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Аннотация
In the near future, the U.S.-China War hangs in the balance. The Chinese military has broken through Taiwan’s defenses and is racing to conquer the remaining major cities on the island before American reinforcements can arrive. The only thing standing between the Chinese and final victory is a few thousand American paratroopers — and Clay McCormick. Together, they will confront the massive People’s Liberation Army, led by the brilliant Chinese commander Wu Fong, to decide the freedom of Taiwan.
Following in the footsteps of Stand of Knights and The Lafayette Initiative, Fulcrum of the Citadel is the last chapter in the trilogy depicting all-out war between the United States and China over the fate of Taiwan. In Fulcrum, the two nations fight their decisive battle with next-generation weaponry and tactics, from advanced drones to cloud-seeding. With a memorable and diverse cast, Fulcrum shows an epic showdown between a stagnant American military undercut by poor leadership and an ascendant People’s Liberation Army representing the world's new superpower.

Jack Thorlin, a congressional staffer and former editor of the Harvard National Security Journal, specializes in writing geopolitical thrillers on a grand scale in the tradition of Tom Clancy. This is his third novel.


Jack Thorlin
Fulcrum of the Citadel


Foreword

Following the publication of my first book, Stand of Knights, and Domingo Cortez’s memoir The Lafayette Initiative, I decided that what was missing from the literature on the Taiwan War was an authoritative recounting of its ending. I had decided to write the book myself, and sought out interviews with all of the surviving individuals who played a pivotal role.
What I found, however, was that their stories were far more instructive than I could render them in the retelling. Thus, I decided instead to compile their narratives in chronological order so that the reader can see events unfold from the perspective of the key actors. At the beginning of each chapter, I note whose account I am sharing.
I am honored to have played a small part in the drama, and I hope you enjoy reading this final volume on the war as much as I enjoyed compiling it.

Brad Feldman
New York City
April 2031

Prologue: Concitor

The flight I took after I said goodbye to my wife Lucy in Kentucky brought me to Hawaii, where our plane was refueled. I was trying to figure out what crazy plan the Army had to get us into Taiwan when Colonel Brown, our battalion commander, came back to where I was sitting. He had been conferring with Brigadier General Gutierrez and the rest of the command staff for the 1st Brigade Combat Team of the 101st Airborne Division.
Brown said curtly, “Tell the men to check their equipment and make sure they don’t have any Air Force gear or contraband with them. We’ve got one more hop on this plane, then we’re switching aircraft.”
“Yes, sir.” Classic Brown order, that. The Air Force personnel we’d seen on the plane and at the airports in Kentucky and Hawaii knew we were heading for the war. They’d given us little gifts, a bottle of whiskey, playing cards, USB sticks filled with porn and pirated movies, that sort of thing. As the battalion commander, Brown had five hundred of the four thousand soldiers in the brigade heading into combat under his direct command, and his mind was on exactly what mattered: making sure we didn’t run afoul of any Defense Department regulations on contraband or inter-service equipment transfers.
“Where are we heading to on the next hop, sir?” I asked.
Brown glanced toward the front of the aircraft as if it would be a security leak to tell me where we were all going. “Midway. Then it’s up to the Taiwanese. They’ve apparently figured out some way to get the whole division over to Taiwan in seven hours.”
I considered that for a second. There’s no way we’ll be flying all the way to Taiwan, I thought. The Lafayette Initiative and the Air Force had mopped up the Chinese fighters pretty well, but the People’s Liberation Army-Air Force would send out whatever fighters they could cobble together to shoot down a bunch of transport planes heading for the war zone. The war would be won or lost by whoever was on the ground for the next week — there was no point in saving strength for the future.
So why land on Midway? We could easily fly to Taiwan from Hawaii directly if that’s what the suicidal plan was. Midway Island is pretty much just an airstrip midway between Japan and Hawaii. Four Japanese aircraft carriers and one American carrier were sunk nearby during World War II. Now there was nothing but an old airstrip and a bird sanctuary.
“Any idea why we’re heading to Midway, sir?” I inquired.
Colonel Brown frowned. “That’s above my pay grade. And yours. You just make sure the men know not to take any Air Force equipment with them, Captain Concitor.”
* * *
We arrived on Midway Island at about 19:30 local time, just about sunset. Sure enough, the island appeared to be almost totally deserted. We landed on the single active runway and taxied to a stop by some ancient-looking barracks. Colonel Brown’s aide, a snot-nosed twenty-something captain, came back to my section of the cabin.
“Colonel Brown wants you to unload your troops. They need to be ready to move again in twenty minutes.” He realized he was speaking to a superior officer and added, “Sir.”
I dismissed the colonel’s aide and assembled my four platoon commanders, all of whom were young lieutenants almost twenty years my junior. I passed along what I had been told. Lieutenant Amy Barker, one of my most promising officers, asked, “Sir, what the hell are we doing here?”
Not acknowledging that I had no idea myself, I answered, “We’ve declared war on birds and we’re here to study the bird sanctuary. You’ll be in charge of figuring out how to get them to stop shitting on cars if you ask me any other questions.”
The platoon commanders dispersed to tell the 107 soldiers under my command to get out of the plane, stretch their legs, and get ready for the last trip to Taiwan.
No one needed to stretch their legs more than me. I felt every day of my thirty-nine years when I got off that plane. Even heading off to a war, I felt one last twinge of bitterness.
As I stood watching Colonel Brown, General Gutierrez, and the rest of the command staff talking on the tarmac at Midway, I thought again how hopeless my career had been. I was too old to be a goddamn captain. Seventeen years in the Army. A tour in Afghanistan as a first lieutenant, patrolling around like a policeman or meeting with tribal elders like a diplomat. Endlessly passed over for promotion. Endlessly enduring the looks of pity from officers whose promotions rested on merit badges in “networking” and bullshit.
I was standing there wishing I hadn’t quit drinking ten years ago when I saw what looked like a massive bird skimming the waves out in the distance beyond the beach. It was heading right for Midway. As it drew closer, realization slowly dawned on me that I was not looking at a creation of nature, but of man.
My company executive officer, Lieutenant Mike Williams, stood alongside me and we watched the behemoth land offshore and taxi over to the island’s only pier. “What the fuck is that thing, captain?”
It’s hard for me to convey just how huge this plane was. If you stood it on its tail or one of its wings, it would be one of the tallest skyscrapers in most American cities. Suddenly the situation made sense.
“Lieutenant,” I said, “I think that’s our ride to the war.”
Sure enough, the entire 1st Brigade Combat Team of the 101st Airborne Division loaded into the plane, along with our entire combat load of equipment. Four thousand men and a small army’s worth of equipment — all on one of the Taiwanese “Pelicans,” as our Taiwanese loadmaster called it. The Pelican was stealthy and was supposed to be able to avoid detection by the Chinese.
