous ascent, it nestled into position and we regained our stealthy profile.
The helicopter tilted forward, and we began to move, turning slowly to the right. "For those of you keeping score at home," the co-pilot said, relief evident in his voice, "that was fifty- seven seconds with the ramp down."
I sat back down, and closed my eyes. Not even a goddamn minute. Then I remembered something.
"LaFont!" I yelled.
"Yes, Sarge?"
"You're a hero today."
Without so much as a juvenile whoop or cheer, he replied, "All in a day's work, Sarge."
I wondered why I underestimated LaFont. I had him pigeonholed as a gung ho idiot, a tough kid without much going on upstairs. And yet he had moments of brilliance. If he hadn't come up with the blindingly simple expedient of muscling the sled out of the helicopter, I would not be writing this now. His lack of a college degree, coarse language, and, hell, the fact that he knocked up his girlfriend made me think less of his intellect. War is about thinking on the spot, however, not coming up with an elegant, clever solution.
That episode with the sled also reminded me how fragile our situation was. Before, our operations usually had some elements of redundancy. When the stealth helicopter broke down in Kyrgyzstan, we could get on a backup. Not so in Taiwan. We were conducting a long-term operation in the midst of a full-out war. If some important piece of equipment fails at the wrong time, we probably just die.
Now I could sit back and relax. All we had to do now was babysit the helicopter for a couple hours.
* * *
Twenty minutes later, we approached the landing zone. The coast north of Quanzhou was dotted with dense communities of workers. These towns and cities were packed so close that I had wondered what patch of land Washington possibly could have spotted that would allow us to remain incognito.
However, just between one of the residential areas to the south and a small peninsula to the north, there was a large, lightless patch of land. In our briefing, we had been told that there had once been a power plant in the area, but there had been a chemical spill that rendered the vicinity uninhabitable within a radius of about two kilometers on either side of the plant. The area was fenced in by highways, but within it there were no buildings. Even better, it was right on the ocean. Jones and his men would merely have to hide their scuba gear and sled, run across the highway when the coast was clear, and jog about two kilometers to rendezvous with us.
A couple hundred feet offshore, the pilot slewed the aircraft left and slowed to a hover. I imagine he was scanning the highways, making sure no lucky Chinese truck driver made the accidental discovery of a lifetime. Apparently satisfied, the pilot dipped the nose and moved us rapidly forward so that we quickly traversed the highway and reached the middle of the uninhabited patch of land. The pilot pulled the nose up, arresting the helicopter�s forward motion and beginning our rapid descent to the landing zone. We fairly smacked into the earth, but we were down and safe. After the pilot shut down the engines, we emerged from the cargo bay.
The first thing I noticed was a bizarre acidic smell. It must have been the chemicals that had been spilled here. The briefing had warned that the chemicals were toxic and would cause long-term health problems if we ingested any of it. The impulse to eat dirt having been far from my mind since my third birthday, I didn�t worry about that eventuality.
The pilots helped us set up a camouflage tarp over the helicopter. The darkness of the night was a blessing. The task of spotting the helicopter from the highways two kilometers away would have been difficult enough without the tarp obscuring the distinct outline of the machine. With the tarp, the sharp angles and rotors of the helicopter were swallowed up by the night.
We split the section up into five teams of two men each. Four of the teams were each assigned a respective highway to watch for anyone turning in to patrol the area. The remaining team, composed of Captain Wood and Corporal Nelson, a gangly young Knight I hadn't worked with previously, would stay at the helicopter as a ready reserve that could come to the aid of any team that encountered trouble.
Corporal Gurung and I were assigned to the easternmost road, the one that ran along the coastline. It took us about fifteen minutes to get into position, carefully picking our way through the sparse trees and marshy land. We had staked out an overwatch position on a small rise from where we could survey the length of the highway in our area.
It was about 0115 when we were all settled in and ready for the stakeout. Jones and his men were due in about two hours.
* * *
I had never been to China at all before the prison raid, and I hadn't really seen much of it then except its barren western desert. Here was the wealthy part of the country, the thickly developed eastern seaboard where a significant fraction of the world's trade began its voyage down the stream of commerce.
I was unimpressed. Perhaps the persistent stench of chemicals weighed on my thoughts, but the region looked dirty and beaten down. There was a cluster of residential buildings about a kilometer from our observation post. With my nightvision and binocular activated in the visor display, I could see trash strewn on the curbs and smears of dirt caking the sides of the buildings. Small rusty cars littered the streets.
I turned and looked southwest toward Quanzhou ten miles in the distance. The lights of the city were all still on, creating the same dazzling effect to me on this night as they had done for first time visitors to any major city in the past century and a half. There was a palpable energy in this metropolis, a distant hum of activity as several million people continued working through the night. This was almost certainly an artificial circumstance, brought about by the need to prepare the People's Liberation Army for the crossing of the Strait.
China's economic growth rate had slowly waned over the past fifteen years from the dizzying highs of the aughts. The highways, repaved and fresh during the heady years of 8�% GDP growth, were already cracking. The buildings of Quanzhou's skyline appeared less luminous upon closer inspection. Like the residential areas, the commercial buildings were caked in soot.
Care was not being taken here. China had grown dramatically in wealth through cheap labor. There was no evidence of ownership, no one keeping things clean as an expression of pride. Everywhere, buildings exhibited the treatment of a shabby, transitory occupancy akin to the depreciated appearance of a graffiti-laden subway car.
It didn't feel all that different from most American cities I had visited.
* * *
Gurung and I took turns reporting in to Captain Wood every five minutes, noting again that nothing was happening in our sector. On the same radio frequency, the other members of Section 2 called in similar reports from their sectors. A car would drive by on the highway once every couple of minutes, but none stopped or even slowed as they passed us. An hour and a half passed without incident. I began to think that, the scare with getting the sled out of the helicopter notwithstanding, this mission would turn out to be a cakewalk.
Then a car pulled over on the highway about 150 yards away from me and turned to drive a short ways into our park. It stopped about fifty yards into the field, far enough that a casual driver passing along the highway would not easily see it. The car was a civilian vehicle, a four- door sedan. I couldn't quite see how many people were inside.
My heart skipped a beat. Gurung and I exchanged a look, and I whispered quickly over the radio to Wood. "Bravo One, Bravo Three, a passenger sedan just pulled off the highway in front of us." Wood's voice instantly came back into my helmet-mounted headset. "Bravo Three, report on the activity of the passengers."
"Bravo One, no one has gotten out yet." I activated the binocular function in my visor display. "Bravo One, there are two people in the car. The driver is in a PLA dress uniform, not combat fatigues. I can�t see his rank insignia. The passenger is a woman. I can't tell�" My report was interrupted by the doors of the car opening.
"They're getting out of the car. It's definitely a PLA officer and a woman. The officer looks fairly young, moving without difficulty. The woman also appears young. Dressed kind of slutty." In these types of situations, we are trained to report all of the details we see while keeping our mental faculties on the task of considering what to do. I continued talking. "The officer appears to be an artillery captain."
The Artemis system had analyzed the uniform and come to that conclusion independent of my report, but it was nice to have confirmation of my identification. All of the other Knights would now have that information available in their visor displays, which would tell them there was an enemy near Bravo Three (me) and Bravo Four (Gurung.)
I kept up my report. "The woman is probably a girlfriend or wife. She looks to be in her early twenties and is holding his hand. They're walking toward us. They're talking quietly." In my mind, I wondered why the hell they would be going into some place with a godawful smell. If they wanted a private place, why not get a cheap motel room or something? There must be better places than this.
The pair was about sixty yards away now, totally oblivious to our presence. If they kept on their path, they'd pass by about ten yards from us. Too close.
The thought that I had been stifling in the back of my mind burst forward into consciousness. Would I have to kill these two? They couldn't be allowed to see us and escape. Could we just tie them up until the mission was over? No, they'd see and hear the helicopter take off. The Chinese would find out we had a stealth helicopter.
Could we knock them unconscious? Contrary to the depiction in movies, you can't actually knock someone out for an extended period of time with 100�% certainty that they won't either wake up early or suffer permanent brain damage.
Could we just wait and hope they didn't notice us? No, the officer might be clever enough to notice us, walk out nonchalantly, and then call in the cavalry.
Could we capture them and take them with us to Taiwan? That might work. We'd have room in the helicopter since we weren't going to take Jones�s sled back with us. On the other hand, they'd find out about the helicopter and our identity. We'd have to hope that they would take asylum in Taiwan when we flew back there. Then someone would have to keep an eye on them to make sure they didn't report back to the Chinese.
I wasn't sure what to do. I didn't want to kill them in cold blood. I took the coward's way out. In a voice so quiet that it barely qualified as a whisper, I radioed back to Wood. "Bravo One, should we capture these two and bring 'em back to Taiwan?" I trusted that Wood understood what I was really asking and had considered the matter thoroughly.
One second of silence passed. Another. Then, �Bravo Three, negative, take them out, acknowledge.� Wood sought my acknowledgment that I understood that he had just ordered me to kill an innocent female civilian and an unarmed, totally unaware officer.
�Bravo One, acknowledged, take out the subjects.�
The word �subject� came unbidden to my mind, but the lovers out on a stroll were no longer subjects in the grammatical sense. They were objects, specifically direct objects, upon which the act of killing would be performed.
During the brief conversation, they had slowly covered another twenty yards of ground. They were fifty yards away now.
One part of my mind rebelled against the thought of killing these two. Deep in the racial memory of humanity lies an aversion to killing people who pose no immediate threat, particularly women.
Man is a volitional creature, however. My mind could override the instinctual repulsion I felt. I had thought the scenario through, just like Wood. There was nothing we could do with these two that would not have a greater expected cost in human lives.
If Gurung was worried about the order he overheard on the radio, he didn�t show it. I didn�t want to risk him having some long-term psychological guilt about killing innocents, though. I whispered, �I�ll take them both, you keep a lookout for me.�
He shook his head. �I want that Chinese bastard, Sarge. I�ll take the woman too if you�re squeamish about it.�
Now I was a little worried about his psychological health for a totally different reason. �I�ll take the woman, you take the man. You shoot first.� I figured the woman�s reflexes would be a little slower. Thus, she�d be less likely to move after the first shot, an act which might disrupt my aim sufficiently to hit her in the chest or neck and cause her some agony before she died.
I knew even as I was considering the order of the deaths that it was a ghoulish calculation. No matter.
I raised my rifle. The Artemis system sensed my action and gave visual cues in my visor about where to line the rifle up so that it would give an accurate sight picture. I could also choose to see a live video feed of whatever the rifle was pointed at, but in this situation it could prove to be a distraction.
Upon reflection, I decided to turn on the video feed feature. The video made it seem like I was watching something happening as an observer rather than a participant. It was an evasion through technology akin to the evasion through hierarchy I had committed when I asked Wood what I should do. I had already known what had to be done, but having someone else tell me what to do lessened my sense of guilt over it.
I whispered to Gurung, �Ready to go on your shot.� I flicked a switch on the Xiphos to turn the zoom on the scope to its lowest setting. I didn�t want to see her face too clearly when I pulled the trigger.
There was a final pause. The couple was scarcely forty yards away now. If they had good natural nightvision, they probably would have been able to see us already. They weren�t looking for us, however.
I focused intently on firing as soon as I heard Gurung�s rifle so that I wouldn�t have to think about the effect my own shots would have.
Phut-phut-phut. It almost came as a surprise when Gurung�s rifle fired a three round burst at the Chinese officer. The silenced Xiphos rifle was about as loud as a nail gun firing. Instantly, I pulled the trigger on my rifle, letting loose a three-round burst of my own at the head of the unfortunate woman.
It was a criminally easy shot.
The three rounds all struck the woman in the head, leaving behind a bloody mess where once there had been a magnificently complex brain.
I was now a war criminal. The thought occurred to me suddenly that if I was captured by the Chinese, I could be legitimately tried and executed by the U.N.�s International War Crimes Tribunal.
I pushed these thoughts to the back of my mind and looked to the man Gurung had shot. Gurung, apparently less confident of his marksmanship, had fired at the Chinese officer�s chest. The man was wheezing loudly, his lungs filling with blood. Something would have to be done about that. I snapped at Gurung, �Wait here and make sure no one else is coming.�
Standing for the first time in an hour, I moved in a low crouch over to the Chinese man who was laying flat on his back with his hands over his chest, instinctively trying to staunch the bleeding. As he saw me plainly standing above him, so too did I see him in clear and full detail for the first time.
He was short and doughy, probably about 5'6'' and 200 pounds. One of the least threatening men in uniform I had ever seen, he looked as though he hadn�t run a mile in his life. I have always had trouble guessing the age of Asian men, but I would guess he wasn�t a day over 23. Despite his age, he wasn't a man yet.
He was trying to say something in Chinese. A cry for his mother? A question about the fate of his lover? I felt the cold grip of terrible guilt squeeze at my stomach. I couldn�t let this man continue to wheeze and suffer.
Slowly, I reached for the knife I carried in a sheath on my thigh and knelt down next to the unarmed adversary.
�I�m sorry.�
The words sounded hollow as they crossed my lips, but I had seldom meant to burden my speech with such earnest feeling. There wasn�t a flicker of comprehension on his face. It was just as well.
I jammed my knife through his throat, feeling a hideous reverberation through the handle as the steel scraped his Adam's apple en route to the spinal column. His body shuttered and twitched, then went limp. Blood gushed from the wound, soaking both of my hands and even spraying a bit onto my uniform.
I stayed knelt over for a moment. What had I become? �Cold-blooded murder wasn�t what I signed up for,� the guilt-ridden part of my mind cried. Rationality responded with equal fervor, �You didn�t want to kill these people � it was something you had to do, something you were ordered to do.�
�Bravo Three, report.� Wood�s voice over the radio, wanting to know how the murder had gone. There wasn�t much to be said.
�Bravo One, they�re both dead.� It wasn�t how a professional would respond to such an inquiry, but I didn�t feel up to the euphemism of a target being �down,� as if he could watch It�s a Wonderful Life and eat some chocolate cake to feel better.
�Roger that, Bravo Three, sit tight, I�m coming to get the bodies.�
I acknowledged Wood�s message and sat back to wait. I appreciated Wood�s volunteering to deal with the bodies. In a grisly way, it was a sterling example of leadership. He must have known that it wasn�t easy to kill innocent people willfully, and he was signaling his willingness to share the psychological burden, as well as the physical one.
It occurred to me suddenly that I still didn�t have a clue as to why these two had come into the chemical spill area. I decided to do a quick investigation. I found the man�s wallet, which contained some remnibi, two credit cards, and two identification cards in Chinese. I examined them for a few minutes, but concluded that I couldn�t derive any meaning from them without some understanding of Mandarin.
Continuing my search, I found a smartphone in his left pocket, a fairly expensive Apple iPhone X. I used the touchscreen to unlock the device, but, again, all of the menu items were in Mandarin. I contented myself with the deduction from this device that he must have come from a rich family.
Finally, in his right pocket, I found his reason for being here.
There were four loosely rolled cigarettes. A sniff confirmed the suspicion that he had come to this area because he knew no one else would be here. The woman must have been planning to join in. These two hadn�t died for love or innocent pleasure, I told myself.
Instantly, I regretted that line of thought. I don�t particularly like pot-smokers, but I don�t particularly like heavy drinkers either. Those pet peeves had never before driven me to murder, and the knowledge of the young man�s vice did nothing to dull the feeling of guilt. Indeed, I felt more guilty for having tried to make it seem any less horrific because the man might have been a fat druggy and the woman a cynical opportunist looking to score cheap weed from a desperate oaf.
Remembering that Captain Wood should be on his way, I consulted my visor display. Sure enough, there was a green friendly-unit indicator approaching my position, still about five hundred meters away. With the aid of nightvision, I could just barely notice the occasional movement in the distance. I raised the Xiphos and switched on the sight-video input, zooming in on the location where my visor display told me Wood and his assistant were. Sure enough, the video input showed them, clear as day, walking over in a cautious-but-expeditious manner.
I sat down on the grass to wait for them, unslinging my canteen and treating myself to a few sips of water. The water was refreshing, its temperature kept low by the chilly morning. My combat suit, worn under the Taiwanese uniform, kept me comfortably warm, so warm that I hadn�t really considered how cold the night actually was until the water reminded me.
The combat suit is really quite a marvel. We don�t usually get to wear it because it would identify us Knights as U.S. soldiers if we were captured, but it�s a godsend on the few occasions I am allowed the comfort. I�ve worn it in operations at -10� F and 120� F and always felt like it was a pleasant 72�.
The technology keeps changing war. The American soldiers in Bastogne or Baghdad probably would have paid a year�s salary for a combat suit. But, not fifteen minutes earlier, I had actually felt the resistance of a human spinal column transmitted up the shaft of my knife, a sensation known to fighters since our earliest tool-making ancestors resolved their disagreements over spots in caves with violence. Some things never change.
My ruminations were interrupted by the arrival of Wood and Corporal Nelson. �Sir.� Wood looked down at the bodies. �Corporal Nelson, go check on Corporal Gurung while I have a word with the sergeant.� Nelson acknowledged the order and strode over to my teammate.
For a moment, Wood stood there looking at me, not saying anything. He must have been thinking about how he�d begin. Eventually, he decided the direct approach was best with me. �You OK?�
Wood was fundamentally a good man, but he didn�t understand people quite well enough to be a perfectly effective leader. What if I hadn�t really been OK with the killing? Was it really plausible that a soldier � a sergeant, no less � in an elite special forces outfit would admit outright to squeamishness at the thought of eliminating a threat to his team?
To engage in a bit of armchair officer analysis (as I often do), I think if I had been in Wood�s shoes, I wouldn�t have even asked a question. I�d just say, �It was really my decision, you were just following orders.� It may not have worked for the Nazis at Nuremberg, but everyone intuitively understands that we all have to do things we don�t like sometimes just because a superior tells us to.
I settled on the usual stoic answer, �Yes, sir.�
Wood nodded. There was another pause. �There wasn�t anything else we could have done. If they had survived, they could have told the Chinese who we are and what we�re doing. Then the Chinese would have started looking for us. They also could legitimately claim that the U.S. had committed an act of war against them. President Rodriguez still hasn�t decided about whether we�re going to intervene, and this would have taken the decision out of her hands.�
�Yes, sir.�
Wood continued, �We aren�t here to fight with gallantry. We�re here to do what�s necessary to protect good people. Think about the poor bastards in Taiwan right now on the receiving end of the Chinese airstrikes. If Jones and his men have succeeded,� his eyes flicked up to the section of his visor display that showed the time, �and we should know in the next hour if they have, we�ll have given an extra week of safety to everyone in Taiwan. Who knows, maybe we�ll do more for them after this raid. Whatever good we can do is contingent on the Chinese not being able to stop us, and in order for that to happen, we had to kill these two.�
He sounded just like Kallistos at the prison camp. There wasn�t really a philosophical difference between them. It was a question of right and wrong, but right and wrong in the sense that the answer to a math question could be correct or incorrect. Kallistos�s priorities had been out of order. He was ready to do something terrible without countervailing good. Wood, on the other hand, ordered me to do something terrible because he and I both knew that it had to be done for�a greater good. Damn, now I�m falling into clich�. But there�s always some truth in clich�. Life is a series of judgments about which good is greater, and sometimes there are goods that can outweigh tremendous evils. Anyone who pretends otherwise has shut his mind off.
Wood had manfully owned up to the killings and didn�t feign horror after the fact. He had known what he was doing all along. I had to let him know I appreciated his candor. I looked him square in the eye and said, �Sir, I agree with all of that. I�d be lying if I said it didn�t bother me a little. But that�s just the gut reaction. I understand why I had to do it. My gut will come around.�
Wood nodded. �Good. If you have any problems about it later, talk to me about it. For now, we�ve got to finish up here. We�ll take the bodies with us to Taiwan and bury them there. I guess we have to leave the car here. They�ll find it no matter what we do with it, and it�ll just be an unsolved mystery without any bodies to suggest what happened.�
An idea came to me out of the blue. �I could puncture one of the tires and make it look like he got a flat. Maybe when the authorities find it, they�ll think the guy just abandoned it. Anyway, it might buy us a little more time before the Chinese start to suspect what actually happened.�
Wood grinned. �Smart thinking, sergeant. Just remember to puncture it in the tread, not on the side like you would if you were slashing one of your professor�s tires.�
With that, Wood called Corporal Nelson back over. �You take the man, I�ll take the woman.� It was impossible to tell whether Wood was generously volunteering to carry the larger psychological burden of transporting the body of an innocent killed by his men or if he was using an officer�s prerogative to shirk the heavier physical burden of carrying a dead man. Either way, they had a tiring kilometer and a half walk in front of them, and they had to hurry if they were going to get back to the helicopter before Jones and his men rendezvoused with us.
I walked back over to Gurung, who was crouched over at our observation post. �We�re going to go puncture one of the tires on that car to make it look like the guy had a flat and abandoned the car. You take care of the tire and I�ll cover you.�
Gurung replied, �Roger that, Sarge,� and we were on our way.
The car was well off the road and not easily visible. As we approached the car, I whispered, �Get the front right tire and make sure you cut into the tread, not on the side.� Gurung signaled his understanding and moved off to carry out my order with his kukri. I had decided that the front right tire was probably more likely to suffer a flat because it was closer to the debris on the side of the road.
As we reached the car, Gurung knelt down to take care of the tire, and I moved a few yards away to get a better view of the highway. If a car came, I would signal Gurung to hide. I didn�t see any cars down the length of road, so I decided to take a quick peek in the car itself. It looked like a stereotypical teenage boy�s car, with fast food wrappers and similar debris littering the floor.
Poor kid. I found myself wondering if he had died a virgin. Maybe tonight was when he planned to turn in his V-card. He couldn�t possibly have been the first to attempt to achieve that end by plying his date with pot.
I shook off the thought, obviously an attempt by my conscience to smuggle in guilt. Without any real information about this boy and his girl, it was just as possible that the officer was a Chinese Lothario who was hoping to date rape the poor, innocent maiden in a foul- smelling park.
�All set, Sarge.� I looked over Gurung�s work and, sure enough, the car was listing a bit to the right. I also noticed that, inkeeping with the tradition pertaining to the kukri, the Gurkha corporal had rolled up his sleeve and gave himself a minor cut before sheathing the blade.
I whispered, �Alright, let�s get back to the observation post.� We quickly made our way back and then resumed our prone position.
* * *
For a few minutes, I didn�t say anything, allowing the two of us to settle in. I decided I should check in with Gurung as Wood had done with me. �Good job taking down the guy, but next time go for the head if he�s that close.� I said it in a business-like way, with just a little bit of traditional sergeant-style reproach.
�Will do, Sarge.�
I paused a moment and then followed up. �You OK with what we did?� I didn�t realize at the time, but I was saying exactly what Wood had said, exactly what I had thought was the wrong way to go about it.
�Of course, Sarge. That guy was an officer and this is a war.� He looked over at me and continued, �If you�re feeling guilty about it, you shouldn�t. You remember Indira, the Tibetan woman we got out of that prison camp?� I nodded, noting that he didn�t seem to realize that everyone knew about his little romance with the girl. �She told me all about the sick shit the Chinese are doing in those camps. She hadn�t been there too long, but the other inmates told her that the Chinese enlisted men were gang- raping the women prisoners and killing the families of Tibetan insurgents. You want to feel bad for someone, feel bad for the Tibetans and the Taiwanese.�
Gurung turned away and looked down the road, working himself up into even more anger. �There�s no such thing as an innocent Chinese. The women are helping fuck over good people just as much as the men are. If they don�t have a gun, too bad for them. Maybe next time they�ll think twice before supporting those sick bastards in charge.�
Guess I didn�t need to worry about Gurung feeling guilty.
There�s an old expression about how ignorant people see the world in moral black and white when it�s really gray. I never liked that saying, specifically its suggestion that moral clarity is always a sign of stupidity. A more helpful metaphor would be a digital black and white image. The more sophisticated one�s moral judgment, the sharper the resolution, the more precise the identification of individual pixels of good and evil. The resolution on Gurung�s image of the world was a bit low. It would serve us well enough for the moment, but it was not a perfect representation of the situation.
It must have helped that he was younger than me, twenty-one to my twenty-six. I remember a time when my sense of morality was similarly pixilated, and certainly some people will think that is still the case by the end of the story.
* * *
We resumed our vigil, though we didn�t have long to wait. We heard the call over the radio from the south-west outpost. �Bravo One, Bravo Six, Alpha team just signaled us, they�ll be at the outpost shortly.� The pre-arranged signal had been an ultraviolet strobe light, visible only to those of us with nightvision. About a minute later, Jones�s voice came over the radio.
�Bravo One, Alpha One, mission accomplished, we�re ready to head back now.�
�Great work, Alpha One, head on in. Bravo team, rendezvous on me and let�s get out of here.�
I acknowledged Wood�s order and Gurung and I made our way back to the helicopter. It was an uneventful twenty minute trip back, with periodic stops to scan behind us and make sure no other nocturnal wanderers were coming into our enclave for a smoke.
We were the second of the four two-man teams to return to the helicopter. I consulted my visor display and found that the two remaining teams were 410 and 600 meters out. With little else to do, we scanned the perimeter of the clearing for any threats. A helicopter was flying a few miles to the north, but nothing of serious concern to us.
A few minutes later, the last two-man team returned, and with them the ten men of Section 6, still clad in wetsuits and carrying their waterproof submachine guns. Wood counted us off and, with a note of relief, said, �Time to go.� Turning to the helicopter pilot, he added, �Shall we, Major?�
The pilot nodded his assent and entered the cockpit. We climbed into the cabin of the aircraft through a side door. One of Jones�s men, a corporal who was the first one in, stopped cold in the doorway when he saw the bodies of the young Chinese officer and his lady friend. He looked back at us questioningly, but Wood growled, �We�ll tell you about it on the way out, get moving!�
After we were all seated, the pilot switched on the engine and the rotors began turning. Within a minute, we were airborne, heading back out the way we had come in. Just as we crossed the highway on our way out to the sea, I looked down and saw the Chinese officer�s car, still abandoned by the side of the road. Evidently, there weren�t too many good Samaritan motorists in China. No one had yet stopped to offer assistance. There weren�t even any new tire tracks from any curious parties pulling over to investigate the situation.
The charges set by Jones�s men were timed to detonate about half an hour after we departed the Chinese mainland. We would have to wait for Washington or a news service to tell us whether the mission had been successful.
On the way out, Captain Jones forced me to recount the only part of the mission that had not gone as planned. There wasn�t much to tell, and no one offered congratulations or kudos for the killing of two unarmed and unsuspecting innocents.
* * *
The sky was just beginning to lighten with the earliest onset of dawn when the helicopter dropped us back off at our base in Taiwan. General Verix was the first one to greet us as the rear lamp lowered. He walked straight up to Captain Jones and said, �We just got the call from Washington � satellites show ten ships sunk in Quanzhou harbor, two severely damaged. It�ll take them at least a week to clear the debris out of the way and bring in more ships for the invasion. The mission was a complete success! Congratulations!�
Jones murmured his thanks, and Verix moved to congratulate Wood. Before Verix could say anything, Private LaFont and Corporal Nelson carried off the two bodies. Seeing that one was a woman in civilian clothes whose head bore three neatly-grouped bullet wounds, the smile left his face and he looked coldly at Wood. �Want to tell me what happened?�
To his credit, Wood didn�t direct Verix�s inquiry to me. Instead, he answered, �They just wandered into the landing zone, sir. The guy she was with was a Chinese officer,� he gestured to the dead man being carried by LaFont, �and they were apparently sneaking off to smoke pot right where we happened to be. I ordered the men on site to take them out to protect our secrecy. We brought the bodies back here so that no one would know that they were killed or how it was done.�
Verix nodded, the anger that had crossed his face replaced by sadness. �It sounds like you did the right thing. None of us wants to see innocents dead. Who did the shooting?�
�Sergeant McCormick and Corporal Gurung, sir.�
I was right behind Wood, just stepping off the ramp. Verix looked at me and said, �You did the right thing, son. If you start feeling guilty about it, come talk to me.�
�Yes, sir.�
Verix nodded and looked back at Wood. �Any other trouble?�
�No, sir, the operation went like clockwork.�
�Excellent. Who knows, we may have to do something like this again. I imagine it�ll be a lot tougher to pull off a second time now that the Chinese will be on the lookout for saboteurs, but maybe we�ll have to.� Remembering the rest of us, Verix raised his voice and added, �For now, you�ve earned a break. No guard duty for the next 24 hours. Go get some sleep!�
The sleep was unpleasant, my dreams permeated by the memory of my first kill of the Taiwan War.

Chapter 5: Mutiny

March 18, 2029
For three days following the Quanzhou raid, we did very little. Another truckload of food and supplies was delivered to the base, an occasion which forced us to hide in the woods while an unidentified Taiwanese male of about thirty years wearing drab civilian clothes parked his vehicle and started walking back up the road. No one else intruded on the solitude of our abandoned mining facility. On clear days or when there were breaks in the cloud cover, we would see Chinese and (less frequently) Taiwanese jets flying overhead.
Our days were mainly occupied by checking public news sources and digesting whatever information Washington deigned to disclose to us about the status of the war.
The sheer volume of China�s attacks eroded Taiwan�s ability to stay in the air war. Defense analysts in Washington judged that the Republic of China Air Force was out of tricks, and was fast running out of pilots and planes. Those analysts estimated that China would have total control of the skies within the next 48 hours.
President Duan continued giving speeches and interviews, though he had been forced to abandon the Presidential Office Building in Taipei after it was nearly totally demolished by a massive Chinese air raid. His appearances were no longer announced ahead of time, but he kept posting videos for public consumption on YouTube and official Taiwanese websites. Those videos mostly showed him greeting and talking to civilians who had lost their homes, aircrews taking a rest from fighting the tide of Chinese warplanes, and members of the volunteer force who were forming ad hoc fire brigades, makeshift hospitals, and things of that nature. Duan radiated energetic resolution, an indefatigable patriarch leading an extended family through a bitter winter.
The public news sources, particularly those outside of Taiwan, did not share Duan�s optimism. The New York Times released an editorial calling for a negotiated settlement whereby Taiwan would submit to Chinese control in return for special economic treatment akin to Hong Kong�s. American politicians rallied behind that idea.
On the fifth day of hostilities, we had still not received further instructions from Washington. President Rodriguez had assured the country that she was monitoring the situation, but the military did not seem to be making any preparations to come to the rescue. The press secretary, a balding, nebbish drone named Drew Frompson, said only that the Rodriguez Administration condemned all acts of violence between nations and called on Taiwan and China to resolve their differences peacefully. Public opinion polls showed 70�% opposition to intervention. In short, Rodriguez was fast running out of time to rally the nation.
* * *
�Three aces, read �em and weep!� Private LaFont tossed the cards down on the overturned crate that served as a table in the cramped confines of the shipping container. He had just won a pot of fifteen pieces of chocolate from our MRE�s. Chocolate served as the coin of the realm in the Knights� camp in the absence of any usable currency.
Corporal Gurung let out an exasperated groan. �You gotta be shitting me.� He contemptuously threw three queens onto the crate.
Connors, Hedges and I had all folded early in the hand, but LaFont and Gurung had baited each other until the pot had grown fat indeed. As LaFont gleefully collected the pot, Gurung muttered, �I�m sick of this game anyway. When is Washington gonna get off its ass and get us some action?�
LaFont replied, �What action could we get anyway? There aren�t any vulnerable targets on the coast anymore after we spooked the Chinese with that harbor raid. The invasion ain�t gonna start for another couple days. So, we just sit here nice and safe until Washington decides to pull us out.�
The men seemed to fall into one of three camps about the war. One faction, personified by Gurung, was violently anti-China, and consequently vehemently agitating for us to do more. They kept complaining about President Rodriguez and asking the officers when our next operation was going to be. Their thirst for getting back into the war corresponded with my sentiments, and so I found myself relaying their thoughts to Captain Wood whenever he asked the inevitable officer question about how the men were doing.
Another faction, led by Major Kallistos, didn�t seem to care one way or the other. I thought of them as the Professionals. They talked with abstract, clinical interest about such issues as when Taiwan would stop putting up airplanes to resist the Chinese raids, what we could do to slow down the Chinese advance once they landed on Taiwan, and how long the Republic of China Army could resist the People�s Liberation Army.
The last faction, the one aligned with LaFont, wanted to go home. Most of them had families or girlfriends back home. They would argue that there really wasn�t any reason for us to fight a doomed war for Taiwan. They talked constantly of their desire to return to the States.
I considered changing the subject to avoid the same old debate we had been rehashing for days when Captain Wood appeared at the entrance of the storage container that served as our rec room. �Guess what time it is.�
He didn�t have to tell us. With nothing to do around the base, Verix established a rotating system of watch duties. One section watched the highway to the west of us for anyone turning off to visit our base. Another section patrolled the woods and manned the lookout point on the hill behind the base. A third section waited on alert with a full load of weapons and ammunition, ready to move out to respond to an unexpected development. It was Section 2�s turn for alert duty.
I responded, �Alright, you heard the man, grab your gear.� No one complained. By this point, even the tedium of alert duty brought relief from the stultifying sameness of card games, talking about the war, and talking about home. Five minutes later, we were all sitting in one of the trenches on the edge of the forest, fully armed for battle.
* * *
An hour and a half later, I was debating Private LaFont on the viability of his beloved Raiders in the coming NFL season when we heard a series of sonic booms directly above our position in the clear blue sky.
Captain Jones�s voice erupted over the radio. �Fighters overhead! Four Chicoms chasing a Taiwanese F-35!�
For the first time, an air battle was taking place right above our location. Four Chinese (Communist) J-20 fighters streaked after a lone Taiwanese F-35.
Apparently out of missiles, the Chinese jets fired laser-like streams of cannon shells at the Taiwanese plane. Every time a Chinese fighter got into position, the Taiwanese F-35 would enter a hard bank to shake off the pursuer.
Suddenly, the F-35 pulled up sharply and slowed suddenly, its engine outtake twisting to maneuver the plane upwards in a ninety degree angle turn. One of the pursuing Chinese J-20's squirted out in front, and the F-35 flipped on its belly and fell back into a level attitude. As the nose was coming down, the F-35 loosed a missile. It tracked in on the J-20 and seemed to detonate right underneath the aircraft's twin engines, exploding the fighter immediately.
The Taiwanese plane was now in a vulnerable position. The entire battle was taking place close to the ground and the Taiwanese fighter�s airspeed had reduced sharply in the aftermath of its dramatic maneuver. The F-35 was vulnerable to the remaining Chinese J-20's, one of which pitched up to attack from above while the other two came straight for the Taiwanese jet.
A small missile leapt out from the back of the Taiwanese fighter and rocketed at the Chinese planes. I wasn't aware that jets could fire missiles to their rear, and concluded that this must have been another one of Taiwan's technological surprises.
That little trick must have caught the Chinese off-guard as well because the missile destroyed another of the pursuing J-20's, showering our base with debris.
The other Chinese fighter that had come straight at the F-35 banked right, away from the wreckage of his comrade. The J-20 that had pitched up was now closing on the Taiwanese plane from above and behind. The Chinese pilot fired a cannon burst that caught the Taiwanese plane on the right wing. Flames spurted up from the fighter's wingtip, suggesting that an explosion was imminent.
The Taiwanese pilot fired another rear-facing missile and killed the Chinese J-20 that had mortally wounded his aircraft. Then there was a puff of smoke from the cockpit area and the pilot rocketed out of the burning jet. A moment after the ejection, the F-35 exploded. The remaining J-20 must have seen the explosion and headed for home, for it was nowhere to be seen.
After a second of rocketing straight into the air, the ejection seat ran out of fuel and fell away. A parachute automatically opened, and the pilot began to drift down to Earth. Specifically, he fell toward the woods about a mile behind our facility. By this point, all of the Knights not currently on patrol or on the road-watch duty had joined us in craning our necks to the sky and watching the battle play out. The whole engagement had taken about thirty seconds.
General Verix turned to our section and, pointing to the pilot who was only a couple hundred feet above the ground, said, "Captain Wood, take your section and gather him up. He'll probably have some emergency beacon for Taiwanese forces. Shut it off. I'll figure out a place we can send him for pickup that won't jeopardize our base. Get moving."
"Yes, sir," Wood answered. He activated the waypoint selector tool in his visor display. He fixed his eyes on the falling parachute and activated a button on his wrist controls. The Artemis system calculated the trajectory of the descending parachute and plotted a waypoint symbol at the estimated impact point. Our visor displays showed the waypoint 1.1 miles into the woods.
"Alright, you heard the man, we're going for a run. Let's go!" With Wood on point, we jogged into the woods, hoping to reach the downed pilot before he could activate his rescue beacon.
With no paths and the burden of our equipment, it was a full seven minutes of running through the dense forest before we were within a hundred yards of the parachute. Wood held up a fist to stop us, and we all scanned the area. Lieutenant Wang whispered, "There, he's sitting back against that tree!" He didn't need to point; his Artemis system had already identified the pilot and displayed the aviator as a non- combatant on all of our displays.
Wood must have been thinking about how to approach the pilot on the way over. Without hesitation, he said, "Lieutenant Wang, shout to him in Mandarin that we�re friendly forces." Not that the pilot should be expecting any hostile forces in Taiwan, but the last thing we wanted was for the pilot to start shooting his pistol at us, forcing us to kill a friendly.
Wang nodded, then shouted down to the pilot, "N�n hǎo! Wǒmen sh� p�ngyǒu! "
The pilot's head snapped around. Clearly, he had not quite recovered from his ejection yet and hadn't managed to hear us coming. He shouted back, "L�i d�o zh�lǐ de bāngzh�, wǒ xiǎng wǒ dǎp� le wǒ de jiānbǎng! "
Wang translated for us. "He says we should come on and help him, he thinks he broke his shoulder." We could have activated the machine translator built into our helmets, but that didn't always work perfectly, and this seemed a bad time to risk a misunderstanding.
Wood smiled, not out of joy in the pilot's misfortune, but because the injury meant there was even less likelihood of a struggle. "Alright, tell him we're coming down." Wang shouted, "Wǒmen zǒu chūl�i bāngm�ng," and we cautiously walked forward.
The pilot saw us then, and we got our first detailed look at him. He looked young, probably just a year or two out of flight school. Though he wore a full-body G-suit to counter the tremendous acceleration forces of modern jet dogfighting, we could tell he was trim and athletic. His hair was about as long as U.S. military regulations would have permitted, undoubtedly due to the fact that in the past week of combat there probably hadn't been an opportunity to get it cut.
Though the pilot was probably too distracted by his pain to notice the non-Asian features behind our visors, Wood decided to tell him right away who we were. "Do you speak English?"
The pilot, momentarily confused, answered nonetheless. "Yes, I grew up in California." Looking more carefully now and seeing that Wood was white, he asked, "Who the hell are you? "
"Captain Sam Wood, U.S. Army. These men are under my command. We're part of a U.S. Special Forces squad that was dispatched to Taiwan to help you guys fight the Chinese. Now, we need your help. We're going to take you somewhere your guys can find you, but your military doesn't know we're here. We're afraid the Chinese will find out about our location and target us." That wasn't the real reason, of course, but we couldn't well tell this Taiwanese pilot that Washington didn't want China to know that the United States had already intervened in the war.
Wood went on, "If you've got a rescue beacon in your gear, we need to ask you to turn it off until we can move you somewhere else, so when your people come rescue you they won't stumble across our location. If you agree to that, we'd be happy to bring you somewhere safe for a pickup."
The pilot looked bewildered for a moment, perhaps wondering how he possibly could have ejected over the one square mile of Taiwan that could turn his rescue into an international incident. Finally, he answered, "Alright, Captain, I guess that works for me. I'm Captain Cheng, by the way." We weren't sure exactly what to do next, but Cheng seemed to have an idea. "Now can one of you do something about my fucking shoulder?"
Specialist Graham, a twenty-one year old former all-American swimmer from Nebraska, served as the medic for our Section. As we all looked on, he moved to examine Cheng's shoulder. After some poking and prodding, Graham announced that Cheng had merely dislocated the shoulder and that he could pop it back in.
Cheng swallowed hard. "Get it over with." With that, Graham leaned into the shoulder and twisted it back into place. Cheng�s teeth clenched and the vein in his forehead was readily visible, but he didn't cry out.
Cheng stood up then and cautiously rotated his shoulder. Graham, following him up, said, "It'll be sore for a while, but as long as you take it easy it should be fine."
Looking the medic in the eyes, Cheng said dismissively, "Thanks, but I'm sure it'll be good enough."
"Good enough for what?"
"To get back in the cockpit. We're low on pilots." Cheng apparently thought that was a sufficient explanation, and turned to Wood. "So where are we going?"
Wood was caught short at that. "Give me a second." He radioed Verix to relay the news and ask about an extraction point. A moment later, a new waypoint popped onto our visor displays. Wood announced, "There's a road two miles further into the woods. We'll bring you there and you can call in the rescue team."
Cheng nodded. "Alright, let's get moving." He started walking off in the direction of the road. Wood and I exchanged glances, then followed him.
* * *
As we walked, Wood asked Cheng, "How is the air war going?"
Cheng spoke slowly, clearly trying to decide how much he should tell a non-Taiwanese. "Not well enough. Those three kills I got about twenty minutes ago aren't even going to put a dent in the Chinese inventory. A 3:1 kill ratio means we lose. They've got thousands of planes. We're down to our last reserves.�
I asked, �Why doesn�t your army use the laser system that shot down the missiles against the Chinese jets?�
Cheng hesitated a moment, then apparently concluded that there was no harm in telling me something the Chinese already knew. �We can�t see their planes on radar until they�re too close. If that weren�t bad enough, Unit Zero has been raiding our radar sites.�
This was the first I had heard of Unit Zero participating in the war. It made perfect sense that they would be as active as we had been, hitting targets deep behind enemy lines.
Continuing with his answer, Cheng said, �We�re doing our best, but we can�t hold out much longer. It's going to be up to your air force and navy to keep control of the skies so the Communists don't invade." He looked over to Wood and smiled grimly. "How is that going?"
Wood looked away and said, "We don't know. Washington doesn't tell us those things." He looked up and added, "We haven't been sitting on our hands though."
Cheng's eyes lit up. "So you're the ones who took out the ships in Quanzhou harbor!" He looked around for confirmation, but none of us said anything. "Well, that solves that mystery. No one here knew how all those ships sank. The Chinese were saying it was an accident, but we all knew that couldn't be true because how could ten ships possibly sink in one accident?"
Seeing that we weren't going to confirm anything, he said, "Well, well, America's good for something after all. Now if only President Rodriguez can man up and send us some help, I'll take back all the things I've thought about your country over the last week."
LaFont didn't like that. Undoubtedly driven by the thought of his pregnant girlfriend back stateside, he wasn't sanguine about the prospect of dying for someone else's country. "Hey, asshole, if you want us to come save your shit so bad, how about you stop bitching about Rodriguez. This isn't even our goddamn war."
Cheng didn't miss a beat. "Taiwan's dragging the world forward, and if you let the Chinese stamp us out, nobody else is going to take over the job. It sure as hell won't be America. While America was busy giving itself employment vouchers and universal dental care, President Duan got rid of all that corrupt bullshit.
"Now we have a society where people trade with each other instead of demanding some special deal. All of the advances our people have produced over the past twenty years � the AIDS cure, quantum computers, carbon nanotubes � they came about because we're the only place left where people are free to think and do what they want without asking the government for money or permission. What's your country going to do when the minds that gave you all those advances are gone?"
LaFont wasn't going to give up that easily. "Someone else will step up. Maybe those mercenary scientists will even come back to the U.S. and help out their own people. I don't see why you think you can ask Americans to die for your country."
Cheng responded with real anger, betraying the stress and fatigue that must have been accumulating over the past week of war. "You lost thousands of soldiers trying to beat democracy into Iraq and Afghanistan, but you won't risk anything to save a country that's implementing the ideas your revolutionaries gave the world. People like you ought to be on the other side of the Strait offering your services to the murderers in Beijing."
"That's enough." Wood said with a tone of finality. "This isn't the time or the place for an argument." He looked at LaFont. "We're just dropping our friend off and leaving. We don't need to agree on politics or any of that damned stuff."
We all trudged on in silence for a couple minutes. I decided not to let this chance to learn more about what was going on pass by. "Do you have any idea when the invasion is coming?"
"It won't be until they've cleared us out of the sky." Cheng said this plainly, as if the Chinese winning the air war wouldn't mean his own death. "We'll be out of airplanes in another couple days if no help comes. After that, it's just a question of how long it takes them to gather ships to replace the ones you sank. They're doing that now. Your guess is as good as mine on how long that takes."
"What are you going to do when the invasion comes?"
Cheng grimaced. "If I'm still alive, I suppose they'll send me and the other air force guys with nothing to do to fight as infantry. I had to get survival, evasion, and escape training as part of the certification process. I don't know as much about fighting as you guys, but I can handle a rifle."
"Would you consider coming back to America if you survive the war and Taiwan falls?"
"I'm not going to survive the war if Taiwan falls." The matter of fact tone underscored the truth of the statement more than melodrama would have.
Our conversation seemed incapable of escaping maudlin topics. I decided to take a different tack. "That was a hell of a trick you pulled on those Chinese pilots. How many kills do you have now?"
"Nine." Some of the Knights gave an appreciative whistle or "damn."
Cheng's countenance brightened. "That's nothing. Major Lee has twenty-seven." He now sounded more boyish, like a comic book fan recounting Superman's exploits. "The Chinese have even put a bounty on his head � a hundred thousand dollars for the pilot who can shoot him down. When he heard about it, he had his ground crew paint a big red bull�s-eye on the belly and tail fins of his plane so the Chinese would know who he was."
"How are they getting close enough to see it? Aren't the air battles mostly being fought at long-range with missiles? "
"The Chinese planes are stealthy and so are ours. Radar guided missiles don't work very well against their J-20's or our F-35's, so we have to get close enough to fire heat-seekers or cannon. It's like World War I up there, only everything's about ten times faster and more chaotic. That�s the problem. When the fighting�s that close, the Chinese eventually win the chance battles often enough that they overwhelm us.�
I had run out of questions to keep the conversation going, so I allowed the walk to continue in silence.
After about twenty minutes of walking, the road was in sight through the trees. �Alright,� Wood said, �you can call in your rescue team from here. By the time they arrive, we�ll be long gone.�
Cheng nodded. He paused for a moment, then said, �Thanks for bringing me here and patching up my shoulder.� He seemed a little hesitant to go on, but then plowed ahead. �If you�ve got any contacts with Washington, tell them we�ll fight to the death. I don�t know anyone out of our pilots and ground crew who isn�t 100�% committed to this fight. It�s not some bullshit propaganda, we really will do whatever it takes to keep our country. If your military even just sends over more planes, we can hold out.�
Wood replied, a trace of feeling in his voice, �I know. We�ll pass that along. You just stay alive, your country is going to need you in the next couple weeks.�
Wood then saluted Cheng. Figuring it was the thing to do, the rest of the Knights joined in. Despite his sore shoulder, Cheng returned the salute. �I hope the next time I hear about you guys you�ll be on our side.�
Nodding, Wood replied, �I hope so too.�
* * *
We left a two-man spotter team behind to monitor the rescue and provide us warning if Cheng told whoever came to pick him up where our base was. They later reported that a civilian police car had come and picked up the downed aviator. The Taiwanese, it seemed, were husbanding their helicopters and armored personnel carriers for the upcoming land battle when the Chinese landed on the island.
On our walk back to the base after leaving Cheng on the road, I wondered briefly why we hadn't even considered killing him to protect the secret of our base's existence. I certainly wouldn't have carried out that order if it came down, but I had killed two Chinese who were guilty of nothing but being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Wasn't that true of this pilot as well? I asked Wood about it, and his response was illuminating.
"When you had to kill those Chinese, it was because they would have told the PLA about our existence and given them more negotiating power in their talks with Washington. The worst that could happen with the pilot would be that he reported our existence to the Taiwanese. All they could do with that information would be to blackmail Washington into getting involved in the war. Would that really be so bad?"
I realized then how slow I had been in my thinking. Verix and Wood had probably strategized the whole thing through while the parachute bearing Captain Cheng was still floating down. They were both fine with the danger of Taiwan being able to extort help from the U.S.
The conclusion that followed was rather startling: two of the most influential leaders among the Knights wanted the U.S. to intervene in the war badly enough that they were willing to risk U.S. short-term interests (i.e. the concealment of the existence of the Knights) in order to help the Taiwanese.
March 20, 2029
Captain Cheng kept his word. No Taiwanese forces came to investigate our base. In fact, for a full day, we didn�t even see any Taiwanese planes. The Chinese were out in force again, however. Their dominance of the air, it seemed, was finally complete. Taiwan had run out of time.
At 0130 this morning, General Verix woke everyone up and ordered us to assemble at our usual meeting place at the edge of the forest. Even in the weak moonlight, I could see that Verix's face was gray. When the last stragglers from Section 9 arrived, he began, speaking in an emotionless monotone.
"As we've been waiting for word from our government about what role the United States is going to play in this mess, I know you have all been debating amongst yourselves about whether our mission here is a good idea. Well, you can stop arguing, the decision has been made for us.�
The assembled Knights shuffled, excited and nervous to hear what would happen.
"Twenty-five minutes ago, I got our orders from Washington: We are to take our two trucks to the eastern coast of the island, north of Toucheng township. We will rendezvous with the special operations submarine Nebraska in twelve hours and evacuate from Taiwan. The war is over for us. Gather your equipment. We're moving out in twenty minutes." With that, Verix turned to walk toward the container with his own gear.
"Sir, did Washington say anything about why we're leaving when the Chinese haven't even invaded yet?" No one was more surprised than me to hear my voice asking the General an impertinent question.
If Verix was upset, he didn't show it. He drawled in his slow Southern accent, "Trevor Piper, the National Security Advisor to President Rodriguez, told me personally what happened. The Chinese ambassador to the U.S. visited the Oval Office yesterday and told the President that China was going to sell one-fifth of its U.S. Treasury holdings every day until the U.S. announced that it would not interfere in the 'civil war.'" Verix spat the last words out. The most reputable news organizations had taken to labeling the war with that conclusory title.
Verix continued, "Rodriguez talked to her economic advisors, who told her the economy would collapse if the Chinese sales of U.S. bonds caused interest rates to skyrocket. So, she folded." He looked down and continued. "And we folded."
Figuring that I had already done one inappropriate thing, I pressed on. "So, we're just going to leave the Taiwanese to fend for themselves?"
Major Kallistos interrupted at that point. "I don't think you have a goddamn thing to say about this, Sergeant. If the President says this isn't our fight, it isn't our fight." The Professionals and the LaFont's among the Knights seemed to be nodding in agreement to that.
At that moment, I was ready to give the standard "yes, sir" and give up on the questions. Then I made eye contact with General Verix. He was standing about twenty feet away. He is a bit taller than I am, 6'3'' to my 6'0'', and he looked every inch of his height.
Verix began.
"He is just a sergeant. You're a major. You can tell him to shut up. But I can tell you to get your head out of your ass."
About half of the enlisted man present burst into laughter. The other half were obviously shocked. Two or three of the officers cracked smiles while the rest adopted their officer poker face. Major Pound gasped audibly. Kallistos was shocked. A tiny smile cracked Verix's face as he continued.
"Defending Taiwan isn't our fight? For some of us, maybe it wouldn't be our fight unless the Chinese were bombing our houses, and even then it wouldn't be our fight unless they took out the big screen in the living room." There were a few polite laughs, but most of us were too focused to find levity in the situation.
"We've all seen what's happening to our country. It's turning gray, just like all the other countries in the world. What do we have to go home to? Think about the friends you grew up with and your families back in the States. They're all either unemployed, getting fat on the employment voucher racket, or working at a cushy government job. No one does anything.
"The people here are doing things. They cured AIDS, built a laser defense system � hell, they even built Lieutenant Paulus�s laptop. Their country is full of energy. Our country's full of fat idiots who just want to know when the next check from the government is coming.
"But it doesn't have to be like that. If Taiwan keeps succeeding, maybe our country will rediscover what makes a nation successful. Maybe our people will stop demanding something for nothing and get moving again. That won't happen if Taiwan is destroyed by China. The last toehold of progress will slip from Earth and we'll continue slowly decaying until we're just as much a tyranny as China.�
He waited a second for that to sink in. "Fighting for Taiwan now is probably much more important for our country than all the other missions we can perform as Knights for the rest of our lives."
Major Pound, unsettled by the breach of discipline, interrupted. "General, even if you're right about this being our fight, what can we do about it on our own? We don't have planes or ships or tanks � we can't stop the whole People's Liberation Army on our own."
Verix�s waited a second, then answered. "I don't know how much damage a hundred Knights can do.� His grin bloomed into a full ear-to-ear smile as he added, �But just thinking about it makes me scared for the Chinese."
Laughter broke the tension that had built until that moment. I could see on the faces of the men around me that there was enthusiasm building for the idea. Verix continued. "We've been preparing for this kind of a war for years. We'll raid their headquarters. We'll kill their generals. We'll steal their supplies. We'll kill their soldiers by the truckload. We'll put a burning fear in the stomach of every Chinese soldier. With the Taiwanese fighting to the death for their land, we'll make the cost of Taiwan so high that even the Chinese won't be willing to pay for it."
Silence. The Knights looked at each other, each balancing what he thought about the idea of staying against the consequences.
LaFont was the first one to speak. "You all realize that even if we win, we might not be able to ever go back to the States. We disobey a direct order from President Rodriguez and we're guilty of treason. Shit, they could execute us for that."
"I wouldn't worry about that, private." Eyes turned to Captain Wood, who had offered the advice. "We know all the juicy secrets, remember. They won't put us in jail if we threaten to start telling the press about all the things the Knights have done over the past fifteen years. Oh, it might mean the end of our military careers, but they can't lock us up for it. Besides, we can sell the story for books and movies afterwards if you're worried about money." Wood grinned. "This decision is pretty straightforward: your career in the military and, quite possibly, your life in exchange for helping to save Taiwan."
Again, no one spoke. Wood finally added, "I say we do it."
LaFont wasn't satisfied with that. "Captain, no disrespect, but what are your kids gonna do if daddy gets himself killed fighting someone else's war?"
Wood thought about it for a moment. "I could repeat what General Verix said � that we have to save Taiwan or else our kids are going to inherit a dying country. But that's not really why I vote for staying. I don't think I can sugarcoat it: There are more important things than family. This is the only important, purely good cause I've ever had a chance to help. The whole world is going to change because of what we do. If I have to risk my kids growing up without their dad, well, shit, every soldier in history has had to worry about that. If my kids are worth anything, someday they'll figure out that I made the right choice."
I silently thanked Wood. Verix�s position wouldn't carry the day unless a family man � someone the LaFont faction could respect � stepped up and argued for our involvement.
Kallistos wasn't going to give up. "Captain, maybe you're willing to throw away your life and your career for this, but you'll be wrong." He turned to face the assembled Knights. "We are soldiers. We don't get to decide which orders we want to follow. Once we stop obeying the direct orders of the President, we're just criminals killing for our own pleasure. If we carry out the oath we swore to obey proper orders, we'll go back to the U.S. with our lives and our reputations intact. If we don't, we lose everything."
There was no silence this time. One soldier shouted for Kallistos to be quiet, another shouted at the first to let Kallistos talk, and the Knights descended into scattered arguments.
"Knights!" The command came from a voice we had all learned to obey and respect, and order was instantly restored. General Verix gave us a moment of quiet, then spoke. "I will allow you all to voice your opinions on this matter. It's too important for me to command you to fight for Taiwan or to return home. I will limit my role to responding to what Major Kallistos just said."
"It's not easy to define what a soldier is. Maybe you need to obey your superiors. Maybe you just need to fight. But if doing what you think is right and following your values is inconsistent with being a soldier, then I don't want any part of it, and neither should you.
"I've been fighting and killing on battlefields for thirty years. For all that time, I've lived by my own judgment. I'm too old to stop now. I think that Captain Wood and I are right. America is stagnating. If it's going to be saved, some people are going to have to put their asses on the line to show everyone that men haven't forgotten how to achieve extraordinary things. I vote to fight so that we can someday go home to a country that has rediscovered heroism."
The dignity of General Verix carried the day. Captain Jones, another family man of the LaFont faction, exclaimed, "We can save the country! I'm with you, General!" There was a chorus of affirmative shouts that built to a roar. A Chinese plane added to the noise with a sonic boom and the combined noise was overwhelming, awe-inspiring.
Verix quieted us down after a minute and asked, "Is there anyone who wants to go back to the States?� No one spoke up. �Anyone who doesn't feel as strongly about this as I do is free to go. You can still rendezvous with the Nevada and return home."
Verix turned to face LaFont. "It'll be a lot easier with your help, Private." He looked at the general coldly for a second, weighing his options. Then, his expression softened.
"General, you've been good to me. So I'm gonna do right by you. I'm staying."
All eyes turned to Major Kallistos, the last potential holdout. �Major,� Verix said with a smile, obviously trying to be diplomatic, �It would hardly be proper for us to go into battle without the Knight who has brought the most glory to our company.�
Kallistos, who had been fuming at our collective insubordination, softened at these flattering words. Making an effort at bravado, he asked in the manner of rhetoric, �I can�t very well miss this one, can I? Maybe you�ll even have to give up your monopoly and award another Medal of Athena.�
There was a good round of laughter at that, though it was more out of relief than humor. Verix was the only Knight to ever win the Medal of Athena, a fact that rankled the perpetually glory-seeking Kallistos. With Kallistos agreeing to stay, no one else was likely to leave.
Verix spoke one more time. �I want each of you to think this over in private. Are you willing to die for Taiwan? To sacrifice your career? There will be no recriminations against anyone who chooses to obey the President�s orders and meet the submarine for extraction. We�ll reconvene right here in ten minutes.�
I wondered if anyone was going to choose to leave. My decision was already made.
Or was it? I thought about Victoria. She was the only thing I regretted leaving behind. It was too late for that, however. There would never be another day on the beach. After six years of silence, she might as well be on another planet.
Only five minutes had elapsed, but I was done with my rumination on the decision. I returned to the clearing. General Verix and Captain Wood were still there. Wood spoke first. �It seems that we three have succeeded. I knew you�d come through, Sergeant.�
Verix explained, �Yesterday, Captain Wood and I discussed the idea of disobeying an order to withdraw if one came. We decided that the idea couldn�t just come from us. A spontaneous suggestion from an enlisted man subsequently seconded by a respected officer and the commander on the scene would have a much greater effect than any one of us on our own.�
Wood added, �Of course, we didn�t know you�d speak up right here at the announcement of the withdrawal order. I had suggested to General Verix that I reveal our idea to you after the announcement so that you could suggest staying when we loaded up the trucks. It seems you already had the whole thing figured out without our prompting.� He smiled and said generously, �I should have known that you understood.�
I didn�t know quite what to say. Forgetting to say �sir� for the first time in years, I overcame the lump in my throat and replied, �You both deserve more credit than I do. You have more to lose. All I�ve got in the States is a little room in the barracks. Here, I�ve got the chance to fight for something worthwhile.�
I realized after a moment that neither of them could respond to the self-pitying tone in my voice, so I added, �I wonder if any of them will leave.�
Verix shook his head. �Don�t worry about it. They�ll all stay. The ones with families are thinking right now that they won�t be able to look their friends in the eyes and tell them they�re abandoning the Knights to go home to their woman. Their pride will get the better of them and they�ll be too afraid to leave. Men like Major Kallistos are thinking that this is the most momentous fight of our generation, maybe the biggest in the century. They�ll realize it�s the greatest opportunity to get into the history books that will ever come our way. Their ambition will overcome their career conservatism and they�ll stay.�
Wood picked up the theme. �Most of the rest will stay because they love to fight or hate the Chinese. But remember this, McCormick: None of them would stay if there weren�t Knights like us three who understand what this war is really about. If you feel disheartened by the sordid motivations of the others in the weeks to come, recall that you set them on the path to achieving an extraordinary good through the most ordinary of motives. Turning the ordinary into the good � that�s greatness.�
I didn�t respond. No more words needed to be said.
The others gradually returned, and everyone was back at the clearing by the appointed time. Verix asked loudly, �Is there any man who would prefer to return home?�
Silence. Then a great cheer.
Verix stood up straight and put on a stern face. �Our decision is made then. I�ll go tell Washington not to bother sending in the Nevada to get us.� There was a theatrical pause, then he added. �I couldn�t be more proud of each and every one of you. We are on the verge of something great and terrible � something that will shake the world. Rest assured, someday people will hear about this moment and marvel that such fortitude could come from the hearts of men.�
Another cheer went up. Verix walked off to radio Washington. The Knights talked excitedly about the upcoming war until the first slivers of dawn pierced the eastern sky.