I felt a sense of giddy anticipation that I thought had left my life a long time ago. The Pelican was like seeing a living dragon, something magical that makes you question all of your assumptions. Seeing that marvel up close was enough to give me a little hope, even if I was on my way to a war under the command of Colonel Brown and General Gutierrez.
* * *
We had one final briefing before arriving in Taiwan. Because the Lafayette Initiative and the Air Force had taken out the Chinese fighters that were patrolling Taiwan, the Pentagon felt safe enough in sending over heavy reinforcements to stop the Chinese invasion. Taiwan had been wearing down the Chinese invasion for a few weeks at that point, and with our troops and help from the Navy and Air Force, the Chinese probably couldn’t overrun the island once we got there in force. The problem was that the Chinese knew that and were determined to make a last-ditch effort to break through the Taiwanese lines, capture the last big cities on the island, and win the war before we get there.
The 1st Brigade Combat Team was apparently the closest thing to a combat-ready unit in the Army at that moment. We were the spearhead, sent to hold the line until the rest of the Army could get to Taiwan. I just hoped the Taiwanese didn’t need us to do much, because we sure as hell weren’t ready for much.
The Knights and the Lafayette Initiative were the best soldiers in the world with the best equipment in the world led by heroes. We had a bunch of poorly trained kids who didn’t have any connections to get an employment voucher and find a job, forty-year-old weapons that were mostly designed to fight the Soviet Union, and peacetime officers whose biggest career challenge to date had been making punchy PowerPoint slides detailing the Army’s sexual harassment policies. And we were fighting the world’s largest army, battle-hardened and standing on the brink of victory.
For the first time in decades, I was truly excited.

Chapter 1: Concitor

Just after sunset, our Pelican landed a few miles off the coast of Taiwan, presumably to maintain the secret of the Pelicans’ existence from Chinese spies. Three small freighters were ready to meet us, and within four hours, the 101st Airborne Division disembarked in Suo Bay, just to the south of Yilan, the largest city on Taiwan’s east coast. There was no ceremony, but the few locals who weren’t conscripted into the war effort in one form or another came to the docks to see us arrive.
Every Taiwanese citizen I saw looked tired, which of course made sense given that they were a few weeks into an all-out invasion. But fatigue wasn’t the only thing you could see on their faces. We were the first American military units they had seen in this war. We were tangible proof that they were no longer alone in their fight. A few of them waved, and soon there was a small cheer going.
I had received my lieutenant bars after ROTC almost twenty years earlier, and for the first time I felt proud to be in the Army. I looked back at the soldiers in my company. Half of them were looking at their damn smart phones, a few taking pictures of the locals.
I know all of the 106 kids in my company, of course. And I wasn’t the least bit surprised when Privates Gregor and Brosnan started catcalling the women in the crowd. They’re both members of Lieutenant Barker’s platoon. She was all of ten feet away and had clearly heard them, but said nothing.
I sighed. This sort of problem should really be dealt with by the sergeant leading Gregor and Brosnan’s squad, but he was nowhere to be found, the useless bastard. Barker was in charge of four squads, a total of forty soldiers. She was the closest officer to the problem, so it was her responsibility. I walked over to Barker. “A word, lieutenant,” I said to her.
She strode a few steps ahead of her squad, and I said to her, “Gregor and Brosnan are harassing women in the crowd. They’re confirming every bad stereotype about Americans.”
Barker shrugged. “We’re here to rescue these people. I don’t think they’re in a position to complain about a few catcalls, sir. I’m busy checking the crowd for a possible ambush, sir.”
Barker was a 24 year-old kid from nowhere-Texas. Tall and athletic, blonde and blue. She’d be pretty except for a broken nose that never quite healed straight. I’m sure she was the terror of the ROTC unit at Northern Texas Community College. And, despite being a woman, she apparently cared more about an ambush than if her idiot enlisted men made asses of themselves to Taiwanese women.
That was characteristic for her. This island was at war, and she was quick to evict lesser issues from her mind. I realized that I needed to adopt the same mentality. Now wasn’t the time to worry about catcalls. Privates Brosnan and Gregor could be dead before too long anyway.
My earpiece radio crackled to life and, for once, I was happy to hear Colonel Brown’s voice to get my mind off the trivial distraction.
“Empathy 4, this is Empathy 1, over,” Colonel Brown called.
“Empathy 1, go ahead,” I replied, remembering fondly the days when call signs had some militaristic origin.
“Empathy 4, proceed to the Su’ao Railway Station to meet up with transportation heading to the front.”
So quickly? We’d been in Taiwan for barely half an hour. “Confirm, transportation is ready to take us to the front?”
Brown answered, “Roger. Our transport is departing in forty-five — that’s four-five — minutes. Get your men to Su’ao Station soonest. Out.”
We had been issued maps, of course, but I had long ago found that my Duan Nebula cell phone’s maps were far more accurate and timely. I found the station and oriented my company in the right direction. The phone method of navigation wasn’t exactly Army standard, but unlike most officers of the peacetime military, I’d rather do my job well and outside standard procedures than poorly by the book. The walk from the pier was only about a mile, but it took about twenty-five minutes to shepherd all the platoons through the crowds.
As we walked, every soldier of the company glanced up occasionally. The Air Force had promised us that they now controlled the skies, but a single lucky Chinese fighter-bomber could wipe out a significant percentage of the division during this short transit period. In an age of radar, satellites, and a wealth of digital goodies to detect planes, we still looked up as if we’d see the Red Baron coming in for a strafing run. I rationalized that, since the sun had set about an hour earlier, now was the optimal time to see a plane with the naked eye. The sky was dark, but a plane tens of thousands of feet overhead would be high enough to catch and reflect the rays of the setting sun.
The only plane we saw during the walk proved this point. Private Brosnan pointed to the sky and screamed, “Incoming!” That cry, of course, sent a chill down the spine of every one of us. Thankfully, Lieutenant Barker was right on the case. Almost as soon as Brosnan had finished, Barker shouted, “It’s one of ours!”
I squinted and, sure enough, it was an Air Force F-22, its double tail and light gray color reassuring us of its identity. Its pilot must have found out he was flying over the Airborne; he did a barrel roll and wagged his wings before exiting view to the west, presumably off to fly a combat air patrol over the battlefield.
Private Brosnan, embarrassed by his shrill warning, said loudly, “Fucking Air Force thinks it’s a parade.”
Barker responded in a tone that left no doubts about her authority, “Shut it, Brosnan. That flyboy might save your worthless goddamn life.”
Not for the first time, I thought how lucky I was to have a platoon commander like Barker. She’s quick and decisive, immediately taking control of a situation, a natural leader. And, not coincidentally, she wasn’t the schmoozing type or the best at parade drill. She was a wartime soldier.