Book 3: Gurung


Chapter 1: The Long March

March 21, 2029
One story told during training to officers of every army in the world is that of Hernan Cortes burning his ships in Mexico so that his fellow conquistadores would know that there was no going back. General Verix certainly must have been familiar with the story or, at least, its moral.
As we all gradually went back to guard duty or sleep after the meeting, he was back on the radio to Washington informing them of our decision. Word swept the base in the morning that Washington had threatened us all with treason prosecutions for willfully disobeying an order in wartime, but Verix had held firm. It was now too late for those whose ardor for doing the right thing was cooler in the morning than it had been six hours before.
At our appointed daybreak wake-up time, General Verix came over to Section Two's part of the camp and asked to have a word with Lieutenant Wang.
About fifteen minutes later, as we were eating our breakfast, Verix returned to our part of the camp and asked me to come with him. �I have a mission for you, McCormick. And before I tell you what it is, I want you to know that the reason I�m picking you is because we need someone totally committed to our cause here in Taiwan.�
Mystified about what the mission could be, I answered, �Yes, sir.�
He led me back to the shipping container that was serving as his personal command center. Lieutenant Wang was there, studying a map on Verix's secure laptop, the one that also functioned as an encrypted satellite communications nexus for exchanging data and messages with Washington.
Verix said, "As you have undoubtedly guessed, Sergeant, we need to secure a source of current intelligence on Chinese military targets if our resistance on Taiwan is going to be meaningfully effective."
I hadn't actually thought of that, but I didn't correct Verix. He continued, "We've considered how best to get that intelligence, and we've decided to initiate contact with senior members of the Taiwanese government to ask that they provide us with the kind of data we need."
I blinked with surprise at that suggestion. "Why don't we just ask Washington to help us? They might not want us here, but it's probably better for them if we succeed now that we're stuck here, sir."
Verix shook his head, his eyebrows furrowing. "I don't need to tell you they're just the teensiest bit peeved at our mutiny. Even if they didn't cut us off out of spite, they don't want to risk the Chinese finding out about us and imposing the same punishment that Washington wanted to avoid by ordering us to leave."
I still wasn't convinced. "But we've got secure satellite communications, general. How would the Chinese ever find out that Washington was helping us on the sly?"
"If one of us were captured, the PLA's interrogators would eventually torture the information out of us. The bankers in Beijing would punish America's double-dealing by selling off a large batch of U.S. Treasury bills. Not the whole stockpile of debt, of course, just enough to teach President Rodriguez a lesson. That threat's probably sufficient to cause Washington to turn down our request to continue sending us data on potential targets."
To preempt further questions, Verix added, "In theory, we could try to glean sufficient information from public sources to figure out where to send scouting teams who would then report back with the specific data required for us to conduct an operation against Chinese targets. There are two problems with this option. First, the People's Liberation Army is not known for its openness to journalists, and so it isn't likely that we'd learn about any really juicy targets that way.
�Even if we could figure out a target or two from public sources, it would be prohibitively inefficient and dangerous to shuttle our teams around the island using the two tractor-trailers at our disposal. With Chinese aircraft prowling the skies, entire sections of Knights could be wiped out en route to a target that we're not even sure is still there.
�That leaves our final option, the only other source of real-time intelligence: Taiwan. The Republic of China military will know better than anyone else where the best targets are and how they could be reached.�
I nodded. �That all makes sense, sir. How are we going to get in touch with the Taiwanese?�
Verix sighed. "Working with the Taiwanese is not without its difficulties. We have no way of contacting their government. Washington obviously didn't anticipate this eventuality when it prepared the initial operational concept for our ongoing mission in Taiwan.
"We also can't just go out and tell a random Taiwanese soldier to take us to his leader. The success of our operations depends, at least initially, on the Chinese not knowing what's going on behind their front lines. Revealing our existence to any Taiwanese agents risks compromise."
Lieutenant Wang looked up. "That's where you and I come in, Sergeant. We're going on a little trip to Taipei to contact the Taiwanese government."
Little trip, indeed. We were only about forty miles from Taiwan's capital, but with the Chinese already in control of the sky, a trip by car would be fraught with danger. "How are we planning on getting to Taipei, sir?"
Verix smiled. "You're going to hitchhike. We can't afford to give you one of the tractor-trailers, and an eighteen- wheeler would be too tempting of a target for the Chinese fighters overhead to pass up. So, you'll walk as far as you need to and then catch a ride however you can. Lieutenant Wang will do all the talking, but we need someone who understands our larger mission to go with him to provide security.�
Verix�s eyebrows arched as he emphasized the phrase �larger mission� so subtly that Wang didn�t notice.
�And, to put it bluntly, we need someone who looks like a typical white American. The Chinese might send a spy with a story like yours, but they don't have white Anglo-Saxons, so your presence ought to help convince the Taiwanese of our legitimacy."
That made sense. "Alright, sir, but how do we want to get the information from the Taiwanese? A Taiwanese liaison? Another secure satellite connection?"
"See what they'll give us, Sergeant. Just don't let them impose control over us. We're still American soldiers, even if we are mutinying. Stress the importance of keeping our existence a secret. But, remember, if you come back empty handed, we're not going to be able to accomplish very much.'
"How long do we have before the Chinese come ashore, General?"
"Impossible to say for sure. Tomorrow at the earliest, three days at the outside. While you two are gone, we're going to be looking at possible staging areas for raids on the Chinese beachhead. We don't know what the Taiwanese defense strategy is going to be, but we figure they'll try to contain the beachhead as long as possible. You'll have plenty of time to get to Taipei. Hell, if you just walked it would probably only take two days to get there."
Verix paused and then added, "Incidentally, if you can find out the Taiwanese plans for the war, that would be useful."
No big deal, just find out the most closely held secret in Taiwan. I answered, "Alright, sir. Are we going to offer any tangible proof that we are who we say we are?"
Verix smiled at that. "I did have another reason for asking you to go on this mission. You were on the Quanzhou raid. Tell them the details on the people you killed. That never made the news, but their intel people might have heard about the disappearing Chinese officer. Use your imagination. Tell them about the metal case for the explosive charges that's still at the rendezvous point in the Strait. I'll give you the coordinates for it. You were also on the prison raid in China. There was a Taiwanese agent in that camp, and I'm sure they'd like to hear that he got out of China safely. They might be able to verify through their own sources that a bunch of high value political prisoners disappeared all at once."
"What if those bits of trivia aren't enough for them, sir?"
"If all else fails, you're authorized to tell them where our camp is so they can investigate it for themselves. Needless to say, if you do that, we're going to have to move shortly after, but we need the intel more than we need this base."
I nodded my understanding and said, "Yes, sir."
"Well," Verix said, "You can take an hour to plan out your route to Taipei on this laptop terminal. Before I contacted Washington about our refusal to leave Taiwan, I downloaded all the most recent data on traffic patterns in the area. There's also an overlay on the map software showing where the Chinese air raids have been taking place. You're going to want to avoid the highly-frequented areas if you're hoping to take a car. Last I heard, the Chinese were starting to target any cars on the road. They've walloped the military targets they know about pretty well, and now they're moving on to anything that could potentially have military value. They've even started dropping leaflets warning civilians not to take their vehicles on the road."
"We'll get the job done, sir." I said it with more certainty than I felt. This was truly new territory for me: international diplomacy.
"I'm sure you will, Sergeant." With that, Verix walked off, undoubtedly already thinking about adjusting the guard rotations, identifying locations for the new bases of operation for the Knights, or some other task entirely removed from the mission he was sending a low-ranking officer and an NCO on.
* * *
Forty-five minutes later, Wang and I had changed to civilian clothes and were ready to get moving. We walked out to the access road that led to our base and began the journey to the highway.
The planners in Washington had thought to send civilian clothes with us in case we had to infiltrate an urban setting at some point. Since Lieutenant Wang and I were doing precisely that, it was easy to respect the planners' asperity in that moment. They had sent two suits with elastic waistbands and a rather baggy cut as a concession to the fact that they had no idea who among the Knights would end up wearing the rather bland, tasteless garments. We had substituted two non-dress jackets for the sport coats, figuring that two men emerging from an uninhabited wood clad in poorly fitting suits would arouse unwanted curiosity.
Captain Jones�s section was on road watch duty as we walked by the intersection of the access road and a large street leading to the highway. Seized by a sudden fear that I would never see my fellow Knights again and that I would die wearing a throw-away civilian suit, I stopped for a moment and saluted in the direction of the woods, where I knew the guard section would be watching.
My nostalgic chivalry was rewarded by Captain Jones himself standing up from his observation post between two trees. He returned my salute and said, "Good luck, sergeant."
"Thank you, sir."
Wang rolled his eyes, apparently unaffected by the theatrics. I sighed inwardly. This would not be a particularly pleasant stroll through the country.
After the mile long access road, we ran into the larger secondary road that ran to the northwest. Ten miles on that, and then we would reach Route 5, a highway that would take us northwest and, eventually, into the heart of Taipei.
Route 5 was fairly heavy in traffic, and did draw some Chinese attention for that reason, but it had the virtue of not connecting with the other major cities of Taiwan's west coast. Chinese air strikes had focused on the west coast in preparation for the invasion that would take place there in the coming days. Wang and I had decided that if we were going to find a car that would take us to Taipei, it would probably be on that highway.
I wasn't sanguine regarding the chances of stealing a car if we couldn't get someone to pick us up. Taiwanese auto manufacturers had standardized the most complicated and foolproof anti-theft devices ever placed into civilian vehicles. It had been a smart marketing ploy about five years ago during the explosions of urban violence in America's major cities when Congress had flirted with the idea of reducing food stamp expenditures. So, if we were to proceed at a pace faster than walking, we would have to hitchhike.
Halfway through our ten mile walk to the highway, we had yet to see a car. The reason was obvious. We had been somewhat sheltered in the wooded fastness of the Knight's camp. Periodic sonic booms would penetrate down to our humble shipping container homes and remind us of the ongoing Chinese onslaught, but it was fairly rare for us to actually see the Chinese planes overhead. Not so here.
As we approached Route 5, we actually saw ten Chinese jets. They flew low to reduce their radar profile on their way to bombing missions, explaining why they were not visible from more than a few miles away. Of course, we couldn't be sure that some of them weren't the same jets on their way to and from raids on Taiwanese bases on the east coast of the island. Nevertheless, the number of sightings was enough to convince us that the Chinese were throwing a massive number of airplanes into the maintenance of air supremacy over Taiwan. Mostly, the jets seemed to pass by unmolested, though we did see one trailing smoke as it flew west, perhaps damaged by surviving air defenses at the eastern bases.
The hum of jet engines was never far from our consciousnesses, and the ability of the J-20's to supercruise at Mach 1.1 meant that we were treated to dozens of deafening sonic booms. I could only imagine what effect this constant parade of power was having on Taiwanese morale. It certainly scared me enough that I asked Lieutenant Wang if we shouldn't just walk the whole way to Taipei.
"Not if we want to get there today, Sergeant." I decided it would be poor form to point out the salient fact that if we were killed on the road the Knights would have to wait still longer for actionable intelligence.
During our hours of walking, I tried to engage Wang in conversation several times. I didn't manage to elicit much in the way of meaningful responses, just the biographical basics of Lieutenant Alex Wang's life.
Born in 2004 in Los Angeles, he was the youngest of five children born to second generation Chinese immigrants. Yes, his parents still lived in Los Angeles, where they ran a convenience store with the assistance of Wang's brothers and sisters. Yes, he had learned Chinese from his grandparents, two of whom still lived with the Wang family. No, his grandparents hadn't fled China for political reasons. They had come to the U.S. looking for work in the late 1970's.
They say that Chinese are guarded folk, loathe to betray emotion or reveal anything to an outsider that might seem like weakness. This certainly seemed true of Lieutenant Wang despite two generations of assimilation. Some cultural predispositions are hardier than others, it seems.
For his part, Wang wasn't the least bit curious about me. He seemed content to trudge on blandly, not even interested in the Chinese overflights. When we reached Route 5, my interest in finding a ride to Taipei was increased by my desire to avoid another four hours of walking with the taciturn Wang.
* * *
There was no shortage of cars on Route 5. Oh, there weren't waves of cars like one would see on a highway on a normal workday, but they sped by once every ten or fifteen minutes. The problem was that they were all heading east, braving the depredations of the People's Liberation Army-Air Force in order to escape the impending invasion and its attendant bloodshed. We had yet to find someone crazy enough to be driving west, into the storm.
I wondered briefly why there wasn't any military traffic, but surely the Taiwanese had already made all the requisite troop dispositions. The war had been going on for almost two weeks, and everyone knew that an invasion was the ultimate aim as soon as the Chinese fired off their titanic salvo of missiles on the war's first day.
Around 1500, I noticed that the sky, which had been flecked only by occasional thin clouds for the past week, had suddenly become a thick, gray carpet. Fifteen minutes later, it began to rain. A hard, pelting stream that was just short of a downpour assaulted our clothes. What had been a merely boring walk turned into a wet, unpleasant slog.
Within minutes, however, it became clear that rain was exactly what we needed. Wang and I were astonished when we saw the first car headed in the direction of Taipei. It sped past us before we could even think to shout or hold up our thumbs, a signal for hitchhikers that we hoped was universal. Luckily, another car came down the highway within minutes, and this time we were ready. I yelled, "Hey!" and waved my upraised thumb as vigorously as I could. Wang yelled something in excited Mandarin, probably something similar to my monoglot request for attention.
Our efforts were rewarded. The car, a navy blue Duan Carrack sedan, slowed and pulled to the highway shoulder about fifty yard from where we stood. Wang and I exchanged a glance of relief at the prospect of covering the remaining thirty miles to the Taiwanese capital in the relative luxury of an automobile.
We both jogged up to the passenger side window, which rolled down as we approached. Inside was a thirtyish woman wearing stylish glasses, jeans, and a hooded red sweatshirt. She said something in Mandarin that ended with an inquisitive tone. Wang responded with his own rapid-fire burst of unintelligible gibberish. He gestured to me once, and at one point I thought I heard him say something that sounded like "Taipei." Other than that, I had nary a clue what my superior officer was saying.
After perhaps thirty seconds of exposition from Wang, the woman smiled looked at me and said haltingly, "I speak a little English. You can ride in my car to Taipei, please."
I assumed she had gotten a little mixed up in saying that we were welcome to ride with her. It was a minor breach of protocol when I instead of the lieutenant replied in a slow, clear voice, "Thank you, that is very kind of you. We appreciate your help." I figured Wang wouldn't have said the same thing, and he didn't seem to mind my committing us to the ride. As partial compensation, I moved to open the rear passenger- side door, yielding the front to my laconic lieutenant.
When we were both settled in and buckled, the woman moved back onto the highway, her car's electric motor seeming to effortlessly accelerate us to about forty miles an hour, the fastest safe speed for this road.
"I am going to Shihding District, about five miles from the center of Taipei. You two walk five miles?" She inquired about our ability to finish the journey with a little over an hour of walking in a tone that suggested that she would drive us the whole way if cutting half a day off our trip wasn't sufficiently generous.
Lieutenant Wang responded quickly, "That is perfectly fine with us, ma'am."
She smiled. "I am Chai. You can call me 'Chai.'" I tried to smile pleasantly and look non-threatening as Wang directed the conversation. It was amusing to see him talkative with a stranger after mumbling terse answers to my questions throughout the day. I settled for looking out the window as Chai and Wang talked.
While driving in the rain added a little element of danger, it wasn't nearly as unsettling as the frequent signs of destruction on the highway. Here there were pieces of an army truck and the men who had been in it when it was struck by a Chinese missile, there a ten foot diameter crater from a Chinese bomb. At one point, we drove by the wreckage of a Chinese J-20 fighter sprayed nearly linearly across two hundred yards of road, evidently hit by a SAM just as it was making a strafing run. I don't think there was ever more than a minute of driving that lacked some grisly reminder of death.
Strangely, the conversation never turned to the detritus of war by the road. For Wang and me, this was merely a quantitative expansion of our experiences of battle, a more numerous and varied catalogue of destruction. Chai also seemed impassive to the war's leavings, undoubtedly due to a few weeks of mass air raids.
Wang politely said, "It was very kind of you to stop for us."
Chai waved a hand. "It is nothing. Besides, you help me look out for Chinese airplanes. I wait for rain so I know is safe to drive."
"Why is it safer to drive in the rain?" I was a little astounded that Wang was asking a question to which he already knew the answer. It displayed a level of social sophistication I would not have credited him with. He knew that Chai would be put at ease by being able to sound authoritative.
"Army tell us on Internet that Chinese airplanes are very capable, but not yet so capable to attack in bad weather." She paused. "I don't know if true, but I must go to Taipei to get my grandparents before invasion."
"Why did you wait until now?"
"My father is pilot." She winced perceptibly and her next words came out in tightly controlled, monotonous packets. "Was pilot. His plane destroyed two days ago. He did not live. When he flied missions, I make dinners for him." She added in explanation, "My mother died ten years ago in car accident. I went to live with father to help when war start. Now he died, no reason to stay at his home. Now I must help grandparents."
With a mixture of real curiosity and an obvious desire to change the subject, Wang asked, "What did you do before the war?"
She frowned, not understanding the question. "I did not live with father."
Wang, realizing that the meaning of the question "What did you do?" was rather idiomatic, clarified. "What was your job? Your profession."
Her frown lifted. "Ah. I was a programmer." She enunciated the last word carefully, syllable by syllable, evidently taking the time to ensure she said the word correctly. "I write code for home robots. We stopped working when war started and men in office called up to the army."
Realizing the futility of avoiding the subject, Wang asked, "What do you think about the war?"
She thought for a moment, not wanting to rush her answer. "It is stupid. We are working hard, building new things. China only build what people already know to make, what people don't have to think to make. China makes war, kills good people, to make us like them." Her hands tightened on the steering wheel. "We are not so easy to kill. If we can stop Chinese, it is a good war."
This level of bravado coming from the harried daughter of a dead aviator impressed me. The resolve of this programmer was more impressive than the swaggering arrogance of Captain Cheng. Fighting men rarely questioned the need to fight and were quick to defend their nation's choice to enter a war at the merest pretext of an insult to honor. People like Chai � that is to say, women and logical engineering types � were much more practical. They usually just wanted to be left alone. If a woman like Chai was incensed with anger and determination to fight, what did it portend for the mood of the rest of the citizenry? Hell, she even used the phrase "good war," a term whose utterance would get a student expelled from the better universities in the United States. With people like Chai, Taiwan could turn the invasion into a Stalingrad-esque bloodbath for the Chinese.
The drive seemed to go slowly to me in the backseat. We were constantly slowing to avoid wreckage. What would have been at most a forty minute drive without traffic in peacetime turned into two and a half hours of travel. Wang and Chai had broken into a long conversation in Chinese after only a few minutes of conversation in English. I had assured them that I did not mind, and contented myself with cataloging the destruction out the window while the two Mandarin-speakers talked and laughed and asked questions of each other. Later, when I asked him about the topic of conversation, he shrugged and said laconically, "Nothing important."
For all the Chinese air activity, the countryside was still remarkably intact. There were military and civilian wreckages on the road, but the buildings in the small townships we passed by were all intact. Smoke billowed in the distance, probably from destroyed antiaircraft emplacements, but the war hadn't really arrived in force for the people who were probably hiding out in their homes.
Finally, we pulled into the parking lot of a twelve story apartment building less than a minute off the highway. There was a town here, probably the last separate suburb before the outskirts of Taipei proper. Wang and Chai were still discussing whatever the hell it was they were discussing when Chai abruptly realized where we were and switched off the engine. "You two stay here for dinner before you go to Taipei? "
I groaned inwardly, wanting to say, "No, we have a mission and I don't want to sit through an awkward meal with geriatric strangers who don't speak English." I knew, however, what would happen next.
Lieutenant Wang's eyes lit up. He instantly said, "Yes, we would be honored, thank you very much."
Great, I thought, now Wang was more focused on this woman than getting to Taipei and contacting the Taiwanese military. Luckily, we probably had another day or two before the invasion, so we could spare an hour or two for Wang's little social endeavor.
As we got out and Chai walked around the car toward the entrance of the building, Wang said to me under his breath, "I told her the contractor story."
We had prepared multiple stories for whoever came to pick us up. The contractor story was meant to impress civilians. We were ostensibly American defense contractors, stuck out on a field assignment to install new systems on Taiwanese surface to air missiles when the war began. We had stayed with the Taiwanese missile battery until it was destroyed, and now we were trying to get to Taipei because we didn't have any better ideas of what to do. A simple story, easy to remember.
"Roger that," I replied.
We entered the lobby, characteristically spotless in this country of fastidious citizens and ubiquitous robot cleaners. Despite the time � a couple minutes past 1800�the lobby was totally devoid of people. Either the residents had holed up in their apartments or, more likely, they had gone to stay with friends in less dangerous parts of the country. We rode an elevator up to the fifth floor, walked down the hall a short ways, and stopped at a door labeled 515. Chai knocked on the door and engaged in a brief conversation in Chinese with an elderly male voice on the other side.
When the door opened, there was a short, ancient-looking Asian man with thin gray hair, thick glasses, and khaki trousers worn so high that they made his loose-fitting polo shirt look like a cut-off. As reserved with foreign strangers as eastern Asian males of this man�s generation invariably were, the old man seemed particularly wary of me. It may have been a racial thing or perhaps just the natural wariness of one man to a stranger who was eight inches taller, sixty years younger, and much more physically imposing.
As Chai and Wang entered, I remained in the hallway, not wanting to enter the old man�s apartment until I was introduced. Chai finally picked up on the hint, spoke a few sentences in rapid fire Chinese, and the old man nodded his assent for me to enter.
I held out my hand. �Clay McCormick.� He took my hand with a surprisingly strong grip and, without smiling, replied, �Liu Hung.� My American manners, embedded deeply in my long-term memory, could not resist smiling and nodding to show friendliness.
Sensing the awkwardness, Chai said something in Chinese, then repeated the message in English. �The rain will continue until past midnight. You stay for dinner, then you go to Taipei and we go east.�
Wang nodded and answered for us in Chinese. I�m sure it was something along the lines of, �Thanks, that�s perfect, sorry for intruding when we should really be focusing on our mission.� Perhaps he didn�t add that last part. I wasn�t in the best mood. I was obviously going to be window dressing at this dinner, and I already felt awkward enough in the apartment of a total stranger.
Wang excused us to go freshen up in the bathroom, and Chai and her grandmother walked off to the kitchen to cobble together a dinner on short notice. I washed my hands and face, relieved myself, and relinquished the toilet to Wang. Then I was faced with the awkward question of not knowing where to go. I offered my services to Chai in the kitchen, but she shook her head and said, �Go sit down, we take care of dinner.�
Shit. I strode into the small living room, which had two cloth recliners (one of which was occupied by Liu), a little sofa, and a large computer monitor. The keyboard for the monitor lay on a small stand next to Liu�s recliner. I walked over to the other recliner and sat down.
Liu gave me a hard look. Then, he picked up the keyboard and activated the large flat screen monitor. He went to a Chinese translation website, typed something in Chinese ideographs, and hit return. Instantly, an English translation popped up. �Chai says you are a defense contractor. Were you in the American military?�
Wang and I hadn�t discussed this. I quickly weighed the danger and decided there was no harm in just having served in the American military at one point, so I told the truth, nodding and saying �Yes.�
For the first time, his face broke into a slight grin, something other than impassive coldness. He resized the window with the translation website and opened up a folder on his desktop. It appeared to be a photo album, replete with dozens of different folders. He clicked on one, and opened the first file. It was an early color photograph of a very young-looking, slender Chinese man in an olive green uniform, the Republic of China flag visible on his right shoulder. He was wearing a floppy hat and carrying what appeared to be a brand new M-16 rifle, the early model that looked as if it were made entirely of plastic. Judging by the vegetation in the background, he was at the edge of a jungle.
Liu clicked back over to the translation window and typed another message, this one longer. �I was one of the soldiers our government sent over to Vietnam when your army was there. I was a very young man, and very scared. The Viet Cong snuck into our base one night and I had to use that rifle. What did you do in the United States Army?�
I hadn�t even known that Taiwan had sent soldiers to Vietnam. Not able to offer a full response that he would understand, I just pointed to the picture, then myself and grimly nodded, adding one word. �Infantry.�
He typed. �Afghanistan? Iraq?�
I nodded. While I hadn�t been old enough to fight when those wars were still hot, I had been to both countries for operations.
Our conversation was briefly interrupted by the sonic boom of another flight of Chinese fighters. They must have been flying high, above the rain clouds, patrolling in case a stray Taiwanese fighter decided to take off.
Liu�s face grew darker when he heard the planes. When the sound had started dying away, he typed the next message. �My country could use men like you now. I went to your war in Vietnam. Are your people going to help us?�
There followed a brief pause as I tried to figure out exactly what to say. Then I got up and gestured for the keyboard. It had Chinese ideographs, but the key layout was the same as a normal English keyboard. I clicked the reverse translation and wrote, �I will do all I can. My people will wake up in time.�
The old soldier looked me in the eyes and nodded solemnly.
* * *
We sat in silence for a few minutes, but I didn�t feel awkward about it anymore. Wang came in at that point and cheerfully started talking with the old man. I endured the tedium every child knows when one can hear both sides of a conversation but can�t understand what either party is talking about. Eventually, the talk became so much white noise, and I actually dozed off in the comfortable chair. I woke up when Chai reported that dinner was ready.
I hadn�t been sure what kind of food could be prepared in such a short time, but I was pleasantly surprised to find a relatively complicated meal set out for us in the small dining room. There were dumplings, fried rice, vegetables, fish, and a delicious spicy soup. It wasn�t quite the Chinese food I had grown used to in the States, but it was filling and tasty.
The food was my only solace, unfortunately, from more Chinese language conversation. The old woman posed many questions to Wang and Chai, who would occasionally interject some wry comment and cause one another to laugh.
I took the time during dinner to observe Wang�s subtler signs of interest in Chai. His body was constantly slightly oriented to his left, in her direction, though he studiously avoided looking her in the eyes.
Wang looked at our new friend over dinner in a peculiar manner of two parts hope and one part desperation, with a heaping teaspoon of lust mixed in to distinguish the combination from a recent college grad at a job interview. Wang's enthusiasm for the woman's company drove him to childish exuberance in his conversational style.
Chai's grandparents were polite, but displayed a traditional reserve toward the discussion. Undoubtedly, this was at least partly due to the circumstance of having two strangers � one obviously American and the other speaking Mandarin with a provincial mainland accent � as guests in their home when they had expected to leave as soon as possible for the east.
It occurred to me then that the grandparents and I shared at least one common interest. We both thought this dinner was wasting precious time. The grandparents surely would have wanted to leave as soon as possible. They had no way of knowing when the invasion would come, and didn�t want to rely on the accuracy of a weatherman in delaying their departure under the cover of rain.
Of course, they must have felt they owed their granddaughter for coming to rescue them. Complaining about the speediness of the rescue would have been poor form. Meanwhile, I wouldn�t complain to Lieutenant Wang because, after all, he was a lieutenant, and his dallying was merely annoying and slightly unprofessional, not a major problem.
And so, I sat through the dinner, content to fill up on a good meal while Wang socialized. After an hour and a half that had seemed like a week, Chai and her grandmother finally picked up the dishes. Wang insisted that we help clean them, an activity which prolonged our stay for another ten minutes. He had one more delaying tactic � helping to load up Chai�s car with the sparse belongings that her grandparents insisted on taking with them. Then it was finally time to go.
Sensing that perhaps Wang�s goodbyes would take longer than mine, I announced that I would go examine our map. I said a brief, clear thank you and bowed to the grandparents, then was on my way. As I looked out at the road and got my bearings on our map, I sneaked a few glances Wang�s direction. As predicted, he took a few minutes to say goodbye, shaking hands with the grandparents and, for a moment, I wondered if he would hug Chai. It was not to be, though the reason for Wang�s reticence may have been the presence of the grandparents. I did notice, however, that he also gave a scrap of paper to Chai.
I was a little troubled by that. What contact information could he possibly have given her? It was not as if we had telephones in country, and our only laptop was being constantly used to monitor for news on the war. I was concerned enough that the first question I asked Wang after we had started walking southwest toward Taipei center was about the secretive note.
Wang looked embarrassed. �It was a personal email address.� Back to his old, laconic self.
�When are you going to be able to check it, sir?�
He said stiffly, �I�m not sure. Maybe we�ll get a chance.� Perhaps sensing that he would need to say a little more, he added, �Maybe after the war.�
Sure.
We trudged on in silence.

Chapter 2: New Friends

We didn�t quite have a plan for how to make contact with the Taiwanese military. We had assumed that we�d eventually run into a Taiwanese unit in Taipei and demand that its commanding officer take us to more senior leadership under the pretense that we had important information about the sinking of the ships in Quanzhou harbor. That statement was, of course, entirely true, making it the best little tidbit we could offer to prove our bona fides.
Unfortunately, the Taiwanese military was not making its presence conspicuous. While a state of martial law might very well exist in the country, no citizens were out looting and pillaging. There were virtually no people on the street, and those we did see were hurrying to local grocery stores to replenish food stocks. We didn�t see men in uniform on the street corners, as we had hoped.
We walked past the outskirts of Taipei and entered the city proper at dusk. It was unusually dark, an effect of the wartime blackout. The skyscrapers still dominated the horizon, however.
With Taiwan�s bullish economy, the buildings had been popping up like weeds in springtime. Each one possessed a unique design, a different architectural scheme. Towering over all was the Duan Endeavor, a truly gigantic edifice that stretched over a mile into the air and served as headquarters for the various divisions of Duan Enterprises.
It seemed odd that there were no signs of damage on any of the colossal facades. Either the Chinese were trying to avoid killing civilians unnecessarily or, more likely, they hoped to inhabit these structures after the war.
That thought struck a chord in my mind with sufficient force that I actually stopped in my tracks. Wang looked at me impatiently and asked, �What is it?�
�I think I know where we can find the Taiwanese leadership.� In the thrill of discovery, I neglected to add �sir.�
Perhaps noticing my omission, Wang looked annoyed. �And where is that?�
�There.� I pointed at the Duan Endeavor.
�Why the hell would they be there?�
�Look at the buildings, sir. The Chinese aren�t bombing them. Not a single building looks damaged. They probably want to move in once Taiwanese military resistance is wiped out. If I were Duan, I�d figure that the Endeavor is probably the safest place to be.�
Wang thought that over for a moment. �Hell, it�s worth a shot. I don�t really know where else to go, and we�re headed in that direction anyway. Let�s pay a visit to the tallest building in the world.�
* * *
It took another hour to march to the building. During that time, night fell conclusively over the area, and the Endeavor was, conveniently, the only building distinct through the obscurity of night in a dark city. I wondered briefly if there was a curfew for sunset, and hoped that we would not be shot on sight if there was.
No one challenged us as we finally approached the Endeavor, but I finally saw two uniformed soldiers sitting at the guard desk in the lobby. Wang and I exchanged a glance, then the lieutenant knocked on the glass door.
A voice crackled through an intercom to our right that neither of us had noticed until now. It asked a terse question in Chinese. Wang responded with a short request to speak with a commanding officer about a matter of great importance (I only knew this because we had discussed what he should say beforehand.)
We saw the guard pick up a phone and make a call. Then, a minute later, the intercom buzzed again, issuing a terse command in Chinese. Wang gave a short affirmation, then told me, �They�re sending a security team for us.�
A minute later, we saw through the glass double doors that a team of four uniformed soldiers carrying the Taiwanese standard XT- 97 rifles were fanning out in the lobby. The doors clicked as they unlocked, and Wang and I entered the building.
The leader of the security detail, apparently an officer, said in clipped English, �Come with us.� The soldiers were not pointing their rifles in our direction, but the young men in gray, urban-style camouflage fatigues appeared ready to do so in a heartbeat.
We were led to a set of elevators and taken down to the first basement level, which apparently consisted of a labyrinth of hallways painted in a neutral light-yellow tone. Our escort took us to a small locker room and said, �Please take off all of your clothes and put them in the lockers. You will find new clothes in them.�
This was obviously a precaution to prevent us from smuggling in hidden weapons, electronic snooping devices, or both. More than anything else, it spoke to the seriousness of security procedures here. Why risk missing something in a frisking or pat down when you could just force people to change their clothes?
Someone had obviously thought the procedure through, as there were ordinary white t-shirts, sweatpants, and plastic flip- flops waiting for us in the lockers. Not particularly fashionable, but serviceable under the circumstances.
The moment we were in the new clothes, the officer, who had never left the room or stopped scanning us for the slightest sign of danger, told us once again to follow him. We retraced our steps form before, returning to the same bank of elevators. This time, we traveled to the fourth basement level.
I found myself wondering how deep underground this complex extended. The buttons in the one elevator we had seen listed ten separate subterranean floors, implying that the foundations reached at least a hundred feet underground.
When the elevator stopped, we were led through another blank, bland hallway, this time to a utilitarian yet comfortable conference room where a video camera was already set up. Wang and I sat down next to each other on the far side of the conference table, facing the door. The escort detail remained standing, the officer in charge continuing to scrutinize us as if afraid we were going to try to steal the video cameras.
I was trying to think of something to say to the officer when the door opened again to reveal a short fiftyish man in a dress coat, tie, and neatly pressed khakis. The Taiwanese official looked as if he were slowly losing battles against an expanding gut and a receding hairline, a situation no doubt exacerbated by the stress of the current war.
He said in unaccented English, �I am Robert Zhang, head of Strategic Intelligence at the National Security Bureau.� This organization, the NSB, was Taiwan�s primary intelligence agency, akin in role and importance to the American CIA. �Who are you gentlemen?� Despite his unimpressive appearance, Mr. Zhang�s brusque question suggested competence.
Wang and I didn�t need to exchange even a glance to know what to say. Wang began with a polite request. �We are glad that you took our request to speak to a ranking officer seriously. Before we explain the situation, though, could you please turn off the cameras?� Zhang got up, and toggled the power switches on the cameras, extinguishing the red light that indicated that the cameras were recording. Undoubtedly, there were other recording devices in the room somewhere, but at least we had conveyed the importance of secrecy in the matter we were about to discuss.
�Thank you.� Wang unconsciously folded his hands, betraying his nervousness. �I am Lieutenant Alex Wang, and this is Sergeant Clay McCormick. We are members of a clandestine U.S. Special Forces unit that has been operating in the region since the war began.�
Whatever the Taiwanese official had been expecting, this apparently was not it. Despite his poker-face exterior, his eyes went a little wide at the revelation and he leaned forward slightly. I assumed it was a reaction possibly born of a sudden hope that America would intervene. This hope seemed to subside as Wang continued talking. After all, why would two low-ranking soldiers � one not even an officer � be sent to dispatch such promising news?
Wang told the whole story of our operations to this point, spending ten minutes on the details of our anti-shipping mission in Quanzhou harbor. He included the killing of the Chinese officer and his girlfriend in the retelling, a fact that had never been revealed by any news agency. When Wang reported our flight back to the base in Taiwan, Zhang interrupted to ask, �Where exactly is this base?�
Wang delivered the response we had agreed on during our walk. �It would potentially threaten our security if too many people knew our location. I can�t tell you where it is at this point.�
Zhang didn�t seem to like that, but decided it could be addressed later. �Go on.�
Wang described our encounter with Captain Cheng and suggested that Zhang could check our story with him. Of course, Zhang could also figure out the location of our base from that tidbit, a point I had brought up when Wang and I had discussed what we would disclose. I had tried unsuccessfully to dissuade Wang from reporting our contact with Cheng, but Wang had sullenly insisted that our rescue of the Taiwanese aviator would establish our credibility. As if sinking ten merchant ships in Quanzhou harbor hadn�t done that already.
Finally, Wang got to the story of our mutiny, the refusal to evacuate from Taiwan when the order came. He even generously credited me with being the first person to challenge the order, a fact that caused Zhang to incline his head to me in respect. Up to that point, he had completely ignored me.
When Wang finished, the Taiwanese official leaned back in his chair. �We will have to check your story, of course. We will check with Captain Cheng and see what we can do about verifying the facts regarding the sinking of the merchant ships.� He paused, then smiled. �Speaking only for myself, I�m honored that you would recognize what this war is about. I take back everything I�ve thought about Americans over the past week.�
I couldn�t think of a response that wouldn�t sound melodramatic or hackneyed and, for all his faults, Lieutenant Wang was not one to say something just to fill an awkward silence.
Zhang spoke again. �So, why are you two here now?�
Wang responded, �Washington has cut us off. We�ve got plenty of ammo and equipment, but we�re going to need up-to-date intelligence support if we�re going to accomplish anything once the Chinese invasion gets moving.�
�And you want us to give that to you.�
�Yes, sir, that�s the long and short of it.�
Zhang considered the issue for a moment, then slowly recounted his thought process. �We don�t know what kind of intelligence gear you have. Even if you gave it to us, it would take us months to figure out how to crack into it. So, we can�t modify your stuff to work with our systems. And we can�t just give you unrestrained access to our best cryptographic systems. For one thing, you might get captured. For another, no foreigners� not even those like you who have given up your careers to help us � are allowed access to our most closely held secrets.�
He leaned forward and put his hands on the table. �There�s only one option that comes to mind, and you�re not going to like it.�
Seeing where he was going, I said, �You want to send us a liaison.�
Pleased that I had spared him the necessity of naming the terminal of his thoughts, Zhang nodded. �There isn�t any other way.� He looked at his watch, a beat-up timepiece that had to be an antique from the previous century. �I have to report all of this to President Duan for his approval, and we still need to check out your back story. Give me a couple of hours and I�ll see what I can get done.�
He stood up from his chair. �In the meantime, I�m afraid you�ll have to stay in one of our guest rooms on this floor.� I instantly suspected that �guest room� was a euphemism for holding cell, but I kept my peace.
Zhang, perhaps understanding how suspect his terminology sounded, continued, �We will have to lock you in until we verify your identities, I�m afraid. Feel free to ask Captain Zhou for anything you might need. He will be right outside your rooms.� With that, Zhang left the room.
Captain Zhou, the officer who had escorted us to this room, gestured to the door and said in accented English, �I�ll take you to your rooms now, gentlemen.� Knowing there was little we could do, Wang and I both wordlessly obeyed.
Zhou led us further in the direction away from the elevator, then turned left. We proceeded a hundred feet or so, then turned left again. Our captor led us on a twisting path that I suspected was at least partly intended to disorient us in case either of us harbored a secret desire to try to escape.
This elaborate safety measure made me more certain than ever that President Duan himself was actually present in the building.
Finally, we reached the �guest rooms�. They were actually fairly ordinary looking, about ten feet by fourteen feet, with a plain twin bed with the kind of bland white sheets, blankets and pillows that one might expect to see in a hospital. No windows graced the walls, of course, since we were several stories underneath the Earth. There was no computer monitor or TV, though someone had thoughtfully placed a digital reader on the small desk. I flipped it on and found that it contained thousands of books and periodicals, doubtless enough to keep me entertained for as long as I had to wait in the room.
I had no intention of indulging in any reading at that point, however. It was about 2200 local time, I imagined, and the day had been long and tiring. I took off my boots, amused that neither Wang nor I had actually thought to wear civilian shoes, so accustomed were we to the lifestyle of the Knights. It was one last reminder of how quickly this mission had been thrown together and how we didn�t really know what we were doing. It was not a particularly comforting thought, and had I been less tired, it might have kept me awake for a while. As it was, I fell asleep quickly and found myself dreaming about a beach in Mexico.
March 22, 2029
Just at the good part of the dream, I heard a loud crack on the beach to my right and, for a split-second, I turned in that direction and saw more sand and water. Then, I was suddenly back in the "guest room" in Taipei, experiencing that moment of regret when I realize that what I dreamed had not actually transpired. The sharp crack had actually been a firm knock on the door of my cell.
"Sergeant McCormick," a voice called.
"Yes, sir?" I don't think of myself as obsequious by nature, but I thought I recognized the voice of Captain Zhou, and addressing officers as "sir" has become a Pavlovian response to any statement unless I know the speaker isn't an officer.
"Deputy Director Zhang is asking for you and Lieutenant Wang."
"I'll be right out."
It didn't take long to slip my boots back on and lace them up. I checked the time on the digital reader and found that it was only 0304. This meant I had slept for a scant three hours, a fact confirmed by the fatigue that manifested itself as a dull throbbing ache in the back of my head. This unpleasant sensation would be forgotten when I started thinking about something else, but for now it was unavoidable.
When I came to the door of my cell, I realized there was no handle. Not knowing what else to do, I pushed and the door opened without resistance. Clearly, the locking system was controlled by some central authority that had approved this exit. Wang was already out in the hallway, and by his haggard appearance I judged that he hadn�t slept at all.
Captain Zhou was still on duty, apparently, and with his customary blandness asked us to follow him once more. It may have been the lack of sleep, but at that moment I had a sudden urge to try escaping just to get the boring man to prove that he wasn�t actually a robot.
As we entered what I assumed was the same conference room (all I could say for sure was that it possessed the same spartan furniture), I saw that Zhang was already there waiting for us. I tried to spot any additional signs of his fatigue, but the bags under his eyes seemed no larger than they had a few hours earlier.
�Please sit down, gentlemen.� When we were seated, his impassive face broke into a grin behind his wire-rimmed glasses. �Not that I ever doubted you two, but we just got word a few minutes ago that your story has been verified. Either you are who you say you are or you managed to orchestrate a very elaborate lie.� His grin widened as he added, �And you told us nothing about the prison raid.�
I supposed that he had to show us how effective his intelligence service was, but I was surprised nonetheless. How could he have found out about that? �We didn�t think you needed to know,� I answered for Lieutenant Wang, who was still a bit too surprised to respond.
Zhang turned his gaze on me. �Oh yes, I nearly forgot. Professor Lewis at Yale sends you his best regards, Sergeant McCormick.� Tracking down my faculty advisor was not as impressive a feat as uncovering the prison raid, but it did demonstrate how thoroughly the Taiwanese intelligence service had investigated our claims and identities in a matter of hours.
Lieutenant Wang had recovered from the shock sufficiently to respond at this point. �Now that you�ve proven how well you can run down leads, can we get on with the purpose of our visit here?�
Zhang�s smile disappeared. �Yes, yes, we�ve been considering that too. President Duan has authorized me to extend the following offer to you.� Zhang took a breath. �Captain Cheng, your aviator friend, has nothing to do at the moment. We will send him to you with one of our secure laptops, which will allow him to report back to us and to convey battlefield intelligence to you. You�ll find that our capabilities in that area are considerably greater than what the Pentagon was sending you. In return, we ask only that you give us advance warning of your operations.�
Wang started to protest, and Zhang held up his hands. �We need to know what you�re doing anyway so that we don�t accidentally foil your plans by, say, bombing a location right when you are infiltrating the same area. This way, we can coordinate our efforts with yours and inflict the maximum possible damage on the Chinese.�
Unsure as to whether these were acceptable terms, Wang temporized. �I will have to consider this offer.�
Zhang smiled as he cut Wang�s negotiating position to shreds. �I should also add that the Chinese invasion is going to start within the next couple hours. Our people report that there will be several waves of paratroopers in addition to landing ships. So, you either take our offer now, or figure out another source of intelligence.�
Wang blanched at the news. There was now no alternative but to accept whatever terms Zhang offered so that Wang could get back and warn Verix about the pending attack. �We can accept those terms."
It hadn't exactly been a hardball negotiation, but I imagine that Wang, upon hearing that the invasion would begin in a matter of hours, had decided we needed to warn the Knights more than we needed to exact concessions on liaisons and letting the Taiwanese know about our operations ahead of time.
The notification provision was a little troubling. What if someone eventually noticed Taiwanese missions being canceled for no apparent reason and something Chinese exploding or dying in that area shortly thereafter? Wang either hadn't considered that possibility or was so intent on reporting the pending invasion to Verix that he thought the risk was worth finishing the negotiations quickly.
Wang continued, "If the invasion is imminent, we need to return to the Knights and warn them. Could you provide us with some transport back to our base?"
Zhang smiled. "Of course we can.� The smile disappeared. �It'll have to be a car, I'm afraid, since traveling by helicopter is no longer safe with the Chinese controlling our airspace."
A grin reappeared and for the first time there was a hint of mischief bordering on malevolence evident in his yellow-toothed smile. "We even know where to take you."
I didn't need or want to ask how he knew, but Wang obliged the Taiwanese spy master, asking the inevitable question. Perhaps due to the unremitting fatigue and defeat of the past two weeks, Zhang was taking entirely too much pleasure in this little bit of detective work. If he became any more satisfied with his sleuthing, he would probably take out a pipe and start telling us about how elementary his deductions had been.
"Once you told us about the downed pilot, it was merely a matter of drawing a ten mile radius circle around the crash site and looking for likely locations. When we came across the old mining facility, it was just a matter of having one of our mini-satellites snap a few infrared pictures to see armed men patrolling the woods and watching the road."
I could only hope that Wang had remembered that I had warned him this would happen. But, no, Wang wasn't the type to seriously consider the opinions of those inferior in rank or feel contrition at having been proven wrong.
If there was an upside to his oblivious arrogance, it was that he recovered quickly from surprise. "Congratulations on your achievement, sir, but we need to get back as soon as possible. Is there anything else you need from us before we leave?"
Zhang leaned in toward us conspiratorially. "Forgive my gloating. We are not enemies. As you can imagine, the last two weeks have not been pleasant. I truly appreciate what you've done and what you will do with our help. President Duan personally told me to pass along his thanks.�
He must be in the building, I thought again. He sure as hell wouldn�t travel just to tell Zhang to convey his appreciation for our helping Taiwan.
Wang nodded courteously. �Thank you, sir. Is the liaison ready to go?�
Zhang stood up and said, �I believe he is. We�ve taken the liberty of getting things ready in preparation for your acceptance of our offer. Captain Zhou here will take you up to our garage.� Extending his hand, Zhang said, �Good luck, gentlemen.�
Wang took the offered hand and gave it a single shake, saying, �We�ll do our best, sir.� Then it was my turn to shake Zhang�s hand, and I decided to be a little more colorful than Wang. �Don�t worry about us, sir. It�s the Chinese who are going to need luck.�
* * *
The humorless Captain Zhou took us back to the elevators and pressed the �B1� button. The elevator whirred and in seconds the door opened again. Beyond a double glass door was a cavernous parking garage about half-filled with civilian cars of all shapes, colors, and sizes. There were a few military vehicles, but evidently this was the ordinary parking garage that normally housed the personal vehicles of the workers of Duan Enterprises. Zhou led us to a dark green Duan Harvest, a compact sedan that could comfortably seat four people. A driver and passenger already occupied the two seats in front, and evidently we were supposed to take the back.
When we were about ten feet from the car, Zhou stopped us suddenly. After a tiny last hesitation, he said to us in heavily accented English, his voice trembling with emotion, �My mother die in bombing. I am just a guard, part of security detachment. I can do nothing.� He stopped, apparently unsure about the words to convey what he felt. He pointed to me. �You kill Chinese for me. For all of us. We won�t forget.� With that, he snapped off a textbook salute.
Wang and I both returned it. I said simply, �Yes, sir.�
With that Zhou lowered his hand and marched back to the elevator. Wang opened the nearside door of the car, and I walked around to the other side. When I was in, the passenger in the front seat turned around to look at us and his smile seemed to light up the interior of the car.
�Looks like I was wrong about your outfit, Sergeant.� It was Captain Cheng, the aviator we had rescued just days before.
Forgetting that Lieutenant Wang was supposed to do the talking with the Taiwanese, I greeted Cheng with the real enthusiasm I might have felt with an old friend. �Well, well, look who finally decided to join the real military! How�s the shoulder, captain?�
Wang rotated the right shoulder without wincing. �Good, our docs gave me some new nanoparticle treatment, healed the muscles and bones right up in twelve hours. We ran out of airplanes, though, so I�ve just been filling sandbags and helping at the base hospital the last couple days. Then about two hours ago, I got a message telling me to report here. They asked me some questions about you guys, told me two knuckle-dragging soldiers calling themselves Knights had wandered into the Duan Endeavor telling some wild stories about destroying Chinese ships.�
His voice became a little more serious as he added, �They also told me you guys mutinied when the President ordered you to leave Taiwan. I don�t have to tell you how proud I am that you�re here.�
Lieutenant Wang had not bought into the enthusiasm of the reunion. He cleared his throat and nodded toward the driver, implicitly asking who this man was. Cheng got the hint. �The higher ups thought ahead on this one. Corporal Tan doesn�t speak English. He�s just going to drop us off a couple miles from the base and then drive straight back here.�
Wang wasn�t satisfied. �It�s still not good practice to talk about things he shouldn�t know about.� A very obvious second passed before Wang added, �Sir.�
For my part, I was embarrassed by Wang�s stiff formality. After all, it was his damn fault that the Taiwanese knew where the base was in the first place. Even if he had fooled everyone and actually spoke English, who was Corporal Tan going to tell about this?
To change the subject, I said, �It�s good to see you again, sir. I was afraid they were going to stick us with some spook who didn�t know anything about fighting.�
Cheng chuckled. �Hell, I don�t know about fighting on the ground. I just know that I�m supposed to relay target intel to you so you can go do your thing. If it all goes according to plan, I�m not going to be fighting. Of course, if I do get the chance to kill some Communists,� he said with a shrug, �so much the better.�
The driver said something in Chinese, and Cheng answered with a single word. For my benefit and to remind Cheng that he knew Chinese, Wang said, �Yes, let�s get this show on the road.�
With that, the corporal put the Duan automobile into reverse, backed out of the spot, and drove the car through a few turns and out the front of the garage. It was still dark out, though the sky was visibly lighter with dawn probably an hour or two off. With displeasure, I noticed that the sky was relatively clear. �This ought to be a fun ride,� I said to no one in particular.
Cheng understood what I meant. �Don�t worry, with the invasion coming soon, the Chinese are going to be focusing their air assets on the beaches. We ought to be safe for the drive back.�
* * *
Unlike Wang�s friend Chai, who had driven slowly and carefully, Corporal Tan seemed to have ambitions to race the Nascar circuit. He covered the forty miles in about fifty minutes, swerving suddenly on multiple occasions to avoid the gaping potholes left by Chinese bombs. I didn�t notice if the eastbound road was less torn up than the westbound, however, because my eyes were riveted on the lightening sky throughout the drive.
It was light enough outside that the stars had faded back into oblivion, but I despaired of my ability to spot an incoming Chinese plane unless its pilot, seized with a sudden death wish or Achilles-like arrogance, left his lights on. Still, I felt obligated to keep watch in the irrational fear that the others would hold it against me if we were killed by an unspotted fighter. Of course, the exercise was rendered even more hopeless by the fact that Chinese plane could just as easily fire an air-to-ground missile as a cannon, and that manner of death would arrive too fast to do anything about no matter how vigilant I was. Really, our only hope was that, with an invasion underway, the Chinese would decide that they had more important uses for their missiles than snuffing out civilian cars.
The manner of travel and the rather placebo-esque precaution of looking skyward naturally stifled conversation. Finally, after one last heart-stopping swerve, we were pulling off the highway onto the smaller road that led to our base. After about five miles, we were driving through the forest that dominated the area.
At a nondescript bend in the road, Corporal Tan slowed the vehicle to a stop. Cheng turned to face us. �Time to go.� He said something in Chinese to the driver, who gave a short affirmative answer and popped the trunk. Cheng exited and headed to the back of the car. We took the hint and got out as well. From the trunk, Cheng withdrew a large forest camouflage pattern backpack and a Taiwanese-made T-91 rifle, a 5.56mm similar in appearance and performance to the old American M-4.
It was a little gratifying to see that there was at least one technological realm where Taiwan still lagged behind the United States. That was because U.S. soldiers had been using their rifles almost continuously for thirty years around the world while the Taiwanese military figured that if they had to use rifles, it was probably too late for their country already.
Cheng took a magazine out of one of the backpack�s side pockets, slid it into the bottom of the rifle until he heard the click, then pulled back the charging handle, carefully checking that the safety was still on. His actions were slow, as if he hadn�t touched a rifle in years. He then looked up at us and arched an eyebrow. �You guys are probably a bit better with this than I am.�
He extended the rifle to me. �Here, you take it. We�ve got about five miles to go to your base camp. We probably won�t run into any Chinese on the way, but our intel people suggest that they�re going to be dropping paratroopers in advance of the invasion. And they already have some infiltrators on the island already. Remember when I told you about the Unit Zero raids on our radar stations?�
I nodded and took the rifle, sliding the charging handle back slightly to confirm visually that a round was chambered. Wang said dryly, �I don�t think they�d waste paratroopers or Unit Zero commandos attacking an abandoned mining facility or patrolling an empty forest. But we�ll keep an eye out.�
Cheng nodded and shut the trunk. Then he knocked twice on the top of the car, and Corporal Tan moved out, swinging the car around to head back the way he had come. I found myself hoping that the kid made it through the Chinese planes that we had miraculously avoided on the way out.
* * *
Captain Cheng, Lieutenant Wang and I headed off to the south, moving about twenty yards off the road in case a stray car happened along. Cheng�s casual mention of the possibility of Chinese paratroopers had raised my paranoia level enough that when Cheng tried to start a conversation with me, I told him, �Sir, I think it would be best if we talked once we�re back in the base perimeter in an hour and a half. Until then, I�m keeping an eye out for bad guys.�
By now, dawn was fast approaching. The sky was turning a shade of gold that would have been beautiful if not for the ominous portent of what was sure to be a chaotic day.
I wondered briefly what the Chinese infantry and marines were thinking in their transport ships. They must have been awaiting that same sunrise. The invasion would probably be the first mission for most of them. Sure, a lot had probably helped mop up rebellions in the Chinese hinterlands, but that was not the same as firing your rifle at real soldiers backed up by real tanks and real artillery.
Hell, I didn�t even really know what that was like yet. I�d had one or two run-ins with tanks, but never on a fully engaged modern battlefield filled with smart systems seeking to destroy, eviscerate, crush, or blow up the mass of carbon, oxygen, and trace elements that make up my being.
We walked on in silence until we were about fifty feet from the turn off to the camp. We strode into the middle of the road, making ourselves conspicuous and non-threatening. After all, there had to be a section of Knights in the trees looking very intently at us. Sure, they had probably been briefed to expect Lieutenant Wang and me, but not a third soldier in Taiwanese military garb. Good thing I was the one carrying the rifle.
I realized with a start that Captain Cheng must have thought of this situation when he'd given me the rifle. He'd given the excuse about Wang and me being more proficient as a flattering way to show his trust in us. Had his bosses told him to do it for that reason?
I shook the thought away. For now, I just wanted to make sure I didn't get shot by a trigger-happy Knight. I walked into the middle of the road and placed the rifle on the ground. Then I shouted, "Flash!"
A moment later, a voice called, "Thunder! Come on in." The sign-counter sign was an exceedingly old way of distinguishing friend from foe, but we hadn�t wanted to take any more sophisticated electronic gadgetry with us for our meeting for fear of blowing our cover en route.
Now that we were recognized as friendlies, we strode confidently down the side-road to the camp. We stopped briefly to talk with the leader of the section that was on guard duty at the road turn- off. It turned out to be Captain Jeffrey Weil, head of Section 5. He was a capable, amiable Pennsylvanian with the thin frame of a marathon runner. He was known as a cautious leader, not given to daring or bravado, but someone who could be trusted to accomplish his mission if it were fairly conventional and he had been given time to methodically plan his actions. His dark hair was already graying despite his being scarcely thirty-six years old.
Wang handled the introduction of Captain Cheng, and added, �Sir, could you radio into the base and let them know we�re coming so they know not to shoot Sergeant McCormick when they see him carrying a goofy Taiwanese rifle?�
�Shouldn�t be a problem, Lieutenant.� Weil grinned. �Though it would liven things up if we could take a potshot or two at Sergeant McCormick. Your section seems to be seeing all the action in this little war.�
Wang replied woodenly, �We might all be seeing more action than we�d like in the near future. The invasion is starting sometime in the next couple hours. It could be underway already.�
Suddenly, Weil was not in a joking mood. �No shit?� His earlier jocularity now totally forgotten, he added, �You�d better go see Verix, ASAP. I�ll radio in and tell him to meet you in the base camp.�
�Thanks, captain.�
With that, our band continued down the path and, finally, concluded our mission to Taipei by reaching the camp.
As promised, General Verix was waiting for us. Seeing a Taiwanese officer accompanying us, the general said with a marked lack of enthusiasm, �I see the Taiwanese made some demands in exchange for their help.�
Wang explained how the negotiations had proceeded and, again, introduced Captain Cheng, telling Verix that Cheng had been the pilot we rescued less than a week before. Verix smiled at that. �Couldn�t keep away, ay flyboy?�
Cheng responded in the same spirit, �Sometimes it�s good to take a little vacation in the wilderness, General.� He turned serious. �I�m honored to have the chance to help your team help Taiwan. You can count on me.�
Verix nodded. �Fine, Captain, I look forward to talking with you more in the future.� He turned to me then and said, �Captain Weil tells me you�ve got some important news.�
This was a minor snub of Lieutenant Wang, and undoubtedly a byproduct of General Verix�s mistaken belief that my role in our mutiny indicated some deeper ability on my party to understand the conflict that had engulfed us. Still, I answered his question.
�Part of the reason we agreed to the liaison is because we wanted to get back quickly and warn everyone: the invasion is coming in the next few hours, not in a couple days. There are also reports of Chinese paratroopers going into action.�
Verix nodded. �That�s not great news, but it�s not too shocking. Our little action in Quanzhou was never more than a slight inconvenience to them. As for the paratroopers, they�re probably not going to be paying us a visit in particular, but if they�re anywhere near us, it might be a good chance to sting the bastards. I�ll tell Lieutenant Stewart to keep a close eye on the news channels for updates.�
Remembering Cheng, he asked, �Captain, could you get us Taiwanese intel updates about what the Chinese are up to?�
Cheng nodded and said, �Yes, sir, I have a secure connection to our intelligence networks via my laptop.� He gestured toward his backpack. �As soon as our people know anything, I�ll pass it along to you. I�ll go set up shop at the treeline.�
Verix replied, �Sounds good. Let me know what�s up. Welcome to the Knights, Captain Cheng.� With that, he saluted the captain, who returned the salute and left to set up his laptop.
When Cheng was gone, Verix asked us, �Do you think he�s dependable?�
Wang answered, �Sometimes he seems like he�s not taking his work seriously enough.� I didn�t think this was fair at all given that we really hadn�t seen Cheng in mission mode, either when he was shot down or when he was accompanying us on the car ride back to base.
I said, �No disrespect to your opinion, Lieutenant Wang, but I think Cheng�s a formidable guy. He was very intensely devoted to the war effort when we picked him up. You heard his accent � he was born an American citizen and grew up in California. He emigrated to Taiwan because he believed in the country, in Duan�s political philosophy. I suspect he�ll do good work for his adopted country.�
My suspicion was confirmed within hours.