* * *
I arrived at Su’ao Station to find Colonel Brown waiting. “Get your men through the station to track 3.” A slight grimace. “You’ll know the train when you see it.”
Walking through the station, I came to the tracks and immediately understood the colonel's hostility. The train looked so sleek, modern, and effective that it couldn’t help offending the bureaucratic mind. A Mandarin sign with an English translation above the tracks noted that this was a mag-lev train. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, telling myself that Colonel Brown must have some concern with the train and didn’t just hate it instinctively because it worked.
“Don’t worry, cap’n,” Lieutenant Williams said, thinking I was worried about the safety of the futuristic train. “I read a magazine article about these things once. They’re safe. They only levitate about 15 millimeters above the rail. The bottom of the train wraps around the rails, so it’s almost impossible to derail these bastards. The Taiwanese have robots monitoring the track and fixing any problems in real time. Only way something could go wrong is if the Chinese attack the train itself.”
I couldn’t suppress a smile in response to his naive gushing about the train and parenthetical reference to the fact that we were on our way to a war. “Well then let’s just hope the Chinese don’t mind that we’re coming to kill them.”
Williams was an earnest enough kid. He was in the Army for a paycheck, but at least he had ambitions. He came from one of those families too rich to get financial aid and too poor to pick up the check for his education. The Army paid for his engineering degree, and he was planning to leave the Army to cash in after two years. He was always talking about how he wanted to work at Merlin, the 3D printing outfit founded by the guy behind the Lafayette Initiative.
The ride went by very quickly, not just because the train rocketed along at 150 miles per hour, but also due to the short length of our trip. In less time than it had taken to walk to the train station in Yilan, we reached the town of Pinglin. It was about 1:30 in the morning local time, and the 1st Brigade Combat Team of the 101st Airborne Division was officially in harm’s way.
* * *
After the company disembarked and gathered in its assigned portion on the street in front of the train station, Colonel Brown came by and briefed me in on the overall plan. “We’re staying here in Pinglin just for tonight. Apparently, the fighting northwest of here has been intense for the past few days, but it’s tapered off over the past few hours. Taiwanese high command wants to make sure that this is still the area where they need reinforcements the most before they commit us to the front line. Sounds like it’ll be a quiet night. After your men are assembled, head to the high school gymnasium down the street to bunk down.”
“Yes, sir,” I answered.
As the company gathered and the squad leaders ensured that every soldier had their kit, I walked outside of the station to take a look at the area. Outside of the hustle and bustle of the station, the first thing I noticed was the sound of sporadic artillery and tank fire in the distance. Pinglin was only about six miles behind the main Taiwanese lines east of Taipei, where the People’s Liberation Army had been attacking for the better part of two weeks. There were many hills and mountains between us and the front line, however, so only the heavier weapons were audible. Back in Iraq, when we were out in the desert, you could easily hear small arms fire from that far away.
I shook my head. Now wasn’t the time to think about Iraq.
The air in Pinglin was remarkably clear, a testament to its location in the mountainous interior of the island. Perched on the bank of the Jingualiao River, Pinglin is a small town of about seven thousand people halfway between Taipei and Yilan. There was one main street overlooking the river, and it looked almost like a small American town’s main street, except that the signs were all in Mandarin. There were no townspeople about at this late hour, but I imagined the citizenry would be mostly older folks who maintained and operated the nearby farms and small businesses.
Across the river from Pinglin’s main street was a tea plantation, with terraced rows of plants ascending a hill and a small farmhouse. The area was littered with tea plantations and farms; they covered many of the hills surrounding the town. I could see three bridges connecting the two banks, a rail bridge, a road bridge, and a footbridge. The river itself was perhaps eighty feet wide and not very deep-looking, but the steep banks — forty-foot cliffs — meant that the only plausible way for a vehicle to cross the river would be on one of the bridges.
All of the main routes to Yilan from Taipei funnel over these bridges.
That thought jumped unbidden into my mind. We were only supposed to be in Pinglin for twelve hours. Long enough to get our forces organized from the trip, get a good night’s sleep, and head off to wherever we’d be most needed on the front. Looking around, however, I couldn’t stop thinking about how defensible Pinglin was. But Pinglin was relatively quiet, the front miles away.
Then, as I stood looking at the river, I saw the reflection of three flashes close behind me, almost as if someone had taken a photograph. I imagined some idiot soldier under my command (hopefully not, though very possibly, an officer) taking selfies at night less than ten miles from the front lines of a war.
I turned to see who I’d be chewing out, but saw instead three rising mushroom clouds rising to the northwest.
My stomach froze. Nuclear weapons.
After staring at the growing mushroom clouds for two seconds, I snapped back to reality. The nukes had gone off in the direction of the Taiwanese front lines.
The Chinese were blasting a hole in Taiwanese lines before we could get to the front. They were deliberately avoiding nuking Americans. They wanted to burst through and end the war before Americans arrived in force.
I radioed Colonel Brown. “Empathy One, this is Empathy Four. We’ve got a big fucking problem, over.”
* * *
Twenty panicked minutes later, I followed Brown into an auditorium at the Pinglin Junior High School. General Gutierrez had called a meeting of company-level officers and above. I looked at the faces of the dozens of officers assembled and saw cold fear.
Gutierrez cleared his throat and began speaking, his voice uneven despite his clear attempt to contain his own gnawing doubt. “The Pentagon has informed me that the atomic bombings were limited to Taiwanese troop concentrations east of Taipei. The Chinese are claiming the weapons were Taiwanese. The Pentagon assesses that claim as unlikely.”
I laughed, thinking that was a joke. Of course the goddamn weapons weren’t Taiwanese. Taiwan didn’t have nuclear weapons. They’re also the most technologically advanced country in the world — they could probably avoid having three of their nuclear weapons go off at the same time in the middle of their own lines. No one else thought it was funny, however, and Colonel Brown shot me a “shut up” glare.
Gutierrez continued, “We don’t have time to worry about who did it. The strategic implication of the explosions is clear. The bombings have opened up several mile-long gaps in the Taiwanese lines. Technical experts at the Pentagon have advised me that the Chinese will wait another half-hour or so for the radiation in the area to cool down a bit and then begin driving their armored forces through the holes.”
Gutierrez gestured to a topographical map of Taiwan laid out on a digital projector. The island’s extensive mountain range dominated the middle of the country, running north-south. The People’s Liberation Army controlled the west coast and was pushing against Taiwan’s mountain defense line, consisting of fortifications of the various mountain passes and the relatively flat areas to the north and south of the mountains.
“We are in Pinglin, about five miles southwest of the front. To our north is Route 67, running from Taipei to Yilan and Taiwan’s east coast, the last bit of Taiwan that China hasn’t managed to occupy. The Taiwanese military is down to its final reserves, which have been committed to holding the line in the southern and far northern portions of the island. No one is coming to help until the heavy cav units arrive a few days from now.”