Chapter 3: Opening Moves

Our first notification of the invasion came from Captain Cheng. He was sitting on a fallen log at the edge of our base, near Section 2�s rest area. As soon as I had returned from my debriefing with General Verix, I had gone straight to my sleeping bag to take a nap. Cheng�s shout woke me up. It had been in Chinese and sounded like a curse. Captain Wood, who had been awake and engaged in a card game with three other officers, asked, �What�s the matter?�
Cheng�s eyes were riveted on his laptop�s screen. �They tricked us. The fucking Communists tricked us.� As I shook the cobwebs of sleep from my mind, I noticed that Cheng�s face had gone pale. He said in a more controlled voice, �Our planners thought the PLA would attack Quemoy and the Penghu Islands in the southwest and then push forward to take Taiwan proper from southwest to northeast. It would have been the most logical move on their part. With our submarines and navy still out in force, we could wreak havoc on their transports on the way over. If the Chinese attacked the small islands first, they wouldn�t have to send their transports on as long a trip. All the estimates from both our countries said that�s what they�d do � what they�d have to do.�
Wood had come over to look at the display, and I walked in that direction as well. Cheng continued, �They must have more advanced naval tech than we thought. Either that or they have a spy giving them information about the location of our fleet. Five of our subs in the Strait were sunk this morning. Then the whole damn PLA invasion force came crashing out of Quanzhou and the other harbors and made a beeline for Tongshiao.�
Realizing that none of us understood the significance of Tongshiao, Cheng explained. �It�s a big town about two-thirds of the way up the west coast.� When no one said anything, Cheng said with some exasperation, �We�re talking about a place seventy miles south of Taipei. With the Chinese controlling the air and sea, our 70,000 soldiers in Quemoy and the Penghu Islands are out of the fight. All hell is breaking loose out there.� He pointed vaguely west. �We�re moving forces to contain the landing, but they�ve caught us with our pants down. The first estimates are that they�ve surged five crack infantry divisions across the Strait. They�re landing armor right this minute.�
There followed a quiet moment. We had expected that the Taiwanese could hold the beaches, at least for a little while, and inflict some heavy casualties on the invaders. Now, the PLA was on the island.
Word spread quickly around the camp, and most of the Knights not on duty had come to get updates. General Verix arrived and, after Wood relayed Cheng�s update, he frowned and asked, �Captain Cheng, how fast can your military respond to this?�
Cheng thought for a moment before he responded. �I�m sure we�re sending forces now to contain the beachhead, but it�s going to be hours before we can get heavy stuff down there. Our armored divisions are more concentrated in the center of the island, away from the beaches, because we could keep them safer from Chinese airplanes there.�
Verix did not seem happy with that. �Fat lot of good they�ll do there. I�m sure the Chinese have got bombers scouring the east-west highways now.�
Cheng, perhaps responding a little too defensively to the implicit criticism of his nation�s generals, said, �Sir, we�ve got mobile antiaircraft units to protect those convoys. We kept a lot of air defense in reserves, just in case something like this hap-.� Cheng stopped speaking suddenly, then after a moment said quietly, �Oh shit.�
�Now what?� Verix�s voice betrayed no hint of alarm, but whatever Cheng found had visibly unnerved him.
�Chinese paratroopers have landed in the interior. Three PLA airborne divisions are southeast of Xinbei City�they must be trying to block Route 5, the main east-west highway in the northern part of the island.�
Xinbei City was about twenty miles north of our position. Route 5 was the highway we had taken into Taipei. Chinese paratroopers there were bad news.
Or maybe not.
�Captain, do you know where exactly those divisions are?� I asked the question in a tone that suggested an intention other than abstract curiosity.
�They�re about fifteen miles northeast of here, in and around a little town called Long Fa.� Cheng answered.
Captain Wood had the same thought as I did and voiced it immediately. �Think you could find out where their command center is?�
�The intel showing that the divisions are near Long Fa is only a couple minutes old. We�ve got a lot of electronic intel and mini-sats giving us visual data, though. If I put the request in, I could probably find out in about an hour or two.�
Wood looked at Verix. �That�s plenty fast enough. Why don�t we pay them a visit?�
Verix considered the idea for about a second and then a wicked smile slowly spread across his weathered face. �Not a bad idea, Captain. Give �em a little welcoming party.�
A little color returned to Captain Cheng�s face at the thought of hitting back at the Chinese. �One good surprise deserves another. They�ll probably be looking for our units coming from either side of the highway, from the east or west. If you come in from the forest south of the town, you might catch them by surprise. I�ll let headquarters know what you�re doing so we don�t start firing artillery on thee woods.�
Verix�s smile was beaming now. �This is why we stayed. Our war is going to start right now.� He turned back to Wood. �Captain Wood, it is now 0730. Gather your team together. I want you ready to head out by 0745. Section 2 will handle the assault. Your mission will be to destroy the headquarters of the airborne task force. Kill their commanding officers. Kill their staffs. By the end of the day, I want wet-nosed lieutenants to be in command of that task force. That ought to help the Taiwanese break those sons of bitches.�
Without missing a beat, he continued, �Sections 5 and 9 will accompany you on the march and make a diversionary attack, either to facilitate your initial infiltration or to facilitate your escape. You will be in overall command of the operation. You�ll have to decide on the spot what actions by Sections 5 and 9 will be most useful to you.�
Before Captain Wood could even say, �Yes, sir,� Major Kallistos, who must have made his way over while Cheng was reporting the latest news, said, �General, is it really appropriate to have the captain of one section commanding the captains of other sections? I could command the raid and keep the chain of command more clear.� Kallistos must have chafed at not having a role in this daring first attack.
Verix considered the proposal for a moment, or at least pretended to. Truth be told, I think Verix�s faith in Kallistos had been shattered by the fallout from the prison raid. Kallistos�s vain crusade against me had not made him many friends. In fact, it had caused him to lose esteem in the eyes of those who understood what the real issue was.
Verix had apparently not yet forgiven Kallistos for the petty politicking, because he responded, �Major, I think Captain Wood will do a fine job.� In the tone of a half-joke that betrayed a good deal of truth, he added, �Who knows, maybe if he does well I can promote him and the Knights will have one more heroic major.� The subtext to that semi-joke was clear: Kallistos�s status as a unique celebrity in the Knights could be threatened by the promotion of another rising star.
Kallistos�s face turned slightly red, but he managed to hold his reply to a taciturn, �Very well, sir.�
Verix didn�t let that unpleasantness ruin the moment for him. �Alright Knights, we haven�t hit the Chinese since the Quanzhou raid. Let�s remind the bastards what we can do.�
* * *
I was brimming with excitement. Now that the Chinese were on the island, it was time for the real war to begin. Captain Wood had checked with General Verix and announced to us that, because everyone knew how technologically advanced the Taiwanese were, we were authorized to use whatever weapons and gear we wanted. No level of weaponry would be considered so sophisticated that it would potentially reveal our identity to the Chinese.
I picked up my beloved Xiphos rifle and Artemis visor system, the one I had used on the Quanzhou raid. Rummaging in our ammo locker, I found the silencer for the Xiphos and screwed it into the front of the weapon. Next, I loaded up on explosives, taking several conventional fragmentary grenades, two flashbangs, and an EMP grenade just in case. For a sidearm, I chose a silenced 22 millimeter pistol. A small weapon, to be sure, but exceedingly quiet.
To top things off, I strapped a combat knife and sheath to my right leg despite the fact that in all my years with the Knights, I had never actually killed an armed enemy with a knife. During training, our instructors admonished us that there was nothing you could do with a knife that you couldn�t accomplish more easily with a silenced pistol. Of course, that admonition had preceded a week of knife instruction, practically giving us a doctrine in the art of slicing and stabbing. We had spent endless hours on the virtual reality simulator finding out all the things that could go wrong with knife fights. Even for the brutally realistic simulations, the knife fights had been harrowing. The faces of our virtual foes contorted with pain, glowed with murderous intent, and twitched in fear. Overcoming the instinctual mercy with regard to the third type of enemy had been the most difficult part of the training for me. Finally, after dozens of encounters, I could submerge my conscience and slash the throat of an enemy cowering with fear.
I shook away that memory as I finished packing up the spare ammo. Unfortunately, the Chinese used 5.45mm cartridges for their Ak-2000 and Ak-74 rifles, so we couldn�t expect to use their ammo for our 5.56mm Xiphos. There was sure to be some heavy action on this mission, so I loaded twelve spare magazines for the Xiphos. We weren�t planning on being gone for more than a day, so I only brought one MRE and some energy bars. For liquids, I had my CamelBak system, which fit into my backpack and allowed me to sip on a tube without having to retrieve a canteen or bottle. I could thank my forebears who had served in Afghanistan and Iraq for this last innovation. It had proven a godsend for more than one American stuck carrying out long patrols in 120 degree heat in those hellholes.
Finally, I was ready. Being a sergeant, I went around to the other members of our section and made sure that they had what they needed. Being Knights, they had not missed any of the necessities. Corporal Gurung was just strapping on his ancestral kukri knife when I got to him. �Ready to go, Corporal?�
He nodded. �Ready.�
I walked over to LaFont, who was inspecting the shell ejector on his Xiphos rifle.
�All set, LaFont?�
�Set to get on the scoreboard, Sarge.�
LaFont�s response struck me as glib. I kept forgetting that Gurung and I had been the only ones in our section who had killed a Chinese yet in this war. Captain Jones�s men had killed several guards in Quanzhou harbor, but our shooting of the stray Chinese officer and his woman had been the only action our section had seen on that raid.
The Knights were usually consummate professionals about killing, undoubtedly a result of the frequency of our operations. Regular troops in peacetime never saw action. Consequently, they looked forward to combat with understandable but rather childish excitement. Special Forces soldiers were better, but in peacetime they too would only see real fighting once or twice a year. Knights were constantly out on missions; killing armed enemies was just another day on the job. The exhaustive psychological evaluations had weeded out the psychopaths and, just as important, those who were unduly reverent of the lives of others, unwilling to absolve themselves for the deaths of enemies.
�Stay frosty, Private. We�re going to be getting plenty of action today.�
I turned to the rest of Section 2. �Alright boys, if you�re ready to go, form up on me. If you�re not, get your shit together ASAP.� I led the men outside of the storage container that served as our equipment locker. Captain Wood was waiting for us outside.
�Sergeant McCormick, we ready to go to war?�
I smiled. The martial spirit that has animated male humanity for thousands of years surged in my veins. �The boys are hungry for some Commies, Captain. Let�s go get �em.�
Gurung, LaFont and the others echoed my sentiments with a resounding �Hoo-ah!�
Captain Wood nodded and, grinning like General Patton, said, �Let�s not keep the bastards waiting.�
* * *
We assembled on the field with Sections 5 and 9 next to the tree-line. If anything, they looked even more amped up than my own section. After all, they hadn�t gone on the Quanzhou raid, so they were ready to get into the war.
General Verix quickly reviewed the troops and gave a pep talk. I wish I could remember the substance and sentiment of that speech, but my mind was already on the battle. I do remember that by the end the men were as ready to go as I�d ever seen them. With a final �Good hunting!� and �Hoo-ah!� we were off.
Our combined sections headed northeast. Section 5 was on point to the front. They would be relieved halfway through the fifteen mile march by Section 9. Since our section would be handling the assault, we were absolved of lookout duties en route. Still, the natural instincts instilled by a few years of combat experience ensured that we were constantly scanning for threats, even when trading small-talk. Captain Wood pretended not to hear the chatter, and the men knew to keep the volume down low enough that it would not give our position away to a hidden enemy.
As it was relatively early spring, the foliage was still rather thin. Birds were chirping, however, and we occasionally caught sight of animals, mostly rabbits and a few deer. Our forest and jungle training had been extensive and exhaustive. We had all spent months honing the technique of moving as quietly as bipedal animals our size could. Even when walking at three or four miles per hour, we tread as softly as a child sneaking downstairs on Christmas Eve to catch Santa delivering his presents.
The forest was devoid of any signs of recent human activity. We saw some walking paths, but no fresh footprints, litter, or other detritus of civilization. The popularity of nature hikes, it seemed, declined dramatically in a country at war.
After about an hour of walking, we began to hear faint sounds of battle ahead. We were still about eleven miles away from our destination and perhaps twenty miles from the nearest skirmish between Taiwanese and Chinese forces. We couldn�t hear the sounds of assault rifles, but we could discern the occasional pop of a grenade or the faint echo of high-powered sniper rifles. The Taiwanese had apparently not yet gotten their armored divisions into the fight, as the blast of tank cannons would have been audible even at this distance.
That was definitely going to change soon. The word had been out now for about an hour and a half that there were paratroopers blocking the highway, and the Taiwanese surely had to be marshalling their forces to break through to the west coast and the fighting around Tongshiao.
The People�s Liberation Army-Air Force was doing its best to slow them down, of course. Overhead, we heard several sonic booms as Chinese aircraft sped off to harass the incoming Taiwanese forces. We heard fewer aircraft coming back the other way. I remembered Captain Cheng�s mention of additional Taiwanese antiaircraft units in reserve and concluded that the Chinese pilots must be taking heavy losses today all over Taiwan.
The march continued on for another hour. We went over hills and through valleys and still saw no sign of anyone. The sounds of the battle were getting closer now, and some Taiwanese tanks had to be approaching from far to the east, because we now heard the occasional thunderous report of their cannons. The Chinese paratroopers were evidently engaging the tanks several miles outside of the town of Long Fa. They probably planned to trade space for time and, in so doing, delay the Taiwanese mechanized forces for as long as possible.
How long did the paratroopers think they could hold out? Maybe forever if their air support was steady enough. More likely, they hoped to be evacuated by helicopter after a day or two when a large enough contingent of the PLA had come ashore at Tongshiao.
Our pace quickened. The officers� thoughts were obvious. If we could cut the heart out of the paratroopers� defense, Chinese resistance might collapse in a matter of hours under the Taiwanese assault. We were still about two or three hours out from our objective if we continued at our three or four mile an hour pace.
Captain Wood conferred with the heads of the other two sections and decided we should move forward at a light jog, about six miles an hour. That would get us to the battle in about an hour and fifteen minutes. No one grumbled about the order. There was a reason Knights trained to Olympian levels of fitness, and this was it. While some Knights could run farther than others, all of us could pull off a seven mile jog in full pack and arrive ready to fight. Of course, it was harder to look out for ambushing enemies if we were jogging, but the rest of our route promised to be much the same as the first part: trees and the occasional deer, but no people.
Cheng radioed in to Captain Wood about fifteen minutes into our run. Wood relayed the update to the rest of us. Taiwanese intelligence had pinpointed Chinese headquarters. The location made us all smile.
The Chinese, wanting the cover of trees, had set their headquarters up just before the treeline near the highway, about five miles ahead of our position. Of course, this meant that there would be sentries in the woods, and we would have to slow down in another mile or two in order to make sure we saw them first. However, it also meant that we would only have to break through the headquarters troops in order to get to the commanders. The rest of their forces were concentrated to the east, fighting the Taiwanese advance, and the west, anticipating a possible thrust by forces stationed in and around Taipei.
Whoever the Chinese commander was, his mind was evidently too focused on the conventional threat posed by the Taiwanese mechanized forces and possible artillery attacks. The woods made sense as a headquarters if you were worried about those types of enemies. They were not, however, where you wanted to be if there were commandos looking for you.
* * *
When we were about two and a half miles out from the objective, Captain Wood called a halt. We all took sips from our CamelBaks and chewed on energy bars as Wood conferred with the other section commanders. They decided that, since the headquarters was unexpectedly right at the edge of the woods � where Sections 5 and 9 had been planning on staying � all three sections would participate in the attack. Section 5 would engage any PLA forces west of the headquarters, Section 9 doing the same to forces to the east. Section 2 would go straight at the headquarters.
Things were lining up nicely. The paratroopers engaging Taiwanese forces wouldn�t hear our silenced weapons. If the Chinese got some shots off at us, it would probably be lost in the louder sounds of Taiwanese tanks and artillery engaging forces several miles to the east. All we had to do was kill the sentries � maybe twenty or thirty if the Chinese were being careful � and then clear whatever forces were in the camp with the commanders.
The officers reformed the sections from a loose thirty-man column into a line with men spaced about ten yards apart, covering about three hundred yards. Like Mongols hunting on the steppes, our expansive line would kill anything in our path and clear the way to the objective.
We were now moving forward slowly, step by step. It was still ridiculously early in the day, just shy of noon. On my rifle�s grip, I toggled a few buttons to bring up the temperature display. Forty- five degrees Fahrenheit, thirty-five percent chance of rain in the next six hours. It was overcast now, and I decided it probably would not rain during our assault.
We Knights don�t usually operate in daytime, but the PLA hadn�t consulted with us before sending their paratroopers, and so we had no choice but an assault in broad daylight. Luckily, with the temperature fairly low, our thermal sensors would work well. Switching my helmet visor to thermal mode, I scanned ahead. I could see the heat signature of birds in the trees, but there were no sentries in the next two hundred meters to my front.
Step by step, we closed in on the objective. There was a ridge about half a mile to our front and beyond that the woods would begin thinning a bit. Three hundred meters beyond that ridge lay our objective.
The absence of Chinese patrols was a little unsettling. They had to be here somewhere, didn�t they? They couldn�t just assume that no one would come from the woods. Chinese paratroopers weren�t exactly Unit Zero commandos, but they were still considered elite troops within the PLA. They had to have patrols out here. The problem was that the trees were so thick that it was possible � not likely, just possible � that we might not see a patrol until we ran right into it.
Corporal Caruso, a wiry scout of Italian descent from Section 5, radioed in. �Halt.� We all stopped. �Enemy patrol one hundred meters to our left front. Four Charlies armed with Ak-2000�s.�
This report made me feel better. If the Chinese (or Charlies, as some called them) had somehow known we were coming, it would have been conceivable that we wouldn�t run into any patrols. Now that we had found one, I figured that we must have accidentally come at a perfect time when patrols in the woods were sparse. If it was only these four soldiers, we would be into the headquarters in no time flat.
Captain Spears, head of Section 9, issued orders to his men. �Caruso, Walters, hold your position, I�m heading over.� I consulted the map in my visor display. Caruso was on the far left of our line. Next to him in the line was Sergeant Walters. Captain Spears was at the right end of Section 5�s line, abutting the left edge of our own line. I was second from the right in the Section 2 part of the line, well-removed from the action.
I heard the encounter play out over the radio. Captain Wood confirmed the plan that we had all guessed ahead of time. �Stay put, everyone. Captain Spears, take out that patrol.� Spears confirmed the order, and I saw the icon that represented his position move over to the left end of our line.
By that point the enemy soldiers were also tagged on the visual display, the Artemis system recognizing the shapes seen through the visor and, now, the sights of the aimed Xiphos rifles.
I was about 150 meters away from the action on the left end of our line. I had to consciously admonish myself not to look in that direction, to concentrate on my own sector. If it isn't a direct threat, stay focused on your own area of responsibility.
Even so, I strained my ears as much as possible (that is, I didn't actually strain them, but I thought hard about what I was hearing), hoping that I'd discern the muted clack of a Xiphos rifle's action.
I was listening so intently that I was actually startled when Captain Spears' voice sounded in my earpiece. "Four Charlies down, left flank clear."
Captain Wood called for us to resume the march forward. Apparently, the rest of the Chinese sentries were either north of the headquarters or just over the ridge.
As we neared the ridge, Captain Wood again called a halt. "Private LaFont, crawl up and scan the area."
"Yes, sir."
LaFont moved forward in a low crouch and, as he neared to within about fifteen yards of the crest, fell prone and crawled the rest of the way to minimize his profile. After about 20 seconds, he stopped at the lip of the ridge. He reached into his pack and pulled out a Snake Eye.
The Snake Eye is, essentially, a high-end digital camera attached to a remotely controllable flexible hose. We usually used the Snake Eyes to peer around corners in buildings. The device�s output fed into LaFont's visor display and thence to the Knights' integrated tactical map, showing us the locations of enemies within sight of the Snake Eye.
Before LaFont could say anything, the Snake Eye updated our tactical maps with its intel. The woods thinned out some after the ridge, apparently enough so that the Snake Eye could mark targets a hundred meters to either side.
"You see it, sir?" Lafont's voice betrayed only a faint hint of concern.
"Yes, Private, we've all got it." It would have been more accurate to say "them" rather than "it," though I didn't bother sending a correction over the radio.
There was a ten man patrol and seven sentries in the woods, but taking those out was the bread and butter of our operations. No, "it" was about a hundred meters away, right near the clearing where fifteen more enemies were congregated. "It" was an automated sentry gun, two six-barrel Gatling-style guns with an attached camera system that would recognize human bodies, firing on those it deemed enemies. It was actually an American design, but Congress had slashed funding for the project in its Educate Our Warriors Bill of 2021, which had shifted half of the military's R&D budget to educational benefits for soldiers. The Chinese had stolen the design a few years later.
The CIA had confidently claimed that the Chinese wouldn't be able to field the weapon for several more years. The enemy recognition software was supposed to be difficult to reproduce from the materials the Chinese had gotten. Apparently it wasn't that difficult at all. No doubt that particular intelligence assessment had been influenced by some congressmen who had voted for the Educate Our Warriors Act and didn't want people thinking the programs cut to pay for it had been important. Just one well-placed call or friendly exchange at a Georgetown cocktail party, and the potential downside to the entitlement had gone away.
That little problem was back now in Taiwan. We had to figure out how to beat a literal killing machine. I commanded the right hemisphere of my brain to start creating solutions for evaluation by its leftward neighbor.
We could try putting a sniper round into the machine, maybe knocking it out of commission if we hit the camera or computer. The problem would be getting a clean shot without exposing ourselves to the 360 degree sweeping eye of the gun. The only reason we had even spotted the gun before it spotted us was our use of the Snake Eye. The second we popped over the ridge, the gun would recognize and kill us.
Alternatively, we could toss an EMP grenade and fry the electronic brain of the device. The problem with that option was that there was no way that we could get close enough to toss a grenade without the sentry gun seeing us first and gunning us down. We might try dodging from tree to tree, but the sentry worked at superhuman speed and accuracy. Most of the time, it would hit with the first shot. The second we left cover, we would die. Even if we survived by some miracle, the noise of the gun shooting at us would alert the Chinese to our presence and we�d have thirty rifles trained on us in addition to the sentry gun.
"Shit." Wood's epithet was a fairly accurate description of the predicament. �Anyone have any ideas?�
No one spoke. Wood finally said, �If we can�t think of something better, we�ll have to hold a Xiphos over the ridge and use the in-visor sight to line up a shot on it. Problem is, the gun will recognize the weapon and start shooting at it pretty quickly. Anyone ready to lose their hands?�
Think. What other tools did we have? The radio link to Captain Cheng? No, the Taiwanese air force was almost wiped out. We couldn�t get them to provide air support. The only planes flying were Chinese, and the Chinese sure as hell weren�t going to help us.
The Chinese. The first wisp of an idea penetrated into my mind. I took a second to think it through. Why not? �Captain Spears, those paratroopers you just took out��
�What about them, Sergeant McCormick?�
�Were any of them on the tall side, sir?�
Spears� voice sounded a little mystified as he answered. �Well, I don�t really know, I can check. Why?�
�Do we know how the sentry gun recognizes targets?�
Wood responded, �It�s a formula that takes into account a variety of factors. It looks at things like gender, weapon type.� There was a pause, then I could almost hear the smile in his voice. �And clothing.�
The enthusiasm was contagious. I said, �Right, sir. I�ll take one of their uniforms and an Ak-2000. The camera on that gun is probably pretty good, but I�m betting it won�t be positive I�m not Chinese until I�m damn close. Close enough to toss an EMP grenade.�
Wood�s triumphant laugh carried over the radio. �Shit hot, Sergeant McCormick! Let�s do it. Go get changed.� After a moment, he added, �But it�ll look suspicious if you�re by yourself. Corporal Gurung, you fit the physical profile of a Chinese soldier decently well. You accompany Sergeant McCormick in another Chinese uniform and cover him while he knocks out the gun emplacement.�
Gurung and I moved off to the left flank to retrieve the uniforms. Wood�s voice continued on the radio. �As soon as the gun is offline, the rest of us go over the ridge and start wiping out the sentries. Section 5, cover left, 9, cover right, 2, straight to the camp.�
* * *
It was a brief jog over to the four dead Chinese guards. The visor system had removed the dead enemies from the tactical map automatically, but I toggled the option to show enemy dead. Inside two minutes, I was looking at the four bodies.
The paratroopers had been in a staggered line spanning about forty feet. I looked around for the tallest corpse, which ended up being the lieutenant in the front of the group. He was about six feet tall, marginally shorter than I. He was rather skinny, however, suggesting that the uniform was going to be something of a European cut on me. Oh well, I thought. At least I�d get to see what being an officer felt like.
The lieutenant was lying face up in the grass beside a tree. I checked his body briefly for bullet holes and didn�t find any. That was an important consideration, since a uniform with several bloody holes in the front would probably attract unwanted attention from Chinese soldiers or, perhaps, a very clever subroutine in the sentry gun designed to spot would-be infiltrators. Luckily, two bullets had struck the man�s face and passed through the back of his head, killing him without spilling so much as a drop of blood on his camouflage uniform.
I stripped off the lieutenant�s jacket, which was a darker green than the digital forest camo used by the U.S. military. I slipped the jacket on over my Taiwanese commando uniform. Next, I took off the man�s boots and pants. The boots were about one size too small, but they would suffice for the short period I�d need them to. After switching the pants and boots, I took off the dead lieutenant�s helmet. Tucked into the interior straps of the helmet were two photographs � one of a smiling young lieutenant in dress uniform with a beautiful Chinese woman in traditional garb and one of a Chinese toddler, perhaps two years old.
When I think back to that moment, I don�t recall feeling any sadness at the fate of this soldier or any revulsion at the grisly condition of his face. Such considerations tend to fall away in the immediacy of a combat situation. The wedding picture burned itself into my memory, however, and I look back on it now with a sense of hollow tragedy. I don�t regret that my fellow Knights had killed this man, but I regretted that an evidently happy man had picked the wrong place to be and the wrong time to be there.
I do remember thinking for a moment that what I was doing was a technical violation of the Geneva Convention. Wearing the uniform of an enemy made me a spy, and even in the age of international norms for conflict, spies could be killed with impunity. I dismissed that thought with scorn. The ethicists that crafted rules for war might contend that those rules are absolute, not contingent on a particular situation. If that theory has any basis in fact, I have never discovered it. If the cause is important enough, there are no valid rules of warfare except the need for victory.
Of course, that was what terrorists like Osama Bin Laden had said when they smuggled suicide bombers into crowded markets or theaters. But the ends of the Knights were substantively different. Islamic fundamentalists of the early 21st century violated the Geneva Convention in pursuit of establishing a repressive theocracy. We Knights did so in order to protect the last bastion of liberty on the planet. A philosopher who claims to see no difference in those ends should visit the Islamic Republic of Persia and experience it.
Had the question been posed to me as an abstract hypothetical in my college days, I might have recoiled at the thought of stripping the uniform off this family man about my age whose bad fortune had merely been to enter the military of his home country. However, if masquerading as a Chinese officer could help win this war, the only cause I had truly felt in my soul to be right, and save the lives of my friends, I certainly felt no need to follow the Geneva Convention, nor could I imagine any other soldier doing so if they were in my shoes.
These thoughts floated in the back of my mind, but at the time I was focused mostly on the task of slipping on the gear and helmet of the Chinese soldier and checking his Ak-2000 rifle. I looked over at Gurung, who seemed to be having no trouble finding a uniform that fit his 5�7�� frame.
As I finished cinching the Chinese web gear into place, I noticed that the other fallen soldiers were wearing shooting glasses, lenses that automatically adjusted for the brightness of the sun. The lieutenant�s glasses had been destroyed along with the lieutenant, so I retrieved a pair from one of the other fallen paratroopers. In addition to being part of the paratroopers� standard kit, the glasses would tend to obscure my non-Oriental features. Hopefully I wouldn�t be challenged to speak by any of the other Chinese soldiers. My plan in that contingency was to smile and nod and, if that didn�t do the trick, shoot whoever was talking to me and toss the EMP grenade as close to the sentry gun as possible.
The last equipment related decision to make was whether to bring the silenced .22 pistol. That was an easy question. A weapon as quiet as a silenced .22 tended to come in handy. I stuffed the silenced pistol into a large cargo pocket on the front of the paratrooper uniform. Now I was ready.
Gurung came loping over, looking every inch the swaggering PLA paratrooper. I asked him, �Good to go, corporal?�
I got an enthusiastic nod in response.
�Then let�s go fry that ChiCom robot.�
I called over the radio to Captain Wood. �McCormick here, Captain, we�re all dressed up and ready to go. We�ll be approaching the line from the south, be sure to hold your fire.� Wood confirmed my suggestion and relayed the order to the rest of the Knights.
We were back at the Knights line in ninety seconds carrying our Taiwanese uniforms, Xiphos rifles, and U.S. helmet-visors.
When we got back to the line, we found that Section 2 had congregated around Wood. This was not entirely professional, since another Chinese patrol could theoretically head right for the center of our line and catch us by surprise. The other sections would cover for us, however. They understood why everyone would want to gather round. Gurung and I were going on an almost recklessly dangerous mission and the others wanted to wish us luck.
"How's the fit, Lieutenant?" Wood asked the question with sarcastic emphasis on the final word.
"Bit tight across the chest, but nothing the tailor can't take care of." I turned serious abruptly, a little nervous about this masquerade. "If you hear shots, it means we need to get moving with the assault. Either they've found us out or we had to start shooting to get to the sentry gun. Whatever the reason, the battle will be on."
Captain Wood nodded. "I don't need to tell you, sergeant, but I'll say it anyway. This is deep hero shit. You pull this off and there's an Order of Apollo waiting for you when you get back."
This was the slightly cultish element of the Knights reasserting itself. Who would care what accolades awaited us now that our mutiny had rendered considerations of career advancement irrelevant? The only people who would know about the decoration would be the Knights, and they would already know what had been done.
Those thoughts notwithstanding, I played along with the act for the benefit of the men. �Captain, being an officer for a little while is reward enough. Only problem is that I hear they make officers actually work in the PLA.�
The enlisted men had a nice laugh at that, and Captain Wood smiled. �Give �em hell, Sarge. We�ll come mop up as soon as we hear you start shooting.�
I nodded. �See you in a minute, sir.�

Chapter 4: A Minute

Gurung and I walked over the ridge. I instantly felt like I did at prom, the first time I had worn a tuxedo. I had felt sure that something was wrong with my outfit, a crooked tie, an improperly tucked shirt that would be quickly spotted. The only difference from prom was that, in the present situation, my ineptitude would result in my death and that of Gurung. Back then, the danger was simple embarrassment, which was, ultimately, not as literally mortifying as people always said.
We walked with our Ak-2000 rifles at the ready, not slung over our shoulders lest some zealous captain confront us for a violation of some standing order demanding constant vigilance on enemy territory. I was several paces in front of Gurung, who seemed totally unaffected by the change in uniform.
As we walked, I tried to lead us on the path that would give the widest berth possible to the patrolling Chinese paratroopers. This was entirely normal behavior, since patrols weren't supposed to congregate and chit-chat in the field. The real problem, I realized, would be the stationary sentries. There were several of them strewn along the approach to the headquarters camp, and they probably had orders to get a sign/countersign response from anyone trying to pass through to the headquarters.
I had to think fast. How could I get through the sentries without having to answer any questions? I had about a minute before we reached the sentries.
Stay calm, Clay, I thought. This is what they train Knights to do. Think.
Could we just run through looking panicked, maybe pointing back at the ridge? No, too many Chinese would just come over to ask questions that we couldn't understand, let alone answer.
Could we get through the picket line with a friendly nod? No, we couldn�t even risk getting too close to the sentries. From a distance, they couldn�t tell that I was non-Chinese, but from speaking distance, they�d figure out the game much too fast for us to accomplish our mission.
As simple as it sounded, killing the sentry with the silenced .22 seemed like the best option. That plan was not without danger. How long would it take the Chinese top discover the dead paratrooper? One of the other sentries might look over and see his compatriot slumped on the ground. No, I could move the body behind a tree. The body wouldn�t be discovered until a patrol, perhaps alerted by a sentry who was curious about where his comrade sentry had gone, walked over and found the corpse. That would take time, probably no less than a minute, no more than two minutes.
It could work. There was a chance that someone would be looking at us when we killed the sentry, but he would have to shout and alert a patrol to chase us. In the confusion, we could probably get close enough to throw the EMP grenade.
I turned and whispered to Gurung, �Alright, Corporal, I�m going to kill this sentry. You just look unassuming and unimportant.�
Gurung responded in stride, �Sure thing, Sarge.�
We were about thirty yards from the sentry now. He was looking straight at us, though he apparently did not yet suspect that anything was amiss. I would get as close as possible before disabusing him of that notion.
When I was a mere 15 feet away, the sentry asked a question in Chinese.
I was now committed to killing this man or dying. Adrenaline surged in my veins. My mind burned through the interference of the natural stimulant to remember to smile non-threateningly as I reached down, as if pulling out some piece of identification.
The pistol was out and pointed before the paratrooper had any idea what was going on. I pulled the trigger and sent a bullet straight into the man�s head. His face had just registered a look of confusion and fear, I saw as his body was falling back.
Though it was poor fieldcraft, the type you�d see in a spy movie, I looked around in all directions for witnesses. There were no shouts or cries of surprise or alarm. The killing had gone unnoticed. I quickly dragged the body to sit up beside a tree as Gurung continued strolling along as if nothing had happened. Good work, corporal, I thought. Then I moved back to Gurung�s front, stuffing the pistol back in the front pocket of the Chinese paratrooper pants.
We strode more purposefully in the direction of the headquarters tents now, in a slight hurry to get our job done before someone stumbled on the body of the guard. I had to consciously tell myself to slow down.
We were about fifty yards from the sentry gun.
I fingered the EMP grenade in my pocket. It was about as heavy and dense as a normal fragmentation grenade, though the innards of the device were something of a mystery to me. I knew that it had an effective radius of about ten feet. If we were standing on am open baseball field instead of a forest, I probably could have thrown the EMP grenade and land it close enough to the sentry gun right at that moment.
I shook that temptation away. This wasn't a game of horseshoes. A miss would spell disaster. I was beginning to have a little trouble deciding how fast I was walking and whether it was as fast as a Chinese paratrooper naturally walked when he wasn't actually an American commando bent on destroying key parts of a headquarters defenses. Time was crawling by, and we seemed to be inching toward the sentry gun with an agonizing lack of celerity.
After an eon, we were about twenty yards away, emerging from the treeline. Just a few seconds more.
A Chinese voice, loud and clear, sounded to our front left. It was a soldier who had evidently left the command tent and was heading for the woods. Though he was wearing the same combat camouflage uniform as I and everyone else in sight, he carried no rifle. He was obviously a high-ranking officer. He was looking in our direction.
No time to think. The officer was about fifty- five feet away, too far for a reliable kill with the silenced .22. I did the first thing that came to mind. I raised my hand in a friendly sort of wave and continued walking.
So close to the sentry gun. Every foot counted now, every step making the success of the EMP grenade more likely. I quickened our pace and turned to Gurung. �Waste that son of a bitch as soon as I toss the grenade.�
�Roger.�
There was about a second and a half, a pregnant pause in which the Chinese officer, astonished at my intransigence, formulated his next inquiry. During that time, we covered about ten more feet. Gurung couldn�t miss that shot, and we were now about ten yards from the sentry gun.
Oh God, what if the sentry gun recognizes us as a target when I throw the grenade? I had no idea if Chinese or American programmers had thought ahead to this sort of situation. As soon as the thought flickered across my mind, I told myself it was too late.
I reached into a pocket and pulled the pin on the EMP grenade, triggering the five second fuse. I held the grenade for a moment. The Chinese officer started to shout something in an angrier tone, undoubtedly a demand for an answer to his earlier inquiry.
In a fluid motion, I dropped my rifle, tore the grenade from my pocket, and tossed it underhand the remaining thirty feet. It landed about seven feet shy of the sentry gun and rolled a little to the left, ending up about two feet from the killing machine.
By the time the grenade was halfway through the journey to its final resting place, Gurung was aiming his rifle at the officer. Just before Gurung fired, I heard a sharp click. This was the only sound given off by the EMP grenade.
Gurung fired a single shot straight into the officer�s head. I was proud of his quick thinking. A single shot might be mistaken for an accident. It would arouse the suspicion of the paratroopers in the area, but those soldiers would not instantly assume that a devastating attack had just been initiated.
I looked back to the sentry gun. It had drooped into a resting position, pointing to the ground at about a 45 degree angle. Its electronic brain was dead.
Now what the hell could we do? Time for another quick decision.
The Knights would be coming over the hills momentarily, and would be quickly engaging the remaining patrols and sentries. That battle would be nasty, brutish, and short, and would result in the Knights sweeping the field. The Knights trained for this sort of fighting and had experienced it in the virtual reality simulators and in real fighting all over the world.
Gurung and I had two options: start taking out sentries from behind to aid the Knights� assault or press forward with the attack on the headquarters. Without time to really think, I chose the latter option. My main reason was simple fear that any of the commanders would escape in the confusion of the battle with the sentries. It wasn�t probable that the Chinese leaders would run away from the first shots, but Gurung and I could rule out that possibility entirely if we took them out before the fighting started in earnest. Besides, twenty-eight Knights wouldn't need our help to crack a line of sentries and patrols that barely outnumbered them and wasn't expecting an attack.
The answer was thus clear: take out the officers.
"Keep an eye out for hostiles and follow me."
From the Olympian clarity of the present, I know that my order wasn't exactly clear, a fact that may very well explain why things didn't go exactly according to plan.
Gurung affirmed my order with another terse "Roger."
Several paratroopers had left the headquarters tent. They saw the body of the inquisitive Chinese officer. Most of the headquarters staff had pistols out. Several paratroopers, evidently personal guards of the officers, carried Ak-2000�s and scanned the area for enemies.
Gurung and I were obvious suspects, being the only men visible and standing out in the middle of the field adjacent to the tree line. However, we were in Chinese uniform, and the most logical conclusion available to an overly trusting soldier was that a sniper had taken the officer out. The guards had only heard a single shot and, since they were not listening attentively, they might not have even been able to tell what kind of gun had fired it.
One young guard pointed his rifle in our general direction and asked something in a voice more confused than menacing. My first instinct was to wave to him and hold a finger to my lips, the universal sign to shut the hell up before the sniper who had just killed the officer struck again.
Gurung, however, interpreted my instruction regarding the need to target �hostiles� a little too liberally. I had meant something more along the lines of �shoot anyone who is about to start shooting at us,� not �shoot anyone who could potentially threaten us.� It was too late for clarifying instructions now. Gurung raised his Ak-2000, aimed down the red-dot sight, and fired a burst into the young soldier�s chest.
Now everyone who had been in the headquarters or encamped outside it knew who the enemy was. Luckily, at that same moment, I heard the light pop of the silenced Xiphos rifles. The assault on the sentries had begun, providing a crucial moment of distraction and drawing about half of the fifteen men in the immediate vicinity of the headquarters tent to fight the Knights beyond the tree line rather than the two PLA uniform-clad infiltrators out in the open.
Gurung shifted fire to the next guard over, killing him with another three round burst. I picked up the rifle I had dropped to make the grenade attack and sighted a thirty-ish officer raising his pistol. I carefully lined up the red dot in my sight on his forehead and fired a single shot. A puff of red appeared in the sight and the officer fell to the ground.
I also dove to the ground, evading the responding fire that was surely on its way. Gurung wisely followed me down just as a peal of gunfire erupted from several rifles among a group of Chinese paratroopers who had been camped near the headquarters. Under the covering fire of those paratroopers, the remaining guards and officers retreated back into the headquarters tent, dragging the two dead guards' bodies with them.
I switched the Ak-2000 to burst setting and rattled off two three-shot bursts at the group, killing one and causing the rest to scurry for cover. Gurung was taking single shots, trying to hit any piece of Chinese flesh that was momentarily out from cover.
"Keep their heads down!" I shouted to be heard over the barking of Ak-2000 fire and the occasional pops of silenced Xiphos.
Gurung shouted back, "Roger that, Sarge! " He emptied his magazine in a series of three shot bursts over a couple seconds. During that time, I pulled out a fragmentation grenade, pulled the pin, and hurled it at the group of seven soldiers who had come from the little camp outside the headquarters.
As Gurung was slapping a new magazine into his rifle, the grenade exploded. The sound was muffled in a unique way, however. I had heard the sound in simulations, but this was the first time in battle.
Sticking my head up to see what had happened, I saw a mess of blood sprayed across the area where the grenade had gone off. That was not at all the type of damage that a grenade usually did when it exploded. Normally, there�d be a wave of fragments causing mortal wounds, but not wholesale blood-spattering butchery. That kind of blood only appeared when someone fell on the grenade. Throughout American military history, there had been no better way to win a Congressional Medal of Honor, albeit posthumously.
I was too well trained to be distracted by the thought that some paratrooper had just jumped on a grenade to save his comrades. Gurung couldn't resist the temptation to comment, however, asking, "Did some Chicom just�"
I cut him off. "Yeah, let's hit them while they're in shock." I took out my last fragmentation grenade and told Gurung, "Toss one right after me." Without waiting, I pulled the pin on my grenade, stood up, and hurled it to the same spot where my first grenade had gone off. Gurung somehow managed to retrieve and throw his grenade quickly enough that it was sailing toward the Chinese position when mine detonated.
After Gurung�s grenade had detonated in the area, I stood up, Ak-2000 at the ready. Gurung followed my lead as I started running at a crouch over to the tent, outside of which the seven paratroopers had been ducking for cover behind ammo crates and sandbags.
I found two men still alive. One was grabbing a leg that was spurting blood. The other looked intact, but he was cowering behind the sandbags, looking dazed. I thought I saw tears streaking his face behind his glasses.
Those impressions took a millisecond to sink in, and I instantly raised my Ak-2000 and, switching the firing setting to full-auto as the gun came up, emptied the remaining half-magazine of ammunition into the two Chinese paratroopers. Satisfied that they were both dead, I ejected the spent clip and forced in a new one.
Now it was time to get the officers.
Several men had obviously stayed in the headquarters tent. That was probably the standard protocol for moments like these, I reflected. If the officers rushed out to fight the attackers with sidearms, they would be cut down without the least chance of survival. Better, then, to stay in the tent, get down on the ground, and hope for the best.
Gurung and I got behind some sandbags about five feet from the tent entrance. This was a perfect time for grenades, but I was out. Gurung had one left, though. �Smoke �em out, corporal.�
�With pleasure, Sergeant.�
Gurung rose, pulled the pin on his grenade, and threw it without any hesitation. Big mistake.
�Goddamn it, Gurung, get down.� The Nepalese corporal seemed confused by my sudden anger, but lay prone behind the sandbags. There was a thump near our position, then an ear-splitting roar as the grenade went off within five feet of our position.
�The next time you throw a grenade at enemies who know you�re coming, wait a second for the fuse to go down or they�ll just throw it back at you.�
Gurung was in a daze from the loud noise. I wasn�t even sure he had heard me. I shouted with more anger, �For Christ�s sake, just sit tight and keep your gun trained on the exit.�
The Chinese were undoubtedly in cover, hiding behind whatever tables, chairs, or sandbags they had in the headquarters tent. Without any idea where they were, we could try spraying a couple magazines worth of bullets into the tent, but our rounds probably wouldn't penetrate cover and the chances of killing everyone in the 600 square foot tent with randomly aimed shots was essentially zero. Besides, we didn't have that much extra ammo left to waste. I had two magazines; Gurung was probably in similar shape. What if we ran out in the middle of the fight?
It seemed that, without grenades, we didn't have a way of clearing the tent. Oh, sure, we could try just running in, guns blazing. That would be suicidal. We were better shots than the Chinese, but not so much better that two of us could pick off six or seven of them when we were running into an unfamiliar area and they were aiming from cover at the one place where we could enter the tent.
The sound of gunfire was picking up in intensity about a hundred meters south, where the Knights were clearing out the sentries. We could go help them finish off that task, but then the officers might escape. We could also just sit here, hold off any Chinese soldiers retreating from the battle with the Knights, and ensure that no officers escaped the tent. That might have been a workable plan, but Gurung and I would each have to cover one side of the tent. With so many other paratroopers running around the area, there was a dangerously high chance that one might stumble into our position, catch us unaware, and kill us.
No, we had to find a way to clear the tent. Could the dead Chinese have grenades on them that we could use? I crawled a few feet over to the Chinese dead. They hadn't had their web gear on, apparently coming straight from their camp, where they had presumably been resting. They didn't have any gear with them.
Shit. Those first guards we had killed probably had grenades, but some clever Chinese had thought to drag the bodies back into the tent with them.
There was a moment of desperate frustration. Victory was so close, and now it was slipping away.
The muse of battle whispered in my ear. I remembered a scene from the classic film Braveheart.
"Make sure no one comes out of that tent, understand?" I shouted the order to Gurung, still angry at his earlier screw-up with the grenade.
Gurung bobbed his head. "Yeah, Sarge, got it."
I rummaged through the pockets of the Chinese. Surely, one of them must have been a smoker�
There. A metal Zippo lighter. I took a quick look around for anything flammable. There was a civilian car nearby, probably stolen for the use of the officers shuttling between the eastern and western fronts of the paratroopers lines. That might have been helpful in another era, but in the days of electric cars, there was little hope of finding some gasoline there.
Another thought struck me. If PLA officers were anything like American officers, they'd want a generator to run headquarters electronics. Sure enough, there was a generator just to our left with an electric line leading into the tent. Next to the generator was a plain, ordinary five gallon can of gasoline. Bingo.
I tore off the uniform jacket of one of the Chinese dead and got the man's undershirt. After getting another undershirt in a similar manner, I ran over to the gasoline can and poured gas over half of each of the shirts. I scampered back to Gurung.
"I'm going to toss these onto the tent. Those tents are made of nylon and coated in a special polyurethane to block electronic signals.� I grinned wickedly. �Only problem is, they're pretty flammable. You cover me, and be sure to keep an eye out for the other sentries retreating back from our guys."
Gurung's dazed confusion from the grenade mishap had worn off. He grinned back at me. "Alright, go cook the bastards."
One more idea occurred to me. I wrapped the t- shirts around Ak-2000's from the dead paratroopers so that I could create a sort of rudimentary torch.
I crept up to one side of the tent and lit one of my torches. It flared very quickly, so fast that I almost shoved it into the tent in a panic. Gaining control of myself, I held the torch to the tent, which started burning. Moving at a crouch, I started two more small fires, then tossed the torch on top of the tent. I did the same with the second torch, then retreated back to Gurung's position.
With the fires starting in multiple places, the tent's special coating went up like a wooden house. Inside of thirty- seconds, the whole outside of the tent was on fire.
The Chinese could either wait to die in the inferno or try their chances outside. They chose the latter. Three grenades came tumbling out of the burning tent, landing about fifteen feet from our position. We hid behind the sandbags and, after the last explosion, got right back into firing position.
Two guards came out then, guns at the ready. Gurung and I fired two bursts each, killing the guards instantly.
Their time to escape the tents dwindling, the remaining Chinese all came running out at once. This was actually a much better tactic, hoping that one would survive if they rushed us.
It was not to be. Our training was too good. We calmly fired single shots into the mass, killing the men seriatim. Seven more Chinese officers dead.
Mission accomplished.
We both reloaded, and I told Gurung, "Make sure no one comes from the other battle. I'm going to go see if those officers have anything interesting in their pockets."
After a pro forma "Roger," I went over to the pile of bodies. They hadn't made it too far out of the tent, which was burning with gusto and looked seconds away from collapse. I figured I would probably be safe about ten feet from the tent entrance. I dragged the two highest-ranking corpses in the pile away from the tent.
Their pockets yielded nothing of military value. This was really a secondary concern, since the Taiwanese would probably be able to provide all the intelligence support we work need. It was more a force of habit than anything else. On normal missions, we would always search pockets for usable intel.
I did find two envelopes with handwritten addresses on the front. These were, undoubtedly, last messages for loved ones. I had come across such letters before, but I was sure I would see more now in a real war. Such things have long since stopped affecting me. In addition to this rather callous fact, Gurung and I needed to move fast so that we could go assist the other knights wiping out the last resistance of the sentries. There didn�t seem to be anything useful on the bodies. I put a final bullet into the head of each officer to make sure they were dead, and then we were on our way.
* * *
The volume of fire coming from the battle between the Knights and the remaining Chinese paratroopers was beginning to die down when Gurung and I started back south away from the burned-down headquarters tent. The Ak-2000 fire was coming more sporadically now, not a continuous racket.
Friendly fire would have been a concern had the Artemis system designers not anticipated situations like this. Each Knight had a tiny GPS locator inserted into the skin on top of his head, allowing the system (and, therefore, its users) to differentiate between friend and foe regardless of what uniform was being worn by the Knight in question at any given moment. As Gurung and I ran back to the fight at a crouch, we focused on figuring out where the enemy was, not worrying about the Knights.
We found that one Chinese patrol of five paratroopers had established an ad hoc defensive position about 75 meters southeast of the headquarters. They had good cover from the trees and had obviously established a system of taking pot shots at the spectral Knights and then running to cover behind a nearby tree while their comrades kept up the fire.
It was easy to forget, given how chaotic the assault on the headquarters tent had been, that scarcely four minutes had passed since I had thrown the EMP grenade and started the battle. It was only a matter of time before this last organized Chinese position fell apart. There were several bodies in the immediate area, silent witnesses to the futility of resistance.
Gurung and I could bring the end about a little faster, approaching the five paratroopers from an unexpected direction. In another war, we might have tried to take the paratroopers alive by demanding their surrender. In this war, however, we did not have any way to accommodate prisoners, and the stakes were high enough that neither side was likely to allow clemency.
Gurung and I carefully divided the group. I would take the two furthest left, Gurung the two furthest right, and then we would both fire on the one in the middle man.
�Fire on my shot.� I held the Ak-2000 to my shoulder, lining the red dot up on the target. He was hiding from the Knights behind a tree, about to make a dash for another source of cover.
I fired twice in quick succession. One shot hit the man�s chest, the other caught him in the throat. Quickly, I shifted to the next man to the right, who had no idea what had just happened. That man was firing on the Knights further to the south and had not heard my shots. His inattentiveness cost him his life, as I fired three shots, each hitting his upper back between his shoulder blades. He fell forward, his life spent.
I quickly lined up on the last man, who was now looking back in our direction, far too late for any comprehension on his part to make a difference. I fired a split-second before Gurung, and both our shots hit the man in the chest.
Without waiting to collect the thanks of Section 9, we moved further west, looking for any remaining Chinese paratroopers putting up a fight. In the time it took to cover the fifty meters at a careful canter, Section 2 had finished off whatever resistance remained in its part of the line. Section 5 on the left flank had apparently done the same, since there were no more sounds of Xiphos or Ak-2000 fire.
When we were about in the middle of Section 2�s area of responsibility, we took cover behind some trees and I shouted the recognition codeword: �Philly!�
Captain Wood�s voice returned the countersign: �Franklin!� He added, �Come on out, Sergeant!�
Gurung and I walked out from our cover toward the sound of Wood�s voice. In seconds, we were standing in front of the rest of Section 2. I couldn�t resist the temptation of bravado. �You all enjoy your break?�
* * *
After surveying the wreckage of the headquarters, Captain Wood called over the radio to the other sections that the mission had been accomplished and that it was time to head back to base. Not wanting to deal with any Chinese paratroopers called in from the battle with the Taiwanese to the east or west, we withdrew in haste from the headquarters camp. Inside of three hours, we were back at the home base in the abandoned mining facility.
General Verix was waiting for us when we arrived. �Excellent work, Captain. Taiwanese intelligence indicates that when the Chinese paratroopers lost contact with their headquarters, they lost any ability to respond to attacks. Without orders, units stayed in place and were flanked and overrun. There are still a couple hundred paratroopers out there putting up a hell of a fight, but they�re falling apart. The Taiwanese armored reinforcements from the east broke through an hour ago and their infantry support is mopping up the last pockets of Chinese resistance. And it�s all thanks to your assault.�
Wood, weary from covering thirty miles in seven hours and fighting a battle at the midway point, nodded in appreciation. �A lot of the credit has to go to Sergeant McCormick, sir. He and Corporal Gurung almost won the fight single-handed.� That was going too far, and I said as much, explaining exactly what Gurung and I had done.
When I was done, Verix grinned. �Sounds good enough for an Apollo to me, son. Hell, thinking of burning down that tent in the heat of the moment�� realizing his accidental pun, Verix�s smile broadened, �is almost worth an Athena.�
I didn�t know what to say to that other than �Thank you, sir. Couldn�t have done it without Corporal Gurung.�
Gurung looked down sheepishly and muttered something about how it was �no problem, sir.�
Verix looked at us. �You boys did a hell of a job out there today, sure enough. But we�re going to have plenty more work to do. Go get some chow and take a rest.� He glanced at his watch. �It�s 1620 now. We�re moving out at 2000.�
Wood asked the question for the rest of us. �Where are we heading, General?�
�To Taipei. I have a feeling we�ll see more action there than out here, now that the paratroopers are wiped out.�

Chapter 5: Dignitaries

As I suspected, the men didn't need any assistance in packing. Most of the hour was spent telling the other members of the section what Gurung and I had done in the assault. Gurung himself was oddly unhelpful, just giving weak smiles as I told the others about our assault on the tent. Gurung looked like he was on the verge of tears. Finally, I told the others to finish packing and asked Gurung to come with me.
We walked about twenty yards from the others, and I asked in a low voice, �What�s up with you, corporal?�
Gurung�s eyes glistened. �I let you down today, Sarge.�
I had trouble believing that could be it. �Gurung, you�ve fucked up worse before and I�ve given you shit for it. That grenade thing today is something you just learn from experience. You haven�t been in this business as long as I have.�
Gurung shook his head and looked down. �That doesn�t make it right. I could have jeopardized the mission and gotten you killed.� He raised his eyes and met mine. �That�s not what Gurkha do. That�s not what my father and grandfather did.�
This was foreign territory for me. I didn�t know what to say, so I made it up as I went along. �You don�t owe us or your ancestors perfection. You owe us the best you can do because that�s what you promised when you signed up with the Knights. You�re the only one who knows what that is.� I thought of a different approach. �And crying about this grenade thing isn�t your best. You messed up. No one got hurt because of it, but you messed up. Learn from it. I�m betting you�ve learned, and I�m willing to bet my own ass on it the next time we�re in the field.�
Gurung stiffened at my harsh words, but nodded. �Thanks, Sarge.� Now that he had opened up, he couldn�t stop the next words. �This war is the only thing I�ve ever done that�s mattered a damn. I don�t want to mess that up. I won�t mess that up.�
That Tibetan woman we rescued from the prison camp must have really driven in the anti-Chinese sentiment. Maybe that had triggered the innate desire to make his ancestors proud. Hell, maybe Gurung even understood what the war was really about, the ideas of President Duan that had made his country rich and, simultaneously, an inviting target for a thuggish dictatorship like the People�s Republic of China. I didn�t probe the reasons for Gurung�s enthusiasm for the war.
I slapped his shoulder, trying to buck him up. �You won�t, Corporal. We�ve already made a big impact on the war. I know you�ll do more in Taipei.�
I couldn�t just leave him with that bullshit generality. I had to reveal a little of the truth. In a more serious voice, I said, �This is the greatest thing any of us has ever done. It justifies whatever ways we�ve wasted our lives up until now. No matter what happens, the fact that you recognize what we�re doing and feel pride in it means you�ve lived as good a life as anyone could wish for. Pride that you�ve earned is the only thing that really matters.�
I wouldn�t explain that last part. Gurung couldn�t really understand. He was 20 years old. He probably thought he was in love with that Tibetan girl. He was the last in a line of great soldiers. Hell, he had grown up poor and had probably wanted to be rich someday. Up until now, he had thought all that stuff mattered. When he said that the war was the only thing he�d done that made a difference, it was because it was the first time he had taken part in something he thought important where his skill had made a material impact. That recognition was slowly dawning on him, and soon it would consume him.
As it had me. I hadn�t thought about it in those terms when I joined up, thinking only that I wanted excitement in a stale world. That kind of excitement is really just the feeling of your highest skills changing the world in a positive way.
If you sought excitement without wanting to make a productive difference, you ended up like Major Kallistos, a husk of a man propelled only by vanity and the fear of anyone eclipsing your renown. If you sought to make a productive difference without any animating passion, you ended up like those gray automatons back in the States. You stumbled from one meaningless government paper-pushing job to the next knowing that whatever virtue or talent you had was being wasted. You sought meaning outside your work, whether through hedonism or banal sentimentalities like cute pictures of kittens. These are pale simulacra of pride, and they only reinforce the sense of desperation for something better. That desperation destroys a soul.
Whatever happened to Gurung, he had tasted pride and so was saved forever from the fate of turning into a Kallistos or a colorless bureaucrat.
Gurung didn�t smile, but his face took on a more resolved mien. �Thanks, Sarge. I won�t waste the chance.� He paused for a second. �Sarge, would you mind holding my letter?�
I knew exactly what letter he was talking about. �I don�t hold letters for people, Gurung. Find someone else.�
* * *
After I finished overseeing the packing, I retreated back to the container that had been my barracks for the past several weeks. I lay down on my sleeping bag and thought about Gurung�s letter.
Soldiers always carry those damn letters. Hell, I had found a couple that very day in the pockets of the paratrooper officers I�d killed. Those types of letters are an ancient tradition among soldiers. We all want to preserve some sense of meaning in what we are doing and a faint hope of immortality in the memory of others. In a sense, that�s what having children is all about � giving life so that you (and your genes) will not be forgotten. The letters often talk about how important the cause is, or how much the writer loved the intended recipient. I�ve read several, mostly from dead enemies. Not all of them, though.
Once, when I had just joined the Knights, a friend of mine had forced me to hold his letter in case he should die on one of the raids into the Afghan hinterlands that contravened the treaty ending that war. We had gone through the same training and, having shared that hellish experience, had become close friends. He was smarter than the average Knight, though he hadn�t gone to college. He had been a devout Methodist from Oklahoma, not an unusual type to join the Army. A quiet non-drinker, he had been dating a girl he met through the base church.
I had agreed to hold the letter for him despite the sense of foreboding. People who wrote such letters often ended up needing them. I write that not out of a sense of superstition, but the empirical observation that men who fear death in this line of work will often find it. Sure enough, he had tripped an expertly-designed antipersonnel mine in a cave we were raiding. He died before we could get to the extraction site.
I had gone to the girl�s house to deliver the letter. I had only met the girl briefly, since I did not usually intrude upon my friend�s time with her. I was instantly on guard when I saw her. She was a lithe blonde with a coquettish look about her � absolutely the wrong type of girl for my friend. I had come to her house in full-dress uniform to convey the letter. �Private Granderson died in the line of duty,� I found myself saying mechanically.
Her vapid face looked momentarily troubled, as if someone had told her a cat had died. �That�s too bad.� After a moment during which I knew she was wondering how long politeness dictated she should wait before speaking, she asked, �What are you doing here?�
I made an instant decision. �He asked me to tell you if anything went wrong. Goodbye.� I turned on my heel and walked away from the house without even mentioning the letter. When I got back to the barracks, I opened the envelope and read its contents. It was exactly as I feared, a heartbreaking confession of undying love totally unworthy of the stupid creature at that house.
That, then, is the experience with such letters that has rendered me largely insensitive to their sacredness. Often, the recipients of those letters don�t measure up to the senders or vice-versa. I�m sure assholes like Major Kallistos write similar letters aping the genuine sentiments of men like Private Granderson.
I knew there was only one person I might ever write a letter like that to, but I feared the consequence of writing it. Not for my life; I have been gambling with that too long to be worried about losing it. No, I worried that the ideal of Victoria in my mind would be shattered by the knowledge that the real Victoria might someday read the letter.
In quantum physics, there�s a famous thought experiment called Schrodinger�s Cat. The essential point is that, according to quantum theory, if the cat were a quantum particle, until someone observes the eponymous cat in a box, the cat is both dead and alive. When someone sees the cat, it can only be dead or alive. I felt, in a way, that my letter arriving would be like someone peering into the box containing Schrodinger�s cat. The letter would force Victoria to either be worthy of its contents or it would force me to discover her to be the shallow, materialistic woman that I thought she was when we broke up. Without such a letter, I could believe that the former was still possible.
I slept for two hours, then it was time to move on.
* * *
I hadn�t asked for a full explanation from Verix when he told us to be ready to move out at 2000. Like Wood, I was tired from the adrenaline hangover consequent to the day�s fighting. The thirty five miles of walking and running hadn�t helped. When my alarm went off at 1900, I groaned inwardly at the thought of more exertions. No matter how many seventy mile marches you go on during training, days like that never really become easy.
Back to Taipei. Lieutenant Wang and I had just come from there, though it seemed like a long time ago that a silent Taiwanese corporal had driven Wang, Captain Cheng, and me back to the base that we were now abandoning.
It took me a moment to realize that the light patter on the metal of the shipping container was rain. That would explain the timing of the movement. The People�s Liberation Army-Air Force would not be particularly effective today. Besides, what sorties it would be flying would probably be focused on supporting the beachhead near Tongshiao.
There wasn�t a lot of personal gear to assemble, but I got it all stowed away into my pack and then went off to meet with Captain Wood. I found him supervising the loading of the arsenal of spare ammunition and special weapons.
�Good evening, Sergeant.� Wood had a clipboard in hand with the manifest of our weapons. This image of him fit perfectly the stereotype of the persnickety Wood.
�Good evening, Captain. Did you find out anything else about why we�re moving?�
Wood shook his head. �Verix hasn�t told me exactly what prompted the move. If I had to guess, though, I think it�s because of the transport issue. We can�t keep running to our missions, especially when the real battle is going to be fought on the eastern side of the island. Without chopper support, we�re stuck in a place with no action. So, we�re heading to Taipei. The fighting is within a few miles of the city now. We can run ops and then lose pursuing PLA forces in the urban jungle.�
�So, we�re playing the guerilla game?�
A little grin imprinted on the corners of Wood�s mouth. �About time Americans got to be the guerillas. Verix did six tours in Iraq and Afghanistan. He knows how to harass an occupying force.�
I nodded. �Sounds good to me, sir. We hurt them good today. I wonder if their people know about the paratroopers getting overrun.�
�Good question. Go ask Captain Cheng, maybe he knows. In the meantime, I�ve got to finish up with the arsenal. Check on the men and make sure they�ve got everything they need.�
�Yes, sir.�
I was sure the men wouldn�t need an inspection. Soldiers don�t become Knights by needing to be chaperoned. I would conduct a brief inspection anyway, just so the fear of having some incompetence found out kept the men sharp. First, however, I�d get an update from Cheng.
I found him near Verix�s command post container, fiddling with his laptop. He looked up as I approached. He put down his laptop and walked over, slapping me on the shoulder. �Hell of a job out there today, Sarge. You guys broke the back of those paratroopers. Now our armored divisions can start making the Chinese pay.�
I tried to match Cheng�s ebullience, but I couldn�t think of anything to say. Instead, I simply asked, �Any news on the fighting?�
Cheng�s countenance darkened slightly. �The Penghu Islands are completely cut off. We�re in communication with them, but the Chinese are keeping aircraft in the sky over the passage between the Penghu Islands and Taiwan, firing on any ship departing for Taiwan. They�re out of the fight.�
He continued, �The battle around Tongshiao is stalemated at the moment. We�ve only got a couple infantry divisions in the area now. The Chinese are ferrying over troops at a rate of a division every two or three hours. The rain is going to slow the Chinese down a bit, but their beachhead is already ten miles long and five miles inland. Our generals estimate that when the rain lets up, the Chinese are going to throw everything they�ve got at the northern sector of the beachhead and break through to Taipei.�
I tried to console him. "Think of it this way: the sooner they break through, the sooner we'll be back in the fight. We need for their front line to be a little fluid so we can slip through and run operations. You heard what we did to those paratroopers. They're supposed to be the best thing the Chinese have short of Special Forces. What do you think we'll do to their regular troops?" I said the last line with a broad grin.
Cheng responded in kind. "Ought to be a walk in the park for you guys."
"Goddamn right it will be. And once the Chinese start losing a couple generals and command posts a day, they're going to have a hard time convincing the folks back home that everything is hunky dory. When the real high-ups start worrying that every prominent person they send to Taiwan comes back in a body-bag, the costs of the war will become very real to them. We'll bleed the bastards dry." I felt myself slipping into the caricature of an American sergeant, but that was precisely what Cheng needed at the moment.
"Sounds good to me, Sarge. By the way, we intercepted the last communications from that paratrooper division. A group of them were asking for permission to surrender."
"What did Beijing say?"
"Stand and die."
That was always an easier order to give than to obey, and it was often a waste. Soldiers turned prisoners could escape; dead soldiers had seen the end of war. "Is that what happened?�
"Sounds like it. They were low on antitank ammo, and our armor reported that all resistance was wiped out about an hour ago. Our tanks are rolling to Taipei now."
That news made me a bit sad. "Those paratroopers were brave as hell. One of them fell on a grenade I threw to save his buddies."
Cheng nodded. "Yeah, they don't let just anyone become a paratrooper. Too bad they're playing for the wrong team."
"Yeah." Without anything else to say, I moved on to another subject. "So, I still haven't gotten the word, do you know where exactly we're going in Taipei and how we're getting there? "
Now Cheng's smile had a mischievous quality. "Have you ever heard of the American Institute?" My face must have betrayed that I had no idea what he was talking about. He continued. "It's the equivalent of the American embassy. America doesn't formally recognize Taiwan's independence, so they have this �American Institute� instead of a real embassy."
I figured it out. Even I was shocked by the audacity of the move. "We're going to take over the fucking embassy?"
Cheng nodded. "Yep. The Chinese might have scared the U.S. into abandoning Taiwan, but that doesn't mean they can bust into U.S. embassies with impunity. Even if they figure out where we are, they'll think twice before they come to get us.''
I completed the thought for him. "And it's the last place they'd think to look because they don't know there are U.S. soldiers in Taiwan." I paused for a moment. "Who came up with this plan?"
"It was all Verix. I think now that he's disobeyed one order from the President, he's looking for ways to goad her into committing to the fight."
My eyes went a little wide at that. "I think taking a bunch of diplomats hostage is going to do the trick." I remembered something else about embassies. "Don't we have Marines stationed in the Institute to provide security?"
Cheng nodded. "Verix said he has a plan for that. He'll probably tell us while we're loading up the truck."
My legs already felt less sore. "Truck? "
"I got our intel guys to send a semi-trailer for us. It can take two containers at a time, so it'll take three trips to bring everything in � call it six hours.�
Great, I thought. That ought to be a fun trip. More time being driven around in a goddamn steel tube. �Anything else I should know?�
Cheng answered sheepishly, �Oh and one other thing: You�re all going in U.S. combat uniforms, so you�ll want to change." He hastily added, �Not that I mind you wearing a Taiwanese uniform, but you don�t want to be the only one.�
I was still wearing a Taiwanese uniform from the raid earlier in the day.
"Alright, thanks for the heads up. I better go make sure the boys have all their buttons done up." I saluted.
Cheng returned my salute. �Any time, Sarge. Good luck.''
* * *
The truck arrived right on time at 2000, trailing two containers. Verix assembled all of the Knights before departure. "I'm sure you've all heard about our destination by now through the grapevine. Well, hear it from me: we're taking over the American Institute in Taipei. We will not kill any Americans, including the Marines guarding the building. Section 3 has trained for this kind of non-lethal operation. Those Marines are going to get a surprise and maybe some headaches, but that's it. The rest of you just need to sit back and enjoy the ride."
"We can only take about twenty Knights per storage container per trip. With two containers on the truck, that means forty Knights per trip. Sections 1 to 4 are going first, then 5 to 8. The last trip is going to be 9 and 10 in one container and all our special weapons and ammo in the other. In case any of you are wondering, I'm going on the first trip. I have a feeling the lace panty bureaucrats at the embassy are going to want to talk to a commanding officer after we lay down the law." Verix positively glowed with anticipation for that conversation.
Sections 3 and 4 piled into the rearmost container while our section and Section 1 clambered in the front container. It was going to be a stuffy ride. There was just enough room for everyone to sit on the floor with all of our packs piled up on one side of the oversized crate.
The men chattered a bit about Taipei and asked about the rules on bedding embassy workers that they�d be holding hostage. I'm now getting old enough that I can't really tell if they're joking when they ask things like that.
As massive as the legal department is at the Defense Department, I still doubt they've come up with a policy regarding fraternization with federal employees being held captive in wartime. I gave the best response I could think of: "I'm OK with it if they're OK with it. But if I sense you�re not focused on the mission, I�m taking all the women for myself."
* * *
The drive was blessedly short, a mere hour of occasional bumps and lurches when the truck decelerated abruptly to avoid a wrecked vehicle or bomb crater. When the truck finally stopped, we heard the door of the rear container swing open and the sound of boots hitting pavement as Section 3 disembarked. We were all completely silent, straining our ears to hear what was going on.
We heard a challenge from the entrance of the building, a shout to the driver of the truck. The fact that I was stuck in a windowless container precluded me from knowing at the time, but we were parked right in front of the entrance. The voice of a Marine came through clearly, a faint trace of a southern accent detectable in his speech.
"Sir, you can't park here." The Marine was apparently too focused on the truck cab, not noticing the men slipping out the back. Maybe he couldn't see them from his vantage point just outside the door.
Our driver was Taiwanese, and I could hear him jabbering in Mandarin. This was obviously part of the plan, since I had heard the man speaking English during the loading.
The Marine started to say in an angry, slow tenor (as if speaking slower could make a foreign language understandable), "You've got to move�"
I couldn't tell what had happened to the guard, but I knew it wasn't a silenced gunshot because there was no noise at all, not even the sound of an automatic action ejecting a spent shell. Of course, I wasn't expecting to hear a gunshot since we had been told no Marines would suffer permanent injuries. I thought I might have heard a thud as the guard's body hit the ground, but it was hard to tell for sure.
We heard nothing relevant to the Knights in the embassy for fifteen minutes after that. No one spoke, not even in a whisper. We had been ordered to stay silent, of course, but the fear of betraying our presence was an even more effective deterrent. I tried not to think about dangers I could do nothing to change.
A loud knock sounded on the rear container, abruptly knocking us out of our reverie and causing heart rates to soar. �General Verix?� The voice of one of the Section 3 soldiers came through loud enough for those of us toward the back of our container to hear. �Building is secure, sir. Director Pickering, wishes to speak with you.�
�Well, let�s not keep Director Pickering waiting.� Verix�s voice was clearly audible. His next words were even louder, meant to pierce into our forward container. �Alright, let�s get into the Institute so the driver can go get the other sections.�
A moment later, the door to our container swung open. It was dark outside, almost totally black due to cloud cover and the absence of exterior illumination on Taipei�s massive skyscrapers. When it was my turn to jump down, I hopped down nimbly and watched the rest of the Section escape the steel tube. Once everyone was out, I turned to face Captain Wood and, for the first time, I saw the Institute.
It took only a glance to see that the American Institute�s appearance matched its second-class status in the pantheon of American embassies. Painted a singularly dull and unattractive shade of dark yellow, the edifice sat on the corner of a minor side street and a major six-lane road. We were just southwest of the central skyscraper zone of the city where, despite the blackout and inclement weather, I could discern the bold outline of the Duan Tower. The Institute, by contrast, stood three stories tall, and it would be more accurate to say that it stooped, for it was about a hundred and fifty feet long, a much greater measure than its height. It was about fifty feet wide on the side facing the street, meaning that its front was comparable in girth to that of a suburban McDonalds in the United States.
In short, the Institute looked impossibly small for its task of handling commercial relations between the U.S. and the most economically vibrant country in the world. On the ride in, Wood had claimed that he had seen the Institute�s website, which claimed that 450 staff worked in the building during normal operations. That number seemed improbably high given the humble size of the building before us. Wood had also said that, in the midst of a war that the United States had no intention of entering, our intel suggested that there would be a skeleton staff of thirty or forty diplomats, intelligence officers, Marines, and janitorial staff.
Off to the left of the building, a swing gate barred the entrance to a ramp that sloped down into an underground parking garage. The Marine at the swing gate barring entrance to the Institute's parking garage was still out cold when we passed by on our way to the main building. His hands had been bound with plastic ties, presumably a precaution on the part of Section 3 in case he woke up before someone came around to carry his supine body inside.
We passed a Section 3 Knight standing over two more Marines lying prostrate on the floor as we came in the front entrance and entered a shabby reception area akin to that in the office of an unfriendly, cloying dentist. A Section 3 Knight shot me a proud, beaming grin when he saw that I was looking at the Marines.
Without orders on what to do, I decided to follow General Verix, who was following a Section 3 Knight, presumably heading for Director Pickering's office. He walked purposefully, with a little grin on his face, and I realized that he had been looking forward to this tete- a-tete for quite some time. Unable to go on our physically demanding missions, this sort of confrontation was probably the most direct excitement Verix would get.
After climbing the stairs two stories up, we took a hard right, and came to an office on the large-street side of the building. Clearly audible through the door, a rattled middle aged voice asked a little too loudly, "What right do you have to do this?" Either the man was a lunatic, conversing with himself, or trying to engage a Section 3 Knight in extemporaneous dialogue contrary to standing orders. The likelihood of getting a response was only nonzero because of the distant possibility of the Knight coincidentally going insane at that very moment.
Verix interrupted the one-sided conversation by opening the door.
"Director Pickering, I am General Verix, the commanding officer of the soldiers who disarmed the Marines and barred the exits."
I maneuvered to get a glimpse of Pickering. He had been standing just off to the side of the door hectoring the Knight standing watch in the corner of the room. He walked slowly back into view, heading back behind his desk, and I got my first good look.
The first thought that comes to mind when recounting the features of Alvin Pickering is that he was fat, though that wasn't really true. He was modestly overweight in the manner that politicians often are, not because they are gluttons, but because their lives lack the physical or occupational rigor necessary to keep one trim. No, he appeared fatter than he actually was because of his face. His jowls looked as if they had conquered the rest of his features, spreading their culture of porcine softness to his cheeks, mouth, and chin. He had a ruddy complexion, and was obviously sweating despite the fact that it was (a) early spring, (b) no more than forty-five degrees outside, and (c) rather cool in the office.
Pickering's gray eyes peered out through the slits between the flab of his upper cheek and his flat, thick eyebrows. His nose had expanded over the years to fit the scale of the rest of his face, despite its diminished utility as the frequency of his mouth-breathing increased. A red and blue striped tie reaching precisely to his belt buckle bespoke a conscientious effort to convey power. The ostentatious Harvard ring on his left hand made a similar statement. His cuff-links carried the seal of the President of the United States of America.
I didn't know how he had made his way up the State Department ladder, but everything about him screamed that he had spent some number of decades between two and four kissing the right asses, networking with the right people, and only venturing opinions approved by his superiors.
These were not very neutral thoughts. A more favorable description might have focused on the pictures of children behind his desk, the certificate of appreciation from Habitat for Humanity hanging on his wall, or his professional dress. These things are irrelevant to me, however.
Pickering spoke, his voice quivering with righteous indignation, "By what right are you holding me and my people hostage?"
Verix replied conversationally, "By force of arms, Director."
Pickering swallowed, his Adam�s apple bobbing visibly. "Whoever told you to do this could not have been acting legally. If you leave now, you won't be punished."
Verix smiled patiently. "No one ordered me to come here. Believe me, I've heard the same spiel about leniency if I give up immediately from the President herself. No offense, but if I were going to abandon my mission, I would have done it when the lady in charge told me to."
Rank and intimidation having failed, Pickering fell back on logic. "What is your mission then?"
"Winning the war for Taiwan." Verix sounded like a man from the fifties telling someone with just a hint of concealed pride that he was an engineer at Ford.
Pickering's face betrayed no comprehension. After a moment, he asked, "Why are you here then?"
"We mutinied when the President ordered us to abandon the Taiwanese."
Pickering looked like he was about to be sick. "How do we factor into your�mutiny?" He said the last word as if the concept of mutiny against the will of the United States government were a disease from the 19th century long since eradicated, like smallpox.
"We will be using this building as a base of operations for attacks on the People's Liberation Army."
Pickering blanched. "But what if the Chinese come here and attack the building?"
"Then we're all in trouble."
Pickering's anger finally started seeping out to his crenellated face. "So you're drafting us for your private war and if innocent civilians like the Americans in this building get killed, it's just too damn bad."
Verix, still standing because he had never been invited to sit, replied, "Americans used to believe that freedom was more important than life."
Pickering actually laughed, probably more to make a point than out of any genuine joviality. "Did you get that line from some B-movie? You're going to get us all killed for a slogan. Hell, at least the Chinese are reclaiming their territory, their people. You're going to cause all our deaths for the sake of an abstraction."
His face under taut control, Verix replied, "Abstractions stand in for real things. Weren't you in class for that day in kindergarten? Chairs are real, but the concept of a 'chair' is an abstraction that allows us to talk about chairs generally rather than specific, physically existing chairs."
Pickering waved that off. "Freedom isn't the same thing. It's an abstract idea. You can't point to something and say 'that's freedom.'"
Verix pointed out the window to the Duan Tower. "That's freedom."
Pickering said patronizingly, "That's a skyscraper. They have them in Beijing too, you know."
Verix shook his head. "Not like that they don't. That was built by someone who earned money by helping people. It's a monument to the right of people to come to agreements for mutual benefit without coercion � a synonym for freedom. The buildings in Beijing were built with money taken at gunpoint from frightened peasants. They're monuments to suffering."
Pickering didn't know how to respond to that, so he changed tactics. "And you don't care that I and the employees of the Institute haven't volunteered to fight Taiwan's war, that you're risking innocent lives?"
"Taiwan is the last dynamic place in the world. If it goes, we're all screwed anyway in another ten or twenty years when thugs like the People's Republic take over. And to answer your specific question, no, a few innocent lives lost won't convince me that the people and ideas of Taiwan aren't worth saving."
Pickering scowled. "And the Chinese are just brutal tyrants ruining Duan's little Gilded Age adventure, right? Let me tell you something about your precious President Duan. I've heard that man say that the government has no obligation to help people in need. At least the Chinese care for their citizens. It seems to me that if Duan had a humanitarian bone in his body, he'd have protected the social safety net for the least able before transforming his island into a haven for corporations."
Verix struggled now to control his anger. "Those companies are the only places in the world that are still dragging the human race forward. Quantum computers, electric cars, nano-tech � the Taiwanese are making the world better for everyone. They're doing it with our ideas. People are free to trade and the resulting good has caused Taiwan to explode with confident, energetic ideas and people. Taiwan is a lifeboat for the ideas that the United States used to believe in. Look at what the social safety net has done for America � bankrupted us and left us to the mercy of tyrants like China. And we're letting Taiwan die so that the Chinese will keep feeding our lazy fucking people. That's why we're here. Maybe if we save Taiwan, there's still a chance for us too."
Pickering sat back, alarmed at Verix's use of vulgarity and the vehemence of his words. "I think you're wrong, but I will tell my people not to resist so that you won't have an excuse to hurt us."
Verix decided to be satisfied with that. "Very well. We can't let any of you leave for the duration of our operations here. My men already found your emergency stores of food and water in the basement. It looks like enough for a couple weeks. If we need to resupply, we'll take care of your people too."
Pickering nodded, his mind still focused on the danger of the coming days and weeks.
After a moment, Verix continued, "Will you assemble your people in the conference room at the end of the hall? I'd like to address them personally and explain the situation."
* * *
That meeting, which started fifteen minutes later, was eminently forgettable, and so I have forgotten most of it. What I do recall is how intently the men looked at the Institute staff. Disappointingly, most were men, apparent evidence that chivalry hadn't died so completely that female staff members would easily be left behind in a warzone. Of the thirty-two civilians, seven were women. Of those, two were over the age of fifty, and four were grossly overweight, the usual American problem.
Then there was Amy Chan.
She had a lithe, Chinese body, a wonderfully smooth and proportioned face, and ponderous brown eyes. She didn't display any surprise or outrage at Verix's speech, unlike the other civilians. She just sat attentively, her eyes boring in on the general. As the sole representative of attractive female humanity at the American Institute, she was already receiving lustful stares from the ten or so Knights who were present at the meeting. I wondered how long it would take the men to start making passes at her.
I was much too tired to care about her myself. Lust could not overcome fatigue born of combat and thirty miles of walking in a single day. Besides, attractive women are never interesting. There's no evolutionary pressure on them to do anything other than look pretty.
Relieved of guard duty after the meeting, I wandered into one of the offices commandeered by the Knights, unrolled my sleeping bag, and fell asleep on the carpet.

Chapter 6: On the Offensive

March 26, 2029
There followed a lull of several days as we waited for the Chinese to reach the city. The PLA continued to bring reinforcements to Tongshiao. Checking in with Captain Cheng several times a day, I would find out that Taiwanese forces had been pushed further north. Cheng explained that the Taiwanese were inflicting casualties, then falling back so as to bleed the Chinese forces while maintaining enough of the precious men and materiel that would keep the Republic of China alive.
As Taiwanese forces backed up toward Taipei, they started veering eastwards, planning to link up with reinforcements coming from the east to form a solid defensive line abutting the central mountain ridge that forms Taiwan's spine. This fit right in with our plans, a point that Captain Cheng assured us was not lost on the Taiwanese high command. Once Chinese forces reached the outskirts of Taipei, we could start taking out command centers and supply choke-points.
We spent the days in a bored, tense stasis, a sort of purgatorial pause. We couldn't plan operations because we didn't know where, or even what, our targets would be once the PLA reached Taipei. Mostly, we spent our time playing cards and getting updates on the fighting from Captain Cheng.
Several of the men became embroiled in a spirited contest to win the favor of Amy, though Major Kallistos had quickly become her favorite. As I had predicted, she appeared to be a fairly empty-headed twenty-three year old receptionist, but her beauty proved irresistible to several of the Knights. That was no insurmountable problem for the can-do men of the Knights, who had become rather lenient judges of women during our reclusive weeks in Taiwan. They sought desperately to differentiate themselves from their fellow suitors, telling Amy, for example, that Major Kallistos had a girlfriend back in the states. Notwithstanding these efforts, Kallistos and Amy spent an ever increasing amount of time together.
Lieutenant Wang had a slightly more interesting time. Being the only one of the Knights who wouldn't attract any attention on the streets, he was dispatched to scout our primary covert method of leaving the Institute. The Chinese were obviously monitoring Taipei with drones and satellites, but there was still one method of conveyance that a determined person could always utilize. And so, clad in rain boots and a raincoat that we found in a secretary's cubicle, Lieutenant Wang exited the building via the sewer.
There wasn't a direct access to the sewer when we arrived, of course. Verix and Cheng had done their homework, however. They had found the building schematics online and requested picks and shovels from the Taiwanese. The Taiwanese had obliged, sending the equipment along with the truck that had ferried us to the Institute.
During the first night in the Institute, while I slept, Section 7 began the excavation. It was essentially a scaled-up version of Andy Dufresne's digging project in the Shawshank Redemption. The men took turns flailing away at the concrete until they reached the large underground tunnels, an achievement that took six hours to accomplish. Two more sections had their turn digging, by the end of which time they had broken through to the sewer and made an entrance large enough to fit one man at a time.
The next day, Lieutenant Wang went out on his first scouting trip. I went down to the basement to see him off.
The basement, exposed to a sewer for hours, had quickly adopted the stench of the sewers. There was a large pile of dirty and concrete debris in one corner of the room and the shovels and picks in the other. I peered down into the sewer and saw that it was relatively spacious, about twelve foot high ceilings and a twenty foot wide tunnel. Thankfully, there was actually a raised walkway on one side that allowed one to walk on dry concrete rather than the filth of one of the world�s largest cities.
By miraculous chance, there was a small fold-out ladder in one of the supply closets in the Institute. When Wang returned, the Knight on watch in the basement would drop the ladder down. Wang would perch himself on the top ring of the ladder, making him high enough for two Knights to grab his outstretched hands and drag him up into the building.
Wang wore an expression of pained resignation as he stepped down into the hole. I watched as he fell down to the raised walkway, landing with a thud. He then moved off to the right, westward, quickly escaping my sight, though his footsteps could be heard for a few additional moments.
Wang went on three of these scouting trips, finding that the sewer network seemed to extend all over the city. Navigating the sewers required the extensive use of trail markers. At each intersection on our likely paths out of the city, Wang marked each direction with invisible paint that would only show up on our night vision scanners. The marks were totally random, so we were supposed to remember the specific series of marks (e.g. an �x�, a stick figure, a dot, etc.) to navigate back to the Institute.
* * *
Finally, after three days of waiting, the Chinese were inside the perimeter defined by the furthest extent of the sewer system, about four and a half miles from the Institute. Captain Cheng informed us that three Chinese divisions had set up field headquarters on the outskirts of the city. The rate of advance of the Chinese was sure to slow as they moved into Taipei, meaning that we could expect the headquarters to remain in the same general area for at least a day.
Verix had been expecting a scenario just like this. He called for a meeting of the heads of each section of Knights. Section 2 had guard duty at that time, so I took the liberty of assigning myself the task of standing guard over the meeting. While this was almost certainly unnecessary (if all of these Knight officers couldn�t defend themselves, why were they Knights to begin with?) it gave me a barely adequate reason to be in the meeting to hear what was planned.
I needn�t have bothered. When all the section heads were present, Verix launched into his simple plan. As preamble, he offered only, �The Chinese took their sweet time getting here, but, by God, they�re here now.� His words were punctuated by the sound of a couple artillery rounds landing a few miles distant, the bass percussion penetrating the walls of the Institute.
Verix continued, �We are going to hit three headquarters today at the same time. It is now�� he checked his watch ��1520. At exactly 2100 hours, your sections will eradicate the top leadership of the three motorized divisions that have reached the Taipei outskirts. Three sections will attack each camp. Here are your assignments.
�Section 2, along with sections 5 and 9, will assault the northernmost division, the one closest to our location. Captain Cheng�s intel suggests that the general in charge of this armored division is Ling Wu.� That name drop caused a bit of murmuring among the assembled officers.
Ling Wu was perhaps the most famous Chinese soldier in the world at the moment. His men had been among the first ashore at Tongshiao and, since then, Wu had turned into the star of the invasion for rapidly pushing back the Taiwanese forces in his sector with bold, concentrated assaults. Wu�s image was plastered all over Chinese propaganda and Xinhua media coverage, his name tied inextricably to the war effort. �The Chinese Patton,� as American papers had quickly dubbed him, was, in short, a fat target.
Verix continued his presentation. �Captain Cheng claims that news of the Chinese Patton�s death will depress the subjects of the People�s Republic and go far in spoiling the glory of the conquest of Taipei. Our understanding of Chinese morale is a little hazy, of course. No one knows exactly what the Chinese leadership or people think about the war so far. Xinhua broadcasts the Party�s crap about how every family is willing to devote its children to the cause of saving the country from Taiwanese rebels. But dissident Chinese bloggers are proclaiming that the majority of their country is clamoring for an end to the fighting and the adoption of meaningful reforms by the Politburo.
�In other words, everyone is saying exactly what we�d expect, meaning that no one has a goddamn clue what was really going on in the mind of the average Chinese citizen. Still, there�s no denying that the collapse of the paratroopers� resistance stung the bastards.�
Even CNN had picked up on the story, running an article on its website with quotes from �military analysts� declaring that the Chinese must have been disappointed by the subpar performance of some of their most celebrated soldiers. Of course, those analysts quickly pointed out that the Chinese would still wipe out Taiwanese resistance in a matter of weeks. Before the attack, they had said �days,� but no one seemed to notice the change in units.
With Chinese forces approaching Taipei, the news services were already writing Taiwan�s obituary, saying that the most humane course would be for the Duan government to negotiate a surrender that preserved as many Taiwanese lives as possible.
Verix smiled. �The Chinese won�t be able to hide Wu�s death. Go out there and make some headlines.� He zoomed into a different part of the map of Taipei he had open on a computer display. �And that�s only one of the three attacks. For the next target, sections 1, 3, and 4 will attack this headquarters, several miles to the south�.�
* * *
It did not take long to prepare, as a headquarters raid was precisely the type of mission we expected to carry out and had planned for in the days of idle. It took about ten minutes for me to assemble appropriate equipment from the office we were using as our armory. Armed with the silenced Xiphos rifle and pistol; EMP, flashbang, and fragmentation grenades; sharpened combat knife and eight spare magazines, I went to check on the men.
As I listened to their pre-mission chatter, I noted with pleasure that calm professionalism was the rule rather than the exception. Having drawn blood in the paratrooper attack, the men of Section 2 had now �seen the elephant� (as the British used to say.) They knew what battle would entail, and they were ready for it. There were the usual nervous jokes, but none of the gaudy, ignorant talk of who would kill the most Chicoms. Corporal Gurung, in particular, was calm and focused, smiling occasionally at the ribald comments of his friends, but for the most part intent on loading his spare magazines, packing his gear, and calibrating his visor information system.
Inside of a half-hour, the section was ready. I made sure that a couple Knights carried antitank weapons to counter the tanks and armored personnel carriers that had to be loitering around the headquarters of this armored division.
Captain Wood led us down into the basement, which was overflowing with bodies. Ninety Knights, nearly our entire strength in Taiwan, were crowded into and around the entrance to the sewer. It was quickly agreed that the assault force heading for the southernmost division, the farthest away, would depart first, then the next assault force, then finally our team heading for a date with the Chinese Patton. Since time was not of the essence (we had about five hours to walk four miles through the sewer), Verix decided that there should be ten minutes between each departure.
I was not even quite in the basement, so full was it with Knights loaded for combat, when the first group of thirty descended into the sewer. I didn�t hear any retching, which was an encouraging sign.
With three sections departed, I could finally enter the basement. As we waited silently for the minutes to tick off, I found myself looking at Major Kallistos. Ever since the China raid, I had avoided Kallistos assiduously, and I had even begun to forget that he was even in the Institute. Now, he was leading the second of the groups heading out to assault the Chinese divisional headquarters.
As I looked at him, his eyes snapped up and locked onto mine. For an instant, his eyes widened in surprise and, I thought at the time, a hint of fear. The moment quickly passed, and his face quickly contorted in a sneer of contempt. With bitterness evident in his voice, he said, �Well, if it isn�t everyone�s favorite sergeant.� He shifted his gaze to Captain Wood, whose testimony had saved me from Kallistos�s vendetta following the prison raid. �When he screws up in the field, don�t say I didn�t warn you.�
I was instantly concerned about the other Knights of Section 2 who were standing in the immediate proximity and who could easily hear Kallistos�s words. My fear wasn�t that they would lose faith in me, but rather that one of them would punch Kallistos in the face. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Corporal Gurung�s right hand slip down toward the long, wicked kukri knife strapped to his hip.
I figured that a little insubordination might forestall Gurung chopping Kallistos�s head clean off minutes before a mission. It would be better if Captain Wood took care of this matter, but he was obviously still trying to decide how far he could go in criticizing a superior officer in these circumstances.
�Major Kallistos, sir, I always welcome an expert�s critique of my battlefield conduct. Maybe after this operation, when you can actually say you�ve fought in this war like I have, you can tell me about it.�
This retort had the virtue of not quite being an open insult while obviously getting the point across that Kallistos was the one whose battlefield skill had not yet been confirmed in this war. His section had not yet gone on any of the various operations of this war, while Section 2 had been involved in each one. That fact, known to all the Knights, led to a large number of apologetic looks sent my way by the Knights of Kallistos�s section and many sympathetic laughs among the other sections at my comeback.
Kallistos�s face grew bright red and he clammed up after that, apparently deciding that he had nothing to gain from further conversation with me. After ten minutes had passed, his force of men entered the sewer. As Kallistos took his turn hanging down from the lip of the hole into the sewer and falling about six feet down to the raised walkway, I thought I saw the edge of a slip of paper that had forced its way to the top of one of his pockets. As he fell, the front of his combat uniform covered the pocket up, and I soon forgot about it.
When Kallistos and his men had been gone for a minute, Captain Wood turned to me and said in a voice loud enough that the rest of the men could hear, �I don�t need to tell you the value of Major Kallistos�s opinion, do I, Sergeant?�
The men laughed, and I grinned. �No, sir, you do not.�
The Kallistos episode may have been exactly what the men needed. They were loose now, but just pissed off enough that they were in a fighting mood. There was no sense of tension as the minutes ticked by � just a sense that we were ready to show Kallistos how real Knights fought the Chinese.
* * *
Finally, it was our turn to go down into the sewer. Despite the fact that the basement of the Institute smelled like sewage now too and we had had twenty minutes to acclimate to it, the sheer power of the reek in the sewer was almost unbearable at first. Within minutes, the odor became nothing more than a mild irritant.
When everyone had dropped down to the walkway, Lieutenant Wang led us and the other two sections off in a westerly direction.
Our radio contact with Verix and Cheng back at the Institute was fluky due to our being underground. We stopped at a manhole about an hour into our walk, and Captain Wood climbed to just beneath the cover separating us from the street in order to improve reception. The rest of us down in the sewer could only hear Wood�s side of this conversation.
�Is the divisional headquarters still at Waypoint Charlie?� Pause. �How far is that?� Wood toggled some switches controlling the map in his visor display so he could follow along with the instructions being relayed to him by Cheng.
�Alright, that�s no problem. We are still go to start the music at the appointed time. Wood, out.�
Wood came back down the ladder and relayed the new orders to us. General Wu, true to his reputation, was not sitting still. He had moved another half-mile into the city and set up headquarters in an abandoned Starbucks.
This was extremely good news. If the Chinese Patton was still pushing forward, miles ahead of the rest of the People�s Liberation Army, there probably wouldn�t be many Chinese soldiers between his headquarters and the bulk of the invading army. This meant that if we emerged from the sewer at the location we had originally planned on, we would be in that empty zone behind Wu�s men. We would be well behind the Chinese lines when we emerged from the sewer, and we would approach the headquarters from the least likely direction, sneaking back northeast from building to building until we reached the Starbucks in question.
We resumed our march, with Wang at the front. I wondered how the other groups were doing. They had branched off from the path we were following by now, heading further south to hit Chinese divisions led by men slightly less gung ho than Chinese Patton. In my mind, I categorized those commanders as Chinese Bradley and Chinese Eisenhower, more plodding, cautious types who wouldn�t want to risk getting too far ahead of the rest of the PLA. That meant that the other teams might have a harder time of it, since the empty space between their targets and the main body of the PLA would be smaller.
I shook off that thought. The men heading for those targets were, like us, Knights. Thirty Knights could probably take on the motorized division itself and come out on top, let alone the a couple dozen headquarters types and guards.
I tried to focus on the mission, but when you�re walking through a featureless tube half filled with shit, your mind rebels against the monotonous data flowing into it and wanders onto more fertile topics. I thought about how often sewers had been important to urban guerillas. The Poles of the Warsaw Uprising during World War II had used the sewer system extensively to shuttle men and arms around underneath the Germans� noses.
Why hadn�t the Germans stationed men in the sewers to stop them? Probably the guerillas knew the sewers better than the Germans, so when German guards were sent down there, they just got killed. Maybe the Germans just didn�t want to send guards to stand around in shit all day long waiting to get picked off by guerillas in the dark. Why not just blow the sewers up then? Well, if the sewer caved in, it would probably screw up the roads and buildings above too. Plus, the city would be without toilets then.
City people had a hard time being without toilets. I remembered once going camping with Victoria at a mountain in New Hampshire. Victoria, the consummate sophisticate, had complained about the lack of facilities. She got over it, however, as all good people do when they�re forced to adapt.
Thinking about Victoria under the present circumstances was discomforting. Having been in the field for several weeks now, just the thought of Victoria gave me a singularly inappropriate sensation for my surroundings.
Captain Wood, who had been walking ahead of me, stopped suddenly, and I almost walked into him. I heard Wang whisper back, �Time to go up, Captain.�
We were at another nondescript manhole opening, probably the thousandth we had passed on our approach march. It seemed strange to think that we had walked through the frontline and not even realized it. This was probably because sporadic small arms fire quickly fades into the background noise of a city in wartime. The lack of heavy Taiwanese forces inside the city meant that there weren�t many targets for Chinese tanks or heavy artillery. The air support that the Chinese certainly had circling overhead was too high up to easily hear from underneath the city streets.
Now we were faced with the problem of emerging into the middle of a city street that might be occupied by PLA soldiers. Wood had thought of this problem days ago and had made sure we brought a Snake Eye, the camera attached to a flexible hose we had used during the prison raid. After slowly climbing the ladder, Wood quietly drilled a small hole in the manhole cover and stuck the camera through. Manipulating controls integrated into the watch-like panel on his wrist, Wood maneuvered the camera around 360 degrees. �No one in sight.�
Without waiting for someone of lower rank, Wood pushed up until the manhole cover popped out and fell off to the side with a loud clang. At least, the noise sounded loud if you were worried about Chinese infantry being within a hundred yards of the position.
Wood scrambled up onto the street, and I followed him up the ladder as quickly as I could. Before I knew it, I was standing in the middle of a side street just off of one of the major east-west roads that ran into the heart of Taipei. Wood had his Xiphos up and aimed toward the major road, so I trained my own weapon in the other direction.
There wasn�t a soul on the street. I gestured the next Knight, who turned out to be Lieutenant Wang, up the ladder. He began scanning the windows overlooking the street for any stray PLA soldiers peeking down at the heavily-armed black-clad men emerging from the sewer. Gurung fairly leapt up to the street and started walking over to the side of the road in a low crouch so that we wouldn�t all be bunched together at the sewer exit.
The rest of the team trundled out of the sewer over the next minute. No Chinese soldiers were visible at all during that time. I began to wonder where they all were. Surely someone would be traveling along the large thoroughfare.
Once the thirty men were assembled, LaFont led our procession away from the large street to a smaller lane that ran parallel to it. The three sections moved in a sort of leapfrog fashion. At any given time, one section was scanning the windows, rooftops, and street behind to make sure no one stumbled upon us. Another section did the same thing looking ahead of our column while the third section actually moved forward at a slow, creeping walk. This was a relatively time-consuming way to travel, but we only had to cover a single mile to reach the Starbucks.
We were still about five hundred yards away from the objective when we spotted the first Chinese soldiers. Section 2 was moving forward when a soldier in Section 9 said forcefully over the radio, �Hostiles spotted forward!� We had all been travelling on the sidewalk, as close to the buildings on our left as possible. I immediately dropped down behind a shuttered newspaper kiosk while the rest of Section 2 took cover in doorways.
I thought briefly about peeking out to observe the threat to our front, but then I remembered my visor system. It still amazes me that, despite all of our training and combat experience, the first instinct is always to see the target with one�s own eyes. The visor map showed five red dots � PLA infantry on a patrol � moving north to south, crossing the intersection ahead of us. Apparently, they were just glancing down the side streets to make sure the coast was clear. This was sloppy, but exactly the type of thing an armored unit that was planning to move on before too long might do.
We waited in place for two minutes. The sound of armored vehicles, probably tanks and APCs driving forward on the next road over, grew louder and more ominous. We didn�t hear any voices, however, which was probably a good sign. Finally, the officer in command of Section 9 said over the radio, �Hostiles clear, prepare to move.� A Knight from Section 9 was sent forward to make sure the Chinese soldiers were out of sight � they were � and we resumed our forward movement.
Time was of the essence now. There were sure to be multiple patrols now that we were only a couple hundred yards from the Starbucks. We could certainly dispatch any patrolling soldiers that came our way, but it would only take a few minutes, twenty at the outside, for the Chinese to realize that something had happened to their men. They would then be alerted and, presumably, call in reinforcements and/or shift the location of their headquarters. Our assault, synchronized with those of the other two assault forces, wasn�t supposed to begin for another two hours.
Wood was surely thinking of this scenario as well, because he called the march to a halt after we crossed the intersection where the Chinese had crossed the street. He called into Captain Cheng and asked whether the four story stone-fa�ade building next to us had an audible burglar alarm. I thought that there was no way Cheng could find this out, but inside a minute the answer came back: there was a silent alarm only, and no police would be responding to it.
Section 2 assumed the responsibility of clearing the building. Very quietly, we checked each room. No one was home. The building was apparently the office of some kind of software company, and the workers must have been at their homes.
I consulted the clock in my visor display and saw that it was 1904. Evening was falling fast. That was good for us, since all we had to do now was sit tight and remain unseen until 2100.
From the side of the building facing the larger street, we could actually see the Starbucks. More importantly, we could see an armored command vehicle, three tanks, and two armored personnel carriers parked outside, taking up one lane of the road. The other side of the street was being held open for traffic bound for the frontlines about one mile distant.
Wood radioed Verix to report that we were in position and ready to take out the headquarters. Verix told him that one of the assault teams was not yet in position. Somehow, I instantly knew that it was Kallistos�s team that was lagging behind.
Something had been jarred loose in Kallistos�s mind by that incident during the prison raid. He was no longer the fearless warrior he had once been. His hostility toward me went beyond unprofessionalism or personal distaste. It signified an unbalanced mind.
The section commanders, Captain Wood and I held a whispered conversation in an office on the third floor, outlining our plan. Once that was done, no one spoke unnecessarily for the next hour. So close to the enemy, even the smallest noise might betray our presence. The buildings were so close together that a voice might be audible to a Chinese guard force one building over. It was fairly miraculous that the PLA hadn�t occupied our building, another fortunate consequence of Chinese Patton�s hasty advance into Taipei.
Our reverie was suddenly interrupted by a call over the radio from Verix. "Task Force Kappa had to take out a patrol, they need to move forward immediately with the attack. Can you start the fireworks in five minutes?"
Task Force Kappa was Kallistos�s command. Again, he was the one causing problems. Still, this was an eventuality we could handle. Wood answered over the radio, �We�re good to go in five, General. Out.�
* * *
Section 9 was already in position on the top floor of the building with most of our antitank weapons. Between the three sections, we had fifteen one-shot antitank rockets with the latest explosively formed penetrator warheads developed by Taiwanese defense companies. Each rocket could tear through several feet of steel or reactive armor.
Our first move had to be to destroy the armored vehicles guarding the headquarters. That would, of course, alert every soldier for a mile in every direction that something at the headquarters urgently required their attention. Thus, Section 5, which was in charge of the assault on the headquarters itself, would have to move in quickly and wipe out the officers and guards in the Starbucks. Meanwhile, Section 2 would be ensuring that returning patrols and nearby reinforcements couldn't disrupt the assault or our evacuation after the headquarters was clear. There was a sewer entrance yards away from the Starbucks, so within ten minutes of the first shot, we were hoping to be safely on our way out.
Our section and Section 5 moved to the lobby of the building on the side of the smaller side street. After exiting the building, we would turn left, walk to the intersection, then take another left and move up one block to the Starbucks.
We checked to ensure the safeties on our Xiphos rifles were off. We had three minutes until go time. I spent this time examining the faces of the men in Section 5. They all looked seriously nervous, but not quite scared. A Latino Knight from Miami crossed himself, another Knight mouthed a prayer. I felt a tiny knot of anxiety build in my stomach, though I knew from experience that this would disintegrate in the adrenaline rush that would come when the battle began.
After an eternity of waiting, Wood said in a calm, clear voice, �Go.�
* * *
Corporal Gurung opened the door and turned left, quickly making room for the rest of us. I was third in line behind him and Captain Wood, and just as I was going through the door, Gurung said calmly, �Contact ahead.�
A hundred and fifty yards to our front, a five man Chinese patrol was walking down the street toward us. There was no way they could miss the armed men pouring out of the building to their front.
Without asking permission, Gurung dropped to one knee, aimed carefully, and drilled a shot into the head of the Chinese soldier in the front of the patrol. A split-second later, Captain Wood had his Xiphos up and aimed and fired a three shot burst at another Chinese infantryman. I was not far behind, and I had the satisfaction of seeing my shot strike home into the throat of another patrolling member of the People�s Liberation Army. The remaining two Chinese soldiers must have been well-trained, for they were instantly diving for cover.
That would have been a bigger problem if the Knights of Section 9 hadn�t picked that exact moment to open fire on the tanks.
Their rockets, flying a distance of less than a hundred yards, covered the ground between the building and the armored cars so fast that the sound of ignition combined with that of detonation.
The Knights of Section 9 fired six rockets, one for each armored vehicle. Being one street over from the tanks, I couldn�t see the resulting explosion, but the sound was like nothing I had ever heard before. Every round of ammunition in the tanks and APCs exploded at once, shooting a fireball into the sky that I could see rising over the stone building.
My ears were still recovering from that titanic explosion when another rocket whooshed away, apparently fired by a Knight who was not satisfied with the destruction of one of the armored vehicles.
Another force might have been momentarily stopped by this incredible display. Not the Knights. We knew what was coming, and didn�t miss a beat. One of the two remaining Chinese soldiers on patrol stuck his head up to see what had just happened. That mistake cost him his life, as one of the Knights of Section 2 put a shot through his helmet. That left one Chinese soldier, who had apparently ducked into a clothing shop.
I shouted, �Gurung, LaFont, go take care of that guy!� We couldn�t risk that soldier lying in wait and ambushing us after we moved on to other targets.
Section 5 took a left at the intersection and ran at a low crouch toward the headquarters. When they arrived at the large street, they were met with a hail of rifle fire from the street in front of the Starbucks, where General Wu�s guards had taken up cover by the still-burning husks of the armored vehicles.
Taking cover on the street made sense from a tactical perspective because it lessened the chance of a single grenade or rocket killing everyone inside of the Starbucks. However, the Chinese hadn�t realized that there was another Section of Knights in the building across from them because they hadn�t been looking that way when the rockets were fired. The Knights of Section 9 used their Xiphos rifles to pick off seven or eight Chinese soldiers before anyone in a PLA uniform had any idea they were under sniper fire.
A thought occurred to me just then. Was there a back exit from the Starbucks? Not being a coffee drinker, I had no idea what the normal layout of a Starbucks was. With Section 5 engaged in a firefight with about fifteen more Chinese soldiers who had been stationed in the Starbucks and an adjacent electronics store, I realized we would have to run another block east on the side street, take a left, run a block north to the main road and then run back west to get behind the Starbucks, where we could then intercept anyone going out the back way from the main street.
�Captain Wood, we need to make sure no one�s going out the back way! I�ll take Gurung and LaFont and we�ll loop around to catch �em if they�re running away.�
Wood quickly approved the plan. �We�ll cover you and handle anyone coming from the south or east. Good luck.�
Gurung and LaFont were already a hundred yards ahead of the rest of the Section, running to the clothing store to comply with my order to kill the last Chinese soldier from the patrol we had run into. I sprinted after them, catching up just as LaFont pulled the pin on a fragmentation grenade and prepare to throw it. Gurung grabbed his hand, telling him to wait and let the fuse run down. This was exactly what I had taught him during the paratrooper raid.
I felt a moment of fraternal pride for Gurung, as if he were a little brother of mine putting my advice to good use. LaFont threw the grenade after an adequate pause, allowing the grenade to detonate about two seconds after it landed. There was no scream from the building. �LaFont, check it out, quick!�
LaFont moved into the clothing store with his rifle at the ready. I heard a three round burst from his Xiphos, then he ran back out. �He�s toast.�
I nodded. �Good work. Now we�ve got to make sure that Chinese Patton doesn�t slip out the back door while his men are fighting out front. Follow me!�
It wasn't likely that any Chinese soldiers would be looking our way given the loud firefight raging on in front of the Starbucks.
We sprinted north across the large street a block away from the fighting. Suddenly, a staccato burst of machine gun fire sounded close to our right. A Chinese patrol had holed up in a department store on the corner of the intersection where they had a line of sight on the attacking Knights of Section 5.
Thinking the shots had been aimed at us, Gurung, LaFont and I dived for cover. Indeed, that conclusion was bolstered a moment later when Ak-2000 fire started pinging against the kiosk where we were hiding. "Gurung! Frag those bastards!" I shouted this loud enough that I briefly wondered whether any of the Chinese soldiers in the store fifty feet away spoke English and would be preparing for our grenade attack.
Gurung did as he was told, and I added one of my own frag grenades for good measure.
The grenades must have been well-placed. A moment after the explosion, a severed hand landed not two feet away from my position.
Without a word, Gurung and I both emerged from our cover and ran over to the storefront. One Chinese was obviously dead, his remains horribly mangled. Another was missing an arm and still in shock. I finished him with a three-shot burst, then jumped into the store itself to quickly check for more live Chinese. Gurung did the same, examining the other side of the store.
I hadn't noticed until that point, but apparently it was a restaurant, complete with booths. I heard a burst of Xiphos fire behind me and turned to see that Gurung had found and killed a Chinese hiding under a table. As I continued quickly into the building, I discovered another Chinese soldier hiding behind the bar. He had no weapon and was cowering, his head in his hands, as if dazed and terrified by the grenades.
I briefly considered sparing him.
Then I decided he was in the wrong country and shot him twice in the head.
I was beginning to understand why old soldiers always say that war is terrible after the war is long over. Once you return to civilized society, it must be hard to no longer be in a situation where brutality is handled as casually as tying your shoelaces.
Gurung and I reconvened our sprint to cut off any Chinese retreating from the Starbucks. LaFont said something when we got back outside, probably asking if the restaurant was clear or something else that was obviously answered by the fact that Gurung and I had already returned. I didn't bother answering LaFont's question. We ran north to the next small side street and turned left, rapidly approaching the rear of the Starbucks.
* * *
Just as I had suspected, there were Chinese soldiers exiting the rear of the Starbucks. No officers were visible, however. Gurung, LaFont and I slowed to a crouched jog since it was clear that the Chinese were not retreating, but merely securing a path of retreat for possible later use.
I had been too focused on spotting more ambushes to listen to the sounds of the firefight raging in front of the building. As we took cover in a doorway seventy yards from the back exit of the Starbucks, I tried to steer the processing power of my mind to the task of discerning the state of the battle on the next street over.
The Ak-2000 fire was still heavy, though I suspected that most of it was panicky shots fired in the hope that it would keep the attackers at bay and behind cover long enough that helicopter gunships and armored reinforcements could be called in to save the beleaguered Chinese.
I glanced at my watch. The assault had been underway for three minutes, barely enough time for the Chinese to get a distress call out. Chinese helicopters were probably scarce minutes away now, however. We needed to finish the officers off.
I consulted my visor display and found that there were nine Chinese on the street in front of us. They didn't know we were there, but they were fully alert and looking for threats.
Seventy-five yards was much too far for an accurate grenade toss. We could try sniping a few of them, but they would quickly realize what was happening and engage us in a drawn-out firefight that would take too long to resolve. Gurung, sensing our dilemma, offered a simple solution: "Let's go kill the Chicoms, Sarge."
I didn't want to be bothered with Gurung's machismo. "Would you like to take care of them, Corporal?"
"Gladly." I certainly hadn't intended my answer to be a challenge, far less an order. Gurung knew what he wanted to do, however.
Emerging from our doorway, he scanned the nine Chinese soldiers and found one facing us. In the blink of an eye, Gurung had his Xiphos up and aimed. He fired one shot straight into the face of the Chinese soldier looking in our direction. Smoothly shifting aim, he put a round into the chest of another soldier who had turned toward us.
This PLA soldier had just enough time to squeeze the trigger on his Ak-2000, letting loose a three round burst into the air. Every pair of Chinese eyes on that street locked onto Gurung. But Corporal Thaman Gurung was already moving.
He was not diving for cover or sprinting madly, however. Rather, he ran at a controlled pace, his weapon held steady by his shoulder. He was aiming with the visor sight display, I realized. Two more Chinese fell to carefully aimed shots before the remaining PLA soldiers all opened up in Gurung's direction.
Gurung didn't seem fazed by their fire, though bullets spanged into the road in front and to his left and right. LaFont and I were finally aiming our own rifles, sighting in on the Chinese infantry who were totally focused on slaying the apparition who had already claimed nearly half their number.
I fired a burst from my rifle that missed, clanging off of the body of the car that my target was crouched behind. The noise spooked my target, who ducked down so that none of his body was exposed. I fired three more bursts at the car, hoping that my shots would penetrate the thin metal of the vehicle�s frame. No such luck. I shifted my aim to another Chinese firing at Gurung.
Click. My magazine was empty. I swore and reached down to swap in a fresh one. By the time I was again ready to fire, it was too late.
Five Chinese had ducked behind cars and kiosks when I fired and hit only metal. They popped up to fire aimed bursts at Gurung, who was now fifty yards distant from them and running in the open. One Chinese shot hit Gurung's rifle, destroying its firing mechanism and rendering the weapon inoperative.
Without missing a beat, Gurung dropped the warped instrument and pulled out his silenced pistol.
Accelerating to a full sprint, Gurung hurtled toward the nearest two Chinese, who were hidden behind a news kiosk. The Nepalese corporal dove and fired as he sailed to the left of the Chinese soldiers. He fired seven shots, five of which struck home and killed the two PLA soldiers. Now Gurung was on his back with two more PLA looking directly at him and turning their rifles to kill the enemy who had so foolishly fallen to the ground.
Gurung was too fast, however. From his back, he brought his pistol around and fired five more shots, emptying his magazine and killing the Chinese soldiers before they could kill him.
One more Chinese remained, the one I had fired at and missed. Gurung was dead as soon as the PLA infantryman looked up from his cover.
How Gurung thought of his next move in the spur of the moment, I'll never know. Maybe it was instinct, or maybe he had always known from the second he took my invitation to wipe out the Chinese on his own. Whatever the thought process, the result was impossibly brilliant.
Gurung threw his pistol. The Chinese soldier, twenty-five feet away and behind the car, did not see the throw, though he heard the empty gun clatter on the pavement behind him and instinctively turned to look.
That was all the opening Gurung needed. Instantly, he was on his feet, ripping his kukri knife from its scabbard on his hip. He bounded over to the car in six massive strides and arrived just as the Chinese soldier was turning back to face him.
Summoning all his strength, Gurung swung the kukri into the man's neck, severing his head cleanly.
Blood fountained out of the horrific wound, and despite all my battlefield experience, I was taken aback by the sheer novelty and nearly absurd heroism of Gurung's actions over the past thirty seconds.
He had killed nine armed Chinese soldiers with no help from us. Nine.
* * *
Gurung realized before we did that there was still a battle to be fought. He ran to retrieve his pistol, which had landed about twenty feet to the right of the back door to the Starbucks. LaFont and I moved up to cover the exit as Gurung ran to his pistol.
Suddenly, something like ten Ak-2000's opened fire at once on the other side of the building, where Section 5 was continuing its assault. At exactly the same moment, the rear door burst open and two Chinese infantrymen sprang out, rifles at the ready.
Clearly, their friends out front were hoping to distract attention while the important officers slipped away. They apparently hadn't heard the sounds of Gurung's brilliant elimination of the nine Chinese soldiers. I knew this because I noticed a look of surprise on their faces as LaFont and I opened fire, shredding the guards.
Another two soldiers took their place, and these two had officer epaulets on their shoulders. LaFont and I dispatched these two with the remaining ammunition in our magazines and moved to reload.
At that moment, a short, muscular man wearing the uniform of a Chinese general emerged from the building, brandishing a pistol. LaFont and I ducked for cover as General Wu, the Chinese Patton himself, opened fire, sending five shots pinging into the car behind which we hid.
Gurung hadn't had time to retrieve his pistol, but he did have time to assume a position directly next to the door, kukri in hand.
As the general fired at LaFont and me, Gurung stepped forward and raised the menacing weapon.
Wu must have seen Gurung's shadow, or else he just picked a very fortuitous moment to look to his left. As Gurung's right arm swung the kukri, the general's arm was swinging around to bring his pistol to bear on the short man wielding what looked like a small, bent sword.
Had they both been in their physical prime, Wu might have whipped the pistol around fast enough to kill Gurung, surviving for a moment only to be slain by LaFont and me. Instead, he was just slow enough, just sufficiently dulled by age, that Gurung's kukri reached the general�s neck before the general's arm had completed its rotation.
As Chinese Patton's brain lost its physical connection to his hand, a last, spastic impulse told his finger to pull the trigger. This action resulted in a bullet being fired into the chest of Corporal Gurung.
Gurung was thrown back by the impact, falling to the ground where he lay motionless. Chinese Patton's body actually took a moment longer to fall, though his head fell faster and ultimately rolled some feet away. There, I imagine, the brain of the most beloved Chinese general had a few seconds worth of oxygenated blood to fuel a last regret that he would not live to see Taiwan absorbed into the People's Republic.
* * *
Section 5 was busily mopping up the remaining guards out front as LaFont and I ran over to attend to Gurung.
The Gurkha Knight was breathing regularly, which relieved us of the fear that the bullet had broken Gurung's ribs when it struck his bulletproof vest.
"Get up, pussy, we've got work to do.'' LaFont had said it in obvious jest, though it wasn't particularly funny.
I couldn't stifle a full-out laugh when Gurung's eyes opened and he responded, "You took your break during the fight, now I'm taking mine." He smiled like a kid who had hit a home run in Little League and climbed slowly back to his feet, aided by LaFont's outstretched hand.
When I had finished laughing, I said, "That was not bad at all, Corporal. In fact, it was real hero shit."
"Thanks, Sarge."
There wasn't time to enjoy the moment further. ''Go grab those weapons you so carelessly threw around in the middle of a firefight. We've got to help Section 5 finish off those bastards out front so we can get the hell out of here."
LaFont ran to retrieve Gurung's equipment before the diminutive corporal could protest. Gurung's smile had caused me to forget that he had been shot in the chest a minute earlier. After Gurung slung his busted Xiphos rifle over his back and reloaded his pistol, I led our troika into the Starbucks.
There was one Chinese officer still sitting in the rear of the coffee shop, typing furiously on his laptop. Presumably, he was deleting useful intelligence or emailing his superior to tell him that the division's progress might be slowed down a bit due to every officer above the rank of major being killed.
I didn't have to think twice or ask him to surrender � I just put six bullets into his chest and head. Two Chinese soldiers were still firing on section 5 from the front of the Starbucks, evidently the last Chinese resistance. They didn't ever realize we were in the building. LaFont and I quickly dispatched them with aimed bursts.
Suddenly the battlefield was silent.
I went back and grabbed the officer's laptop and some pieces of paper covered in Chinese ideographs that may or may not have denoted useful intelligence. Then I shouted to the Section 5 Knights, ''All clear!"
They must have noticed our approach from the rear on their visor display because they did not seemed surprised to hear English being shouted from the building. They were, however, surprised when they saw what had happened to Chinese Patton. Their commander, a down-to-earth captain from New Jersey, asked, "How the fuck did that happen?"
I grinned and looked at Gurung. He gave a little shrug. "Once a Gurkha removes his kukri knife from its scabbard, he has to draw blood before he can put it back in. I didn't want to cut myself, y' know. Besides," he continued, gesturing to me, "I was just doing what Sarge told me."
* * *
It took three minutes for Section 9 and the rest of Section 2 to assemble at the Starbucks. Captain Wood had us all grab as much intel as we could find. We came away with a couple dozen sheets of paper covered in indecipherable Chinese and three laptops. Whatever had been in the command vehicle out front had apparently been torched when it was hit by one of the EFP rockets.
We made our way down into the sewer through a manhole in front of the building. The battle had begun nine and a half minutes earlier. No Chinese reinforcements had arrived in time, though we did hear several helicopters circling overhead a few minutes after we were safely in the sewer. An hour and a half later, we were back at the Institute.
A step ladder was lowered for us and we climbed up to find Verix waiting for us. "Mission accomplished?" Herrick had already radioed in news of our success, but Verix asked the question anyway.
Wood answered, a grin spreading across his face. "Yes, sir. And have I got a story to tell you about Corporal Gurung�"
* * *
I ended up telling the story several times that day. I had told Wood on the way back to the Institute. After I told Verix, I relayed the story to a couple guards from the section that had been left behind to guard the Institute and its staff. Then I told the second assault force when it returned. They had also accomplished their mission, though their assault had been an entirely routine massacre with no real close calls. By the time Major Kallistos�s men arrived in the sewer under the Institute, there was a wave of exaltation storming through the Knights for Gurung's heroics. Everyone wanted to see the kukri, still stained with the blood of the most daring Chinese general.
The look on the face of the first Knight of Kallistos's force ended the enthusiastic chatter. General Verix, who was standing by the ladder, asked calmly, "What happened?"
The Knight, a private who now looked far older than his twenty years, said in a hollow voice, ''Two Knights dead, sir." Verix was visibly shocked by their news. Kallistos hadn't mentioned that when he'd radioed in to report that the mission had been successful.
"What happened, son?" Verix asked in a quiet, gentle voice.
The private had to make way for the next man coming up the ladder, but he answered after a second, giving him full time to choose his words carefully. "Major Kallistos fucked up, sir.''
Verix did not admonish the private for his choice of words or the insubordination regarding Kallistos. A Knight would not say such things about his commanding office unless something had gone disastrously wrong.
Kallistos was the second to last man of his force to exit the sewer. He did not appear flustered or dejected. Instead he gave a beaming smile and told Verix, ''We got the bastards, sir."
Verix controlled his temper, though I saw a vein bulge out of his forehead in the effort. "Come tell me about it in private, Major."
No one could quite hear what they talked about for fifteen minutes in the Director's office, but Major Kallistos left the office as Captain Kallistos, a demotion I believed to be long overdue.
* * *
The friends of the dead Knights organized a brief service. The bodies, which had been carried back to the Institute so that the Chinese would not grow suspicious at the presence of the bodies of non-Asian soldiers, now presented a minor dilemma. What was the most dignified manner of taking care of them consistent with the necessity of avoiding detection and the uncomfortable fact of eventual decomposition? This was a surprisingly difficult question, one that no one particularly wanted to address. Finally, Verix announced that the corpses of Knights who fell in battle would be stored in the basement for eventual burning when an opportunity presented itself.
The death of two Knights made the atmosphere in the Institute more subdued and macabre during the debate regarding treatment of the bodies. However, the Knights� grieving period was relatively brief. Despite the intensity of our training, it was inevitable that Knights died in battle. In a normal year, five to seven would be killed, their deaths memorialized by a funeral back at our base in Colorado and the addition of an anonymous star to a wall in the lobby of the administrative building.
Talk soon returned to Gurung�s heroics, and the short Nepalese-American beamed with barely concealed pride. Even the civilians, who by now had begun to mingle freely with the Knights, wanted to hear his life story. How far back did the Gurkha tradition run in his family? When had he received the kukri? He recounted his father and grandfather�s service in the British army. He explained that he had known since the age of five that he would continue the tradition. All the years of devotion to the idea of being a Gurkha seemed now to come to fruition as he animatedly told stories of his ancestors and their feats on fields of battle from Verdun to Imphal to Basra.
When everyone finally turned in for the night, Gurung asked to speak with me privately. We wandered the third floor of the Institute and found an empty office.
�What�s on your mind, corporal?�
Gurung�s face showed resolve, but more than a hint of discomfort. �I just wanted to thank you for giving me the chance to fight today.�
I laughed. �I�ve told everyone that when I said, �Would you like to take care of them?� I didn�t mean for you to do it all on your own.�
Gurung wasn�t in a joking mood. He waved his hands and said, �That�s not what I�m talking about. I mean giving me the chance to fight in this war, in Taiwan. My whole life, I�ve wanted to do something meaningful, something important that only I could do. I always knew I wasn�t smart enough to become a scientist, and nobody starts businesses anymore. My family doesn�t have any connections, so there wasn�t any way I was ever going to get a job. Besides, nobody has ever done anything great as a director of human resources or some other office-type bullshit.
�Being a Knight has been the closest to greatness that I�ve ever been, but even that wasn�t anything really special. My great- grandfather won the Victoria Cross at Imphal saving India from the Japanese. Assassinating nobody jerks in third-world countries is exciting, but it isn�t the same thing. Now, I�ve finally done something that bears some remote comparison.�
He paused, then continued in a voice husky with emotion.
�I�ve finally done something that my ancestors would be proud of. I know that not many people could do what I did out there today, and by doing it I was protecting a country that�s giving opportunity to the world. If I never do another thing, I�ll always remember that I did something important that not just anyone could have done, and in doing it I will be able to tell everyone I love someday that I�ve lived up to my ancestors. And I couldn�t have done it if you hadn�t talked everyone into staying and fighting. So thanks.�
Gurung extended his hand for me to shake. For the first time, I didn�t feel awkward sharing such a moment with one of the Knights. Gurung was not a brilliant man, but in this moment, he understood greatness as well as an inspired artist composing his opus magnum or a pioneering scientist in the moment of discovery.
I had to cough to hide the fact that I was actually tearing up a little. I could see a lot of my own story in this man five years my junior. I shook his hand. �You�re welcome, Corporal. Just remember that today, you were the hero.�
* * *
Later that night, lying awake in my sleeping bag, I considered the day�s actions. We had decapitated three Chinese divisions with light losses. A dangerous thought entered my mind: We could win. We were winning. The Chinese would have to slow down their march forward to reorganize. When they did, we would hit them again. If the war went on long enough, the Chinese would retreat. We could go home. I could go home. I could look up Victoria and tell her everything.
That happy thought, that wild dream, led me to contented sleep.

Chapter 7: Seism

March 27, 2029
The next day, the Institute was buzzing with rumors of the latest intelligence from Captain Cheng. General Verix called a meeting in the Institute�s largest conference room. Speculation ran wild as to what the news could be. Was the U.S. about to enter the fray? Were the Chinese suspending offensive operations?
As Knights packed closely into the large conference room, Verix was talking to Captain Wood. The room quieted quickly as Knights strained to hear what the two were discussing. Verix took this as a cue to begin.
�Congratulations are in order. Thanks to your work last night, the Chinese advance has been halted so that replacement commanders can be sent to the divisions we de-headed.�
The men chuckled at the choice of words, and a smile creased Verix�s craggy face. He continued, his Southern drawl infected with ebullience.
�But there�s even better news. Taiwanese electronic intercepts indicate that Marshal Deng himself is traveling to the front lines to buck up the troops.�
There were one or two gasps in the audience. Marshal Yao Deng, the Chief of the PLA General Staff, was the highest ranking military officer in the People�s Republic of China. He wasn�t just a big fish, he was the biggest fish.
Verix held up a hand. �But wait, there�s more. Better yet, he�s having a meeting with the new commanders at the outskirts of Taipei. And it�s going to be just within reach of the sewer system.�
Loud laughter and whooping followed. It didn�t take a genius to figure out where Verix was going with this.
Verix gestured for quiet. When the room settled, he continued. �Operation Enchilada � the assassination of Marshal Deng� will commence at 1300 today.� More cheers. The name was appropriate, if somewhat more vulgar than the emotions summoned by the thought of what the successful completion of the operation could lead to.
When the Knights contained themselves to a low, excited murmur, Verix went on. �Coming on the heels of the death of their greatest field commander, the assassination of the general in charge of the overall operation will scare the orneriest Chinese hotheads.
�Meanwhile, the Taiwanese are consolidating and organizing their forces on the eastern part of the island. Captain Cheng has informed me that freighters carrying arms have been arriving daily on the eastern part of the island. Taiwan, anticipating being cut off in a war with China, has developed a stealthy freighter that can evade Chinese radar aircraft. Australia isn�t very happy about China�s expansion, and they�ve agreed to secretly supply the arms being ferried to Taiwan by the stealthy freighters. The Taiwanese are taking in shipments of everything from rifles to tanks to fighter planes. Every day that the Chinese are delayed is another day for Taiwanese forces to grow stronger, preparing a powerful defensive line to halt the Chinese invasion.
�At the very least, the death of Marshal Deng will buy a few crucial extra days. At the most, the death of Deng will lead to the United States entering the war on Taiwan�s side.�
Verix paused to let that news sink in. �Now, when you�re playing for those stakes, you know it�s not going to be easy. Electronic intelligence suggests that there will likely be a couple helicopter gunships and tanks guarding Marshal Deng, in addition to at least a company of infantry guards. Consequently, this operation will require a massive assault force � nine sections of Knights. Six sections will be tasked with clearing enemy infantry from the area and storming the building where the meeting is taking place. The remainder will eliminate the Marshal�s armored and aerial support and hold off any reinforcements that come along the way.�
The rudiments of the mission outlined, Verix changed his tone. �I�ll be going over all the little details with the section heads in a moment. For now, I just want to know from each of you here: Are you ready to win the war?�
A deafening roar answered the general.
�Then get your game faces on. You�ve got five hours before we head out and you�d better be ready for a fight.�
* * *
As we waited for 1300, the time when we would depart the Institute, one folly helped divert our attention. A section always stood guard while we were at the Institute, ensuring that if the Chinese figured out our location, they would not catch us sleeping. At around 1045, a sniper posted on a third floor window reported that a man was walking down the street toward our building. As the man approached, the sniper noted that the unknown walker was white, slender, unarmed, adorned in a dress shirt, safari vest, and khakis, and wearing a New York Yankees hat. Every bit of that description, combined with the fact that he was wandering around a warzone, suggested that he was a reporter.
Considerably more ominous than the appearance and dress of this stranger was the fact that he just happened to be walking straight toward the Institute. Indeed, he slowed as he approached the Institute, much to the consternation of the sniper on guard duty, who moved back further into the office he occupied so that the man wouldn�t see him.
The mystery man stood across the street, looking awkwardly at the building for about twenty seconds, then strode toward the door on the right side of the building, the side that exited to a smaller street rather than the main thoroughfare that the man had walked down.
By that point, four minutes after the sniper�s first sighting, everyone had long since been alerted about this potential threat. The ninety-eight remaining Knights gathered on the first floor, ready to respond to whatever danger this solitary wanderer could present.
We were not ready, however, for a knock on the door.
When the man rapped his knuckles on the door, I and about three-quarters of the Knights I could see assembled in the hallway flinched visibly. This one man had jolted us worse than the dozens of Chinese we had fought the day before.
General Verix, who had taken up station with the sniper on the third floor to watch the proceedings, laughed over the radio. �Captain Wood, will you let that gentleman in.�
I briefly wondered why we didn�t pretend that no one was home. I supposed that no one would believe that the American Institute had been entirely abandoned during the war, and certainly nothing on the Institute�s website suggested that no one was there to help Americans trapped on Taiwan. Maybe it was more convenient to just add this guy to our group of civilian hostages than it would have been to worry about whether he had seen anything that would lead him to report our location.
Whatever the explanation, Captain Wood nonchalantly opened the door. The man in the Yankees cap looked into the Institute and saw dozens of heavily armed commandos. His mouth hung open as a very polite Captain Wood asked, �Can we help you, sir?�
After a moment, the visitor stammered out, �I�m Brad Feldman of the New York Times. I, uh, have some questions about�you guys.�
Wood�s eyes showed recognition. �You�re the guy who reported on the uprisings in small villages in China before the war.�
Feldman seemed to calm down at being reminded of his famous stories. �I flew to Taiwan just before the war started. When I heard about the defeat of the parachutists, I started wondering why no Taiwanese commanders have been bragging about it. Then General Wu suddenly turned up dead. I asked around the base I was stationed at in the eastern part of the island. No one knew what unit had done the job. I guessed it might have been a foreign military group. The most logical possibility was some Special Forces group from the United States. Since the United States has no formal military liaison with the Taiwanese government, I was going to ask Director Pickering if he knew anything about it.�
�You can ask Director Pickering about us, but I don�t think he�ll tell you anything you can print in a decent family newspaper.� Verix had come downstairs and beamed with mischief as he spoke to the journalist.
Feldman responded, �You must be the leader of this outfit.�
Verix nodded. �That is correct. And you just walked into the most incredible story you�ll never be able to report.� He paused for a moment, then added, �Well, maybe you will get to report it, but just not right now. You�ll be a guest of ours for the duration of the war, I�m afraid. We can�t take the chance of you telling the world about the nice men hiding in the American Institute.�
Feldman seemed to take the news with equanimity. �I can live with that. Besides, I have the sneaking suspicion a Pulitzer will be in my future if I�m the first one to report on this, even if it�s not quite real-time coverage.�
Verix was satisfied that there had been a meeting of the minds regarding Feldman�s stay. We would tell him what was happening, he wouldn�t report it until after the war. �We�re all a little busy at the moment. Our next operation is setting out in a couple hours. But after the men return, I�ll assign you one of our number to explain the situation later this evening.� Verix spotted me listening in on the conversation and said loudly, �Sergeant McCormick will do nicely in that role, since he�s already up to speed.�
At the time, I was not at all happy with the idea. It was just one more thing to worry about. I remember thinking that at least, by the time I got back from Operation Enchilada, I would probably be too fatigued by the adrenaline crash following battle to worry about presenting my best face to a reporter. I soon forgot about that promised interview.
* * *
The force of Knights heading out for the operation was so large that it took almost twenty minutes just to file everyone down into the sewer. I stood by the ladder, looking at each face as it passed by. As much as I�d like to say that there was a steely look of intelligent determination in every eye, many Knights displayed a childlike excitement. Far more troubling, a few Knights seemed jauntily arrogant, expecting another relatively clean operation. I would have preferred that every Knight possessed competent confidence, such as that projected by Corporal Gurung.
After an hour and a half of walking, we came at last to the correct manhole, about a hundred feet from the front entrance of the building where the meeting would take place. Captain Wood, in charge of the overall operation once again, had me run a Snake Eye through a hole in the manhole cover.
We were in an area where no building was more than a few stories tall, though almost every building reached this height. The meeting was going to take place in a fairly upscale local hotel that apparently catered to the upper-middle class businessmen, engineers, and doctors who couldn�t quite afford to stay in downtown Taipei but still wanted a hint of the inner city�s elegance.
I could see that there were already soldiers standing guard around the building. At least three tanks stood watch on the street and two attack helicopters orbited the area like interventionist parents waiting for an excuse to swoop in. The overall layout tracked precisely with what Cheng had told us to expect.
The Snake Eye transmitted its video feed to everyone else in the sewers and updated the tactical maps to show the location of the enemy units. Captain Wood whispered, �Everything looks alright, Bravo and Charlie teams, move into position.�
Bravo, which consisted of two sections of Knights armed with antitank munitions, and Charlie, which consisted of one section armed with portable surface to air missiles, continued down the sewer, taking a left at the first available side street. Upon confirmation from Wood that the meeting had started on time, they would emerge at 1510 two blocks away and make their way quietly back to the buildings across the street from the hotel, killing whatever patrols they encountered on the way. From those buildings across the street, they would destroy the tanks and helicopters, allowing Alpha team � six sections of Knights, including Section 2�to crash the meeting at the hotel.
We had about half an hour to kill before it would be time to move. Again, the proximity of Chinese soldiers made us wary to talk unnecessarily, and so we waited in silence.
I thought about Victoria. She often popped into my mind uninvited and I would quickly and consciously decide not to think about her. This time, I decided to entertain the distraction. I found myself wondering if her lawyer husband was being financially hurt by the war. (I assumed she had married since attractive, intelligent women in their mid-twenties would have to join a nunnery to avoid engagement and marriage, and lawyers are, of course, the most highly respected people in the circles we both once occupied.) Lawyers can thrive in a bad economy, since people can be driven to prodigies of litigation when they need money. On the other hand, the effects of the Chinese attack probably hadn�t filtered through the various strata of the economy yet. And, of course, if the putative lawyer-husband worked for the government, he wouldn�t have to worry about how bad business was.
My reverie was interrupted by the sound of a large helicopter flying overhead. Captain Wood whispered over the radio, �Doing a Snake Eye sweep, check the feed.� He climbed the ladder and maneuvered the Snake Eye in a 360 degree arc, updating the locations of the various enemies overhead. I saw from my visor display that there was indeed a large Chinese transport helicopter descending toward the street about two hundred yards from our location.
As the camera continued to rotate, I saw that there were now four attack helicopters overhead. There still seemed to be only three tanks, though there surely had to be more beyond the visual range of the Snake Eye. Perhaps they were hiding around the corner? When the camera completed its sweep, I noted that there were many more infantry on the street, a sure-fire sign that the Marshal had arrived.
I checked the time display in my visor and found that the Marshal was apparently a punctual son of a bitch. It was exactly 1500. Ten minutes to go.
After five minutes, I ascended the ladder to make a final check on the locations of the various guard forces. Still four helicopters overhead. Still three tanks. Still about a dozen infantry stationed near the front of the building. Perfect.
I felt a surge of nervous excitement now. This would be a cataclysmic battle, an epic defeat. Never had such a large force of Knights stormed a single battlefield, and surely the world would be a very different place after it was all over. I checked the time in my visor. 1505 and thirty seconds. Shit.
Time stubbornly refused to move faster. I considered making another sweep with the Snake Eye, but decided against it. At 1508, I changed my mind and made one last sweep. No changes.
Finally, 1510 arrived. Wood�s voice came over the radio, announcing, �The meeting is on. Initiate Operation Enchilada.�
The responses came quickly. �Bravo team, heading upstairs.� �Charlie, good to go.�
Another agonizing wait. Of course, we didn�t want to hear chaos overhead the moment Bravo and Charlie came out of the sewer. At most, we wanted them to quietly take out a couple of soldiers on patrol or stationed in the buildings they would occupy.
We followed their progress on our visor displays, suffering through their slow, careful progress. Suddenly, the blue dots representing Knights stopped. Five red dots appeared some distance ahead, moving slowly toward the blue dots.
�Patrol ahead,� a scout for Bravo team whispered over the radio.
�Take them out,� Bravo team�s leader responded.
One blue dot moved forward slowly as the red dots approached. The red dots passed through an intersection on the map, and then suddenly stopped. Then they disappeared as the Artemis system decided that the bodies in the street that had hitherto been living enemy soldiers based on their shape, uniform, possession of an assault rifle, and numerous other factors reconsidered its previous analysis in light of the fact that those bodies were now lying motionless on the ground with large dark-red holes in their heads and chests.
Bravo and Charlie teams resumed their march, their pace quickened by the knowledge that the Chinese would soon check-in with the now dead patrol and find out that something was dreadfully wrong. Within two minutes, they arrived at the buildings across the street from the hotel. A few more red dots popped up and then faded away on the display as the two teams of Knights made their way to the top floors of their respective buildings, killing any Chinese they encountered.
Finally, the Knights of Bravo and Charlie teams reached the top floors of their buildings and reported to Wood that they were in position. Two additional tanks, spotted from the higher vantage point of Bravo and Charlie teams� positions, had been added to the visor displays. Wood acknowledged and told the two teams to open fire on the tanks and helicopters on his mark.
An invisible laser was now trained on each of the five tanks in sight, marking targets for the explosively-formed penetrator rockets. The surface-to-air missiles were beeping to indicate a lock on the thermal signatures of the helicopters overhead. I readied myself at the top of the ladder, my hands ready to push up on the manhole cover.
Every Knight took a deep breath.
�Go.�
The launch of nine rockets overlapped into one screeching roar. I didn�t take any time to observe the consequences of the shots. Instead, I shoved the manhole cover up, raising it about a foot in the air. Corporal Gurung, just below me, pulled the pins on three smoke grenades in sequence and threw them through the opening. I lowered the cover back down and waited ten seconds. During that pause, Bravo and Charlie teams fired another salvo of rockets at whatever helicopters and tanks survived the initial barrage.
Finally, I shoved the manhole cover up, threw it to the side, and scrambled to the street. A thick pall of smoke was now in place between us and the dozens of guards in place in and around the hotel. The smoke from burning tanks further obscured the vision of any Chinese looking from other buildings on the street.
This was the most time-sensitive aspect of the operation. Fifty-nine more men had to follow me out of the manhole, and we had perhaps a minute before the smoke would blow away and the Chinese could figure out what was happening. Of course, I and the other Knights on the street would not simply stand around waiting for everyone else. Instead, I had already switched on the thermal sensor view on my visor display.
The smoke obscured human vision, but couldn�t hide the thermal emanations of the human bodies in Chinese uniforms that guarded the building where the meeting was taking place. The Chinese, alas, used thermal scopes only for night operations, and so they could not see the armed men rising out of the manhole. This was the pivotal advantage we planned to exploit at the beginning of the fight.
As soon as I had clambered out of the manhole, I moved five feet, dropped to one knee, and started shooting at the guards on the street in front of the building, who were mostly still dazed from the destruction of the tanks and helicopters.
I saw through the thermal scope that one guard hadn�t fallen to the ground at the beginning of the fighting. I fired three shots into his chest. Then I started picking off the soldiers whose training had successfully imbued them with the reflex to drop to the ground at the first sign of trouble. It wasn�t enough to save them now, however.
After I had sent two bursts into PLA soldiers, I noticed that Gurung was already next to me, picking off targets with me.
Knights were emerging from the manhole at a rate of one a second now, and we quickly dispatched the eleven guards who had not found cover inside the hotel. The situation was so confused that the Chinese hadn�t even begun to return fire. Wood was the third Knight out of the hole, and now he said in a calm voice, �Section 2, let�s go secure the ground floor.�
Given that the six sections comprising Alpha team would emerge from the manhole at different points over the course of a minute, the plan was for Section 2, the first in line, to secure the ground level entrances and exits. The next section would reinforce us, and then the four remaining sections would clear the rest of the building, methodically moving up floor by floor and ensuring that we got every last Chinese officer as quickly as possible.
Less than a minute had passed since Bravo and Charlie teams had opened fire on the tanks and helicopters, and I was already kicking in the locked glass front door of the hotel, ready to fight my way across the room.
But there were no PLA in the lobby.
I had LaFont and two others go check the side exit used by service people and staff as I quickly moved to the far end of the lobby and the back exit. I found no Chinese there. LaFont reported in, �No one at the service exit, Sarge.�
�Roger, stay there and make sure no one leaves.� I decided that the Chinese must have concentrated their guard forces in the building�s upper levels, where the meeting was presumably taking place. The next section arrived to augment our guards on the doors, and I took the opportunity to find Wood still in the lobby.
�Nobody on the ground floor, captain. Not a soul.�
Before Wood could answer, the by-now highly familiar sound of an Ak-2000 firing resounded from a window on the top floor. Wood called over the radio, �Bravo, Charlie, take out those snipers.�
Bravo and Charlie needed no encouragement. Within five seconds, the Ak-2000 fire ceased. We hadn�t heard the Xiphos rifles, but they had claimed another victim. Wood announced to the rest of Alpha team that the ground floor was clear, and I returned to the back exit.
A minute later, the rest of Alpha team was filing up the hotel�s staircase. The second and third floors each absorbed the attention of one section, and the top floor � where we expected the meeting to be taking place � drew two full sections of Knights.
No gunfire sounded on the staircase.
That fact made me feel vaguely uneasy. Staircases are a great place to ambush invading forces, and at the very least it would slow us down, buying the Chinese precious time to bring in reinforcements. Sure, you could argue that it made sense not to contest the ground floor. Why dilute the guard force defending a floor where there was no one important? Leaving one or two guys to slow us down on the staircase, however, was an entirely different matter. It didn�t take a genius to figure out that little bit of strategy. A semi-competent security team would think of it, and the Chinese would not have amateurs defending Marshal Deng.
My task during the battle was to maintain control of the back door, ensuring that no one escaped. It didn�t seem likely that anyone would come, however. I told Gurung to assume command of the two privates helping us bar the door, and I left to find Wood again and tell him my concern about the lack of resistance on the stairs.
The ground floor was mainly taken up by the ornate lobby, but there were also some guest rooms scattered toward the back door. As I walked by those rooms, something caught my eye.
In retrospect, it was a moment of unbelievable significance. The fate of nations rode on my peripheral vision catching a glimpse of something out of place on my visor display.
With the excitement of combat, I had forgotten to take my visor display out of thermal mode when I entered the hotel. The visor display had been programmed to correct for preoccupied soldiers in such circumstances. If there was little or no heat variation while the thermal vision mode was activated, the visor returned to a normal view. However, the programmers had also decided that thermal mode might be retained for a reason, so when the system detected a thermal variation in such circumstances, it flashed a small white indicator at the location of the heat source.
In this case, my eye just caught the small white indicator to my right as I walked by one of the guest rooms. It wasn�t strong enough to indicate a human presence in the room, but something was giving off heat inside.
I tried the door handle for the guest room. Locked. I decided to see how sturdy the door was, backing up a few steps and giving the door a kick. The wood resisted so stoutly that I almost hurt my foot. The door seemed almost welded shut. That set off entirely new alarms in my head. Something was hidden behind this door.
I radioed to Wood. �Captain, someone reinforced the lock on the door to one of the guest rooms. My thermal scanner picked up something in there. I�m going to shoot the hinges off and find out what�s up.�
Wood gave his assent, and I brought my Xiphos to bear, firing several shots into the lock mechanism and each set of hinges. Then I gave the door another good kick, and it fell into the room.
I found the heat source easily enough. There was a laptop computer set atop the credenza where ordinary hotels usually kept a monitor for guests to watch TV. The laptop, a Chinese brand, was apparently running hot due to some program it was crunching through.
Of much greater concern were the dozens of unmarked crates stacked throughout the room where the beds and furniture would normally go.
A horrible, terrifying thought entered my mind, and I needed to consider it for only a brief moment to figure out that it had to be true.
Under less suspect circumstances, I might have thought that the hotel was using a guest room as an ad hoc storage space. However, I thought of the reinforced lock on the door, the sparse Chinese resistance in the hotel, and even the improbability that Marshal Deng would pick somewhere close to Taipei to meet with commanders when he knew there were commandos in the area. It all added up to one thing.
We had walked into a trap.
I didn�t know if I still had time to avert disaster. I ran over and smashed the butt of my rifle into the laptop, sundering it into several pieces. On the edge of panic, I then emptied the remainder of my magazine into the remnants to ensure it was truly and completely destroyed. Then, I screamed into the radio. �BRAVO, CHARLIE, GET��
My transmission was cut off when ten thousand pounds of high explosives detonated in the buildings next to and across the street from the hotel, including the ones where Bravo and Charlie team were staked out. All thirty of the Knights in Bravo and Charlie sections must have died instantly, though all I can say for sure is that we never heard about the Chinese finding anyone alive.
Inside the hotel, the shockwave burst every pane of glass and knocked the wind out of almost every Knight present. The explosion probably would have brought the building itself down had the hotel not been of a robust construction designed to survive earthquakes in this geologically active region.
Ironically, I was probably knocked about the least by the detonations because I was nestled in a guest room on the far side of the hotel in a space insulated by thousands of pounds of inert explosives. I was thrown to the floor, and for a moment I was afraid that my eardrums had burst. About thirty seconds after the explosion, I shakily rose back to my feet, the ringing in my ears slowly subsiding.
I shook my head and tried to think.
The laptop had obviously been wired to the explosives intended to wipe out everyone in the hotel and was probably programmed to detonate the bomb when a sensor somewhere else in the building detected a human presence. Or maybe it was supposed to detonate by radio signal, or a particular email, or a timer. It was irrelevant now.
My first thought was to find Captain Wood. I went out into the hall and found that there was already a thick mote of dust hanging in the area, kicked up by the enormous detonations. There were several Knights staggering to their feet in the lobby and, sure enough, Wood was one of them. He saw me coming.
�What the hell was that?�
I was still putting everything together as I answered unsteadily, �The Chinese rigged these buildings to blow up with us in them. I think I found and stopped the bomb that was supposed to take out this hotel. The enchilada was never here, it was just a trap.�
Wood, still looking a little disoriented by the explosions, stared at me blankly. �But what about the tanks and helicopters, the Chinese infantry outside?�
�If they had killed us all in the explosion, it would have been a great trade.�
I watched as his face took on a pale, sickly look. He said into the radio, �Bravo, Charlie, report in.�
No answer.
�Bravo, Charlie, answer goddamn it!�
Nothing.
�Sir, they�re gone. You better punch in the self-destruct codes for their Artemis gear so the Chinese don�t get it. We�re lucky to be alive ourselves. We need to get out of here. The Chinese probably have more tanks and helicopters nearby. They�re probably waiting for the smoke to clear, then they�ll be on us.�
Wood nodded, and in a brittle voice that strengthened as he spoke, said, �You�re right, Sarge.� With tears in his eyes, Wood punched the self-destruct code for the Artemis gear on the Knights of Bravo and Charlie team.
Activating his radio, Wood said, �Alpha team, assemble in the lobby on the double. The Chicoms set a trap for us and now we�ve got to get out, fast. Section leaders, report status.�
The section leaders called in, though some took thirty seconds or so to regain their wits and count up their men. It turned out that only two Knights of Alpha team had been wounded in the explosion. One had been standing near a window and had lost two fingers to shrapnel, and the other had broken his ankle when the shockwave knocked him down. The ankle wound was more inconvenient at the moment, because it meant that the man had to hobble along on one leg, his weight supported by his teammates. It would be difficult to get him down into the sewer.
The proscription against leaving Knights behind was perhaps the single most powerful taboo in the secretive ethos of the Knights. As Wood and I waited in the lobby for the rest of Alpha team to return, we did not even mention the possibility of leaving the wounded man. For that matter, we did not discuss running to the sewer while the smoke and dust from the explosion might prevent the Chinese reinforcements from killing us.
After a minute, every section but one had returned to the lobby. That last section was the one that had to carry the injured Knight. Wood somehow managed to sound calm as he said over the radio, �Section 5, we�re waiting on you, get your asses down here.�
Then we heard the faint drone of attack helicopters. Wood spoke for us all. �Shit.�
Charlie team had been carrying all of our antiaircraft missiles. The only weapons we had to fight off helicopters were our Xiphos rifles. Capable though those rifles were, they couldn�t punch through the armor of a Chinese attack helicopter.
�Anyone have any ideas?� Wood asked the question with remarkable coolness considering our very narrow window of opportunity to escape the area was closing as we waited for Section 5.
LaFont suggested, �Maybe if we open fire from the top floor, we can distract the helicopters long enough for everyone else to escape.�
I shook my head. �They�ll see us running in the clear and fire rockets. Sure, maybe the first two or three people out of the building will make it, but the rest of us are toast.�
Having shot down one idea, I thought out loud with the next plan a moment later. �What if we all run out of the three exits at the same time, break up into individual sections, and make our way back to the Institute on the streets?�
This time, Wood handled the response. �There are probably four or five helicopters on their way here. They can each cover an exit and massacre us. Even if some of us survive, we�ll be rounded up by Chinese infantry and tanks. It�s four miles back to the Institute � we can�t possibly make it there on foot without the Chinese finding us first. Hell, they could even track us back to the Institute.�
The droning of the attack helicopters was much louder now. They couldn�t be more than a mile off, and that meant they would see that the hotel was still intact. Would they just start lighting up the building? They probably couldn�t bring the hotel down with their small anti-tank rockets alone. Maybe they�d call in an airstrike by fighter planes. How long would that take? Five minutes? Ten? It would depend on whether they had thought ahead to have a few fighters in the area to support this operation to rid themselves of meddling guerillas.
The first Knight of Section 5 arrived then, four minutes after the explosion. Behind him, two Knights were supporting the man with the broken ankle. Soon, the rest of the section filed into the lobby, which was now fairly crammed with Knights. By now, it was certainly too late to make a break for the manhole.
Our visor displays now showed four helicopters hovering about five hundred yards from the hotel. The smoke and dust had settled by now, and the hotel was clearly still standing. I hazarded a look out the window, trusting that the Chinese helicopters, which had hitherto held their fire, would not be able to spot me peeking out the window.
The Chinese had apparently not skimped on explosives for this ambush. The buildings directly to either side of ours had been completely leveled, as had four buildings across the street. This was an immediate tactical dilemma, as it meant that the helicopters had a perfectly clear line of sight to the hotel. Even if we miraculously shot down a helicopter with our rifles, the other helicopters could retreat to a safe distance and monitor the situation until attack planes or heavy artillery could wipe us out.
I consulted my visor display, intending to see if the Chinese helicopters were there. They were, but there were also a couple dozen markers indicating approaching Chinese infantry. I had been focusing on the helicopters, and so I hadn�t seen the infantry. My visor�s sensors had not missed them, however. They were about five hundred yards distant, coming in fast.
When I turned back from the window, it seemed like all sixty sets of eyes in the lobby were trained on me. They had all seen their own visor displays. Wood, being the leader, spoke. �Looks like they want to take us alive. That�s why they aren�t calling in bombers or having the helicopters shoot up the place. They�ve probably got a thousand infantry heading for us, maybe even some Unit Zero commandos. Anyone have any ideas on what we can do?�
�Let�s radio the base. Maybe the Taiwanese can help.� Gurung spoke his suggestion hesitantly, perhaps conscious of how desperate it sounded. The nearest major Taiwanese ground unit was about fifteen miles east of us, far out of range even if Captain Cheng could get in touch with them. The Taiwanese Air Force had long since stopped flying sorties, so we couldn�t expect any air support. Similarly, the Taiwanese didn�t have any surface ships that could shell the area to create a distraction. But, we didn�t have any better options.
Wood nodded, and selected an option on his wrist controller to connect with Verix and Cheng in the command post at the Institute. �Command, Alpha One, emergency request, over.�
Four miles to our east, Verix immediately responded, obviously waiting for word on what was happening. His voice matched Wood�s in the strained quality of its calmness. �Alpha One, Command, go ahead.�
Wood described our present situation briefly, concluding with, �We can hold off the infantry for a while, but when we start shooting, the Chinese helicopters are probably going to start strafing our positions. If the Taiwanese have some way of downing those choppers, now would be the time.�
There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line. �I�ll see what we can do. Hold on, son.�
Every Knight was listening to this radio conversation, hoping that there was some hidden force of Taiwanese that could save us.
There was no such Taiwanese deus ex machina.
However, we had all forgotten that the Taiwanese were not the only players in the game.
A new voice crackled over the radio, remarkable in that moment for its dry, impassionate tone, unmistakably female pitch, and thick Midwestern accent. �Alpha One, this is Medusa, do you read me?�
Wood and I exchanged a glance. Who the hell was this? Figuring we had nothing to lose, Wood responded, �Medusa, Alpha One, I read you, please identify.�
�Alpha One, I am a U.S. Navy Foxtrot-Three-Five from the U.S.S. Andrew Jackson, armed for air-to-air. My flight has been intercepting your radio communications and would like to help. What are your exact coordinates?�
Directly after that transmission, before we could say anything, another voice, this one masculine and murderously angry, thundered over the radio, �Medusa, Jackson control, you will disengage and return to the carrier this minute! You are not authorized to intervene, I repeat, not authorized to attack Chinese forces! Acknowledge.�
The pilot responded calmly, �Jackson, Medusa, I will not let American soldiers die while I can do something about it. Shoot me down over the task force if I get back, over.�
For a second, no one said anything. Without triggering the radio, Wood said, �The Chinese know where we are. They wouldn�t need our coordinates. Anyone see any harm in telling this woman our location?�
No one spoke. Finally, I said, �We�re all dead in about ten minutes if we don�t get some help. Tell her where we are, sir.�
Wood nodded, keying the radio and rattling off our exact latitude and longitude. He added, �We�ve got four enemy helos orbiting our position. If you take them out, we can escape.�
�Alpha One, roger that, I am going to afterburner, will be in missile range in six minutes, can you hold out until then?�
Wood actually laughed. �Ma�am, if you can take care of those choppers, we can hold off the entire PLA for six minutes. See you soon.�
With a plausible plan for surviving the next half-hour, Wood�s voice regained its confidence. �Alright, you heard the lady, we need to hold �em off �til she gets here.�
We quickly agreed that the best delaying tactic would be to fire on the Chinese infantry from as far out as possible, then quickly move away from the windows to avoid the suppressing fire of the helicopters. When the helicopter fired at the spot where the shots had come from, it would only be wasting its ammunition. Then, on Wood�s command, another Knight could fire from another window, and the process would begin again. In essence, this strategy was something like whack-a-mole, only a version where the moles popped up and down too quickly for the kid with the hammer to hit them.
As the sections once again spread throughout the building (leaving the wounded Section 5 man in the lobby), every man looked at the time in his visor display. Five and a half minutes to go. I took the first turn at the front window on the ground floor. About four hundred yards away to the south, I saw a Chinese officer jogging forward at the head of his men. I took careful aim and fired.
As intended, the shot struck the officer on the upper part of his leg, collapsing the man to the pavement in a heap of agony and, more importantly, halting the fifteen soldiers who had been running near him. This was not a random act of kindness on my part. There was no way we could wipe out the thousand Chinese soldiers converging on our position, but a lame commander who insisted on retaining control of his troops would inevitably slow the process down. If our objective was to slow the enemy down, a wounded officer would accomplish that goal admirably well.
I shifted aim quickly, taking three shots to kill a soldier who had stopped to tend to his officer and hitting another man in the shoulder. The other men in the Chinese unit scrambled for cover, and I sent seven more bullets to hurry them on their way. I waited another two seconds, then fired ten more shots, hitting no one but encouraging the Chinese to slow their approach.
Then it was time to move. Return fire from the PLA was beginning to hit the hotel, though at that range the shots were fairly scattered. When I was sure that they were trying to hit my particular window, I bounded back into the lobby, knowing what was coming momentarily. Sure enough, a couple seconds later heavy slugs from the Chinese attack helicopter pulverized the window, spraying glass shards and splinters across the lobby. Luckily, every Knight on the first floor was well away from the windows, lying on the floor to avoid being struck by shrapnel or ricocheting slugs.
As soon as the machine gun fire from the helicopter ceased, Wood ordered, �Fourth floor, go.� A Knight from Section 5 fired, this time at Chinese soldiers coming from the north. On my visor display, I could see that the Chinese to the north and south had halted their advance. Perhaps they were under orders to proceed carefully in order to limit casualties or to give us a chance to surrender in a protracted siege. Whatever the reason, it was exactly what we needed.
The Knight on the fourth floor apparently stayed at his post just a little too long. A guided antitank rocket slammed into the window where he was standing guard, instantly killing him. Wood swore and then, over the radio, said, �That helicopter pilot is fast. From now on, each Knight fires two aimed bursts tops, then gets the hell away from the window, understand?� The section leaders all acknowledged the new orders, and Wood ordered the next section, on the third floor, to take its turn.
This time, the Knight fired two quick bursts at the Chinese to the north, then ran back. Tiring of this game, the Chinese helicopter pilot fired another rocket at the third floor window, then started methodically machine-gunning each of the thirty windows, spending a few seconds on each.
Figuring that the pilot was focusing on windows he had yet to shoot out, I took the opportunity to return to the first floor window I had previously shot from. I quickly found that a Chinese squad was moving up from the south, about two hundred yards away now. Without time to be sure, I fired at the man I thought was the officer in charge of the squad, putting three bullets into his chest. The rest of the squad went back into cover, and so did I.
Apparently I wasn�t the only one who had the idea of annoying the Chinese while the helicopter pilot was hammering away at other windows. I watched on my visor display as several red dots to the north stopped and disappeared, shot down by Knights on the floors above. Each kill slowed the Chinese as they converged around the deceased and wounded, buying us more time.
I consulted my visor display to see how much time had elapsed. A minute and a half. God, but time was moving slow. Aside from physicists studying the relativistic effects of high speed, Knights probably have to deal most often with time slowing down and speeding up at inopportune moments.
Another Chinese helicopter joined its comrade, spraying almost continuous fire into the windows. They were firing unpredictably now, making it impossible for us to guess when it was safe to run up to a window and take a few shots. The support of the helicopters emboldened the Chinese infantry, who were now advancing steadily on the visor display. The nearest Chinese were now a hundred yards away. Soon, they would be close enough that the helicopters would have to cease firing so that the infantry could move into the hotel itself.
Think, I told myself. What else could we do to buy time? My mind impotently reported that it had nothing to offer. Then, Gurung, whose advice to call base had turned out to be pivotally important, came through once more. I had run back to cover on the side of the lobby, and I was sitting next to Gurung when he said, �Sarge, you got a flashbang I could borrow?�
�Yeah, here.� I took one out of a pouch on my leg. �What�re you going to do with it?�
Gurung grinned. �You�ll see.�
With that, he tucked the flashbang in a pocket and ran up to the window. He took careful aim at the helicopter, and fired a couple rounds into the pilot�s windshield. The glass was bulletproof, of course, and so the shots did little but draw the attention of the pilot. The moment the helicopter stopped firing, the pilot shifting aim to attack Gurung, the Nepalese corporal grabbed the flashbang from his pocket and pulled the pin. He waited one second, then another. Just when I was about to scream at him to run, he threw the flashbang out the window and dove to his right, just in time to avoid a hail of cannon fire from the helicopter. The flashbang detonated about five feet outside the window, emitting a blinding flash in the precise area where the pilot had been looking. The gunfire instantly ceased as the helicopter reeled away from the building like a scalded cat.
Gurung, having bought us a momentary respite from the helicopter, radioed, �Anyone near a window, we�ve got maybe fifteen seconds � shoot some Chicoms!� He said this as he returned to the window and started popping shots at the Chinese, who were now easy targets moving up the street. On my visor display, I saw that several Knights had taken Gurung�s advice, and a dozen Chinese soldiers fell while the helicopter pilot rubbed his eyes, frantically trying to recover from the temporary disorientation of the flashbang.
Unfortunately, the pilot announced his recovery by killing a Knight on the second floor with a burst of cannon fire that nearly tore our man in half.
The gambit was successful in slowing the Chinese advance, however. The soldiers began taking potshots at the hotel windows, much more accurately now that they were less than a football field�s length away. This lasted for perhaps a minute, then the Chinese were up and running again. The helicopters had withdrawn a few hundred yards further back, rendering their pilots impervious to a repeat of Gurung�s trick with the flashbang.
Unable to approach the windows, we took up firing positions behind whatever cover we could find as far into the building as possible. The Knights on the higher floors crept toward the windows, hazarding an occasional glance so that their optical sensors could update our visor displays.
When my display indicated that the Chinese were within twenty yards of the edge of our building, I grabbed a grenade from a pack on my waist and pulled the pin. I counted the seconds, forcing myself to wait. Then, I threw the grenade through the window, the panes of which had long since been shot out, so that it landed and rolled into the middle of the street, exploding not two seconds after it stopped. I heard the screams of wounded Chinese, and a moment later, when another Knight peeked out a second floor window, three red dots disappeared entirely from my visor display.
Grenades were our best hope for delaying the Chinese further. The Knights on higher floors began dropping and throwing grenades on the Chinese, who by now were circling around the hotel to find the side and back entrances. These avenues were covered as well, of course. The Knights� grenades sometimes killed one or two Chinese, but more often they maimed those in the luckless first wave of PLA infantry that had been sent to kill hardened commandos.
Of course, the Chinese also had grenades, and the Knights on the higher floors who were dropping grenades to aid our defense of the first floor were rendered vulnerable by their proximity to the windows. Luckily, most of the Chinese were pulling the pins on their grenades and throwing them without delay, the common error that Gurung had made in our raid on the parachutists� headquarters. The Knights had no trouble throwing these grenades back into the street, sometimes killing the PLA soldier who had so erred.
However, some of the Chinese must have been veterans of the infighting against rebels, for they knew to wait a moment before throwing the live grenade. A Knight on the second floor revealed this bit of intelligence by having a Chinese grenade explode in his hand as he was preparing to toss it back down to the street. The explosion killed him and wounded two men of his section.
Between the more effective grenade throwers and the Chinese deciding to keep up a more or less constant barrage of rifle fire on the windows, the Knights on the upper floors were effectively removed from the battle. A few bravely lay prone by the windows and continued dropping grenades on the PLA soldiers below, but then the Chinese started using rocket-propelled grenades on the windows. These RPG�s, detonating on impact, threw shrapnel all over the surrounding area, killing two Knights in quick succession.
Wood monitored the progress of the fight on his visor display, noting that four more Knights were now dead and two were wounded. He concluded that the Chinese had figured out how to keep us from the windows. �Alpha team, abandon the windows, move into the interior of the building. We�ve got two minutes until Medusa takes out their helicopters.�
Defending a building from the inside is remarkably difficult because of the weapons of modern war. If a well-trained armed force takes its time and doesn�t really care about inflicting casualties on innocents, it can usually clear any number of defenders by using grenades and flashbangs. As a Knight, I had cleared dozens, if not hundreds, of rooms in training and in real operations. This was the first time I had ever been on the other side, however.
Luckily, the lobby was fairly large and open, so we could stand well-back from the doors. A Chinese soldier would probably have to come out in the open to have a reasonably good chance of killing us with a grenade. The Artemis system protected us from flashbangs, recognizing the shape of a flashbang and automatically triggering a dimmer that blacked out our vision at the instant of the device�s detonation. This rendered the flash harmless. The loud �bang� was filtered out by our earpieces which, tipped off by the visor system, knew to switch to noise-cancellation mode for the detonation.
We didn�t have to wait long. A Chinese soldier tossed in a flashbang and the Artemis system worked exactly as designed so that we weren�t hampered in the least.
Another PLA tried to throw a grenade in through the window while keeping his body covered. The distance was too far and the grenade landed well-short of the fifteen Knights, including me, at the far end of the lobby. The soldier also didn�t realize or had forgotten the penetrating power of a modern assault rifle. He hid on the other side of a relatively thin fa�ade. I took careful aim and fired twelve shots at the spot on the wall behind which I figured he was standing. We heard the man scream with pain as several of the bullets went through the wall and thence into his body.
There was a brief pause as more Chinese soldiers came up to support their comrade. Their next strategy involved one man firing his Ak-2000 rifle blindly through the window while his comrade threw in a grenade. Several Knights opened fire, quickly shredding both the soldiers before any grenades could be thrown into the lobby.
The next Chinese stratagem was not as complicated, being either a frustrated, unthinking reaction to the difficulty of entering the hotel or simply an unimaginative approach to the problem. Chinese infantry rushed each of the six windows, firing their Ak-2000 rifles in an attempt to overrun us through sheer numbers.
This tactic certainly had a pedigree in the annals of war, from the Persians at Thermopylae to the Zulus at Isandlwana to the Soviets at Stalingrad. The problem for the Chinese was that as the weapons of war advanced, the likelihood of a numerous, brave foe overrunning better-armed opponents dwindled precipitately. At this hotel in Taipei, the Chinese thought that if they tried every entrance at once, we might give way under the pressure. Such was not the case.
A brief slaughter ensued as the Knights, each of whom had been assigned a window to concentrate on, killed each Chinese soldier as they came into view. Few of the PLA soldiers had time to get a shot off, and few of those were aimed. After twenty citizens of the People�s Republic had been sacrificed in this manner, the Chinese backed off to come up with a new plan.
Wood said quietly over the radio, �Thirty seconds until the helos are shot down. All sections, start moving toward the lobby. When you hear the explosions outside, pop whatever smoke grenades you have and toss them onto the street. Then we�ll make a run for the manhole and get the hell out of here.�
* * *
The seconds ticked by slowly. The Knights on the other levels peeked out of their windows a few times to refresh the map on the visor display. The Chinese were apparently settling in for a siege, taking up positions behind whatever cover they could find and waiting for help. This was exactly what we needed. The Chinese obviously thought that time was on their side.
Another minute passed without activity. Wood got on the radio. �Medusa, Alpha One, how far are you from launch point?�
No response for several seconds. Then, just as Wood was preparing to hail the pilot again, she answered, �Alpha One, Medusa, sorry about the delay, I had to take care of two Juliet-two-zeros on my way in. Two minutes to launch.�
�Medusa, 10th Fleet actual, what the hell do you think you�re doing?� I don�t know much about the Navy, but I read in a Tom Clancy novel once that �actual� is radio lingo for commander. Thus, we were listening to the admiral in command of the Andrew Jackson task force, who sounded somewhere between incredulous and furious that Medusa was bringing the U.S. to the brink of war with the world�s most powerful nation.
Lest Medusa think this an actual inquiry seeking a response instead of a rhetorical question, the admiral continued. �You are disgracing the entire United States Navy by violating the direct order of the President to stay out of this war. Return to the carrier immediately or you will be tried for treason when you get back. That is, if I don�t decide to have your plane shot down first.�
Medusa was not fazed. �Admiral, negative, I will not leave Americans to die when they�re fighting a war on our behalf. You can call it treason, but my oath is to the Constitution, not the President. As for the Navy, if what I�m doing is a disgrace, then fuck your Navy, sir.�
I looked over at Wood. He said, as if in answer, �If we ever start letting women into the Knights, she�ll be the first recruit.�
I nodded. �Works for me, sir.�
At that point, we heard a voice over a megaphone outside say something in Mandarin. Lieutenant Wang was standing nearby, and a smile spread over his face when the speaker finished his short message. Without bidding, he translated over the radio. �Taiwanese soldiers � we have you surrounded. Come out in the next five minutes with your hands up and your lives will be spared. If you do not, we will destroy the building with you in it.�
We all laughed in relief. Five minutes was an eternity, far more time than we needed. Wood got on the radio, �All sections get down to the lobby now and prepare to fight our way to the manhole out front.� Wood briefly consulted his visor display. �Estimated enemy strength on the street outside is seventy-five infantry. No armored vehicles � the wrecks of the tanks must be blocking their way in.�
A minute and a half later, Medusa radioed in. �Alpha One, Medusa, Missiles loose, should impact in twenty seconds. Want me to do a strafing run down the street you�re on before I bug out?�
Wood instantly responded, �That would be perfect, ma�am.� There wasn�t time enough to pay adequate homage to the pilot who had sacrificed her career � and very possibly her life � to save us. �Thank you.�
�Keep fighting the bastards, Alpha One. Good luck and godspeed.�
We never found out Medusa�s real name.
A moment after her last transmission to us, we heard multiple explosions outside and I ran to the window just in time to see the wreckages of four helicopters falling all around the hotel.
Wood shouted, �Smoke out!� Within seconds, five smoke bombs were hurled out onto the street.
The smoke bombs had just started spewing a thick cloud of gray haze when we heard a sound like the world�s largest zipper being opened as the cannon fire from Medusa�s F-35 tore a line down the street. Ten Chinese were cut down by the slugs, and the rest had to be cursing the People�s Liberation Army-Air Force and wondering what the hell was going on.
Just then, a handheld surface-to-air missile leapt up from the mass of Chinese infantry. It streaked straight toward the tail of the retreating American jet. There was no time to warn Medusa before missile and jet merged and transformed into one massive ball of fire.
None of the Knights had time to note Medusa�s death at that moment, but I do have time now looking back at the event. Medusa died a hero that day, and if there is any greatness remaining in the United States Navy, they will recognize that fact in time.
* * *
With our aerial protector gone, it was high time to leave.
With my visor display switched to the thermal setting, I ran through the shattered door onto the smoke shrouded street. Like the guards we had killed less than a half-hour earlier, these Chinese soldiers did not have thermal optical gear with them, and so were blinded by the smoke. As I ran to the manhole cover in the middle of the street, I shot several Chinese soldiers who were standing near our way out. �GO, GO, GO!� I shouted as the rest of Section 2 followed me out of the hotel. The Chinese quickly started firing blindly into the smoke. Their fire merely drew the attention of the Knights firing from the first floor windows. Within seconds, twenty Chinese were dead.
With adrenaline raging through my veins, I fairly threw the manhole cover aside, and Section 2 started jumping down into the sewer. Captain Wood remained on the street, firing his Xiphos at the innumerable Chinese around us. I couldn�t leave him there alone, so I stayed as well. Gurung joined us without saying a word, busily firing on Chinese targets.
In a little less than a minute, all the Knights had jumped into the sewer, including the one Knight with a broken ankle, who had to climb down the ladder painfully on one leg. As the last Knight descended, the smoke screen was growing thin, and I heard several Chinese shouting, probably telling their friends that we were escaping into the sewer. I said (or, rather, shouted) at Wood, �Get going, sir!�
Wood, probably intending to be the honorable commander who was the last one out of harm�s way, said, �No, I�� Gurung cut him off.
�GET IN THE FUCKING SEWER, SIR!� He screamed and fairly threw Wood bodily in. I had never heard the short Gurkha shout like that before, and the novelty made me pause for a millisecond before I jumped into the sewer with Gurung close behind. There wasn�t time to replace the manhole cover which I had hurled away like a crazed discus-thrower at the outset of our escape.
Lieutenant Wang and the rest of Section 2 were at the head of the column of Knights, already moving through the sewer. The Chinese did not intend to let us go without a fight, however. They had seen where we were going and, in seconds, the first PLA were climbing down into the sewer to chase us.
* * *
It didn�t take long to figure out what our problem was. The wounded Knight from Section 5 was being nearly carried by his friends, but they could only move so fast while helping him. It was quickly apparent that we could travel at the rate of a moderate jog at best. The Knight in question was begging the Knights of Section 5 to leave him behind, but his friends didn�t even bother responding. The column would not leave a Knight behind.
Gurung, Wood and I quickly realized that we had to slow down the pursuing PLA forces. We waited for the first Chinese to appear on the ladder and shot him down. We then ran to catch up with the other Knights as we heard a splash behind us. A moment later, a Chinese grenade exploded, the sound even more thunderous than normal in the confined space of the sewer.
Corporal Thaman Gurung stopped when we turned a corner in the dark sewer. He said in a voice that sounded inappropriately serene for a twenty year old, �You two go ahead, I�ll slow them down.�
Wood started to object. �Corporal, we don�t leave Knights behind.� I didn�t object. I could see Gurung�s eyes through his visor.
Wood didn�t understand, so Gurung quickly explained. �Sir, you aren�t leaving me behind. Someone needs to slow them down or we�ll all die. I will never have a chance at greatness like this. Don�t deny it to me.�
We heard the splashing of Chinese soldiers around the corner about a hundred and fifty yards away. Gurung said, �Tell my grandfather I died a Gurkha and tell Indira I love her. Now go!�
Wood and I stood motionless for a second. My mind registered a moment of surprise, recognizing Indira as the name of the Tibetan woman we had rescued on the prison raid. Then, Wood gave a parade-ground salute and said, slowly and heavily, �We will tell them, Corporal Gurung.�
Gurung returned the salute, and Wood turned to leave the two of us alone. Gurung tried to salute me. I almost broke into tears at that, but managed to say in an only slightly tremulous voice, �Don�t salute your Sergeant, Thaman.� I held out my hand. �What you did here won�t be forgotten.�
He took it and smiled. �I know. Now let me kill some of the bastards.�
I turned and ran to catch up to Wood and the rest of the Knights. Gurung edged around the corner and fired several long bursts at the approaching Chinese. Before we turned another corner a hundred yards away, I looked back one last time at the corporal. With the nightvision setting on my visor, I could just make out Gurung.
He had propped his Xiphos against a wall, apparently deeming the weapon too cumbersome for the dark, confined fight he had ahead of him. In its stead, he withdrew his silenced pistol with his left hand, and unsheathed his kukri with his right.
My last sight of him, an image indelibly burned into my memory, was of a short man standing with utter confidence and resolution, prepared to slay the enemies he hated with the weapons of his people.