A bead of sweat stood out on Gutierrez’s face, and his voice cracked as he pointed down to the floor. “This war is going to be decided right here in Pinglin. By us and whatever the Chinese can throw at us for the next several days.”
Silence fell on the room. Not since the defense of Little Round Top by the 20th Maine had the fate of a war rested on a single American unit.
“We need time to construct fortifications in Pinglin to protect ourselves from the Chinese advance. Therefore, we will set up a temporary defense along this ridge,” Gutierrez indicated a point on the map about a mile northwest of Pinglin. “That temporary defense will hopefully buy us a few hours to get things in place here. Colonel Brown will command that defense, using three companies from his battalion.”
Brown instantly looked in my direction and said, “I’ll get my best soldiers on the job.” Lucky me.
* * *
When Gutierrez had called the all-officer meeting, I’d had my platoon commanders get everyone ready to march. That head start paid off. Twenty minutes after the officers meeting broke up, I was in position with the first platoon of my company.
The ridge was occupied by several barns, storage facilities, and farmhouses evidently used during the harvest of the tea plantations in the area. In quick order, we named the area Farmers’ Ridge. There was a single three-story building that housed apartments, presumably for the workers, as well as a covered open-air garden on the top floor. Surrounding the area was a dense forest, which we could only see above from the top two floors of the apartment building.
Soldiers on the ground wouldn’t be able to see the Chinese until they were about a hundred feet away, practically point-blank range. We were also at the top of the ridge, so we’d be vulnerable to Chinese artillery fire.
To Lieutenant Williams, I said, “This is a perfect fucking mess.”
Williams considered for a moment and replied, “You’ve got that right, captain.”
I radioed my platoon leaders and told them to dig a line of trenches about twenty feet behind the buildings. A simple series of foxholes, considerably less impressive than the trenches used in World War I, would be our only defense against the Chinese onslaught that was surely on its way.
I radioed Colonel Brown. “Empathy One, Empathy Four is in position.”
The radio crackled with Brown’s voice. “Empathy Four, this is Empathy One, have you spotted the enemy?”
I bit back a curse at Brown’s intrusive stupidity. Did he think I wouldn’t tell him about that? “Negative, Empathy Four. Will report when they appear, over.”
Of course we’d be looking out for the enemy. The whole point of being on top of the hill was that we could see the enemy. The problem was that the forest prevented us from seeing soldiers coming up the ridge until they were almost on us. We had exactly one good vantage point — the top of the apartment building.
The danger of Farmers’ Ridge was equally clear, however. We had no artillery or armored support. With the People’s Liberation Army-Air Force still contesting control of the sky over Taiwan, our air support options would be limited, and for this first day there was none at all available.
So, we had a perfect view to direct fire support that we didn’t have. And what did we sacrifice in order to achieve this advantage? Chinese artillery miles away near Taipei would be able to fire directly on us.
Brown knew all this, of course. As soon as I’d seen the topographical map of Farmers’ Ridge, I’d suggested a reverse slope defense to Brown.
The basic intuition most people have about defending a hill is that you want to get to the top first and hold it. That was certainly true back in ancient Greece because the whole battle was basically about pushing the other side until they broke, and any eight year-old knows that you can push harder with more momentum from the top of the hill.
The problem with that strategy for the past couple hundred years has been that the top of a hill is easily in direct line of sight of the enemy’s artillery. That’s why the Duke of Wellington famously preferred to defend the downward slope of a hill — a reverse slope defense. The enemy artillery couldn’t easily fire at a position on the other side of the hill, and infantry could surprise and ambush attackers coming over the crest.
The same logic applied to our current situation. The People Liberation Army’s artillery could easily hit the top of Farmers’ Ridge, but not the far side. With a reverse slope defense, we could fight the PLA infantry isolated from its artillery support. That was the argument I put to Brown.
Brown responded: “You know what the newspapers would say if we try a reverse-slope defense and lose? They’ll ask why we didn’t occupy the top of the ridge when we had a chance.”
I tried to keep my cool. “But sir, the papers don’t know shit about fighting a war. The reverse slope defense gives us a chance to win. If we just occupy the top of the ridge, if we just do the stupid, obvious thing, the Chinese will push us out.”
“But no one will be able to say we made an obvious mistake, captain,” Brown had said. Not for the first time, the optimal tactics of a bureaucratic war differed dramatically from those of the battlefield.
Brown wasn’t even at the battlefield. While the Pentagon had shown a rare modicum of common sense in refusing to allow General Gutierrez to bring a two-ton command trailer with him to Taiwan, that hadn’t stopped Colonel Brown from setting up an ad hoc command post in Pinglin’s central bank. I hadn’t had time to visit the post, but I assumed it was in the vault of the bank, the better to insulate Brown from the dangers that faced the soldiers under his command.
* * *
Ten minutes after my company began digging in, two more companies arrived, deploying on our left and right flanks. About 300 men and women were furiously digging in the dark with their entrenching tools.
Lieutenant Barker radioed in. “Empathy Four, we’ve got drones overhead. My guys have seen two small drones about a thousand feet up. Please advise, over.”
That was a dilemma I had considered on the march over to Farmers’ Ridge. The Chinese had obviously planned the nuclear attack very carefully. Though it was still too early in the morning for me to see any drones clearly, no one doubted that the Chinese would have drones overhead scouting out ahead of its armored units. Even if the drones hadn’t been there, Chinese infrared satellites were surely stalking our every move.
A reasonably well-equipped Taiwanese unit had jamming devices to neutralize satellite eyes, and autonomous antiaircraft guns or lasers to deal with the drones. By contrast, we only had Stinger missiles not far removed from those given to Afghan tribesmen almost half a century ago to shoot down Soviet helicopters.
I radioed back to Lieutenant Barker. “Do not engage the drones. Get back to digging.”
No sense giving away our position before we had to, and I figured we had to save the Stingers for shooting down Chinese helicopters. We didn’t have enough missiles to take potshots at every drone we saw. Asimov’s Fourth Law of robotics, they called it in military circles — there are always more drones than missiles. An equally true corollary was that if you’re fighting a major power with an essentially infinite number of cheap, small drones, shooting million dollar missiles at ten- or hundred-thousand dollar drones was an exercise in futility and waste.
General Gutierrez had, to his credit, requested from the Taiwanese an air drop or rush truck shipment of such a laser or automated gun unit to take out drones. It would take several hours for the weapons to arrive, however, and in the interim, we were about to become the first U.S. military unit to go into battle without air support to fight a modern enemy with drones.
* * *
The Chinese artillery started up fifteen minutes after Barker asked about the drones. There was no warning at all, just a sudden explosion about fifty yards away.
I had staked myself out on the top floor of the three-story apartment building, figuring that someone needed to take the risk of being in the most obvious target on the ridge in order to tell what the hell was happening on the battlefield. I ducked down below a wooden table and waited as shells continued to pound down around our positions for several seconds.