Book 4: LaFont


Chapter 1: Reinvigoration

We took a long, circuitous path back to the Institute to throw our pursuers off our path, arriving four hours after our departure from the hotel. Wood stopped the column once, after an hour, to radio the Institute and tell them not to expect us soon. When we finally arrived at the Institute, General Verix was there waiting for us in the basement.
He looked like he had aged ten years since we had left for the operation several hours earlier. As each Knight quietly climbed the ladder out of the sewer, Verix did not say a word. He stood looking at us like an old man whose wife of sixty years had died � a look of almost dazed sadness.
As well he might. Verix had chosen each Knight, tracked their progress, been present when each Knight was demoted from his prior rank in the U.S. military to the Knight�s rank of private upon entry into the unit. He had similarly personally announced to each man his promotion up the rank at every stage. He had visited each man at some point, had lunches and dinners with them and their families, given a grandfatherly hello to their children. And more Knights had died in the past six hours than in the preceding five years of operations.
Captain Wood was the last one out of the sewer. He looked at Verix and said in a quiet, hollow voice, �I�m sorry, General.�
These words produced a visible reaction in Verix, snapping the old man out of his daze and focusing his attention on the younger man in front of him. As twenty or so Knights looked on, Verix placed a firm hand on Wood�s shoulder and said, �Those men died because of my mistake in sending you all into a trap. The ones who are still alive owe it to your leadership.�
Verix turned to face the rest of us, an animating purpose driving the doddering sadness from his face, �Go get some food and rest, Knights. We�ve taken a hell of a hit today, but the war isn�t over yet.� With that he walked up the stairs back to the first floor.
* * *
We ate a late dinner in almost total silence. No one particularly wanted to discuss the events of the day. Instead, we listened to the background thrum of jet engines, the rumble of distant artillery, and the occasional clatter of small arms fire as the People�s Liberation Army resumed its advance into the city of Taipei, encountering only sporadic resistance from isolated pockets of Taiwanese soldiers.
By the time I was finished eating, the adrenaline crash had hit me badly, and I had barely laid down on a couch in one of the offices when I fell fast asleep.
March 28, 2029
I awoke the next morning and had breakfast with the men in the small employee cafeteria on the premises. Predictably, the room was almost totally silent. No one felt particularly chatty following the deaths of so many Knights the previous evening. Then, Captain Wood entered the room, his face bearing the slightly pale hue associated with people who have just received unwelcome news.
�What�s up, Captain?� I tried to sound nonchalant, but I apparently failed, since the other seven men around the table stopped talking and looked intently to Wood.
�The Chinese Premier just announced that American Special Forces are responsible for the attacks of the last couple days.�
The forty or so people in the cafeteria had all quieted down to listen to Wood. Now there was utter silence.
I asked, �Do we know how they found out, sir?�
�No, they claim to have some physical evidence, but they aren�t saying what it is.�
A troubling thought occurred to me. �Could they have captured any of our guys alive from the ruins of the buildings around the hotel?�
Wood shook his head. �If they had captured one of our people alive, they probably would have announced it and released pictures. I checked my visor display right after the accident. Every soldier in Bravo and Charlie squads was marked KIA. It�s theoretically possible that the system was knocked out on someone who was still alive, but those things are robust as hell. Besides,� Wood said, his face tightening into a mask of anger and sadness, �you experienced that explosion. You saw the buildings. Did it really look like anyone inside could have survived it?�
One other possibility occurred to me. �Could they have captured Gurung?�
A proud smile flashed across Wood�s face. �I don�t think so. I almost forgot to mention � the Chinese also filed a complaint with the Human Rights division of the United Nations. In addition to the beheading of their beloved general a few days back, fifteen decapitated PLA bodies were found in the sewers in the hours after our attack. Gurung must have done a hell of a job slowing them down last night.�
A few chuckles broke out as we all imagined the flummoxed Chinese finding out that just one Knight had been wreaking havoc in the sewers. The light moment evaporated as we imagined Gurung�s last stand in the sewers, the struggle that allowed the rest of the Knights to live to fight another day.
Wood continued, �The last thing I heard before I left Captain Cheng�s office to come here was that the President was going to hold a press conference in half an hour to respond to the allegations of American involvement.�
LaFont said enthusiastically, �What if she announces that the U.S. is going to get involved in the war?�
I almost rolled my eyes at LaFont�s naivet�. �If she were going to do that, she�d probably let us know about it first. And remember how pissed off that admiral was yesterday when Medusa violated the order not to help us? No, they knew the Chinese finding out about us was a possibility the minute we mutinied, and they probably have the speech all prepared. She�s going to hang us out to dry.�
My prediction was born out. Lieutenant Paulus had died in the ambush, but his Duan laptop remained at the Institute. We hooked it up to a projection system in the auditorium, allowing everyone in the Institute except the one section on lookout/guard duty to watch.
I noticed the reporter Feldman sitting in the back of the room and remembered that I still had to tell him our story. Verix hadn�t reminded me about it last night when we returned from the disastrous raid, and I hadn�t been in any mood to talk to Feldman even if I had remembered him.
There was a bit of comic relief before the speech when CNN�s �military analysts� discussed the possibility of U.S. forces being in Taiwan. One of them talked about whether a small Special Forces unit might have been inserted by �sub-orbital rocket transport� in order to �organize Taiwanese resistance.� As if the Taiwanese military was on the verge of surrendering before some rocketeers from America came and taught them how to fight.
Finally, CNN cut to an empty podium standing in front of a blue curtain with a sign announcing that we were looking at the Press Room in the White House. President Rodriguez strode in, looking a little less put-together than usual, undoubtedly due to the short notice for this press conference.
Verix said with disgust, �She couldn�t even make the Chinese wait long enough for her to put on make-up.�
Rodriguez began as soon as she got to the podium, speaking in standard political tones and cadences.
�My fellow Americans, you have probably heard by now that the Chinese government has accused us of intervening in their civil conflict with the rebels on Taiwan.�
Shouts of anger erupted from the Knights at her use of the words �civil conflict� and �rebels.� She might as well have had the Chinese write her statement for her. Apparently unaware of the hatred directed at her from our auditorium, Rodriguez continued.
�Such is not the case. We are entirely neutral in this fight. We have too many things to fight for here at home to sacrifice our sons and daughters in someone else�s war. The only unit I have ordered into the region since the conflict began is the Andrew Jackson aircraft carrier group, which has strict orders to do nothing but monitor developments and protect our allies in the region.�
Wood snorted and said, �Rodriguez and the Chinese must have agreed to ignore Medusa.�
Rodriguez continued. �However, in a shocking display of unprofessional, un-American greed, one general in command of U.S. soldiers��
�We�re �Knights,� you whore!� LaFont corrected the President.
��disobeyed my direct order to withdraw from Taiwan at the outset of the conflict and has ordered several attacks on unsuspecting Chinese forces. The general in question, whom I will not name out of respect for his family, was diagnosed some years ago with post-traumatic stress syndrome after several years of combat experience in Iraq and Afghanistan. Undoubtedly, he is not acting in a rational state of mind. We have been trying to reach him for several days now to order him to cease his operations, but he has stopped responding to our orders and entreaties to do what is right for his country.
�I wish to issue my heartfelt apologies to the families of Chinese soldiers killed by this man�s mutiny against the people and government of the United States. We will cooperate with the Chinese military in whatever way we can in order to incapacitate this commander and continue the strong relationship between our two nations. May God continue to bless our two great nations.�
Rodriguez shifted back from the podium slightly and said, �I will now take your questions.�
This portion of the news conference was a wholly useless exercise. The questions had been prearranged and pat answers had already been composed and put on the President�s teleprompter. In case there was any doubt about Rodriguez�s obeisance to the Chinese, a correspondent from Xinhua got to ask the first question.
�Why did you not inform the People�s Republic earlier about this mutiny?�
Rodriguez answered, �I had hoped to end the matter quietly so as not to antagonize the Chinese people. I apologize for the lateness of the notification, but given the events of the past couple days, I decided I needed to bring this matter forward to clear the air a little and ensure that the conflict does not escalate further.�
A blonde from MSNBC with thick, gaudy lipstick asked, �It sounds like this American commander did not receive adequate treatment for his psychological problems after the wars. Will you take measures to ensure that active veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder do not do something like this again?�
In a voice dripping with empathy, Rodriguez responded, �Yes, Megan, I will do just that. In fact, I am hereby announcing the creation of a new task force that would investigate PTSD and allocate additional funds for research and treatment. We all owe a tremendous debt of honor to the men and women who wear our nation�s uniform, and we need them to know that we will never leave them behind when they need us.�
None of us could believe our ears. Did she literally say that during a press conference in which her explicit objective was to leave us behind?
Unbelievably, the questions only got less incisive after that, addressing such hardball issues as whether the President thought this was a �teachable moment� (she did) and whether the war would affect the timetable for the rollout of the President�s expansion of employment vouchers (it would not).
When the conference wrapped up, Verix stood up and told the Knight operating the laptop to turn off the video feed. When this was done, he walked up to the front of the auditorium and began speaking without preamble.
�We suffered a hell of a loss in the field yesterday. Those Knights, our friends, are irreplaceable.� Verix�s tone was serious, but not lachrymose. His emotions were under tight control today.
�What�s more, the way the Chinese baited the trap means that we can�t be sure of the intelligence that comes from our Taiwanese allies anymore. The Chinese know that a lot of us got away, and they�ll be sure to try and trap us again. They�ll also probably keep their most important VIP�s clear of the city from now on.
�Today the President added to our troubles. The Chinese are obviously keeping her on a short-leash. She won�t be sending help to us any time soon.� Verix put on a big, shit-eating grin and continued, �Unless she sends a psychologist to help me with the PTSD that made me order you to kill all those innocent Chicoms.�
Despite the somber mood, the only person who didn�t laugh at the joke was Feldman. With a tiny bit of enthusiasm taking hold among us, Verix pressed on. �You may ask her to send that psychologist after you hear what I�m about to say.� He paused for effect, then said, �I have more hope now for victory in this war than at any point since we arrived in country.�
No one said a word, and Verix continued. �Americans are going to start paying more attention now that they know we�re here.� Pointing to the back of the room, where Feldman sat, Verix said, �We�re not going to let the President tell America that we�re here because we�re psychos who love killing. We�re going to tell our story to the world. Once we do, there�s going to be a popular outcry in our favor.
�Hell, Medusa sacrificed her life to save us when she didn�t know anything about who we were. There are still people like Medusa in the U.S., but they�ve been lulled to sleep by decades of crappy jobs, nation-building foreign policy and the absence of any glory in their lives. Our story is going to wake them up. They�ll start asking why Rodriguez is supporting the wrong side, the tyrants extinguishing the last flame of entrepreneurship in the world. The pressure on Rodriguez is going to build as we win victories and tell people our story. Finally, someday, when the Taiwanese have shown they can win like we did at Saratoga in our Revolution, Rodriguez will bow to political necessity and send the U.S. military to tip the scales in Taiwan�s favor.
�But we have to keep fighting to get there, and yesterday gave us reason to be optimistic there too. The Chinese had every advantage on their side � surprise, numbers, heavy weaponry � and they still couldn�t snuff us out. Their infantry can�t fight us toe-to-toe because of our superior weapons and tactics. At the outset of the battle, our antitank and anti- aircraft weapons wiped out their mechanized support in seconds. The only way they can win is by trapping our teams in one location and bringing overwhelming reinforcements to bear against us. As long as we aren�t stupid enough to be cornered, we can keep up our operations.�
Verix paced up and down the stage as he talked, his energy reinvigorating us. �So what will we do now? The PLA know that we use the sewer passages and will probably be placing sensors and guards in the sewers. But, as we know, guards can be killed and sensors can be detected and disabled. Last night, I had Captain Cheng use the sewer system to reach Duan Enterprises� headquarters to our northeast. He brought us back the latest in Taiwanese electronic warfare technology � a handheld detector that will tell us where the Chinese sensors are well before they can find us.
�Of course, once dead guards start turning up in the sewers, the Chinese will know what we�re up to. Therefore, we won�t kill any Chinese in the sewers until we find a mission that makes it worthwhile. Captain Cheng is working on finding us a good target right this minute. Until we find something suitable, we are going to shift our operating pattern to something new.
�As you may know, when I was a lowly officer in the regular Army, before I attained the rank of lieutenant in the Knights or even joined Special Forces, I spent several years in Iraq and Afghanistan. You all know the basics about IED�s and mines, but Iraq in 2006 was a post-doctoral course in the subject.� Verix�s eye twitched slightly with the memory, but only a careful observer would have seen it, so quickly did his face recover its previous poise.
�We haven�t built too many IED�s in the Knights, but we�re going to start now. The Chinese are about to find out what urban warfare is all about. I will be giving a crash course on IED�s for several men in each section this morning. Then, we will send two-man teams all over the city to set mines and traps for the PLA. Families all over China will get messages about how their fathers and sons were killed by mines. This will keep morale down as we bide our time for another big raid.
�So that�s where we stand. We are going to keep winning the tactical battles until the strategic picture changes. The war is ours to win.�
Verix stepped down from the stage then, ending his address. He walked straight over to me and said, �Sergeant McCormick, your section will not be active today. That will give you plenty of time to talk to Mr. Feldman. We�re already looking at treason charges for the mutiny, so don�t worry too much about adhering to the rules of classification. We need him to know the whole story so he can tell it to everyone else.�
�I�ll do my best, sir.�
Verix nodded, then called the section heads to meet with him in an office to plan out the teams for the IED operations.
* * *
Though I know Feldman will be reading this, I will err on the side of honesty in reporting my evaluation of him (sorry, Brad). As I said earlier, he is a thin, pale man of moderate height. To stereotype in the name of expediency, he looked like an Ashkenazi Jew of East European ancestry and upper-class New York sensibilities. Before I told him, in response to his questions about my personal story, that I had briefly been a student at an Ivy League school, he had seemed nervous in my presence, as if a blue collar enlisted man was liable to snap and attack a member of high society at random.
My conversation with Feldman lasted four hours. Per General Verix�s orders, I left nothing out, starting with our attack on the Chinese prison camp and ending with our disastrous raid of the day before. Since I have recounted those episodes in this book already, I won�t repeat too much of my conversation with Feldman here. Only two items bear mentioning.
The first is that about halfway through our conversation, Feldman stopped me mid-sentence. In his nasal, New York voice, he said, �You know, you should really write this stuff down.�
I was a bit confused. �Isn�t that your job?�
Feldman waved a hand. �Oh, don�t worry, I�ll write a book about this someday. But what if I don�t make it out of this crazy place alive? And, more importantly, what if you don�t?�
�Good point. I�ll start writing down the backstory and keep writing the new stuff down whenever I have time.� The book you�re reading now is the result of that effort.
Feldman smiled. �Great. Now, tell me about this attack on the harbor��
The other important part of the conversation has to be related because it explains how General Verix decided to personally take his case to the public. Verix had come into the room to listen into my retelling briefly. I had just told Feldman of the meeting at our base when we decided to violate the President�s orders to withdraw. I launched into an encomium of Taiwan and its uniqueness in the world and the brilliance of President Duan.
Feldman politely waited for me to finish, then asked, �If you think Duan�s ideas of minimalist government are so good, why are you all here and not trying to change things in your own country?�
To my surprise, Verix answered. I was not surprised that he phrased the idea better than I would have. �Taiwan is the last place in the world that believes in freedom. It�s too late to save America through talk.�
Feldman shook his head. �You sound like a terrorist when you say vague bumper-sticker-esque things like that. People in America will rally to your side if someone shows them how much better things in Taiwan are thanks to Duan�s new policies.�
Verix smiled patiently. �An ideal for human behavior is only as great as the people who adopt it. Think of love. People who aren�t capable of it find only a hideous simulacrum of the real thing, a painful dependence or scornful compromise. In this case, Duan�s ideal is that people should only engage in voluntary trade and the state should only interfere when people directly hurt each other.�
Feldman responded, �That idea only works for people who are capable of generating something of value. What about the poor?�
�True, some people aren�t capable of doing anything productive, either because they are extremely old, extremely young, or mentally handicapped. Just about everyone else can do some useful and honorable work. But they have to want to do it, and that�s where America as a whole has failed.
�When a sufficiently large number of people decide that they no longer want to work, they will, over a series of decades, vote to eliminate the need to work, either by taxing productivity or outlawing competition. While politicians tighten their grip on the economy�s throat, the people�s crusade against production will cause the culture to move away from honoring productive people and toward trumpeting those who work without a profit motive, either because they work for the government or a non-profit or because they are just plain lazy. With the culture and legal structure of production destroyed, the country slowly peters out into obscurity.
�America is too far gone. Our people wanted to insulate themselves and others from the need to produce. Oh, they never came out and said it like that, but they kept electing people who promised to �make the rich pay their fair share.� Their fair share of what? The �common good,� the birthright of every American to have free healthcare, free food, employment vouchers, high-speed Internet and a month of vacation a year.
�Meanwhile, the newspapers trumpeted whatever stories they could find to weaken the nobility of productivity. Obesity, ignorance and desolation were all written off as genetic legacies that no one could control. The always unspoken implication was that only a fool would try to better himself. The heroes of the age are brainless celebrities.
�So, Mr. Feldman, we can�t just tell America to adopt Taiwan�s policies. Americans have heard it all before, and they don�t want the burden of freedom. Better to sit back, watch the latest season of whatever TV show their friends tell them about, half-ass their government jobs, and vote for people who tell them America is strong because it can run up debt forever to pay for its laziness.
�What we can do instead is demonstrate in the most dramatic way possible that greatness is still possible, that there are things worth fighting for that demand the best of us. We don�t have to persuade America to become Taiwan, we just have to persuade them that Taiwan is worth saving. If we save Taiwan, its industries will flower so violently and beautifully that it will awaken the productive spirit lying dormant inside of the citizens of our country.�
Verix suddenly smiled sheepishly, perhaps realizing that he had been speaking for several minutes straight. �Does that answer your question, Mr. Feldman?�
Feldman, who had thought to bring a small video camera with him when he had decided to investigate the Institute, instantly decided that Verix should tell the people his story directly. That was how Verix came to produce his first video to the American people.
Feldman gave an impromptu introduction to the speech, saying that he had fortuitously come into contact with the rogue military unit that President Rodriguez had described in her address to the nation. He introduced Verix as the �Commander of the Knights of Taiwan,� inadvertently giving us an appellation that the public seized on.
Verix spoke for five minutes, telling the story of the Knights� formation and how we came to be in Taiwan. He left out operational details such as our taking over of the American Institute, but told the inside story of our operations in Taiwan to date, including our trans- Strait attack on Quanzhou Harbor. He didn�t shy away from discussing the trap that the Chinese had sprung yesterday. I watched off camera as Verix described, in a voice heavy with the conflicting emotions of sorrow and pride, the last stand of Corporal Gurung.
Regarding our motives in fighting Taiwan�s war, he repeated almost exactly what he had told Feldman not ten minutes earlier. A seasoned political observer would say that it was exactly the wrong message for someone who wanted to win over his audience. By all the logic of American politics, his negative generalizations about Americans and his moralistic tone should have led citizens to dismiss Verix as a kind of American version of Osama Bin Laden, recording a diatribe railing against the United States.
Great moments, however, do not pay heed to the conventions of the past. It is said that when the British surrendered at Yorktown, their band played the tune, �A World Turned Upside Down.� Everything people knew about the political conversation changed as the video spread like wildfire through every form of media and communication, from the networks� evening news to the conversation of next-door neighbors. Within an hour of posting, the video had one million hits on YouTube. After another hour had passed, there were twenty million hits. As I write this now, the play-count on this first video stands at 113 million.
* * *
Feldman, who had become our de facto press secretary, reported later that evening that his work email, accessed via Lieutenant Paulus�s laptop, was inundated with messages from journalists around the world, all of whom wanted to ask questions about the Knights of Taiwan. Posting on his New York Times blog, Feldman announced that he would relay as many questions to General Verix as he could. Verix was soon answering these inquiries in new videos where he was interviewed by the Times reporter.
I had always known Verix to be a fair man, but he had always possessed an old-school kind of stoic reserve, an unwillingness to comment on non-military matters. The war had turned Verix into something of a philosopher, willing to expound at length on the morality of the war and the Knights� prosecution of it.
My only involvement in the videos after being present for the first one was when Feldman and Verix decided, after two days of posting videos, that showing an interview with an enlisted man with my background might win over skeptics and counter President Rodriguez�s accusation that General Verix was committing men to something that only he believed in.
I accepted my role in the interviews because Verix ordered it, but I began to have a secret enthusiasm for the endeavor when I realized that Victoria would almost certainly see the video. For the first time since I dropped out of college, I felt like I could describe my life without reticence. I told Feldman how I had become disillusioned with the prestigious career path of a welfare state drone, how I needed something more exciting and meaningful.
The only idea I talked about in this interview that I have not already related came when Feldman asked if I had learned anything from the actual fighting of the war itself. Without hesitation, and with Gurung�s stand and Wood�s willingness to risk his career in standing up to Kallistos in mind, I answered, �A noble purpose draws out good in people who you�d never suspect to be heroes. If you think all people are base, stupid or petty, join up in a good cause that demands all your skill and intelligence. I�ve been fighting for the better part of a decade, but only in the past couple weeks have I seen the kind of heroism that makes me believe in the greatness of humanity again.�
I could not bring myself to check the popular response to my particular video in the press. The courage to bare one�s heart does not imply the courage to witness the results.
In any event, the outpouring of popular interest in the Knights played exactly into Verix�s plan, which he had forthrightly announced in his video, to rouse the American people. The first protests outside the White House started within hours of the posting of his first video. Public approval of President Rodriguez�s handling of the conflict edged down as approval for our actions skyrocketed. After three days, Gallup reported that 53�% of the American public now supported intervention.
This was not enough, however, to convince Rodriguez to reverse her earlier decision. We needed more success in the field to achieve that. Thus, after the brief sojourn into the world of politics and public opinion, I must tell what transpired during those three days in terms of the war itself.
* * *
Before Verix interrupted my conversation with Feldman, he spent several hours teaching the twenty Knights with the most explosives experience how to build IEDs out of grenades and electronics pulled out of computers, radios, and whatever else was available. I wasn't present for the course in IED's, but I heard later that the other Knights took quickly to the tactics that had once been solely the province of America's enemies.
Verix taught his pupils to build all sorts of devices. Some were simple grenades attached to proximity detectors and detonators taken from rockets. These would detonate when a man stepped directly on the IED or very near it. On the other end of the size spectrum were trip-wires attached to a hundred pounds of high explosives and ball bearings. These larger explosives could take out an entire squad if it was not adequately spaced out.
The Knights were sent out that very night for their final exam in IED deployment.
The Chinese had not yet reached the Institute, so we were able to use the sewers to travel with impunity off into the far reaches of the city to lay our mines and explosives in front of the Chinese advance. Because we were still on the right side of the Chinese lines, we didn't have to kill any guards or avoid any sensors in the sewers.
Knowing that most civilians had long since been evacuated, we placed our booby traps all over the city, on major roads and smaller side streets, even in the entrances of a few buildings that we figured the Chinese would investigate at some point. We quickly established an efficient division of labor whereby the Knights who had not been trained by Verix stood guard and carried a hundred pounds of explosives each from our cavernous stores of satchel charges and grenades.
Verix's newly-trained experts focused on finding the most effective locations for the devices and arming the weapons with as much care as possible. In that way, we did not suffer a single casualty from an explosion during set-up, a fact that put us far ahead of the Iraqi and Afghan insurgents from twenty years ago.
The result over the rest of the night and the next day was a massacre on a scale new to our operations. Until then, our raids would kill Chinese soldiers in frenzied firefights. These events, damaging as they were to the Chinese command and control network, were of a type that people expect during war. Firefights kill people on both sides, and one can feel intuitively that a cost was paid to inflict some quantum of harm on the enemy. By contrast, when an IED kills a soldier, it seems as if the enemy has lost nothing but a hundred dollars� worth of explosives and electronics and the soldier died in vain.
We first heard of our success from Captain Cheng, who informed us that a PLA reconnaissance unit was reporting six dead and seven wounded in three separate IED explosions in southern Taipei. An hour later, Cheng told us that another Chinese recon unit had lost two dead, four wounded under similar circumstances.
After that, the reports started streaming in quickly. Four more dead. One dead, two wounded. Three dead, five wounded. One recon squad must have been in exactly the wrong place�eleven soldiers from that unit had died in one large blast.
The rapid accumulation of casualties quickly leaked to the press, and within hours here were cable news commentators wondering aloud whether "Taiwan might be China's Vietnam." This was, of course, absurdly premature, since only a couple dozen Chinese had been killed in the attacks. However, the rapid reaction underscored the ephemeral nature of morale in the age of instant news.
Verix quickly took advantage of the news coverage, releasing a statement via Feldman's New York Times blog that the Knights were responsible for the IED attacks and that those attacks would continue until the Chinese withdrew their forces. The involvement of the Knights raised the profile of these Chinese deaths from an interesting detail in the larger story of the daily happenings of the war to front-page material.
The various media sources of the world had just the day before printed stories reporting our existence and the success of our earlier raids, but this was the first action of ours that they could cover as a newly developing story. Fresh stories captured the immediate attention of readers in a way that retrospective descriptions of raids could never match.
The New York Post, not deterred at all by the fact that a journalist from the rival Times was intimately involved, covered the story with the most lurid and least detailed headline: "Knights Slay Dragons." Even Xinhua was forced to report the news so that the People's Republic could try to put its own spin on the incidents. Their headline ("American Terrorists Claim More Victims") was one of the few we found that evinced no sympathy for our cause.
Western newspapers were far more adulatory, and the Chinese hadn't thought to use their economic power to demand a different editorial line. European newspapers took a slightly less graphic tone with their headlines, but the most telling detail was that each country translated our name to the local term for "knights." In France, the "Chevaliers" had dominated the streets of Taipei; the Spanish claimed it was "Caballeros"; the Germans christened us "Ritters."
Each nation had their own medieval history, complete with legends of chivalrous soldiers and, despite decades of public schools teaching about the debauchery of such men, a romantic view of our cause lodged in the public mind. Public approval of the Chinese plummeted and approval of our actions jumped stupendously. No one seemed to focus on our use of decidedly unchivalrous tactics in the bombings. Instead, they saw a tiny contingent of the finest soldiers of the West battling not only the PLA, but the inevitability of Western decline, the graying of the world, the dismal view that fighting is never justified or heroic.
These sentiments only grew as new reports came in throughout the next day and evening of more bombings. Sensing that we were experiencing a moment of intense scrutiny in the eyes of the world, Verix ordered daytime ambushes set to kill entire squads of Chinese reconnaissance soldiers. Choosing our targets carefully and never failing to evacuate quickly to the sewers, we were unstoppable. Each section left the Institute for two ambushes that day, sprinkling IED's and mines en route and massacring a squad of ten to fifteen PLA on each trip.
The number of Chinese dead in Taipei that day was a staggering 179, a number whose significance was magnified by the fact that the dead were almost entirely highly-trained reconnaissance soldiers. The lead Chinese armored divisions, now advanced about a hundred yards beyond the Institute, were being forced to advance with their heavy armor in the lead. This merely forced us to change tactics, and soon we were sowing heavier mines to disable the ponderous mechanical beasts. The already cautious Chinese advance slowed to a crawl.
The headlines throughout the world grew even more ecstatic with the new heightened pace of operations. Even more reputable newspapers like the Washington Post ran jubilant headlines like "Knights Defeat the Dragon's Probing Claws." A country that had spent much of the past thirty years living with the painful reality of America's decline reveled in the news of improbable victories won to halt the spread of tyranny. Some writers, caught up in the moment, compared us to the Minutemen of the Revolution, sentinels of a new order that would sweep away the stultifying statism of the present and usher in an age of renewal.
Despite Verix's railing against entitlements and the welfare state, sentiment in favor of the Knights was through the roof across almost the entire political spectrum. Everyone likes a winner, and this was one of those moments where the aesthetics of our struggle pierced the shell of ideology and inspired the hearts of even those who lived off the redistributionist government.
Only three groups opposed our cause: (1) the very traditional kind of social and pro-military conservative who didn't condone mutiny against orders from the President; (2) the more ideologically pure socialists who were uncomfortable with our defense of capitalist Taiwan; and (3) the most dedicated (or financially interested) of President Rodriguez's followers in Washington, whose livelihoods were threatened by Rodriguez's now very unpopular opposition to our involvement in Taiwan.
An astonishing 85�% of the US. public now approved of our actions, 7�% disapproved, and 8�% expressed no opinion. The last figure might have been partially explained by the rumor that the Chinese had pressured President Rodriguez to order federal employees not to support us when they were called for polls, a stricture at least some of them followed.
* * *
The Chinese were not stupid. They knew that the Knights had seized hold of the popular imagination in a way that was dangerous for morale in the hinterlands. Already there were reports of protests in China against the war being quickly and brutally repressed. In the urbane sections of China's eastern seaboard, elites kept a politic quiet on the issue of the war when no government officials were present. When such people were present, pro-forma denunciations of the cowardly attacks of the Knight-Bandits were required, but even these sounded hollow to the parents of PLA soldiers who were dying to take freedom away from the Taiwanese.
This malaise led the Chinese to change tactics in two big ways.
First, the Chinese formally announced the existence of Unit Zero. Xinhua played interviews with Unit Zero soldiers who were decorated for bravery in their attacks on Taiwanese radar stations. The PLA also claimed that Unit Zero had rescued Chinese citizens being held hostage in Taipei. While Beiing did not produce any evidence showing that that event had actually taken place, Xinhua played the story almost continuously. Chinese officials declared Unit Zero to be the equal of the Knights, the heroes of the People�s Republic, the finest soldiers in the world.
We would see about that.
The other alteration in Chinese strategy was an escalating hunt to discover our base of operations in Taipei. By the third day of our IED attacks and ambushes, the PLA was advertising � through leaflets, loudspeakers, and the Internet � a hundred thousand dollar reward for anyone who gave information that led to the capture or death of a Knight. For information leading to the elimination of the Knights' base of operations, the PLA promised a forty million dollar reward.
At the time, the reward seemed an odd, ineffectual threat. Captain Cheng, President Duan, and the member of Taiwanese intelligence who drove the truck that brought us to the Institute were the only ones who knew anything, and none of them would betray a secret so vital to the security of their country. As for the civilians in the Institute, they were never allowed to leave the building and we always had one section on guard duty to prevent any escape or secret communications. That left only the Knights, and the very idea that a Knight could betray his comrades for such a venal reason as money was barely comprehensible.
There was still a nagging doubt, however, and it stemmed back to the trap the Chinese had laid for us during Operation Enchilada. The Chinese might not have known at that point that the commandos plaguing their invasion were Americans, but the location of the meeting just inside the distance at which we could reach it was too convenient.
Captain Cheng told us that the Taiwanese were sure that their communications were secure. Since the Taiwanese were the undisputed leaders in the field of quantum computing and cryptography, it seemed very unlikely that the Chinese had cracked into their communications. Thus, there had to be someone deliberately feeding the Chinese information.
That person had clued them in on where they should set the meeting, but apparently not told them where our base was. Was it because that person didn't know where the base was? But then how had he known how far we could move?
We discovered the answer fairly quickly, but in disastrous fashion.