Somewhere to the right side of our line, I heard a scream. He was the first American casualty of the Battle of Pinglin. The artillery fire was a steady drumbeat now, one round every ten seconds or so. The noise was terrifying, but I told myself that I had better odds with a roof over my head even if the building was a more obvious target.
The soldiers in my company had had enough time to dig holes a few feet deep, which would keep them safe from most of the fragments, but would offer little protection for near misses.
The two other Airborne companies on Farmers’ Ridge had had less time to dig in, and suffered accordingly. Captain Greene, whose company was on my right, ought to be brought up on charges — he’d not ordered his men to dig in until about three minutes before the bombardment started. Sixteen soldiers in his company were dead or seriously wounded in the first minute.
After five minutes of shelling, the Chinese artillery let up. We had no idea whether it was to shift targets or because a friendly airstrike had forced them to change positions. Whatever the reason, quiet returned to Farmers’ Ridge.
I emerged from under the wooden table and looked down at the road at the base of the mountain. A number of armored personnel carriers were visible, trundling up the road perhaps four miles away.
Lieutenant Williams radioed the news to the company. “Chicom armored personnel carriers incoming, just outside Javelin range.” A mile or two closer and we could use Javelin antitank missiles against the Chinese APCs, though it was anyone’s guess as to whether the thirty-year-old missile design would be able to penetrate whatever defense measures the Chinese had built into their vehicles.
After about twenty seconds of silence in the still-dark Taiwanese night, Private Hook, a lanky kid from West Virginia, shouted into his radio mic, “There they are! Enemy spotted!” He fired a few shots into the woods, and suddenly Lieutenant Barker’s entire platoon opened up, spraying the trees with rounds. A few platoons from the other companies joined in, and the battlefield reverberated with the staccato of M-4 rifles and M-249 squad machine guns.
I scanned the woods with my nightvision scope and saw no return fire, nor any sign of enemy troops. “Cease fire,” I ordered loudly and clearly into my radio. It took about ten repetitions, but quiet returned to the battlefield after a few minutes.
This is where our twenty-year-olds pay the blood price for the decline of the American military, I thought. A decade earlier, it would be unthinkable for one of the historic airborne divisions to perform so poorly. The troops now were much better briefed on cultural norms in Islamic societies, the rules regarding prisoner treatment, and proper behavior toward transsexual soldiers, but funding and time for realistic training had been cut. It had been decades since a regular U.S. Army infantry unit without close air support had faced another nation’s conventional armed forces on a battlefield.
All the old lessons would be learned again.
The radio was alive with worried chatter, some even coming from officers.
“They’re out there, coming for us…”
“Is that a tank engine?”
“They’re probably surrounding our position right now…”
I cut in, my voice as calmly harsh as I could make it. “Empathy 4 to all units: keep the radio channel clear. Do not report in unless you can positively identify the enemy. The first Chicoms we see will likely be recon troops, not heavily armed. We will stop them cold.”
Looking back to the road, I could see Chinese tanks, state-of-the-art Type 99A2’s, in the distance using my nightvision scope, but there was no sign of the armored personnel carriers. Farmers’ Ridge was sufficiently steep and flat at the top that there were sections of road below we couldn’t see. I ordered three anti-tank teams to come up to the third floor of the apartment building so that they could fire on the APCs as soon as they emerged into view again.
Long minutes of quiet ensued. I radioed Lieutenant Barker. “Send your best squad out on patrol, see if they can locate the enemy advance.”
Barker replied coolly, “Captain, with the drones overhead, they’ll see our patrol.”
“I understand that, lieutenant. But we need to know what’s coming and when. Send them out.”
* * *
Hell broke loose about ten minutes later. The Chinese artillery started back up, pounding away at the area directly around the apartment building. An instant later a dozen Chinese APCs emerged into view about two miles from our position. “Light those fuckers up and let’s get the hell out of here.” I told the antitank teams, who were taking cover underneath the wooden table.
The two-soldier antitank teams only had seven missiles between them, so there was no way we’d get all of the APCs. I figured if we took out a few, the rest would at least slow down to take stock of the situation before pushing on.
Private Jim Hartobey, from Paint Creek, Texas was the gunner on the first Javelin team. As his loader, a girl from Alabama named Tracy Stevens, pushed the Javelin missile into place in the launcher, Hartobey locked onto the lead Chinese APC’s thermal signature.
Just as he fired the missile, an artillery shell exploded overhead, spraying the roof of the building with shrapnel. The roof mostly held, but large slivers of shrapnel laced through the thin tiles, killing Hartobey and Stevens instantly.
The missile Hartobey had fired streaked skyward and then turned downward to smash through the thinner topside armor of the Chinese vehicle. The APC erupted in a curtain of flame and debris.
Private Hartobey wasn’t the only Javelin operator in the apartment building to score a hit. Of the seven missiles fired at the oncoming armored vehicles, one other struck a Chinese APC, destroying it instantly. The other missiles were detonated prior to impact by some kind of short-range missile defense system on the Chinese APC’s, probably similar to the systems developed twenty years ago to protect our own vehicles in Iraq. One APC slowed after detonating a missile, possibly because its internal systems had been scrambled by the explosion.
Two APCs taken out, ten more coming.
Another artillery shell ripped a massive hole in the roof as the APC’s continued down the road, barely a mile away now. “Time to go,” I said, ordering everyone to evacuate the apartment building before the Chinese wiped it out entirely.
As we left the building, bursts of rifle fire sounded in the woods a few hundred yards in front of our position. Barker called in. “A couple dozen Chicoms are coming through the forest on either side of the road. I’m pulling back with my advance squad under fire.”
I wanted to ask her why the hell she had gone with the reconnaissance squad, but figured it could wait. Smoke obscured the road now, and I could only imagine how many more APC’s and tanks were even now making their way toward our position.
Just as I was leaving the rear entrance of the apartment building, a call sounded on the radio, “Chicom infantry in the woods, at least platoon strength!” After the false alarm earlier, I maintained some skepticism that my soldiers had identified thirty or more infantry.
I peeked around the corner of the apartment building and, sure enough, there were muzzle flashes in the woods. Bullets smacked into the building and I ducked behind the corner.
Ordinarily, this is the part of the battle where tricks and tactics come in. We’d had no time to set up a trap, however. There had barely been time for my company to dig in for the artillery attack. The Chinese strategy was obvious and straightforward: keep up the artillery fire to pin our anti-tank soldiers down in their foxholes, have their own infantry keep up constant pressure on our line, and use their armor to blast through the center of our line anchored on the northern road into Pinglin.
Brown was the commander in charge of our strategy. He was demanding updates on the radio, and I told Lieutenant Williams to fill Brown in while I tried to figure a way to counter the Chinese tactics.
There’s no help coming. The thought gnawed at me, fear tearing the rational part of my mind away from the task at hand. I shook my head vigorously and forced myself to think.
The first option every commander has is to simply continue doing what he was doing before. I eliminated that option. The Chinese had beaten our static defense concept with artillery and armor.
Change the game. I had never read that adage in a military textbook, but it was a fundamental tactical insight. When the enemy has beaten you, change the terms of the engagement.
I considered the situation. We might be able to defeat the enemy infantry if we didn’t also have to deal with artillery and armor. I couldn’t hit the enemy artillery. Our Javelin missiles had proven ineffective against enemy armor. We also had AT-4 short-range anti-tank rockets. Those could certainly knock out an armored personnel carrier, though the defensive system used to stop the Javelin missiles would almost certainly work against an AT-4 as well. Maybe the defensive systems had a limited capacity, however, and we can overwhelm them with multiple missiles. Regardless, we couldn’t effectively use the rockets until the artillery and infantry fire slackened.
The logic was clear: find a way to, at least temporarily, get some breathing room from the artillery and infantry so we could get a shot at the armor.
I looked around the hamlet at Farmers’ Ridge. The buildings didn’t look terribly robust, but wood over our heads would provide better cover against the artillery fire than the foxholes. Of course, there was a reason we hadn’t deployed to the buildings initially — once we were stuck in the buildings, there was little hope of retreat once the Chinese forces advanced. If we ran for Pinglin with the armored forces still after us, they’d race ahead and cut us down.
None of us would survive if we couldn’t take out the enemy armor, and the best chance of doing that was withdrawing back to the buildings. I radioed Colonel Brown. “Empathy One, request permission to withdraw to the buildings.”
Brown replied, “Negative, Empathy Four, hold them in front of the village.”
I swore, then remembered a joke I’d heard once and decided that desperate times called for desperate measures. I said over the radio, cutting my voice out every few syllables: “Empathy One, having trouble receiving you, please notify Empathy Two and Three”—the other companies—“that Empathy Four is pulling back to the buildings and they should do the same.”
Not ready to concede the point, Brown fairly shouted back, “Negative, Empathy Four, do not pull back, acknowledge!”
Thankfully, no one else in my company was on the command channel to hear Brown’s orders. I ordered the platoon leaders to fall back into the buildings, one platoon at a time so that the other two platoons could cover the withdrawal at each stage.
By the time the platoons had pulled back into the town, of the 107 soldiers under my command, seven were dead and another ten badly injured by the artillery bombardment or the rifle fire coming from the woods.
Deploying to the buildings steadied my boys and girls down. I could hear it from the radio calls, which had turned much more professional.
“Chicom squad pushing toward the roadsign.”
“On it.”
“Three APCs pushing up the road. Take ’em out.”
I reentered the apartment building, figuring that the second floor with a hard roof overhead would be about as safe as any of the other members of the company would get. The artillery fire was still coming, but it was rare for a round to hit a building directly, and in only one case did a building collapse from an artillery hit. That building had been a small garage, and only four soldiers had been inside when it happened.
The other companies had followed my lead, pulling back into the town. There were perhaps twenty buildings on Farmers’ Ridge which now housed about 270 soldiers. The Chinese infantry paused outside the town, perhaps waiting to see how their own command staff wanted to deal with the obstacle.
After about a minute, three Chinese APC’s roared into view, barreling ahead to try to push their way through the town. I quickly radioed my platoon leaders. “Hold your fire until the first vehicle reaches the green house. Then, all AT units in First Platoon, fire on the leader, Second Platoon, the second vehicle, Third Platoon, the third vehicle. We’ll overwhelm their onboard defense systems. Acknowledge.”
The platoon leaders acknowledged the orders. The APC’s roared into town going perhaps thirty miles per hour, slow by peacetime driving standards, but very rapid for an active battlefield. They were clearly trying to push through us before we were ready to resist.
When the first APC reached the green house, I yelled, “Fire!”
In three seconds, eleven AT-4 rockets screeched out. Too fast for the eye to see, the defense systems on the APCs intercepted three of the rockets, and two more missed, but six AT-4 rockets slammed into Chinese vehicles, and four APCs vanished in bursts of flame. The remaining six APCs shot smoke canisters and retreated at high speed.
I exhaled. Finally, a minor victory in this debacle. A cheer sounded from the buildings, and Lieutenant Barker even called on the radio, “Fuck yeah, we’re on the scoreboard!”
Curtly, I ordered, “Quiet down. They’re coming back soon.”
It had almost broken three companies of U.S. troops to temporarily stall the advance of an armored reconnaissance force of perhaps seventy Chinese soldiers and a dozen APC’s. I remembered the Chinese Type 99 tanks coming up the road. AT-4’s were only marginally capable of taking out such behemoths under the best of circumstances, I reminded myself. With the new active defense systems we had seen on the APC’s, the Type 99’s would be virtually invulnerable.
The first skirmish of the Battle of Pinglin had been a damned close-run thing, and the real Chinese attack hadn’t even begun yet.
Lieutenant Williams waved me over to his radio. “Colonel Brown calling for you, sir.”
“Shit.” I needed to use this precious breathing spell to figure out a new plan, but now I was going to have to use it to convince Brown not to relieve me on the spot for disobeying his order to retreat.
Then, I realized there was one way to ensure my bureaucratic safety, though it almost made me physically ill to consider the option.
I took Williams’s radio receiver. “Empathy One, Empathy Four here.” Before Brown could reply, I continued in an exuberant tone, “Your plan to fall back to the buildings worked perfectly! We stopped the Chinese advance cold.”
I could almost hear the wheels moving in Brown’s head over the radio. “Empathy Four, good to hear, glad my plan worked.” That asshole had less shame than a sorority girl at a Halloween party. Brown unnecessarily added, “Fortify the town, see how long you can hold out, over.”
Gritting my teeth, I managed to say, “Yes, sir.”
* * *
The Chinese came back in force fifteen minutes later. Four T-99 tanks came up the rise into view and began firing indiscriminately at buildings in the area. A dozen more American soldiers died from this bombardment, though most buildings held up fairly well against the tanks, whose explosive charges weighed barely 20 pounds. The tanks succeeded in pushing our soldiers back from the windows, however.
Under the covering fire of the tanks, the Chinese infantry surged forward. The regular infantry units of the People’s Liberation Army had been pounding away at Taiwanese forces for weeks, often in urban environments. The veterans stormed out of the woods at least a hundred strong, heading to the closest three buildings.
The first building, a small restaurant, was occupied by twenty-five soldiers of Second Company. As luck would have it, the garrison of the building included the commander of that company, Captain Harris. He was relatively new to the 101st Airborne, having dutifully served his lieutenant years in an out-of-the-way infantry unit. His father was a three-star general, and Harris himself was a fourth generation West Point grad.