Chapter 2: Knife Fight

I and Section 2 had already gone out on one ambush/IED placement mission earlier in the day, and we were now on our guard shift, waiting for the next mission that was scheduled for 2000.
Guard duty was fairly simple: have a few men watching the roads around the Institute for Chinese, and have the rest monitor the civilians to ensure that none of them made a run for it. Most of the time, the civilians hung around together and read books or played board games in lounges or the second-floor cafeteria. A few had volunteered to assist us in cleaning and organizing our gear, but most were content to quietly sit out our operations and hope that the war stayed outside of the Institute.
Captain Wood and I were monitoring about fifteen civilians gathered in the cafeteria, including the beautiful Amy Chan. Suddenly, one of the elderly women clutched her chest and fell over, the apparent victim of a heart attack. The civilians were instantly shouting for medical assistance, and a few, including Amy, ran out of the room, apparently in search of such help. Wood instantly came to the old woman's side and put two fingers to her neck. He said quickly, "She's got a weak pulse, but she's not breathing!" He instantly called over the radio, "Mrs. Barber looks like she's having a heart attack, if anyone knows where the defibrillator is in the building, bring it to the second floor cafeteria immediately! "
Wood turned to me and said, "Sarge, go to the offices nearby and see if you can find some aspirin we can give to her! "
"Yes, sir!" I bounded out of the room, thinking as fast as I could: had I seen any aspirin in anyone's office? Then I remembered that Director Pickering had a fairly extensive collection of medicines (and alcohol, for that matter) in his third floor corner office, the one our lookouts were using because of its views down the two roads that bordered the Institute. I called over the radio to our team's sniper, the man in the lookout post in Pickering's office, "Connors, look around, is there any aspirin in the office you're in?"
No response.
That should have been a warning sign to me, but I was too agitated by the medical emergency to think slowly and carefully about it. Instead, I bounded up the stairs and ran down the hallway. I was thirty feet from the office when Amy opened Pickering's door in front of me.
I started to say, �What are you doing here?� but I had only made it to the third word when I saw the silenced pistol in Amy's right hand.
She was apparently just as surprised to see me as I was to see her. Her eyes widened and she hesitated a moment before beginning to bring the pistol up to aim at me.
As baffling as this encounter was, my training took over. My Xiphos rifle was up to my shoulder before Amy could get the pistol up, and I started to yell, "STOP!" in my most authoritative voice. The pistol continued to come up, so I fired a three round burst into Amy's thin, elegant right shoulder.
I don't remember if I was trying to spare her life or if I had just been too surprised by events to hit my target. Either way, Amy fell back into the office and in a half-second I was kicking the gun away from her hand.
For a moment, neither of us said anything. She was in shock from the three gunshot wounds to her shoulder, and my head was racing to figure out what was going on. I looked around the office. Connors, the quiet sniper from Kentucky, was dead. He would never have another sip of sweet tea back home. Lieutenant Wang had been serving as his lookout. My heart sank at the thought that he would never have a chance to speak to Chai again.
I fought back the feeling of sadness as I forced myself to deal with the matter at hand.
I shouted over the radio, "All Knights, Echo, Echo, Echo, we've got two men down in the lookout post!"
"Echo, Echo, Echo" was our emergency code, indicating that everyone should grab their weapons and prepare to defend the building. Of the five other sections of Knights, three were out on IED/ambush operations and two were resting within the Institute. Those two sections were at the windows and entrances in seconds, looking for threats. Fifteen seconds later, two Knights crashed into the lookout post. One was General Verix, the other was Captain Wood, who had apparently decided that the Echo call was more important than Mrs. Barber's cardiac arrest.
Verix asked, "Sergeant McCormick, what's going on?"
"I don't know, sir. I was up here checking for aspirin for Mrs. Barber and Amy came running out of the office with that gun." I pointed to the silenced pistol five feet away on the floor. "You can see what she did here."
The other sections reported that there were no apparent threats outside. Verix replied, "Keep watching until we get to the bottom of this." He then looked down at Amy, who was looking at us with a fierce, intelligent hatred that I hadn�t considered her capable of possessing four minutes earlier.
Wood, his face flushed with rage as he took in the scene in the office, said in a voice on the verge of losing control, "Amy, you've got ten seconds to tell us what is going on or I'm going to kill you."
Amy's face took on a contemptuous sneer, and she said, "Go fuck yourself, terrorist."
Verix put his hand on Wood's shoulder. "Easy, Captain. We aren't killing her until she talks." With his eyes locked on Amy, he said to me, "Sergeant, staunch the bleeding on those shoulder wounds." Then, he said over the radio. "Whoever's closest to the third-floor infirmary, bring a syringe to the lookout post."
I looked around and found a spare tie in Pickering's desk. I held it hard against the gunshot wounds, eliciting a stifled moan of agony from Amy. Inside a minute, Private LaFont came in carrying a medical kit. He looked around and saw what was happening. "What the hell�"
Verix took the kit from his hands. "Thank you, Private." He turned back to Amy.
"Young lady, let me make this abundantly clear. You're going to tell us what happened here, or I'm going to put you through an unbearable amount of pain and make you tell us."
Her face retained its sneer, and Verix sighed. "I want you to understand something, Amy." He knelt down to speak eye-to-eye with her. "I'm what is known as a rule utilitarian. People generally think that means I follow the rules that lead to the best outcomes for everyone and everything. I twist that definition a bit, though: I follow the rule that's most advantageous for my country. For example, I believe torture is wrong unless the possible consequences of not torturing are severely bad for my country � the ticking nuclear weapon kind of thing, you know?
"Right now, the Knights are winning the war for Taiwan, the last great free country on Earth. If the Knights are defeated, Taiwan's doom becomes much more likely. If Taiwan dies, so will the philosophy of liberty necessary for progress. There'll be a new Dark Age and it'll only be a matter of time before my country follows Taiwan into oblivion. I will kill to avoid that, so I'll damn well torture a spy if I think it'll help."
He took out the syringe. "I am going to stick this under your fingernails one at a time. After I poke a few holes in the skin under your nails � and believe me, each hole will feel like I've ripped off the nail � I'm going to inject a little air into your blood stream. When it hits your heart, it'll start tearing little holes. I'm no expert, but I'd guess it's a couple years off your life expectancy with every shot. And it will hurt, Amy. The only question is what will hurt more � your heart ripping itself apart or feeling like your fingernails are being pulled off one by one. Do let us know."
Private LaFont, in a low, quiet voice objected, "This is wrong, sir."
Verix didn't break eye contact with Amy. "What's wrong about it, Private?"
LaFont mumbled, "Are we really going to sink to the level of the PLA?"
This was not a serious objection for Verix. "The PLA tortures indiscriminately and for a bad cause."
LaFont shook his head. "The ends don't justify the means."
Verix scoffed. "Of course they do. Would killing all those PLA soldiers be OK in peacetime? Is murder an evil method that we can't use to achieve good things? What if it's done to save innocents? But maybe you'll say it isn't murder if it's justified in some way, and then we're just playing a vocabulary game, semantics. The reality is that it's wrong when people do it for the wrong reasons, for the wrong ends. The fate of our country hangs in the balance, Private. Just let me do my job."
LaFont seemed uncertain, not sure how to press his objection further. "I still don't like it, sir. What am I going to tell my kid when we get back to the States? That I let a woman get tortured in Taiwan?"
Verix said calmly, "Private LaFont, if I don�t do this, we might not get back to the States. Let me take care of this. You should go tend to Mrs. Barber in the cafeteria."
LaFont gave Verix a long, hard look, clearly weighing whether it would be morally acceptable to take this way out of the confrontation. Finally, he said, "Yes, sir," and walked out.
When LaFont was well down the hall, Verix turned to Amy. "Now, where were we?"
The fight was out of Amy's eyes now. She was still bleeding from the shoulder wound and her face was rowing pale. She did not respond to Verix's question.
Verix continued in an ice-cold tone that didn�t suit his Southern accent at all, "I think we were talking about the mess here. I think we were talking about you killing two of my men. I�ve known those men for years, talked to their families, heard their hopes and dreams. I think I don�t give a god damn about your pain. I think you need to tell me why you killed them or you're going to get hurt."
Amy probably couldn't notice because of the shock of being shot, but I could tell that Verix mentioned the killings not so much to intimidate Amy as to steady his resolve to torture her, reminding himself of her wrongdoing. Regardless of Verix's intent, Amy said nothing in response.
"Grab her left hand and hold out her pinky, sergeant."
I don't know if I'm a rule utilitarian, but I knew that I wanted Taiwan to win the war more than I wanted to spare Amy pain. "Yes, sir."
Amy was not anywhere near strong enough to resist as I clamped down on her left hand and extended her thin little finger. Verix knelt down. "One more chance, Amy. What's going on?"
Amy swallowed and said in a fearful, shaky voice trying to sound strong, "Go to hell, Yankee."
Verix did as he had promised. Each jab of the needle elicited a scream, a screeching roar. Then, on the fourth jab, he pushed the needle's plunger down slightly, injecting a tiny amount of air into Amy's bloodstream. The Chinese girl's eyes bulged with the pain and she screeched, her cry punctuated by pained gasps. I let go of her hand and looked away.
When she stopped convulsing, Verix said in a calm, tightly-controlled voice, "What is going on, Amy?"
Her answer came out in a weak croak. "No more, please, I'll tell you whatever you want." I silently thanked Fate that I wouldn't have to witness more torture. Writing this now, I am still glad that Verix did it because of what we found out, but it was a truly horrible experience. One can never look at human beings the same after seeing such a deliberate infliction of pain.
Amy started her story in a faint, pathetic voice. She seemed to be woozy with pain, not fully aware of what she was saying. "I work for the Ministry of State Security. I poisoned Mrs. Barber so she'd have a heart attack and I could escape from the Institute and be with him. And now I've ruined everything." She sobbed.
"What have you ruined, Amy?" Verix's tone was now concerned, almost compassionate.
"He told me before he left that I should try to get out before the PLA came to wipe out the Knights. He was going to meet me at the headquarters, but now he can�t.�
�Who was going to meet you?�
The name came out as a sob.��Kallistos.�
Amy continued, apparently not noticing that my heart and those of Verix and Wood had not so much skipped a beat as stopped entirely.��He said he would marry me after he got the forty million dollars from the PLA.�He said he�d be a hero and that I had to get out before the PLA comes to wipe the Knights out.�I should have died for the People�s Republic, but I also wanted to live for him.�And now I�ve betrayed both.��Amy�s tears were in a constant stream now and she seemed to be having some trouble breathing.
Verix turned to Wood and whispered urgently, �Kallistos is out on an operation right now, go to Cheng and find out who he�s with.�Try to contact them and see if they can kill that bastard before he kills them.�
Wood ran off to carry out the orders and Verix looked back at Amy.��When did Kallistos start working for the Chinese?�Why hasn�t he told them where we are yet?�
Amy was on the verge of losing consciousness from a mix of blood loss, residual pain from the torture, and crushing disappointment.�Her English skills were beginning to suffer for it.��I told him the Ministry would pay him a million dollars if he sneak message to PLA.�He sent message in writing during raid on the three tank divisions and dropped it in a headquarters where he knew the Chinese would find it.�He tell them you are Americans and they should set trap for you at West Taipei Hotel. He needed to not tell PLA where you were so that he would have bargaining chip for more money�for us.��The last two words were almost lost in a new round of weak sobs.
Verix spoke quickly, needing to get information before Amy passed out.��Where is he going now, Amy?�
�To Unit Zero, to tell them where you are.�Then the PLA will come kill you all.�You can�t stop them.��As she dropped into unconsciousness, she mumbled, �He will miss me, I must go meet him.��Her eyes closed.
Verix said, �Amy?��No response.�He reached down and shook her, shouting, �Amy!��She lay still.
Swearing, he called over the radio, �Wood, any luck contacting Kallistos�s teammates?�
�Negative, Blaskowski and Diaz do not respond.�I tried Kallistos too, no response. The Artemis system shows that all three of them haven�t moved in fifteen minutes. I�m guessing that means Kallistos cut the GPS transmitter out of his skin when he killed Blaskowski and Diaz.�
�Jesus Christ.��Verix said the words quietly, realizing that another two Knights were dead, this time at the hands of a fellow Knight.
For a moment, his face wrinkled in sadness and he appeared to be a defeated old man.�He sank into a chair in the office and placed his head in his hands.�He said to me wearily, �Kallistos was a warrior, Sergeant.�He loved going on missions and being a hero.�Until the prison raid where you disobeyed his order, I was going to give him my job when I retired.��Verix looked up at me.��For a while after the Iran- Israel War, when he made such a name for himself, we used to joke that he was the god of war, Ares.�That�s exactly what he is � a brash, bold, magnificently gifted killer.�
His gaze wandered to Amy�s lifeless, but still beautiful, body.��But I suppose war makes killers out of all of us.�
I couldn�t tell if Verix wanted me to respond, but I replied anyway.��I don�t think you really believe that, sir.��Verix looked startled by my criticism, but I quickly continued.��Kallistos is just a talented thug, like an urban gang member killing for the respect of his idiot friends.�We aren�t like him, and only the most myopic college poet would think that.�We see that humans are capable of greatness, and we do what we have to in order to protect it.�It isn�t always glamorous.�Torturing Amy sure as hell wasn�t.�But there is honor in using our skills to win a war for the future of the world.�There�s none in killing for glamour.�That�s why Kallistos is a murderer � and we are Knights.�
Verix met my eyes. He stood up and got on the radio.��Captain Cheng, do you know where the nearest Unit Zero headquarters is?�
Cheng did not take long.��Unit Zero is running operations in Taipei to recover tactical information from our military outposts in the city.�Their HQ is in a police station two miles southwest of here.�Estimated strength: fifty Unit Zero commandos, thirty conventional PLA infantry for site security.�
The room went quiet. Every Knight perceived the stakes of the moment. The Chinese had worked so hard to propagandize Unit Zero into a competitor, a symbol of Communist power and skill. They were the heroes of the PLA. And we were the Knights of Taiwan.
And yet, every Knight in the room knew that defeating fifty Unit Zero commandos, thirty additional PLA, and Major Kallistos faster than the Chinese forces in and around Taipei could move to reinforce the police station would be an extremely iffy proposition.
All eyes turned to General Verix. The old southerner had been fighting all his life, but the China-Taiwan conflict was his first total war. The clenching of the his jaw muscles told me more than his words ever could.
�Captain Cheng, start planning a sewer route to that location.�Every available Knight will be making the trip.��Without waiting for Cheng�s acknowledgment, he activated the radio link to all Knights.��Attention all sections, we have an emergency mission.�Captain Kallistos has defected to the People�s Republic of China.�It is very likely that he killed the two Knights who were with him about forty minutes ago.�He is now headed for a Unit Zero HQ within striking distance of us.�We will prepare for an immediate assault on that HQ.
�Our wounded Knights will stay and watch over the civilians.�Every other Knight will be ready to move out in five minutes to chase down Kallistos and wipe out the Unit Zero HQ before he can tell them about the Institute.�
Verix took a deep breath and continued.��Kallistos will probably tell the Chinese where we are as soon as he gets to the headquarters. This may be the last big raid we can launch from the Institute.�It�s fitting that it�s against the best soldiers China has sent to fight this war.�The world is about to find out what free men can do against even the most decorated slaves. Prepare for battle!�
He deactivated the radio link and turned to face me one more time, extending his hand.��Thank you for saving us, Clay.�
He had never used my first name before.�I nodded and shook his hand.�Then we both left to attend to our men.
* * *
Five minutes later, I was the first of fifty Knights to descend into the sewer.�I hadn�t held out much hope of catching up to Kallistos. He had evidently taken the precaution of disabling his GPS tracker after he killed Blaskowski and Diaz, so we had no idea what route he had taken to the Unit Zero headquarters. We didn�t find the bodies in the sewers either, which meant that Kallistos had made his move above ground, probably out on the streets while his team was placing IED�s and booby traps. He could have made it to Unit Zero in under ten minutes from that point. We were at least half an hour too late to stop him.
That fact didn�t dissuade any of us. We still had an interest in shutting Kallistos up as quickly as possible. Also, if the people of the world were impressed with our fairly ordinary ambushes and delaying tactics against the Chinese over the last couple days, how much more glorious would this battle appear � the finest warriors of the East fighting the greatest soldiers of the West.
Of course, these were fairly intellectual explanations of the much more emotional decision to hunt Kallistos down. Deep down, this raid was motivated by identity.
Kallistos had been our hero for years. He was the jaunty professional � victorious, brave, arrogant, and glorious. Such are the heroes of an empire, exemplars of flamboyant effectiveness. They revel in technical proficiency rather than impact on the overall mission. However, we were no longer fighting for an empire, a disparate network of weak and strong interests in a vast game played out over the world. Over the weeks in Taiwan, we had become guerillas, a band of armed men fighting for a cause more earnest than empire, more pure than power.
Kallistos hated the idea of fighting for a cause greater than personal adulation because he feared it. Of what value was his life, his skill compared to the value of the cause? Rather than see the Knights become an instrument of ideals rather than a way to win esteem as a talented, worldly mercenary, Kallistos would see the Knights destroyed.
Therefore, in the name of the new-found ideals of the Knights, we would kill the traitor Kallistos.
This would be our one big operation, the one where we�d kill as many guards in the sewers as necessary and use the Taiwanese gadgetry to full effect in disarming Chinese motion sensors.�The Chinese hadn�t stopped our sewer transits to this point because they didn�t know we could avoid their guards and sensors.�After this operation, we would not be able to use the sewers again.�We had to make it worth our while.
* * *
We covered the two miles in about forty-five minutes.�LaFont, our best man for stealthy approach after the death of Corporal Hernandez during the prison raid, took the point.�By the time we reached the manhole cover in front of the headquarters, the private from Los Angeles had killed four PLA soldiers and jammed seven motion sensors with the Taiwanese electronic gadgets.
Unless the Chinese were totally incompetent, they�d have their guards calling in on some set pattern to make sure everything was in order.�That meant that it was only a matter of time until the locations of the dead guards told the Chinese we were on our way.�There was a good chance they would already be alerted.
No matter. We pressed on, the lust for revenge burning hot in our veins, until we came to the manhole in front of the police station. One section of Knights passed us, heading for the next manhole cover a hundred yards distant. Another ten Knights joined Section 2 at the manhole directly in front of the building. The final two sections had remained a hundred yards back at a third manhole. This spread of Knights would dramatically reduce the time it took for all of us to reach the street.
Unit Zero would have learned about our trick with the smoke grenades, the one we had used on the disastrous hotel raid. Undoubtedly, they would have at least one guard with a thermal scanner on lookout for just such a trick, ready to spot us through the smoke and gun us down as we emerged from the manholes. However, there was one more weapon in our arsenal that the Chinese wouldn�t know about yet.
Our combat suits, cooled to about fifty-five degrees Fahrenheit to match the outside temperature, rendered us invisible to thermal scanners, just as they had on the prison raid.
At the three manholes, the first man on the ladder popped several smoke grenades out into the street, obscuring the vision of all the Unit Zero and PLA regular infantry who did not have their thermal goggles ready. About half the Unit Zero commandos did have those goggles handy, and their pulses must have quickened in excitement, knowing that they were about to gun down the Knights who had so foolishly reused an old trick.
They were still looking down their scopes, seeing nothing but a uniform background of ambient temperature and waiting to open fire on the hapless attackers, when I and the first Knights who emerged from the other two manholes opened fire from the top-rung of the ladder. Of course, it was hard to tell from fifty to a hundred yards away which guards had the thermal goggles, and so we started dropping every guard we could see while scrambling out of the manhole. Within seconds, seven guards were dead.
Unit Zero learned quickly, however. When comrades started dropping dead next to them, a few Unit Zero commandos figured out what had to be happening and started firing blindly into the smoke.
This was a dangerous development, but manageable. I dropped to the street and kept up the return fire on the guards, focusing my attention on those who were firing into the smoke. Bullets whipped through the air over my head and occasionally slapped into the ground next to me.
I heard a scream to my left, and instinctively looked that way. My visor, switched to the thermal setting to pierce the smoke, could not spot the body heat of the Knight from Section 3 wearing a thermal suit, though it did detect a pool of liquid warmer than the ambient air � the blood of that luckless Knight.
I turned back to the fight. By now, there were ten Knights lying prone on the street pouring precisely aimed fire into the barred windows of the police station. The rate of fire coming in at us dropped off precipitately as rifles were instantly trained on any window from which gunfire emanated. Soon enough, the PLA gunfire had ceased as the Unit Zero commandos figured out that firing wildly merely gave away their positions without much chance of hitting a Knight.
When the last member of Section 2 had emerged from the manhole, Captain Wood led us in a run to the front of the building where we stacked up beside a wooden front door in preparation for entry. We had to get off the street quickly because it was only a matter of time before the Chinese figured out that they still had a weapon they could use against us in the smoke.
The Unit Zero commandos couldn�t accurately aim grenades at the other manholes, which were a hundred yards up and down the street. However, they were some of the smartest soldiers in the People�s Liberation Army, and it showed in their quick response to the tactical dilemma. It only took them about thirty seconds to figure out that they could still inundate the manhole directly in front of the building with grenades.
Captain Wood had anticipated that development and developed a counter-tactic. A quarter of the Knights on the street were tasked with firing grenades from launchers slung under their Xiphos rifles into any windows where they thought PLA soldiers might be lurking.
This measure generally worked well, but it was almost inevitable that some Zeroes would be missed. Deciding which windows to fire on was an imperfect science at best and, at worst, random guessing. Despite our best efforts, a trickle of grenades, about one every ten seconds, came from the windows. Of course, the Unit Zero soldiers couldn�t take time to aim their throws very carefully. I personally put two three shot-bursts into one soldier who took a split-second too long to find his target. That Zero dropped the live grenade he had been about to throw. The resulting explosion cleared out a room on the third floor.
Some grenades reached the street, however.
The baseball-sized metal casings packed with explosives were at ambient temperature and the smoke obscured them to the naked eye, so there was no chance of finding the grenades and tossing them away in time. The Knights still emerging from the manhole lay as flat to the pavement as they could and, in several cases, probably prayed. Their posture dramatically reduced the chance of being hit, but it also ensured that any shrapnel hits were likely to produce kills as the molten metal shot through the helmet, straight into the brain.
A total of six grenades exploded on the street, killing four Knights and wounding two more. The four remaining members of that section, which had been one of two sections tasked with stopping enemy helicopters or tanks that managed to respond in time to aid Unit Zero, retreated to the building across the street, dragging their wounded comrades as they went.
* * *
Section 2 and two other sections had the job of clearing the headquarters. The other sections were closing in on the building up and down the street from us. It was time for us to move in.
We hadn�t actually seen a picture of the building before the assault due to the speed with which the mission developed. The Taiwanese police station was a mundane four story building of brick and concrete, bereft of a recognizable style other than utterly uncreative functionality. On the positive side, the design simplicity allowed us to quickly divvy up assignments for the assault.
There were no windows on the ground floor of the building, which meant that we would have to breach the front entranceway. I took out my Snake Eye and peeked it under the wooden door.
In my visor, I saw a small reception/processing area about twenty by thirty feet. There appeared to be at least four Unit Zero in the room. They were hiding behind cover, ready to blast away at the door.
Though my Snake Eye sweep had taken only about three seconds, one of the Zeroes inside noticed the device and opened fire on the door. Luckily, I was standing off to the side of the entrance, and so I wasn�t harmed in the least by the wild fire. But now they knew we were right outside and coming in.
�Spiders.� Wood gave the command quietly, and LaFont and I each took out a spider grenade. We had made sure to bring a couple boxes of the piton-shooting devices with us to Taiwan after they had proved so devastatingly effective at clearing enemies behind cover during the prison raid.
Wood quickly wired small C4 charges to the hinges of the thick wooden door. �After this detonates, I�m going to run over and kick it in. You and LaFont be ready with the spiders as soon as the door caves in.�
After affixing detonators and a line of detonation cord, Wood waved us to the sides of the door. Without a word, Wood detonated the explosives using his wrist control panel.
Before the bang had faded from our ears, Wood had leapt in front of the unhinged door. LaFont and I were already right next to the entrance, spiders at the ready.
Wood gave the thick wooden slab a mighty kick and the door fell into the reception area. Before it had fallen to the ground, LaFont and I tossed our spiders in. At least a half-dozen rifles sounded inside the room and pulverized the empty air where LaFont and I had been a second earlier.
The spiders shot their grappling hooks to the ceiling when their onboard accelerometers detected that they were at the proper attitude. I imagine that the Unit Zero soldiers had just enough time to begin wondering what the hell the spiders were when they detonated, showering the room in deadly shrapnel.
A second after the detonation, LaFont tossed a flashbang in. When we heard the bang, I bounded into the room looking for targets.
I didn�t find any still standing. Five Unit Zero commandos were down, along with two PLA. One of the Zeros was still moaning, so I put a quick burst into his head and we kept moving.
We heard gunfire from the other side of the complex. The other team had made it to the back entrance and was exchanging grenades and rifle fire with the Chinese. The section that had gone to the manhole beyond ours was now forming up behind us in the reception room, ready to break off and assault a different section of the building.
We hadn�t had time to discover the internal layout of the police station, so it was a somewhat improvisational assault. Wood called, �Section 3, clear this floor and then proceed to the top floor and work your way down. Section 8, when you finish with the Chinese out back, start working your way up from the first floor. Section 2 will head for the basement.� The other section leaders radioed in their understanding of the plan.
While this was going on, I was sliding the Snake Eye under the door at the far end of the room. The device revealed a long hallway with doors and offices on either side. My visor display indicated that there were about ten Chinese in the hallway. I withdrew the camera, knowing that the enemies in the hall would now be marked on the visor displays of the Knights of Section 3 who were crowding into the room with us.
I pointed to the door and said to the leader of Section 3, �This one�s yours, sir.�
LaFont was using his Snake Eye on another entryway on the right side of the room. �Staircase running up and down the building.�
Wood walked over to the door and opened it. �Alright, Markowski, Hampton, guard the staircase, make sure no Chinese come down from the upper levels. The rest of Section 2, follow me.�
We cautiously descended the cramped staircase, coming to another door with a metal push handle. Wood dealt with the Snake Eye this time.
I watched the video feed and saw that this entrance opened up into another narrow hall, this one with concrete walls. �Looks like holding cells, interrogation rooms, things like that.�
No one responded to LaFont�s observation because we were busy trying to think of a way to clear out twenty of China�s best soldiers, all of whom were behind cover in the various alcoves in the hall. Half had their weapons trained on the door, the other half were looking down and away. This was a simple but effective precaution against flashbangs � when a flashbang detonated, the men looking at the door would be momentarily blinded, but then the soldiers looking away from the blast would turn and kill any enemies who entered the room expecting to find the enemy dazed and disoriented.
That problem wasn�t even the first we�d have to overcome.
First, we had to open the door, and it appeared to be a heavy-duty lock-down security door. We would need to use more C4 to get it open, and because the stairway was so narrow, we would have to be on the next floor up when the detonation took place. It would take us two or three seconds to descend the staircase and during that time the Zeroes would have all the warning they needed to fire their weapons into the entryway.
I exchanged a glance with Wood. We didn�t need to say anything to know what the other was thinking: We�re fucked.
Wood looked around at the Knights. �Anyone have any ideas? We need to get moving if we�re going to clear the basement before the cavalry gets here.�
No one spoke. Wood continued. �Kallistos is not going to live through this. We are going through that fucking door. I�m going to start wiring a charge to blow it open. If no one has any other ideas by the time I�m done, we�re flashbanging and tossing in spiders, then mopping up whoever�s left.�
�Let�s go get the bastards, sir.� I felt like I had to say something under the circumstances, and that seemed as good a saying as any. Wood wired the door and we all moved up the staircase. LaFont and I took out flashbangs and two other Knights cradled spider grenades.
Wood counted down three seconds, then detonated the explosives. The door was hurled into the room, and I briefly hoped that the smoke would give us cover.
LaFont and I had the easier task. The blinding light of the flashbang had a larger effective range than the spiders, so we only had to descend a couple stairs and flip the flashbangs around the corner, which we did within a second of Wood�s charge going off.
The Knights with the spiders had two options. They could flick the spiders around the corner as we had done with the flashbangs, but that would almost guarantee that no Chinese would be killed. With the Unit Zero soldiers stationed up and down the hallway, the spiders had to be thrown at least twenty or thirty feet into the room in order to do meaningful damage. Such a throw required an actual throwing motion, which in turn required exposure to enemy fire.
The flashbangs had temporarily blinded the Chinese soldiers who had been looking at the door, but the half of Chinese soldiers who had been looking away to shield their eyes took the detonation of the flashbang as a signal to get out from cover and aim at the door.
These facts led to an inevitable outcome.
When the two Knights with spiders ran down the stairs, a dozen Unit Zero gunmen opened fire, killing both Knights in an annihilating volley of Ak-2000 bullets. The Knights were hit before they could put much kinetic energy into their throw, so the spiders only made it a couple feet into the room when their grappling hooks fired and pulled them to the ceiling.
We heard a single Chinese soldier yelp in pain, wounded by one of the fragments of the exploding spiders. That left nineteen uninjured Unit Zero commandos in the room. Given the brutality of Unit Zero training, the wounded soldier would probably be tough enough to keep fighting as well.
Captain Wood was already moving when the spiders detonated. Perhaps it was part of a conscious plan that came to him in a flash, but I tend to think it was rage at himself for his inability to come up with a plan for the seemingly intractable tactical situation. Whatever the motive, he bounded down a flight of stairs and turned the corner where the two Knights now lay dead.
The Zeros must have been disoriented for a fraction of a second by the dual explosions of the spiders. Only two of them got shots off before Wood started firing, and both missed, their aim affected either by the explosions or the flashbangs.
Wood, in the lucid rage of battle, did not miss.
Wood had his Xiphos switched to full automatic and his targets already picked out. He held the trigger down and sent fifteen shots zipping down the hall. Three Unit Zero commandos, including the two who had shot at Wood, fell to this attack.
By the time those three Zeros hit the ground, I was beside Wood, down on one knee, picking out targets. Contrary to all our training, Wood stood fully upright, practically inviting the Zeros to shoot him down. I was firing single aimed shots at any Zeros within sight who had their rifles raised.
Half the Zeros had ducked behind cover to recover from the flashbangs, which meant that there were now only seven Chinese firing at us.
Bullets crashed into the ground and walls next to me. The Zeroes� training came through for them, their aim quickly restored to near perfection after the disruption of the flashbangs.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw three bullets plow into Wood�s chest. His body armor must have taken the brunt of the projectiles because he continued emptying his magazine at the room with only the briefest pause. Another Zero fell, and one ducked for cover.
A spider sailed over my head as another Knight, possibly LaFont, rounded the flight of stairs to support Wood and me. I grabbed Wood and threw him to the ground just as the spider pulled itself up to the ceiling about thirty feet from the door.
This spider did considerably more damage than the two that had preceded it. Of the fourteen remaining Unit Zero soldiers in the hallway, six were killed or wounded grievously by the explosion. LaFont ran past me as I lay on the ground just inside the door next to Wood. My head swam slightly from the shock of the spider explosion, and so it took me perhaps five seconds to get to my feet and enter the hallway.
I struggled to my feet and saw LaFont carrying on the fight. Using the visor�s ability to show the Xiphos�s gunsight picture on the move, he fired aimed shots at the Chinese, killing two. As LaFont dove for cover, I threw another grenade past him and to the far end of the hallway. Two more Unit Zero soldiers died in that explosion and one shrieked in pain, his right arm severed at the elbow.
There were three Zeroes left at the far end of the hall behind the cover of wooden tables. They sent a hail of gunshots in my direction as I scrambled to join LaFont and his two companions, who had found their own wooden tables for cover about fifteen feet into the room. The Knights were exchanging potshots with the Chinese, the main effect of which was to keep everyone�s heads down.
One of the Knights tossed a fragmentation grenade and ducked down quickly to avoid the return fire. The grenade nicked the ten- foot high ceiling of the hallway and fell well short of the Chinese, detonating harmlessly in the no-man�s land between the two groups.
I shouted over the din of gunfire, �Do we have any spiders left?�
LaFont shook his head. �All out, Sarge.�
�Coming in!� Corporal Stuart entered the room at a crouch, his weapon at the ready.
Just then, a Chinese grenade sailed over our heads and landed a few feet behind our position, an inhumanly perfect throw exhibiting the skill of the Unit Zero commandos.
LaFont shouted, �DOWN!� We flattened to the floor, waiting to feel the murderous fragments of the Chinese grenades cutting into our bodies and, in all likelihood, killing us all.
Corporal Stuart, a twenty year old from Montana who had recently been promoted up from private by General Verix for his work in the IED ambushes, was one of the two Knights running into the room at just that moment. He was relatively new to the Knights, and I still didn�t know him all that well. For reasons I would never know, he decided to throw himself on the Chinese grenade. His body was ripped apart by the explosion, but he saved LaFont, Wood, two other Knights and me.
I had no time to marvel at the heroism and tragedy of the moment. When I stood up after the explosion, my head was nearly taken off by a burst of Ak-2000 fire from a Zero who had used the grenade to buy time to advance on our position. The man fired two more bursts at us. The first burst hit the Knight beside me directly in the forehead, spraying blood and brain fragments all over me. The second burst tore the throat out of another Knight, leaving him mortally wounded and bleeding out on the floor.
The daring Unit Zero commando was diving for cover when three bullets impacted him in the chest, dropping him to the floor. I looked back to the stairway and found Wood leaning against the wall for support, his Xiphos trained down the hall. The three shots he had taken in the chest body armor had probably broken several ribs and done all sorts of other damage, but he had pulled himself together enough to save our lives.
Two Unit Zero soldiers remained. I signaled LaFont and the other Knight to toss flashbangs. They both did so, and after hearing the blast, we emerged from cover to attack the Chinese position at the far end of the hall with Wood giving us covering fire from the doorway. At least one of the flashbangs must have been on target, because both of the Zeros tried to fire at us but missed by several feet, their aim hopeless due to their temporary blindness. Wood, LaFont and I all fired on the Zeros at once, killing both instantly.
We paused for a moment and surveyed the carnage. Twenty Zeros had died in the hallway, along with five Knights.
Wood called over the radio for Markowski and Hampton, the two Knights of Section 2 who had been guarding the lobby, to reinforce us in the basement before we pushed on to the interrogation and holding cells.
Twenty seconds later, Markowski and Hampton arrived, their thermal suits looking pristine compared to the gore and bullet holes that spattered Wood, LaFont and me.
Markowski and Hampton looked around at the dead Knights and Unit Zero commandos. Hampton began to say, �What the hell��
He was interrupted when the door to one of the offices lining the hall flew open and a Unit Zero soldier inside opened fire with his Ak-2000. At a range of about fifteen feet, he could barely miss.
One shot crashed through Markowski�s visor, killing him instantly.
Five bullets crashed into Hampton�s chest plate. The plate, made of carbon nanotubes, was fantastically strong, but it could not stop five supersonic Ak-2000 rounds fired at such a close range. The plate gave out after three bullets, and the final two shots penetrated through to Hampton�s heart, dragging with them the shattered fragments of the body armor and the first three bullets. This inundation of metal killed Hampton before he had time to fall down.
The Unit Zero commando shifted fire to LaFont, but his aim on full auto was beginning to suffer. Two rounds hit LaFont in the lower leg, snapping his shin and toppling him to the floor.
A second after the office door swung open, I finally got my Xiphos up and aimed. Putting five shots into the ambusher ended his brief but bloody part in the battle.
LaFont was writhing in pain on the ground. The bullets had apparently shattered his right tibia. He would not be walking anywhere anytime soon. His part in the battle was over � no way he could move without someone helping him along.
Wood hobbled over. He had apparently taken some shrapnel to his thigh when the Chinese grenade had detonated near our position.
Suddenly, with the immediate battle won, the loss hit me. Six Knights had died in under two minutes to clear this hallway. Section 2 had lost sixty percent of its Knights in less than 120 seconds.
No time to think about that now, I admonished myself.
Wood leaned against the wall of the hallway. He gritted his teeth and said, �Sarge, you�ve got to keep going and finish clearing out the basement. Find that fucker Kallistos. He�s probably in a cell somewhere else around here. I�ll keep an eye on LaFont and make sure no other bastards pop out of those offices.�
My stomach tightened. I was the last combat ready member of Section 2. The fear flashed over to anger as I thought about the Knights who had died to get us this far. �Yes, sir. I�ll get him.�
I stood up and replaced the magazine in my Xiphos rifle. Wood said, his voice tight with pain and hatred, �Watch out � if I know Kallistos, he�ll have found a weapon in all this confusion. He�ll be waiting for you.�
I nodded. �He won�t have to wait long.�
* * *
There was another door at the far end of the hallway. I Snake Eyed it and found that the entryway led to an empty reception room. I twisted the knob and found that the door wasn't locked. Evidently someone had left it in a hurry, probably someone who was now lying on the floor of the adjacent hallway, severely dead.
I quietly twisted the knob on the door and proceeded to the reception area. It was evidently a processing room for prisoners being brought into captivity. There was a thick pane of clear safety glass in the next door. I approached at an oblique angle so that anyone looking through from the other side wouldn't see me. I crouched by the side of the door and slid the Snake Eye probe underneath.
The pinhead camera showed a garishly lit hall with bare concrete walls. There were ten holding cells, though all I could see of them was a dark metal door with a small vision slit and a drawer to hand in food. From that vantage point, I couldn't tell if the cells were occupied, but my heart beat accelerated nevertheless. If Kallistos were in the basement, he would probably be in the next room.
There was a single PLA officer with a pistol crouched in the hallway, his eyes fixed on the door. The Snake Eye's resolution was good enough that I could see beads of sweat glacially migrating down the officer's forehead.
I almost laughed at this man. He was obviously not up to the task of stopping me alone. I surreptitiously checked the knob. This time the Chinese had managed to lock the door despite their rush.
I walked back to the reception desk and searched around for a button that would unlock the entrance. After accidentally turning the intercom on and off, I found what I was looking for, and the lock clicked open.
I ran over to the door and pulled it open in a quick jerk. Then I was on a knee aiming my Xiphos. I could see the panic in the eyes of the officer. He had hesitated when the door opened, perhaps hoping that it was a victorious Unit Zero commando who had come to tell him that everything was safe now and that the Knights had been fought off.
Whatever the reason, the officer never fired a shot.
I put a burst into his wrists so that he'd drop the pistol. I figured an impromptu interrogation might save some time. The three bullets tore apart all the muscles and bones the man needed to aim and fire a pistol, and he fell to the floor with a scream.
I ran over to the prostrate officer and kicked his gun away. I spoke very slowly. "Captain Kallistos. Where is he? Tell me and you will live."
The Chinese officer, doubtless an interrogator of some kind here to talk to Kallistos, was whimpering on account of his gunshot wounds, but he timidly pointed to the last cell with his uninjured hand.
"Thanks." I spotted an electronic pass on the man's belt and plucked it up. �Wait here until your people arrive. You will live.�
I checked the safety on my Xiphos rifle. Off. I checked to make sure my silenced pistol and knife were still strapped to my waist. They were. I reached a hand up to wipe the sweat out of my eyes.
Finally, there were no more preparations to make. I could hear the sound of gunfire and exploding grenades a few floors above me. If I was going to kill the most famous Knight, it would have to be now.
* * *
In retrospect, I should have Snake Eyed the cell door.
The view through the vision slit was obscured by something on the other side, so I assumed Kallistos was leaning against the door. I slid the electronic pass over the lock on the side of the entryway and the mechanism opened with a click. There was no possibility of stealth left� whoever was in that room would know that someone was coming in.
I paused to take a deep breath.
Then I pushed the cell door open and saw Kallistos at the far end of the room, still clad in his Knight combat uniform and body armor. I was instantly down on my knee, blasting away at the unmoving figure on full auto.
My rifle clicked on an empty magazine as I suddenly realized why the figure did not move.
My mind just had time to curse its own stupidity before the real Kallistos, clad in an undershirt and shorts, jumped into the door opening and tried to stick a Chinese combat knife into my neck.
I barely managed to interpose my rifle between the knife and my jugular vein. The knife clanged into my Xiphos and I jumped back, instinctively dropping the empty rifle and retrieving the combat knife from its sheath on my hip.
Kallistos bounded after me and I was forced to quickly dodge his stab. In turn, he knocked my arm aside as I tried to attack him.
We fell back to a separation of three feet and checked each other warily.
Kallistos�s face broke into a grin, the angles of his cheek dissolving into the smile. "So you're the only one who made it. Lucky me."
I knew he wanted to bait me into anger so that I would give him an opening. I decided to try a similar gambit. "It doesn't take two Knights to kill a traitor."
Kallistos laughed, a contorted, sniveling chuckle. "You and your friends disobey orders from the President and I'm the traitor? Who do you think ordered me to help the Chinese wipe you out?"
If not for my training, I might have dropped my knife in shock. "President Rodriguez told you to do this? "
Kallistos nodded with great amusement. "I'm going to be a hero when this is over. And you? You'll be one more corpse in a country full of people who didn't know how to deal with the inevitable."
On the last word, he sprang forward, thrusting the knife at my throat. I dodged the blow and jabbed my own knife at Kallistos�s stomach. Kallistos was too fast, reaching down with his left hand and pushing my knife arm away.
The next fifteen seconds were a flurry of desperate blocks and slicing cuts to my wrist and arm. Kallistos and I had learned knife fighting from the same instructors and had experienced it in real combat exactly the same number of times � zero. There was no time to think or craft some clever tactic; there was only time to be fast enough to save my life and make a desperate lunge to take his, or a slash on an unprotected area to sap his strength.
It was, in a word, brutal.
The adrenaline in my blood prevented me from feeling the cuts that were accumulating on my arms. I was distantly aware of the blood that was beginning to trickle out of my body and onto the floor, but that recognition was subordinated to whatever emergency management protocol takes over in our minds when we are fighting for our lives from moment to moment.
Had I taken the time to consider it, I would have remembered the dictum of fighting that had guided men for millennia: the point beats the blade. Stab, gouge, kill. The one who presses the attack home with utter ferocity usually wins.
Kallistos was the aggressor, for the most part, and so it should not have been surprising that he was the first one to innovate in our battle and thereby find a way to conquer the animal quickness of our knife fight. He feinted a jab with the knife in his right hand, and when I moved to dodge, he punched me hard in the stomach with his left, sending me staggering back.
Kallistos lunged forward to deliver a killing blow to my neck, but I managed to continue backwards smoothly enough to avoid the darting knife. I was back on guard an instant later, and we were once again a few feet apart, now panting heavily.
He said, �Running out of time, Sergeant McCormick. The helicopters will be arriving soon. And the PLA knows that you guys are hiding out in the Institute, so they�ll be arriving there before you can get back. If you�re going to kill the last Knight who follows orders, you�d better hurry.�
My rational mind, still functioning uncertainly after taking over for the frenetic, instinctual management of my brain during the knife fight, came up with an ineloquent but true response.
�Having someone else say you�re doing something good doesn�t make it so. You�ll do anything for a piece of ribbon and someone else who can tell you what to do. No matter what you do, you�re just a skilled lackey. You were never a Knight. Your little spy girlfriend might have been fooled, but no one else is.�
The smile vanished from Kallistos�s face and a shadow took its place. �What did you do to her?�
�I put three bullets into her so Verix could torture her to find out where you went.�
Kallistos was too professional to scream or wail, but I was watching his eyes. They sharpened still further, as if the necessity of defeating me for his own survival was insufficient to inspire true passion, but the fate of his spy girlfriend aroused ursine malevolence in his breast.
"You'll pay for that, Sarge. I've been doing this longer than you have. Whatever you did to her is nothing compared to what I�ll do to you."
I decided on a new tack: "Cut the bullshit, Kallistos. You don't care about the U.S. and you were only fucking that spy because you wanted to feel like a man. Everything you do is motivated by fear � fear that we'll find out that beneath your swagger and pomposity, you need other people to tell you you're great. If they don't, you have to find a reason to respect yourself, and deep down you know you're just a vain coward. So, go ahead, try to play the hero avenging his lover. Even if you get out of here, you're already dead inside anyway."
This struck Kallistos in a way the news of his girlfriend's torture had not. For a moment, his face took on an animal look of evasion, as if he could avoid the accusation by not thinking at all. He had stopped moving. Finally, with effort, he mustered a sneer and began to say, �Thanks for the diagnosis, doc�.�
He never got a chance to finish the jibe. I sprang at Kallistos, catching him off guard and jamming my knife up to the hilt into his stomach. Without conscious plan, I pulled up on the knife as hard as I could, trying to cut open as many arteries as possible.
Kallistos tried to bring his knife around to kill me, but his strength was already faltering. He succeeded only in inflicting another gash to my left arm as I held it up to protect my neck.
After another vicious yank across the stomach, I ripped the blade out and stepped back. Blood was pouring out of the huge wounds in Kallistos�s belly. His face was pale with shock when he collapsed to the ground, the knife clattering out of his hand. His golden blond hair looked almost brown as his face took on a deathly pallor.
He whispered something that I didn�t quite catch, and I thought that even his last words were uttered like those of a mediocre actor in a B-movie. Then, his eyes closed and he lost consciousness. I felt for a pulse and, not finding one, I slashed the carotid artery in his neck just to be sure.
Captain Paul Kallistos, once considered the most glorious Knight, died a messy and ignominious death on the floor of a Taiwanese prison cell. His life would end up being nothing but the explanatory prelude to the coda of our story.