Over the command radio, Harris’s near-panicked voice sounded. “Empathy Two and Four, request urgent assistance at my location.”
I quickly opened a side-channel to Empathy Two, the commander of First Company. “Unless anyone in your company has line of sight, there’s nothing we can do to help Harris. Their infantry and tanks outside will cut down anyone who runs out.”
Captain Nunez, the commander of First Company, didn’t need much convincing. I watched from the second floor of the apartment building as the Chinese infantry quickly and competently stacked up outside the door to Captain Harris’s building.
I might have been watching a U.S. unit in Iraq twenty years earlier, so practiced were the tactics. Six Chinese soldiers at each of the building’s three entrances, and four soldiers heading to the building’s windows, ready to toss in grenades and flashbangs before breaching the door.
Though I knew it was futile, I aimed my own M-4 rifle and fired off six quick shots at the soldiers moving to the windows. One or two bullets struck a Chinese soldier in the arm and back, and he spun around as he fell. The other PLA soldiers returned fire, and I quickly ducked down and retreated back as far as I could from the window, moving into the small hallway. A few seconds later, a tank round crashed through the window, spraying shrapnel around the room and temporarily deafening me.
I crept back into the room and looked out the window again. The PLA soldiers had just tossed their grenades and flashbangs into Captain Harris’s building. As soon as the grenades detonated, the PLA burst into the restaurant. Their Ak-2000 rifles chattered, and only a few desultory M-4 rifles were audible over the din. Within two minutes, the gunfire ceased. While Captain Harris’s building was being wiped out, another two Chinese squads took down another building on the other end of the farming hamlet, this one occupied by fifteen men of my own company.
“Shit,” Lieutenant Williams said, his voice betraying fear. I had no words of reassurance. We had bought ourselves a better chance by withdrawing to the buildings, but now the combination of skilled PLA infantry and suppressing fire from the T-99’s presented a new seemingly insurmountable problem.
Change the game. There were five or six tanks outside the town pouring in fire, enough that they could shoot at a window about every six seconds. Nine buildings remained under our control. We couldn’t destroy the tanks. But could we hit the infantry even with the tanks firing on our position?
I ordered my platoon leaders (as well as Captain Harris’s platoon leaders) in the other buildings to run their men up to the windows to fire on the PLA infantry for three seconds, then run back for cover. I had them repeat that process every half minute or so at different windows, trying to avoid the unlucky hit from a Chinese tank shell.
Lieutenant Barker ignored my orders. Always headstrong, she ordered the garrison in her building to start firing from every window without pause. With fifteen Airborne soldiers in her garrison all firing, they quickly eviscerated a PLA squad approaching the building next door.
The PLA tanks quickly shifted their fire to her building, however, killing seven more of our soldiers and wounding two more.
The remaining PLA infantry on the street were sitting ducks for the Airborne soldiers in other buildings. Our hail of gunfire killed twenty-two veterans before the rest scurried for cover in the buildings they had just cleared.
The PLA tried to carry their wounded with them, but in their hurry to escape, they left two men behind, screaming in the street. A last few desultory shots rang out from one of the Airborne-occupied buildings, and the men on the street stopped moving. The tanks pulled back several hundred yards down the street.
Another ragged, primal roar of celebration from the Airborne. At first I thought they were just crying a wordless shout of joy, then I detected a name rising above the din. I’m embarrassed to say, the name was “Concitor! Concitor!”
* * *
The PLA artillery started back up once the Chinese infantry had retreated to the buildings they had captured. The shells were beginning to do serious structural damage to the buildings, leading the Airborne soldiers to retreat first to the ground floor and then to the basement of the less solidly constructed buildings.
While the basements were safer, they were not an ideal position to defend the buildings against Chinese infantry. Our soldiers couldn’t easily see or fire on approaching enemies from the basement, and the Chinese could easily toss grenades and flashbangs downstairs to smoke us out.
Two battlefield decisions had saved us from defeat over the span of about an hour. With no support, we had staved off bloody defeat at the hands of hardened veterans. But now we were played out.
I sat in a remote corner of the basement, drinking from my canteen and trying to consider our options when Lieutenant Williams approached me. “What is it, lieutenant?” I asked distractedly.
Williams said quietly, “Sir, I believe we ought to consider surrender.”
My first instinct was to ask why, but I understood the reasoning. Something deep in me found the idea unappealing, so I responded, “Was our mission to surrender?”
“You’re a reasonable man, captain,” he said. “We’ve bought the rest of the brigade as much time as they could reasonably expect. Now we either surrender or die. I don’t want to die here and I don’t think you do either.”
Considering the argument, I found one hole. “Retreat is another option. We can break out of here and make a run for Pinglin.”
Williams had considered that option. “And how many of us would die on the way with the tanks out there? Half? More?”
I didn’t like Williams’s tone. “However many have to die, lieutenant. We aren’t fucking surrendering.”
Exasperated, Williams asked, “If we’re making our decisions on old school macho bullshit, why are we considering retreat?”
It was hard to put into words my exact view. “Our duty is to win. Retreating and living to fight another day can be a step in winning. Surrendering can’t be. The End.”
Williams looked like he wanted to continue the argument, but he could see it was pointless. “Yes, sir,” and walked away.
I ran a hand through my hair. No other options were coming to mind. Retreat was the only option.
I radioed Brown: “Empathy One, request permission to retreat back to Citadel,” Citadel being the codeword for Pinglin proper.
A minute passed, then Brown replied, “Negative, Empathy Four, remain in position.”
Rage rose within me. “Empathy One, we’ve delayed the enemy for an hour. In the next hour, either their artillery is going to knock the goddamn buildings down around us, or their infantry is going to smoke us out from the basements. Retreating now probably means at least forty percent casualties from enemy artillery. If we stay, none of us are going to escape back to the Citadel.”
More silence. “You have your orders, Empathy Four.”
“Fuck your orders!” Unable to slam down a radio like a phone, I slammed down the canteen I still had in my hand.
Retreat it would be, whether approved by Brown or not. The only hope now was to make a run for Citadel. There were probably no style points to be had retreating company by company — I would stay behind on the second floor of my building with a few antitank soldiers to keep the Chinese armor occupied while the rest of the force ran for Pinglin. It would take about fifteen minutes for them to get back.
Suddenly, the artillery stopped. Oh shit, I thought. The only reason for the artillery to cut off now was that the PLA tanks and infantry were coming back. Anyone emerging onto the streets now would be cut down in a hail of Ak-2000 fire.
Triggering my radio to all Airborne soldiers in the area, I said, “PLA infantry incoming. Ready yourselves.”
One more tactical insight came to me in a flash. I continued my transmission, “We aren’t going to wait for them to start throwing grenades and flashbangs. Wait for my order — then come out guns blazing and run for the south.”