Chapter 3: Resupply

Through the thick walls and ceiling of the basement, I heard the dull crump of an explosion. I hadn�t been paying any attention to the radio, and as I started coming out of the adrenaline high of the knife fight, I heard the excited voices of the other Knights. �Section 6 here. Two helos down. We�ve got to get the hell out of here! Captain Wood, when will your men in the building be clear?�
Wood answered calmly, no trace of the pain from his leg wound evident in his voice. �When they�ve completed their mission, Six. Hang tight, we�ve only been here ten minutes.�
I quickly snapped three pictures of Kallistos�s corpse with my visor camera and started making my way back to Wood. Inside a minute, I had returned to the hallway strewn with the bodies of innumerous Unit Zero commandos and several Knights. When Wood saw the blood covering the front of my uniform and the gashes on my chest and arms, he asked, �What the hell happened to you?�
I wordlessly used my wrist keyboard to pull up the photos I had taken of Kallistos�s corpse and sent them to Wood. His eyes flicked over to the image in his visor.
�Jesus.� He said it softly, more a reaction to the fact that the famous Kallistos was dead than a disapproving comment on the grisly manner of the death.
He keyed his radio, �Mission accomplished. Rendezvous on the street in one minute.�
He looked at me and asked, �Are you alright to move?�
�Yes, sir.�
The look of concern remained on his face, but he turned to LaFont, who was lying semi-conscious with his back against an overturned table. �Private LaFont, you still with us?�
The response came back a bit slurred, but intelligible: �Good to go, Captain.�
At Wood�s insistence, I first carried LaFont up to the ground floor and over to the street to meet up with the other Knights, then I went back for Wood. He could hop along well enough while holding onto me. Two minutes later, we were all filing into the sewer for the trip back to the Institute, which had to proceed as quickly as possible.
The Chinese knew that we were coming back through the sewers, but they didn�t have time to organize a proper ambush. We encountered several squads of PLA on our way back, but after decisively defeating Unit Zero, regular soldiers seemed laughably inadequate to stop us.
It took an hour to get back to the Institute, but no Knights died en route. Two squads of PLA soldiers were not so fortunate, however, and we left their bodies in the sewer as we raced to safety.
When we were three minutes away from the Institute, we heard a series of loud explosions behind us in the sewers. The Chinese had apparently decided they should just make the sewers impassable rather than use guards to try and prevent us from using the underground tunnels. A minute later, we heard a fainter explosion as the sewer tunnel beyond the Institute collapsed.
There would be no more using the sewers. We were lucky to be able to make it back to the Institute at all, but there was no obvious escape from it now.
* * *
As usual, Verix was waiting for us when we returned. We had to quickly rig a harness system to get LaFont and Wood into the building, but eventually even they made it in. Only when everyone was assembled in the basement did Verix ask, �How was it?�
�We got Kallistos and crippled Unit Zero. Twelve dead, five wounded on our side.� Wood�s voice was dry and impersonal. He did not feel the necessity to pretend that any operation in which someone under his command died was a failure. Given a difficult task against some of the best soldiers in the world, Wood had done as well as any commander could have hoped. Had he not taken the bold initiative in breaking into that first hallway in the basement, we might not have reached Kallistos at all. Under normal circumstances, we would be discussing awarding him the Medal of Athena. Here in Taiwan, his heroism was a matter lost in the ultimate sacrifice of twelve more Knights.
Verix responded sagaciously, �You did well, captain. I�ll have Feldman report the destruction of the Unit Zero headquarters in a video as soon as possible. It�s an important symbolic victory � the elite Knights of Taiwan eliminating the vaunted Chinese commandos, the ones who were supposed to be invincible.�
Wood nodded, a hint of pride in his air despite the fact that my shoulder was once again serving as a crutch. After a moment, he said, �But we have a problem. Kallistos reported our position to the PLA. They already had men in the sewers trying to stop us on our way back. They caved in the sewer to either side of the Institute to prevent us escaping. We�re trapped.�
There was a moment of silence.
Verix said, �Cheng reported that there is an entire armored division on its way here now. There are already a couple hundred PLA forming a perimeter up and down the street from us.�
A Knight from Section 3 asked, �Sir, if they�re already here, why haven�t they tried to breach the building?�
�I can think of two good reasons. First, they know who we are. A hasty attack that could end in failure and allow us to escape would be a disaster for them. Better to make sure we can�t leave and then take the time to make a concerted attack.
�Second, they know there are a couple dozen U.S. civilians in this building. Unless their intelligence people have started getting all their information from Xinhua, they�ll know that there�s been a dangerous shift in public opinion in our favor in the United States. They�ve got to know that if they kill some or all of the civilians in an embassy, they very well might bring us into the war. They�ll try to avoid blowing the entire building to smithereens if it�s at all possible.�
Wood asked, �Alright, so what are we going to do?�
Verix had obviously been considering the problem while we were off hunting down Kallistos. The skeleton force of Knights left behind to guard the Institute while we destroyed the Unit Zero headquarters listened in on the radio as Verix spoke.
�The Chinese already have drones and satellites overhead monitoring the Institute, making sure that no one leaves here without being tracked. Our surface escape routes are being closed off as we speak. There are already tanks and helicopters on the perimeter and many more are on the way. They�ve caved in the sewers.�
Not shying away from the depressing implications of this analysis, Verix concluded, �We�re trapped here.�
LaFont, wincing with pain from his leg injuries despite the pain killers coursing through his veins, said, �Maybe President Rodriguez will cut a deal to get us out of this.�
I shook my head. �Before I killed Kallistos, he told me he was acting under direct orders from President Rodriguez when he betrayed us to the Chinese. Why would she cut a deal when she�s getting exactly what she wants � our heads?�
This revelation elicited silent shock from the assembled Knights. Sure, the Knights had all heard Rodriguez call us traitors in her press conference, but voluntarily cooperating with the Chinese to kill us was another matter entirely.
Verix said gravely, �No one is coming to our rescue this time. We need to look at our options.
�First, we can try to break out of the perimeter and make a run for it. It�s conceivable that some of us could slip out in the chaos, though most of us would probably die in the attempt.
�Second, we can surrender��
A voice from the crowd interrupted, �The hell we can!�
Verix smiled without mirth. �I wasn�t expecting that option to go over well, but I figured I�d mention it.
�The last option is somewhat different. It is sneaky and underhanded. It will almost certainly lead to the death of every Knight in this building.� Verix paused. �It will also inflict the maximum possible damage to the Chinese and resound in the public�s imagination for generations.�
Verix spoke for two minutes, outlining this third option. No one asked any questions or interjected an opinion.
Verix concluded, �This operation is not a democracy. I have chosen this final option as the most effective way to accomplish our objectives of rallying the world to Taiwan�s side and fighting back against the PLA. However, you have all volunteered to fight for the Taiwanese. I am now giving you one more chance to back out of this war. Many of you have families waiting for you in the U.S. If you think your obligation to survive for them is greater than your obligation to die for Taiwan, I don�t want you to be part of this plan. You may sit the effort out and surrender to the Chinese or attempt to escape after it is all over.�
All eyes turned to LaFont. He had always been the leader of the reticent faction, the simple men who had the most to lose. Their families would already have to deal with the end of these men�s military careers regardless of how the war ended. A return to the United States would almost certainly be followed by a prison term. Now, these same men were being asked not to take the chance of death, but to accept the certainty that they would never again feel the warm breath of their spouses upon their bare chests or the tight hug of their children's arms.
LaFont was sitting on a chair brought down to the basement to accommodate the wounded. His ruined legs, swathed in splints and bandages, testified to everyone in the room that he had already fought with heroic effort for the Taiwanese and that no shame could attach to him for sitting the final battle out.
Through teeth gritted in pain, LaFont spoke, slowly emphasizing each salient word. �Let�s not bullshit about this. We all knew what we were signing up for when we agreed to stay. Yeah, we�ve got kids. Yeah, we�ve got families. But what we�ve got here is a chance at glory. Saving Taiwan is going to light a fire under people�s asses. Everybody alive today is going to be better off because of what we do. They�ll write stories about us after we�re gone. That�s worth dying for.�
Verix asked quietly, �And what about your family?�
LaFont had clearly thought the problem through, because he responded instantly. �Felicia will understand. She�ll tell my boy when he�s old enough.�
Verix nodded and turned back to the assembly. �Then we are all committed. I will get Feldman working on the first part of the plan immediately.
�The fighting probably won�t start for at least two or three hours. Restock your ammunition. The prohibition on external communications is hereby lifted so long as an officer has a chance to look over the message to ensure that you aren�t revealing anything sensitive. You will each get a chance to send out email or video messages to your families. Report to Captain Wood if you want to take advantage of the opportunity.�
* * *
Feldman got to work. Within fifteen minutes, he had posted an update on his New York Times blog briefly describing Kallistos�s defection in accordance with the order of President Rodriguez and the subsequent raid that destroyed Unit Zero�s headquarters in Taiwan. In addition to the bombshell news that Rodriguez was actively undermining the Knights, Feldman announced that we had occupied the American Institute and that the Chinese were moving to surround us.
To top it off, Feldman posted the video feed from my visor helmet during the raid. Viewers around the world saw the frantic gunfight in the basement of the Unit Zero headquarters, Kallistos�s proud admission that Rodriguez had personally told him to defect, and the brutal knife fight in which I killed the treacherous officer.
The drama of the raid once again drew the attention of the whole world to the China-Taiwan War. News websites trumpeted our victory over the vaunted Unit Zero. The ever lurid Drudge Report captured the moment most effectively with its headline: �Knights 1, Zeroes 0.� The reaction that affected me the most was a man on the street interview that went similarly viral. An elderly tourist in Times Square, the man had seen the news on a giant screen in New York�s iconic landmark. Asked what he thought of the defeat of Unit Zero, he grinned and said, �Guess we�re not as hopeless as everyone always says. Those boys in Taiwan make me feel ten years younger. This is still America, damn it!�
Television shows were interrupted around the world to describe the charge leveled against President Rodriguez, as well as the impending siege of the Institute. Within minutes, Rodriguez had issued a denial, as well as a demand that the Chinese do everything possible to avoid the deaths of innocent American civilians within the Institute and try to reach a negotiated settlement.
This demand ensured that no Chinese attack would happen until a careful plan could be put in place to mitigate civilian casualties. More importantly, the Chinese could not simply destroy the Institute itself with a bombing raid or artillery barrage. Even the Chinese knew that American public opinion was fast approaching a boiling point. Dead civilians might lead to a popular outcry loud enough to drown out the Chinese threat of withholding financial aid for social programs.
To be sure, the Chinese weren�t worried about Rodriguez. She had built her entire campaign on the promise of increased entitlement spending, of social programs, of job vouchers. She needed the Chinese, and would do whatever they asked of her. However, the Chinese now had to wonder whether Rodriguez�s presidency could survive the new allegations that she had betrayed the Knights. Her approval rating, a balmy 70�% at inauguration, was dropping like a rock. Within hours of Kallistos�s disclosure, Gallup reported that her approval rating was at 25�% and continuing to crater.
In short, the Chinese didn�t want to give any more ammunition to Rodriguez�s domestic critics. They had to find a way to take out the Knights without destroying the Institute.
As Verix had described, the PLA�s options were thus:
(1) Assault the Institute with the best soldiers available and hope to overwhelm us with sheer numbers.
(2) Negotiate a surrender.
(3) Wait until our food supply ran out and accept our surrender.
Option 3 wasn�t politically viable. As President Rodriguez had no doubt told them by that point, we had months� worth of canned food in the Institute that the civilians had planned to use in case of a war. Meanwhile, the Chinese would have to keep a full armored division in place just to make sure that we couldn�t escape. Those tanks and men would soon be needed to the east, where the formidable Taiwanese Army was massing.
Option 2�s viability depended entirely on us. And we weren�t so hot on the idea.
That left Option 1. The only thing we weren�t sure about was how long it would take the Chinese to work up the nerve to try and take us on when we were on the defense and knew what was to come.
* * *
While Feldman was handling the public relations, Verix split the Knights into two groups. One group was spread out around the Institute to guard against an improbable Chinese attack and surveil the buildup of Chinese forces around the building.
Predictably, the news on that front was bad. Within minutes of the meeting in the basement, there were two J-20 fighters circling overhead. The zoom function on our visors was sufficient to reveal that the Chinese planes carried massive bombs undoubtedly intended to reduce the Institute and everyone within it to variegated carbon particles on a rubble-filled street corner. Three helicopters were on hand to deal out less apocalyptic but equally certain death in case we attempted to break out of the area.
Captain Cheng, still receiving voluminous intelligence updates from Taiwanese military intelligence, reported that Chinese infantry already occupied every building in a hundred yard radius. Already, something like three dozen tanks were massed on the streets bordering the Institute.
I was not one of the Knights watching the streets and sky with trepidation. Instead, I was part of the second group of Knights, allowed two hours� rest in the aftermath of the raid on the Unit Zero headquarters.
Fifteen minutes of that time was spent having a medic patch up the multiple cuts and lacerations that Kallistos had inflicted on me during the knife fight.
I spent another fifteen minutes eating with Wood and LaFont, the only other survivors of Section 2. Wood could hobble along on crutches, but LaFont was confined to a couch in one of the offices. Still coming down off of the monster adrenaline high of the assault on the Unit Zero HQ, I was in a somewhat unusual state of mind for that meal. Now, less than two days later, I can�t even remember if we talked about anything or just ate in silence.
With my remaining rest time, I considered what messages I would write now that Verix had lifted the ban on communications. I would have to wait my turn on what I still considered to be Lieutenant Paulus�s laptop despite his death. However, like the other Knights, I could compose my letters ahead of time so that everyone would have time to get all their emails out.
Of course, the second Verix announced that we could write emails, I knew there was really only one person I wanted to contact, and I dreaded the necessity of opening up the associated memories. A fleeting thought during a mission or a coruscating happy memory of a day at the beach � that was the extent to which I allowed myself to think of Victoria. I had not wanted to contact her and find out that she had become something less than I remembered her. Now, I could tell her whatever I wanted and I would almost certainly not receive a reply in time. And even if I did, I wouldn�t have long to ruminate over it.
It took a half-hour to write the letter by hand. I had Captain Wood read it over briefly to certify that I wasn�t betraying important secrets, and then I sent it out.
With my remaining free time, I continued writing the present story. With the Chinese encircling the Institute, it was becoming ever clearer that I needed to hurry up and finish the damn thing before the unknown deadline that fate would impose on me.
* * *
As it turned out, General Verix assigned me to a general reserve force of ten Knights. We assembled in Verix�s command post (Director Pickering�s office), which fortuitously allowed me to hear what happened when the Chinese finally got around to calling us.
The phone on Pickering�s desk rang. After several weeks of tight controls on communications, the noise of an ordinary office telephone astonished most of us. Verix, however, seemed to be anticipating the instrument�s warbling ring tone. He put the call on speakerphone so that we could hear both sides of the conversation and said, �General Leo Verix speaking.�
"Hello, General. I am Colonel Ying of the People's Liberation Army." Ying must have studied in the States; his accent was barely discernible and there was no hint of nervousness in his voice. "I am calling to request your surrender in order to avoid the senseless deaths of the American civilians you are holding hostage."
Verix must have been expecting this precise phrasing of the demand, his response was so swift and sure. "The lives of the American citizens in this building will only be imperiled if your army chooses to invade this patch of sovereign U.S. territory. You have no authority to do that.�
�Your Commander-in-Chief, President Rodriguez, has authorized us to enter the Institute to remove your threat to the civilians inside.�
Verix�s eyes narrowed as he stared at the telephone. He thought for a moment, then responded. �Even if you have bribed President Rodriguez to issue that authorization, it is not binding. The President doesn�t have authority to cede control of U.S. territory. Only Congress can do that.�
I have no idea whether that claim was pure bullshit, but it certainly sounded good at the time. Colonel Ying must have thought it sounded plausible as well, because he didn�t push the legal case.
�It does not matter. You and I are soldiers. Let�s talk about the facts on the ground. We are willing to offer you and your men safe passage back to the United States if you surrender and promise not to fight again in this civil war. Right now, you are in an untenable position. You can�t escape. You are hopelessly outnumbered. You are stuck with a dwindling supply of food and water. We could just sit outside and wait for you to come out, but President Rodriguez fears that you�ll start killing innocent people to get more supplies from us if we wait too long.�
Verix�s eyes rose to look at the Knights in the room. Over the course of several seconds, he came to look squarely at me, and I met his gaze. Then his jaw tightened and he said, �Give extra rations to every soldier you send to attack us. Then it won�t be civilians we kill to get supplies from you.� He picked up the phone and placed it back in the cradle, terminating the call.
There were grins all around the room, the most prominent one creasing Verix�s face. �Hope you all are hungry for Chinese. I think we�re going to have company for dinner.�
* * *
It turned out to be a little after dinner, actually.
By that point, we had closed and barred all the windows, but we still had two sources of information about the external situation. Cheng provided the latest updates from Taiwanese military satellites. The visual acuity of those satellites was good enough to distinguish the unit patches on individual soldier�s shoulders, and so we had a pretty good idea of the PLA units arrayed against us.
Taiwanese intelligence reported that Unit Zero had been effectively annihilated by our raid on their headquarters. On top of the losses they�d sustained to us in earlier battles, the raid had reduced their numbers to the point of insignificance. Most of the PLA�s vaunted paratrooper units had been wiped out by the Taiwanese after the Knights had decapitated their command structure. The best that the Chinese could send against us now were the People�s Liberation Army-Navy Marines. (Ignoring the internal politics of the PLA, I�ll just call them �the Marines.�) They had a reputation for toughness. So did Unit Zero, now that I think of it.
The Marines must have been briefed on our previous battles. Their commanders realized that artifice would not work in this straightforward siege. Instead, at exactly 1915 local time, PLA soldiers in the surrounding buildings fired gas grenades. I'm still not sure exactly what kind of gas it was, but I do know that it knocked the civilians unconscious.
Our visor displays warned of the danger, and we all clipped gas masks on underneath our visors to cover our mouths. Our combat suits were airtight, and the addition of gloves and a clip on mask for our visors rendered the gas attack irrelevant. In five seconds, we were ready to fight.
And we knew a fight would be coming.
The thermal vision of our visors penetrated the gas and revealed dozens of Marines swarming out of the buildings across the street on both sides of the Institute.
The assault helicopters circling the area literally could not fly low enough to fire on individual windows. They could not fire indiscriminately for fear of massacring the civilians inside. There were no tanks with direct line of fire on the Institute, for reaching such a position would put the tank within easy range of our numerous antitank weapons.
The Marines would have no additional help in their assault. Just an endless tide of men, machine guns, grenades, and rocket launchers.
They certainly wanted to make use of their weapons. The Marines put up intense covering fire from the buildings across the street, but this was mere annoyance. As long as we stood back a short distance from the windows, Knights on the ground floor were perfectly safe and could still fire straight into the charging Marines. Knights on the second and third floors suppressed the cover fire by standing out of view to the side of windows and using the Xiphos-visor video link to fire aimed shots at the Marines.
I was stationed at the front entrance, right at the door. There was a small square window directly beside the door, and through it I saw the Marines quickly closing the distance to the Institute. A few were already dropping to the ground with multiple bullet wounds as the Knights stationed on the ground floor opened fire.
I did my part, putting aimed bursts into one Marine, seeing him reel from the blows, and shifting fire. Ten bursts emptied my magazine and reduced by the same quantity the number of attacking Chinese. Nine other Knights in my immediate vicinity, Alpha Team, were doing the same thing, killing a prodigious number of attackers.
And yet more Marines were pouring out of the buildings across the street.
There had to be sixty running toward us on the street and perhaps forty dead and wounded who had charged their last enemies.
We kept up our fire, but now some of the Marines were firing back, trying to aim at the muzzle flashes through the gas that surrounded the Institute. These shots were not particularly dangerous since the Marines on the street, lacking thermal vision in their gas masks, couldn�t see what they were aiming at. The shots did force us to crouch for cover and return fire instead of thinning the ranks of the advancing Chinese, however.
Wood�s voice sounded over the radio earpiece, rising above the tumult of hundreds of assault rifles firing. �Alpha, get grenades out there!�
Since our rate of fire on the approaching Chinese had slowed, they had made it almost all the way to the building. Wood wanted to buy more time with grenades.
I tossed a fragmentation grenade into the street, as did the rest of Alpha team. In seconds, the ten grenades detonated, spraying the densely packed Marines with red-hot shrapnel. The tactical map in my visor showed only twenty Marines still alive on the street, though more were still streaming out of the buildings.
I remembered Verix�s briefing. �The Chinese will try to swamp us with numbers, but the close confines of the street limit how many elite soldiers they can send at once. Keep up your fire and eventually they�ll run out of immediately-available assault troops.�
We had killed or wounded something like seventy Marines in front of this one door, but there was no sign of the waves of Marines abating.
The gas was beginning to dissipate as a stiff easterly breeze swept the area, allowing the Marines who had stopped to fire at us to aim more carefully. There was now a constant thudding of bullets into the wooden frame of the door and the wall behind me, audible over the apocalyptic sound of a hundred automatic rifles all firing at ten Knights at a door.
�FLASHBANG OUT!� I shouted the warning over the radio a split-second before I threw a flashbang out into the street, and a good second before I consciously realized what I was doing. I had more or less instinctively come to the conclusion that the enhanced visibility out on the street worked both ways. Now, we could take advantage of the fact that the Marines could see clearly.
Two other Knights followed my lead, and there was a discernible drop in the noise of the Ak-2000�s outside as several dozen hands reached up to rub several dozen eyes that had been dazzled by the light.
�TAKE THEM DOWN!� I shouted the command as I stood up and began firing individual aimed shots into the momentarily stunned Chinese.
It was a massacre. Ten untrained soldiers with assault rifles could have inflicted horrible casualties on fifty men caught in the open fifty yards distant. Ten Knights tossing fragmentation grenades and expeditiously killing the helpless enemy turned the street into a charnel house.
And still more Marines came.
The street was covered in bodies, so much so that the Marines were clearly stepping on wounded comrades to reach us. The gas was gone now, and the Marines unleashed a new volley of aimed rifle fire. In their desperation, they also began firing rocket-propelled grenades at the windows, apparently no longer caring about the possibility of killing a few civilians in the Institute so long as they could drive us back further into the building.
The new tactic paid immediate dividends when a lucky shot from an RPG exploded against the wall behind us, killing one Knight and wounding another. On my visor display, I could see that the Marines were mere yards from the entrance.
Verix�s voice sounded over the radio, calm and in control. �Alpha, empty your magazines into the enemy and then retreat to first fallback.�
Using the Xiphos-visor video system, I fired off the rest of my thirty round clip into the closest Chinese and lobbed one more grenade out the window for good measure, then followed the eight remaining Knights of Alpha team back into the corridor, reloading as I went.
As I had noted when I first arrived at the Institute, the reception area was not particularly spacious or welcoming. Rather, it was analogous in size to a small classroom. About forty feet from the door, the reception area gave way to hallways leading off to the right and left. I knelt at the far right corner of the reception area, right at the corner where the halls began. The seven other Knights took up positions behind tables and around the hallway corners, aiming their Xiphos rifles at the door and windows.
A Knight crouched behind the receptionist�s desk fired at a figure in the window, dropping the Marine with two shots to the head. Another Knight threw a grenade out the window, and we heard several screams following the sharp blast of the explosive.
Then came the flashbangs.
The Chinese were trying to use our own tactics against us, blinding and deafening us preparatory to an attack. Unfortunately for them, our Artemis system again defeated the flashbangs, just as they had during Operation Enchilada.
When the first Marine kicked in the front door, hoping to find a room full of blinded and deafened commandos, every Knight in the room opened fire with a single aimed shot, exploding the hapless Chinese soldier�s head.
Six more Marines poured into the room and died instantly in exactly the same manner. Then a Knight to my right pulled the pin on a grenade, waited a moment, and tossed it into the mass of Marines standing outside the entrance.
I have no idea how many Marines died in that explosion, but there was a thirty-second lull in the battle. When the smoke from the grenade cleared, the door was still wide open and we could see more Marines running in the street. I and the other Knights opened fire, picking off individual Marines with carefully aimed shots.
The Chinese who made it to the Institute�s facade started throwing grenades in through the windows. As we were all behind cover of some kind, the grenades were ineffective, successful only in forcing us to cease firing for a moment.
Some brave Marines, doubtlessly incensed by the loss of their friends and frustrated with their inability to fight their way into the building, staged an impromptu assault. Some jumped through the windows while others simultaneously tried to rush through the door. These efforts succeeded only in squandering the lives of more Marines.
And still more came.
I shot a Marine lieutenant who was trying to drive his squad through the front entrance, leading heroically from the front. I shot a lowly private who looked as if he were about to cry. I shot a Marine who was shooting at me as he ran into the room.
By now there was a pile of bodies four feet deep at the entrance. Several more corpses littered the area around the windows. Some Marines were yanking bodies off the pile, though I couldn�t be sure whether the goal was to clear the way for another assault or to rescue the wounded.
A Knight on the third floor screamed out a warning. �Front entrance, look out, RPGs coming your way!�
There wasn�t time to consult the visor map and find out where the RPG threat was coming from. A stupendous crash sounded as no less than seven RPGs slammed into the wall next to the door. The wall, weakened already by grenades and hundreds of bullet holes, collapsed. Now, there was a new entrance in the building running along the wall to the doorway, about fifteen feet wide and ten feet high.
The Marines on the street, granted a moment�s reprieve from the frustration of their inability to breach the building, roared in acclamation and launched a new charge to the building.
Having served in Special Forces before my tenure with the Knights, I can say with certainty that any other soldiers would have collapsed under the circumstances. A moment�s disorientation from the explosions or the suddenly changed tactical situation would have allowed a dozen Marines into the building. That many Chinese entering at once would have crumpled our defenses and cost us the battle.
The men to my left and right, however, did not falter.
�GRENADE OUT!� Private Collins, the lanky son of a Wal-Mart manager from Oklahoma threw a fastball straight into the chest of the first Marine who jumped into view from the side of the massive breach in the outer wall. Collins must have been a baseball player back home, because the Marine, a stocky man wearing sergeant chevrons on his shoulder patch, fell back slightly with the impact.
The Chinese sergeant tried to pick up the grenade. He had started to do just that when the next Marine in his squad followed him into the breach a little too eagerly. This Marine bumped the sergeant off balance before the sergeant could dispose of Collins�s grenade.
The grenade, a bare twenty feet from my position, detonated with a crash audible above even the sound filter of my visor system. I stood stupidly watching as the fragments tore the air around me. One fragment even pinged off my helmet, an impact that knocked my head back, momentarily stunning me.
My stupidity in not seeking cover served at least one constructive purpose. The grenade bought us a moment, but the rest of the Knights were, intelligently, behind cover. Because I was standing, I saw the next wave of Marines round the corner. My Artemis system instantly noted the presence of the Chinese soldiers and placed the appropriate red markers on the visor displays of every Knight in the room.
�Take them out!� The shouted command from Private Collins carried no official weight, of course, but we needed little encouragement. Unfortunately, a Chinese Marine gave a similar order at almost that exact moment.
This time, the Chinese proved faster on the trigger. A Marine private became the first Chinese to fire his weapon inside the Institute. He sprayed fifteen bullets in my general direction. One of the rounds grazed my right shoulder, but the Marine was evidently too amped up to fire accurately.
One of the eight remaining Knights in the room fired a three-shot burst into the Marine�s face, killing the brave young private instantly. By the time the Chinese soldier�s body hit the floor, all hell was breaking loose in that room.
While two Marines deluged the room with bullets, the rest of the Chinese squad continued further into the room. Half of the Knights were firing back, the other half staying behind cover and waiting for an opportune moment to pop out and kill the Marines who were firing on us.
Private Collins was about ten feet farther forward than the rest of us. He was crouched behind a plastic and wood receptionist desk on the left side of the room. Collins was in the process of reloading his Xiphos when a big Marine sergeant with a hideous scar on his face jumped over the desk to get some cover and establish a toehold in the room. The rest of the Marines had hit the deck, going prone and exchanging grenades and gunfire with us, but the one Marine sergeant had accidentally tackled Collins when he tried to hide behind the receptionist�s desk.
In an instant, Collins and the Chinese sergeant were wrestling on the ground. The sergeant must have weighed at least forty pounds more than the Knight from the Sooner State, but Collins had the benefit of the best hand-to-hand training in the world. While the rest of the Knights engaged in a close-quarters battle of grenades and gunfire, Collins struggled with the Marine sergeant.
The Chinese sergeant used his superior power to get on top of Collins and punched the Knight hard in the face, breaking the younger man�s nose. Collins didn�t seem to notice. He chopped the edge of his hand into the sergeant�s neck, fracturing the Marine�s larynx. The big man bellowed a squeaky cry of rage and pain and gave Collins another hard punch to the face.
Collins took the punishment, as he had done on countless days during his training for the Knights. He kneed the sergeant in the groin, throwing the larger man off of him. Collins sprang to his feet and stomped down onto the Marine sergeant�s face, caving in the man�s orbital bone and killing him instantly.
And still more Marines were coming.
While Collins had been killing the sergeant, I and the other Knights picked off individual Chinese using the Artemis-Xiphos system and aiming at the enemy from behind cover. A dozen Marine bodies carpeted the ground of the Institute lobby, but another whole squad had poured into the breach.
I chanced a look at the tactical map on my visor display as I reloaded my Xiphos rifle. One of the blue dots in the room had blinked out. One more Knight had been killed at some point in the exchange.
�Fuck!� I yelled the curse over the din of the fighting. We were far more talented than the assaulting Chinese Marines, but there were just too many of them. We needed something to swing the momentum back in our favor, something that would allow us to push the Chinese back out onto the street.
�On the count of three, everyone throw a grenade or spider!� I heard myself shouting the order and I felt my hand reaching for the spider I carried in a pouch on my vest. �ONE, TWO, THREE!�
The spiders flew out, shot their tendrils to the ceiling, and detonated, filling the air with hundreds of lethal fragments. The grenades carried further, a few of them reaching all the way into the street before exploding amongst the massed Chinese soldiers.
�DRIVE THEM BACK!� My voice was growing hoarse from shouting, but the radio ensured that every Knight was ready for the command. As a unit, we rose from our cover and opened fire on the Marines.
Our coordinated attack, little different in organization and psychological effect from the massed volleys of Napoleonic times, extirpated the last Marines in the Institute.
Finally, the fight seemed to rush out of the Chinese. They broke. Just like a defeated army in the days of medieval battles, the Marines showed us their backs as they ran across the street.
Verix�s voice came over the radio. �Sergeant McCormick, take half the Knights at the entrance way to the second floor and snipe the retreating Marines.�
�Yes, sir.�
Pointing to the three closest Knights, I yelled, �Follow me!� and turned to run up the staircase. I bounded up to the second floor and broke into an unoccupied office with large windows. On my visor display I could see markers where Marines in the building across the street were still trying to provide covering fire for their friends who were now running away from the Institute.
I looked at my three compatriots and said, �You all fire on the ones running away, I�ll take the ones in the building across the street.�
They answered with gunfire, mowing down more of the retreating Chinese and adding to the horrible red and urban- camouflage fatigue carpet that covered the street below. Meanwhile, I used the Xiphos� muzzle-flash detection system to find individual Marines in the building across the way and put single aimed shots into the sources of the fire. The other Knights on the second floor had been doing this throughout the course of the battle, undoubtedly adding a few dozen more casualties to the toll of this failed assault.
Failed assault. Within two minutes, there was no more fire from the buildings across the way. The street was silent, save for the screams of the wounded. There were not too many of those, not after the hectic barrage of grenades that had been thrown to stop the advancing Marines. After five minutes of roaring automatic rifle fire and explosions, it seemed as if the world had stopped rotating, and all action had given way to total silence.
Verix�s voice came over the radio. �Teams, check in and report casualties.�
The various officers called in. Five Knights had died and two were wounded. These were astonishingly light casualties for such a furious assault, a testament to our advantage in technology and training.
�Captain Wood, is the flag still flying atop the Institute?� LaFont asked the question over the radio from his position on a chair on the second floor, where he had fired on the Chinese despite his wounded leg.
Wood, who had been stationed on the third floor, answered, �Yeah, I can see its reflection in a window across the street.�
I and the other Knights were astonished by Private LaFont�s response. He began to sing. Our ears, still acclimating to the calm after the storm, could not discern the song. We could hear, however, that more and more Knights were joining in, their voices echoing across the street and filling the air.
At first, the men around me just looked at each other in wonderment. Then, Private Collins, through the pain of his broken nose, began to sing. Finally, my mind started working and I figured out what the song was. I began singing along. By the last lines, all of the fifty Knights still alive were singing, emotion cascading in the shouted words:
And the rockets� red glare,
the bombs bursting in air,
Gave proof through the night
that our flag was still there;
Oh say does that star-spangled
banner yet wave,
O�er the land of the free
and the home of the brave?



Chapter 4: End Game

Within minutes of the assault, Feldman had an account of the battle on his New York Times blog. An hour later, he had spliced his footage with several of our visor videos to create a relatively coherent narrative of the attack. The only difficulty had been editing out the moments where the Knight in question used an advanced function of his Artemis system or visor display. We weren't sure if the Chinese had figured out about our ability to fire aimed shots from cover (or if the President had shared our technology with the Chinese), but there seemed little sense in giving away our secrets unnecessarily.
Details of the assault filtered back to us through the media. CNN cited an anonymous Chinese official who had leaked that 417 Marines had died in the assault and another 238 had been wounded.
The video was predictably popular, but three hours after it was released, a much more important development surfaced. The minority leader of the House of Representatives, with the support of every member of his party and about a third of those in the President's, had moved to impeach President Rodriguez.
Inside the Institute, the mood was euphoric. The momentum was with us. We had lost five Knights in the assault, but we had effectively destroyed a regiment of the enemy's elite Marines. More importantly, the morale of the best Chinese soldiers had been utterly wiped out. They had not even come close to defeating us, and the massive assortment of corpses in front of the building could not possibly fill them with hope for the next attack. They now looked on the Institute with a sense of foreboding, fearing that this unremarkable Taipei street would become their grave.
Around midnight, while we sat in the cafeteria during our half hour food break respite from watch duty, LaFont was the first among us to suggest that we might actually hold out in the Institute indefinitely. "Crazier things have happened. What else can they do to break into the building?"
This sentiment gained excited acclamation from a vocal minority of the enlisted men. Young men will always find a glimmer of hope, a reason for optimism. The officers and older enlisted men like me were slower to openly talk about the possibility of surviving the siege, but for about fifteen minutes, I daydreamed about the future.
I would check my email and find out if Victoria had written a reply. The House would impeach President Rodriguez, the Senate would convict her of treason, and the new President would order a stealth helicopter mission to rescue us. We would link up with Taiwanese forces and, with helicopter support and a safe base of operations, we�d be back fighting the kind of war we had trained for. I would go home after the war and find Victoria there waiting for me.
* * *
I was mentally chewing over the problem of how we could protect a rescue helicopter long enough to evacuate the Institute when Captain Cheng walked into the cafeteria, his face gray with apprehension.
At first, none of the other fifteen Knights in the room noticed, so caught up were they in their bubbly conversation. I watched Cheng walk into the room and my heart sank. The dream of a rescue vanished, replaced by a weary fatalism. I didn�t want to find out what was wrong. All I wanted was the hope that Cheng�s appearance had just taken away.
Resignedly, I managed to croak out, �What's wrong, Captain?�
Cheng held my gaze for a moment, then said, his voice noteworthy for its conscientious neutrality, �We intercepted a message from the Politburo to Marshal Deng. Apparently, the repulse of the last attack has convinced Beijing that the PLA cannot take the Institute without killing the American civilians inside. The Politburo has ordered Deng to call General Verix personally and demand our surrender. If Verix refuses, Deng is authorized to destroy the building with an airstrike.�
The cafeteria went very quiet. I could hear the faint whopping of the rotors of orbiting Chinese helicopters in the distance. Wood, seated to my right, asked, �Does Verix know?�
Cheng answered listlessly, �I told him right before I came here.�
As if on cue, Verix�s voice sounded over the radio. �All Knights, report to the conference room on the second floor immediately.�
* * *
It took two minutes for all the Knights to reach the conference room. General Verix watched each of us walk through the door, his eyes slightly narrowed by a subtle look of pride resting atop his face.
I was among the last to enter, as I and one other Knight had had to carry Private LaFont. After we set LaFont down in a chair, Verix began.
�As you have all heard by now, the Chinese are planning to bomb this building after I refuse their next request for our surrender. What you do not know is that Marshal Deng himself is right now on his way here to oversee the destruction of the American Institute. It seems he�s been pretty embarrassed by us and wants to save face by having his picture taken over the rubble as soon as his flyboys finish us off.�
There was a slight murmur among the Knights. When he had convinced us to stay in the Institute rather than attempt a risky escape, Verix had predicted that a high-up Chinese would eventually come to the area if we could capture the world�s imagination with our defense of the building. That was, in large part, why we had agreed to stay.
Verix grinned wolfishly and continued.
�We�re going to welcome him to the neighborhood. We will stand by, ready to attack. I suspect that Marshal Deng will not call me until he is set up somewhere comfortable in the vicinity. Captain Cheng, please inform me as soon as Taiwanese intelligence discovers where he is. Then, when he calls, we will all answer together. Y�all understand me?�
�Yes, sir!� The shouted response of every Knight in the room arose in a cacophony that could probably be heard outside the Institute.
Verix continued, the grin replaced by an angled, taut look of determination. �This will be the last operation of the Knights. I want each of you to know that, regardless of what happens, we have already won. We have laid bare the weakness of tyranny. We have awoken our country and the imaginations of people around the world.�
His eyes glistened as he spoke on. �It has been the greatest honor of my life to serve with you, Knights.�
With that, he put on a helmet with a visor display. �Stand to post. Be ready when the call comes.�
As we all rose to leave, Verix walked straight to Feldman. �Thank you for all you�ve done, Mr. Feldman. I have two final favors to ask of you.�
Feldman�s voice cracked with emotion as he responded. �I would be honored to help.�
Verix smiled. �Record our final moments. Show the world how Knights die.�
Feldman nodded. �And the second favor?�
Pulling an envelope out of his pocket, Verix asked, his voice betraying only the faintest hint of the emotion evident in the shaking of the paper as he held it out, �Could you deliver this to my wife when you get a chance?�
�I�d be happy to, sir.�
Several other men, witnessing the exchange, took a moment to scrawl a final hand-written missive to their loved ones.
I had said my goodbye already. I chose instead to retreat to an office on the second floor. I have written this recollection of the adventures of the Knights of Taiwan on some functionary�s desktop computer over the past week. I am going to email this file to Feldman and give him a copy on a thumb drive.
I am fast running out of time. I will close this account by observing that a certain entropy affects human beings over time. Almost everyone emerges from childhood full of hope and vivacity, only to lose whatever energy animated their search for happiness. However, there are some who look at the grayness of inevitability and declare, like the God of the Old Testament, that there shall be light, an anti-entropy summoned out of nothing. Those few enliven a community, a country, or a world for the rest of us. I have seen that greatness in the Knights of Taiwan. I hope that some readers will chance to catch a glimpse of it in their own lives as well.

Book 5: McCormick


Chapter One: To the Last

Since Sergeant McCormick could not finish his narration to include what many consider to be the greatest moment in the saga of the Knights, I will do it for him. The story would not be complete without it. I am also somewhat qualified to retell the story since I received the streaming video feed from McCormick�s visor as the battle occurred and, per General Verix�s instructions, I recorded my own view of the proceedings from a third floor window.
I set my camera up just over the rim of the window so that I could peer out without the Chinese seeing me, thinking I was an inexplicably skinny Knight and riddling me with bullets.
There was a long period of inactivity in which the Knights did not make a single radio call. They had been split into three groups, one for each exit from the building. The crippled Knights were stationed near windows to provide cover fire. Those Knights undoubtedly had the longest wait, bereft as they were of the companionship of their friends.
As the minutes and hours ticked by, I found myself wondering what thoughts traversed the minds of the Knights. They knew that they were going to die. The coming action was not intended to yield survivors. If any Knights made it through the assault, they would be mopped up by the thousands of Chinese soldiers in the area. The Chinese may have had trouble breaking into a single well-defended building, but they could easily handle isolated groups of two or three Knights.
What, then, would these hardened soldiers think about in the uncertain time before their last action?
I wondered if Private LaFont, isolated from the machismo and camaraderie of his friends, entertained any moments of remorse. His was, in many ways, the saddest story of the Knights of Taiwan. I spoke with him only a few times, but two points stood out in those conversations. First, he was still, essentially, a boy. Barely 21 years old, he would often evade serious issues and fall back on sloganeering.
However, there were flashes of impressive maturity. He would talk about his girlfriend, but even more animatedly about his child. He was particularly enthusiastic about the idea of having a son, one who would play football and whose games LaFont could watch with his wife.
The other salient observation I can make about LaFont is that he truly loved his comrades. He reveled in the victories of the Knights, the skill of his comrades, and, most of all, their impact on the war. I once heard him say, �Nobody else is doing real shit anymore, you know? Everybody is just funneling money from one person to another. We�re here putting our own asses on the line, not other people�s money.�
My best guess is that, in those last moments, LaFont thought about his friends and the honor of their action. He also assuredly contemplated his girlfriend and child, not with lachrymose regret that he would never see them again, but with excitement for his child�s future and love for the woman who would see it.
* * *
I wondered if Captain Wood had reassured the Knights waiting with him just inside the front door. He had insisted on being given painkillers and a quick-form cast so that he could hobble along with the Knights going out on the raid.
Of all the Knights I spoke with, Wood seemed the most perfectly tailored to his role. He was a leader of men, not in the abstract sense in which President Rodriguez was a �Commander-in-Chief� without ever having seen a battlefield, but in the immediate sense of being an example, a disciplinarian, and an inspiration to a group of men far from home. A simple, honest man, Wood would answer my questions with a slight incredulity, as if the answers were self-evident. �Why are we here? To win. Why I am here? To keep my men safe.�
Wood was the most focused, the most purely competent of the Knights. He was relentlessly focused on tactical issues and checking up on his men. If they had a problem, he had a problem. This was undoubtedly why he supported Sergeant McCormick's initial disobedience of then-Major Kallistos. In peacetime, I could see his attitude being insufferably narrow- minded and uncreative. However, in the Taiwan War, his dedication to his duties undoubtedly saved the lives of his men on more than one occasion.
He had a wife and two children, but I never once heard him talk about them. Like many others, he did hand me a hand- written letter before the final assault. His letter was addressed to his wife. Of course, I did not read it, but I suspect it contained the type of sentiments that Wood had never dared to share with his Knights, not because he was shy, but because his job was not to burden them with his inner thoughts and problems.
Wood's thoughts were undoubtedly on his last operation, but I think he would have agonized over the necessity of leading the Knights on a suicide mission. Leading his men to death was antithetical to his most basic instincts and fundamental principles. I hope he forgave himself for the necessarily bloody final raid.
* * *
I wondered if General Verix felt any contrition at all about the decisions he had made that led the Knights to this juncture. He had undergone the full transformation from soldier's soldier to revolutionary. Men do not become generals in charge of secret units by rebelling against civilian command. Verix's transformation undoubtedly required him to cease being a tool of his government and start seeing himself as an independent operator, willing to bet his life on his own judgment of the worthiness of Taiwan's cause.
I heard many memorable statements from General Verix over the course of many conversations with him, but the most striking came shortly after I had strolled into the Institute from the street. After I had been brought up to speed on what was happening and why, I asked Verix how he justified disobeying the orders of the duly elected President of the United States. He had launched into a discussion of Taiwan's economy, how it was the last place where innovation still took place. I interrupted after a minute and asked more specifically why, even if it was a good idea for the United States to intervene in the Taiwan War, he should lead a mutiny against lawful authority.
Verix thought for a moment and responded, "I am a soldier, but I�m a human being first. How can I watch the last light being snuffed out before the entry into a Dark Age and not do everything in my power to save it? To do anything else would betray the most fundamental human trait: hope. That trumps obedience any day of the week."
While Verix waited for the phone call from the Chinese authorities demanding his surrender, I like to imagine he thought contentedly about the countless minds around the world previously mired in dogmatic adherence to the philosophies and policies of decline that were now inspired to incandescent passion to act by the resistance of the Knights. And, I know, he thought of the families of the men he would lead into death in the near future.
* * *
Sergeant Clay McCormick's thoughts and commentary have filled the pages of this volume, and so I suspect the reader can guess McCormick's thoughts as well as I. The only additional illumination I can offer into McCormick comes from my conversation with him when Verix ordered him to tell me the Knights' story.
McCormick had just finished recounting everything that had happened to that point. We had been talking for hours and I had exhausted almost every question I could think of. Finally, I asked if he regretted the fact that he would not be allowed back in the United States because of the mutiny. Without hesitating he answered, "This war has given me a reason to live. Whatever I may still want in the U.S.�� " he paused and I thought I saw the young man wince "�� couldn't matter to me if I didn't think I had a purpose in life. I've found it, and I wouldn't give up the cause of human greatness for anything. Or anyone."
* * *
The phone in Director Pickering's office rang two hours after Verix�s final speech to the Knights. Verix had programmed the audio channel of his visor and microphone so that he could take the call from the Chinese leadership while waiting with the Knights in the lobby to begin the assault. He was transmitting the phone call to every Knight in the Institute, and I fumbled with the spare earpiece that Verix had given me so that I might listen in as well.
"General Verix?"
"Speaking."
"This is Marshal Deng." The voice sounded old and tired, which undoubtedly made his accent even worse than it normally might have been. "You and your men have fought bravely, but this must stop now. I have received authorization from Beijing and President Rodriguez to destroy the building in an air raid if you do not surrender your arms and leave the Institute."
Captain Cheng's voice came over the radio. "Taiwanese intelligence has traced the call and I have his position � he's a block away, at 4933 Tang Street, a three story apartment building. Cross the street and come out the other side of the building across from us and you'll see it."
That was the last bit of intelligence the Knights needed. Deng, of course, had not heard Cheng's transmission and was wondering why Verix had not responded. "I ask again, General Verix, will you surrender your arms?"
Verix's response came in a steady tone despite the imminent battle. "You will get your fill of our arms presently."
As soon as Verix finished speaking, an enormous WHOOSH sounded as five rockets flew out from the Institute. I followed the progress of one missile, watching as it streaked several hundred meters into the air and slammed into a helicopter that had been orbiting the area. The vehicle disintegrated into its component parts, which began to tumble from the sky. At almost the same moment, several other explosions assaulted my eardrums as two other helicopters and two tanks down the street were similarly destroyed.
Lost in the noise of the explosions was the burst of several smoke grenades. My view of the street was quickly obstructed, so I turned to look at my laptop, which was displaying and recording the video feeds from several of the Knights' visors set to the thermal detection setting.
Within a second, a hundred Chinese soldiers in the surrounding buildings opened fire with Ak-2000s, grenade launchers, and squad-machine guns. Most of them couldn't see a thing, and the ones that were fortunate enough to have thermal scopes were no better off because the Knights' combat suits rendered them invisible to infrared scanners. However, the Chinese were not deterred from firing merely because they couldn't see what was happening. Obviously, if the Knights had popped smoke, it was because they were making a move of some kind, and so the best strategy for the PLA was to just keep shooting.
Injured Knights, Private LaFont among them, were providing covering fire from the windows of the Institute. They shot their unsilenced Xiphos rifles with the express intent of drawing Chinese fire away from the Knights who would be running across the street. I watched LaFont's visor feed as he fired single aimed shots at Chinese soldiers in the windows across the street, killing one after another while Chinese bullets kicked up splinters from the window frame in front of him. Suddenly, there was a flash across the street and I just had time to discern the telltale smoke trail of an RPG before the projectile slammed into the Institute. The explosion was only a few dozen feet away from my position, and so I didn't notice at first that LaFont's feed had turned to static.
There was no time to mourn for LaFont. The sacrifice of Private LaFont and the other wounded Knights, easy targets for Chinese RPG fire, had momentarily lessened the hellfire of hundreds of rifles and machine guns strafing the street to a mere hurricane of bullets.
My heart pounding in fear, I listened over the radio as McCormick yelled, "Let's go get the bastard!" and bounded into the hellish street.
I watched Sergeant McCormick run out through the gaping hole in the Institute�s facade. The scene on the smoke-filled street was unbelievable, with seemingly thousands of bullets crashing into the street, the Institute, and everything else in sight.
The sergeant�s visor feed bobbed up and down with each step as he sprinted across the street. He was about halfway there when he suddenly fell, knocked over by a rifle bullet.
The round must have hit his Kevlar-armored chest, however, for he was back up in a moment, pulled to his feet by Captain Wood. He looked back to the Institute for a moment, and I saw perhaps a dozen Knights dead or soon-to-be-dead on the street, cut down in the blind yet murderously effective Chinese onslaught.
And yet the Knights crossed the street. I don't know exactly how many, but most estimates I've seen suggest that something like twenty-two Knights made it to the far side. I do know that McCormick was not the first one there, being slowed down by the shot he took to the chest. Despite the delay, the first floor of the building across the way was not yet secure when he stepped into it. General Verix, the third Knight to run out the door, also made it into that first building.
The scene was chaotic and difficult to understand viewed solely through McCormick's visor, though the tactical map in the top left corner helped immensely. There were evidently still about ten Chinese soldiers on the first floor and perhaps forty throughout the rest of the building. Many of the Chinese soldiers on the other floors were still blasting away at the smoke-covered street, which meant that they would not even know the Knights were in the building until it was too late.
The room was merely a large reception area, with hallways leading further in and, presumably, out the other side. McCormick and half the Knights went down a hallway to the left, killing any Chinese soldiers who wandered into the hall to find out what was happening. One Chinese soldier, apparently hiding in a closet, emerged to toss a grenade at the rearmost Knights. This soldier was quickly cut down by the Knights, but not before his grenade killed two and wounded another badly enough to prevent him from continuing on with the assault. There were eighteen Knights left on the tactical display when McCormick reached the far side of the building.
McCormick walked up to the back door and kicked it open. He and two Knights beside him threw out more smoke grenades. A moment later, Captain Wood, General Verix and eight other Knights joined up with McCormick's contingent. McCormick was again the first one out the door.
This time, there was no fire to greet them, probably because the Chinese were still very much confused about what was happening. There was still cacophonous machine gun fire pouring into the Institute and the street in front of it, though the smoke was now beginning to dissipate. Soon, the Chinese would realize what had happened and pursue the Knights over to the building housing Marshal Deng.
McCormick dashed across the street, Verix close behind. Captain Wood waited for every Knight to go by, making sure that no one was left behind. He waited just a bit too long.
As Wood ran across the street, a lone Chinese rifleman on the second floor of the building the Knights had just left figured out what was going on and fired a burst into Wood's back, dropping him to the pavement. Wood died ensuring that the enlisted men with him made it to the objective. And sure enough, they were just reaching Marshal Deng�s building when Wood�s marker dropped off the tactical map, indicating that he now shared the fate of LaFont and most of the other Knights under his command.
* * *
The surviving Knights were just outside Marshal Deng�s building now, and McCormick tossed a flashbang in through a first floor window. A second later, another Knight kicked in the door and immediately took a dozen rifle bullets to the head and chest, dying instantly. The other Knights tossed in fragmentation and flashbang grenades, and the scene became frenetic.
McCormick's visor feed suddenly jerked up as the sergeant hurled himself in through a window in just the same manner as the Chinese Marines had when they attempted to overrun the Institute. Unlike those Marines, McCormick was skillful enough to aim and fire the moment he reached the ground, killing two Chinese who were still firing their weapons at the door.
McCormick surely would have been killed at that moment if General Verix did not burst through the door, firing his Xiphos rifle on its full automatic setting. He killed at least eight Chinese soldiers, whose red dots on the tactical display disappeared in an instant.
With so many Chinese rifles trained on the door, Verix must have been hit by a dozen bullets in a two second span, and yet he kept firing. Another two Knights entered the room through the windows and McCormick was killing the last of the Chinese on the ground floor when the icon on the tactical map representing General Verix turned into an "X." The great general, the leader whose defiant videos had captivated the world, died on the ground floor of Marshal Deng�s building.
McCormick took a second to note Verix's death and looked over at the other Knights. The Chinese had started firing down from the upper floors of the building, killing another two Knights while the first floor was being secured. There were now fourteen Knights available to secure the building.
"For Verix and Wood!" In the middle of a loud, chaotic battle, I could hear the sadness behind the fury in McCormick's voice as he shouted the battle cry to the remaining Knights.
They ran to the nearest staircase. The first three Knights into the stairwell were killed when a Chinese soldier on the third floor landing threw a grenade with a short fuse down the stairs. McCormick, saved by the pure luck of being the fourth one into the stairwell, fired his Xiphos straight up at the defenders, killing the Chinese grenadier. He ran up to the second floor, radioing Cheng along the way. "Captain Cheng, do you know which floor Deng is on? "
"Negative, sorry Sergeant."
McCormick cursed and yelled to the men behind him, "First four of you, come with me. Everyone else, clear this floor." He ran up to the third floor, kicked in the door to a hallway, and tossed in a flashbang.
The Knights behind him had barely reached the top flight of stairs when McCormick entered the room, looking for enemies and finding none. There were something like ten apartments on the floor and McCormick and the other four Knights with him stacked up to the side of the first door.
One of the Knights moved in front of the door with the intention of kicking it in when gunfire erupted from the other side. A Chinese soldier must have been waiting to see someone in the eyehole and opened fire through the wooden door, hitting the Knight beyond in the throat and inflicting a wound that would be fatal in under a minute. The Knight lived long enough to return fire, killing the Chinese on the other side of the door.
McCormick and his compatriots entered the apartment and found two more Chinese waiting in the bedroom. Those two were dispatched with quick bursts of Xiphos fire, delivered before the less-superbly trained Chinese could get a shot off.
The next three apartments were empty. Time was fast running out, however. A Knight on the second floor reported that heavy Chinese reinforcements were already making their way up the stairwell and would retake the building in minutes.
McCormick's voice betrayed no hint of fear. "Private Vasquez, you and I will clear the apartments on the right. Drake, Brook, take the ones on the left."
McCormick and his partner found one Chinese in the next apartment when they kicked in the door. The Chinese soldier fired first, but he must have been overly excited because his shot narrowly missed the two Knights. The Knights did not miss. They quickly cleared the rest of the apartment.
There was a sudden thunder across the hall, the sound of many Ak-2000's. McCormick and Private Vasquez exchanged a glance. "Let's go." McCormick entered the hall at about the same time as the Artemis tactical map indicators for the two other Knights turned into X's and the Ak-2000 fire ceased.
"Shit."
Just then, three Chinese soldiers emerged from the stairwell. Vasquez opened fire with his Xiphos, killing all three in one supremely aimed burst of automatic rifle fire. "Go get the bastard, Sarge, I'll hold off the reinforcements! "
The look of ferocious determination on the young Knight's face etched into my memory. I had never spoken to Private Vasquez, but his was one more story of heroism in a saga replete with extraordinary men.
McCormick answered with feeling. "Godspeed, Vasquez." He ran down the hall to the room where the other two Knights had died. More rifle fire sounded behind him as Vasquez exchanged volleys with more Chinese reinforcements. I could sense the need for haste. McCormick had perhaps one minute before Vasquez was overrun and the last battle of the Knights would come to a close.
McCormick reached into a parcel on his belt and pulled out a spider grenade. He pulled the pin and tossed the device into the room.
The weapon worked quickly.
Before the Chinese even had time to realize there were more Knights on the floor, the spider detonated, spraying deadly fragments throughout the living room of the apartment. When McCormick entered, there were six Chinese on the floor, all torn apart by the spider.
The bedroom.
I could almost see McCormick's thought as he eyed the closed door. They wouldn't have this many soldiers guarding an empty bedroom. These were Deng's living quarters.
McCormick was out of grenades. He paused for a brief moment, listening to the chatter of Ak-2000 fire in the hall. Running out of time.
Thinking fast, McCormick reloaded his Xiphos, slung it across his back, and picked up a discarded Ak-2000. Turning it on the door, he sprayed an entire magazine into the wooden entryway. He dropped the Ak-2000 and grabbed his Xiphos. Looking at the door, he hesitated a fraction of a second.
"Victoria."
The name was whispered, but I heard it clearly. With that last utterance, he charged the door, kicking it in with all his strength.
A pistol sounded to his left and a rifle to his front.
McCormick was fast, no doubt one of the quickest shots in the world. He fired a three-shot burst into the head of the rifleman at almost exactly the same moment as the rifleman fired one shot that struck McCormick's right shoulder, spinning the twenty-six year old Knight away from the other man in the room.
That other man fired his pistol again and again, putting perhaps six bullets into McCormick's back.
McCormick toppled over to his right, but retained enough of his wits to fall on his back, so he could continue to see the room.
He saw Marshal Deng, pistol in hand, walk over. "Very close, Knight. But not close enough. It will take more than your little band of terrorists to win this war."
McCormick was coughing blood. I could see on his tactical display that Vasquez�s battle in the hallway was over, the Knight slain like all the others.
A quiet descended on the building. McCormick�s video display transmitted the sound of Chinese soldiers shouting in to Marshal Deng. The elderly man walked to the bedroom door and shouted something back, undoubtedly informing the PLA soldiers outside that the room was clear.
McCormick sighed and weakly muttered something too quiet to hear.
Deng barely heard the sound, but his curiosity was piqued. Here was the last of the Knights, the final vestige of American military strength in Taiwan. The marshal had followed the story of the Knights along with billions of other people. He would not pass up the opportunity to witness the saga�s final moments. He strode back from the bedroom door and knelt down to hear the wounded warrior�s words. "What was that, Knight?"
In a flash, McCormick's left hand shot up and grabbed the marshal�s hair, pulling the old man�s head down still further. The Knight�s right hand already held his combat knife.
Without the slightest difficulty, McCormick said strongly and clearly, "We have already won."
McCormick jammed his knife into Deng's neck with all the force he could summon from years of exercise and training, with all the fantastic energy and rage of a dying star. Deng had no time to express shock before he perished, his spinal column severed by the last of the Knights of Taiwan.
His mission accomplished, McCormick's head tilted back to rest on the floor and his visor feed showed nothing but the ceiling of the apartment.
I could hear excited shouting as the first PLA on the scene saw the marshal�s body, McCormick�s knife still lodged several inches deep within the neck.
McCormick lay still for perhaps ten seconds. He was rapidly bleeding out from his myriad gunshot wounds, but maintained his wits enough to do two more things. First, he said, this time with unfeigned weakness manifest in his voice, "Feldman�get the video out. Get our story out. This is Sergeant Clay McCormick of the Knights of Taiwan, signing off." With that, he punched in the self- destruct code for all of the Knights' visor systems so that the Chinese could not steal the technology. This also cut off McCormick's video and audio feed to my laptop, leaving me looking at a black, empty screen.

Chapter Two: War of the Knights

In the two chaotic hours after the last assault and before the Chinese entered the Institute, I prepared myself for my imminent capture. First, I made some small edits to Sergeant McCormick's video feed from the last battle and posted it to my New York Times blog, along with a brief commentary on how the battle unfolded. Then I sent McCormick's story to my editor at the Times and my own personal email account, ensuring that his tale would eventually get out. I destroyed the USB drive that contained the file so the Chinese wouldn't know I had any more documents pertaining to the battle at all. Upon further reflection, I also destroyed my laptop, ensuring that the hard drive was totally unusable and that the Chinese would never find anything useful on it.
When the Chinese cautiously entered the Institute two hours later, they found the civilians, the Marines who had been stationed at the Institute, and me in the windowless cafeteria. There was little else of value in the building. They found Captain Cheng's corpse beside a broken window on the third floor, a Xiphos rifle in his hand. A smashed Taiwanese military laptop with magnetically erased memory lay beside him, its tattered state denying the Chinese any value from the information and programs stored on it.
I was held by the Chinese for sixteen hours, though I was spared the most barbaric interrogation techniques because of my press credentials and the fame that I had acquired due to my association with the Knights. Journalists around the world were asking what had happened to me after the fall of the Institute, and apparently the Chinese were in no mood for further bad press after the improbable assassination of Marshal Deng.
I gave the final letters of the Knights to two civilians from the Institute who were flown to Beijing after the battle and thence to San Francisco. Judging by the dozens of thankful emails I have received from the families of the Knights, the letters reached their intended recipients.
* * *
How, then, should I describe the aftermath of the Knights' final battle? I will relate two pieces of evidence to illustrate the impact of the fighting, first on an individual level, and second on a national level.
Back in the United States briefly a week later, I read an article about a candidate for a special election being held to elect a new member of the House of Representatives from Arizona. The candidate, a member of the newly-formed Jeffersonian Party, was a twenty-six year old named Victoria Caballa. Her name, age, and affiliation with a new political party that promises to turn the United States into a rival of Taiwan in terms of economic freedom and prosperity convinced me that this was, indeed, Sergeant McCormick's long-lost love. Sensing a story, I traveled to Arizona to see the speech.
The speech reminded me very much of the types of things I heard General Verix and Sergeant McCormick telling me, so much so that I grew nostalgic for Verix�s Southern drawl and McCormick�s forthrightness. I realized with a start that I had come to think of those men as friends.
After the address, when the candidate was posing for pictures with voters, I waited for my turn to talk to her. She did not have to be told who I was, and soon we were talking about Sergeant McCormick.
There are dozens of Jeffersonian Party candidates who talk about the inspiration they have drawn from the Knights. None of them can do so as eloquently as Ms. Caballa. With tears shining in her eyes, she said, "Clay and the Knights restarted the engine of the world. It came at a high price, maybe too high a price. But no one will feel tired or resigned to fate so long as we remember the Knights of Taiwan.�
The second piece of evidence I offer is a primary source, one that is undoubtedly well-known to the reader.
McCormick's story began with the Inauguration of President Rodriguez. I will end it with the Inaugural Address of President Henry Gates, who delivered a brief speech to a joint session of Congress two days after the final battle of the Knights of Taiwan. The speech took place just minutes after Congress voted overwhelmingly to impeach President Rodriguez and remove her from office. The charge against her was, of course, treason.
Recognizing the change wrought in the United States over the preceding weeks and the sentiment of the country and its political representatives, President Gates, the septuagenarian who had minutes before been a vice-president placed in his position to bring gravity to the Republican ticket headed by Ms. Rodriguez, had this to say.
"My Fellow Americans:
"I speak to you tonight as a President swept into office under circumstances unprecedented in our nation's history. I recognize that I have come to office as a steward, a placeholder until the people can choose their own champion to serve. I also recognize, however, that by terminating the presidency of my predecessor, Congress and the American people have sent a message about the direction of the country.
"The message is this: We will not see a vibrant people, whose technological prowess improves our lives every day, fall victim to a thuggish neighbor. We will not watch brave Americans die for a fellow democracy while our military sits on its hands. We will not allow our government to abet the mugging of a productive country.
"I therefore ask tonight that the Congress declare war on the People's Republic of China. The state of war will persist between our two nations until Chinese forces leave Taiwanese territory and the Politburo in Beijing renounces any claim to govern the free people of Taiwan.
"Make no mistake: In many respects, this war will be unlike any we have ever fought. In the past two hundred years, we have not fought a declared war against a nation whose population was larger than our own, and never against the most populous nation and largest economy in the history of the planet. The People's Republic has been arming itself for decades for this fight. We have allowed ourselves to reach a state of weakness from which we will not quickly recover.
"Our people have fought difficult wars before, however. A quarter of a millennium ago, our ancestors, hungry, under-supplied and outnumbered, won their freedom from the goliath British Empire. Since then, our ancestors defeated dauntingly strong foes, including the Spanish Empire, Nazi Germany, and the Japanese. We are a people who do not shake in fear at the belligerency of a bully. We are a people who fight for freedom.
"We will not default on the debt we owe to the People's Republic, but neither will we pay money to an enemy. I am declaring my intention today to reallocate the debt we owe to the People's Republic. We will not pay one cent to the People's Republic of China. Instead, that debt will be paid to the other holders of U.S. debt in proportion to their current holdings. Those who question the creditworthiness of our great nation will find their answer in our deeds. We are a responsible people, but we will not pay our enemies to attack our allies. Our creditors will understand our position and our trustworthiness.
"There is thus no reason to fear the economic power of the People's Republic. This war will be fought on the battlefield, not the international bond market.
"The United States has never lost a declared war and we will not lose this one. Our people stand united as never before. We have paid dearly for that unity with the deaths of some of our most noble and skilled citizens, General Leo Verix and his Knights. However, every American possessed of the nobility to know right, the dedication to learn, and the determination to succeed can become a Knight. In honoring the memory of the Knights, we will create new Knights.
"And so we say this to the tyrants of the People's Republic in Beijing and the forces of Taiwan now fighting to save their besieged island: Until this war is over, every American will be a Knight. And, like Sergeant Clay McCormick, we will not give up until we have won.
�May God continue to bless America and the brave men and women of our armed forces.�

The End.

Dedicated to Christopher, JP, and my parents.
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