Acknowledgments streamed in. Lieutenant Barker radioed her response to the whole company. She had been one of the officers who misunderstood my order to fire intermittently on the PLA infantry, but she had somehow survived the fighting to that point. She understood my argument without hearing a word of it.
“Let’s take a few of the bastards with us, sir.”
* * *
In my building, twenty Airborne soldiers assembled in the small reception area by the front door, and ten more were upstairs with me watching the PLA approach. They anxiously looked over their rifles, flicking off safeties and tapping magazines to ensure they were full. The anti-tank soldiers ensured that their Javelin or AT-4 missiles were armed and ready to fire.
I radioed downstairs to Lieutenant Williams. “I’d ask if you know how to get where you’re going, but I don’t think you’ll have trouble with the navigation.”
A nervous laugh. “Only one direction to remember: head south, sir.”
“That’s right,” I said as calmly as possible. “Just make sure the men keep moving, no matter what. The tanks will be on them pretty quickly.”
“Yes, sir.” There was an awkward pause, neither of us knowing what else to say.
Finally, I concluded the conversation: “Tell Brown he’s an asshole when you see him. Empathy Four out.”
Only moments left. One by one, the eyes of the anti-tank soldiers turned to me. An awkward pause ensued. It seemed like a time when a commander is supposed to give his best Henry V imitation and say “Once more unto the breach.” The night was even lightening with the arrival of dawn, the perfect time for an inspiring speech. The best I could muster was:
“Hit them hard and we might make it through this shit.”
A few nods, a lot of deep breaths. Here we go.
Seventy PLA soldiers stormed out of the building they had captured. Looking over the woods as the edge of Farmers’ Ridge, I could see at least another two-hundred men with Ak-2000’s sprinting in.
As luck would have it, about forty of the attackers came straight for my building. I radioed to the men downstairs. “Come out two seconds after you hear us open fire upstairs, then run for the south.”
Sporadic shots sounded from the streets, as the PLA sought to suppress the fire from the windows, a tactic that would have helped if the Airborne soldiers were not all on the ground floor of their buildings, waiting to burst out.
The forty PLA soldiers coming for my building arrived and began heading for the various entrances. It was time.
I stood up behind the window and fired down on the Chinese on the street. I had fired only four shots when a Chinese sniper fired at me from the woods. There must have been a sudden gust of wind, because the round barely missed to my left, sending white splinters flying from the painted wall.
The Airborne soldiers on the ground floor heard my shots and threw open the doors. They tossed three grenades to the right, toward the incoming Chinese soldiers, then drew up their rifles.
Whatever the PLA infantry had been expecting, this apparently wasn’t it. They were used to being on the offensive, and while they didn’t lack for courage, the Americans they were fighting hadn’t shown a semblance of aggressiveness since the battle began.
Caught in the open, many of the PLA infantry had the instinct to fall flat to the ground, reducing their vulnerability to grenade fragments. The PLA soldiers lacking that instinct — about seven of the forty approaching my building — were cut down by shrapnel from the grenades. Another two died despite falling prone to the ground, the shrapnel from the grenades lancing down into their heads.
The Airborne soldiers emerged from my building at the concussion of the grenade. The first man out the door immediately began firing on the prone Chinese soldiers on the ground, who took a precious second or two to react.
By that time, the rest of the Airborne soldiers in the hamlet were pouring out of their own buildings onto the street, and a furious, chaotic firefight took place in the streets. With Chinese snipers in the woods and the sheer number of PLA infantry, it was not a one-sided battle by any stretch of the imagination. Enough Airborne took to the streets, however, to make it a short battle. Fifteen more Airborne soldiers died and eleven sustained serious wounds, but the streets were cleared of Chinese infantry inside of two minutes. More PLA infantry were inbound from the woods.
“Get to Citadel, now!” I shouted over the radio. As soon as the commander of the PLA tanks was certain the Chinese infantry had been wiped out, those tanks would open fire on the retreating Airborne soldiers. Sure enough, when about half of the Airborne soldiers in the hamlet were beyond the last building to the south, seven PLA tanks emerged into view over the crest of Farmers’ Ridge.
An anti-tank missile operator to my right fired an AT-4 at the lead Chinese Type 99 tank. A defense system on the PLA tank detonated the AT-4 about five meters from the tank. Without even slowing down, the Type 99’s turret swiveled to point directly at my building, and its muzzle erupted in flame.
I threw myself to the floor of the apartment, waiting for the tank shell to smash into the room and kill me.
Nothing happened. I looked up. Still alive.
After a moment, I heard the anti-tank soldier to my right scream and looked over to see him pointing out the window.
Peeking above the rim, I saw three Type 99’s ripped apart and smoking, and the other four urgently backing up. As I watched, three more missiles streaked in from the woods. The Chinese tanks’ missile defense systems did nothing to impede their progress, and I saw that where the missiles impacted on the tanks, a second smaller explosion was visible. One tank simply exploded, its turret launched into the sky on a pillar of flame. Another burst out in smoke, its crew incinerated. The last two tanks shifted into reverse and began speeding back down the hill, only to be hit with three more missiles that conclusively wiped out the armored assault on Farmers’ Ridge.
Of all the things I saw that day, the invincible Type 99’s burning just outside of the hamlet at Farmers’ Ridge was the only one I would call a miracle. But what were the missiles that had taken out the Chinese tanks and, more importantly, who had fired them?
I backed away from the window and stood up. To the anti-tank soldiers next to me, I said, “Join the others running back to Citadel. Hurry, before the Chinese send more reinforcements up.”
“What are you going to do, sir?” one of them asked me.
“I’m going to find out who the hell just saved our lives.”
The anti-tank soldiers hurried downstairs and ran after their comrades. I stayed by the window and waited. The rising sun illuminated the streets of the town, and I saw Farmers’ Ridge for the first time in the light of day. Off to the northwest, I could see the skyscrapers of Taipei, and it occurred to me that Farmers’ Ridge was beautiful, in its way.
After a few minutes, three men emerged from the woods. Each had what looked like an ordinary AT-4 missile launcher slung over his back and a Taiwanese T97 assault rifle. In place of uniforms, they wore dark civilian clothes with bulletproof vests on the outside. Two of the three were tall, blond, and lean, the last shorter, brown-haired, and solidly built.
One of the tall ones shouted in my direction in a German accent, “Your asses are saved! Don’t shoot ours!”
The other tall one put an embarrassed hand to his face, and the short one bellowed a laugh.
I called out, “Captain Tom Concitor, commander, Third Company, 1st Brigade Combat Team, 101st Airborne. Who the hell are you guys?”
The three walked over to my building, and one of the tall ones answered my question in a Midwest-American accent, “Sergeant Clay McCormick, Knights.”
The shorter one interjected, “Not giving your most recent title, sergeant?”
I could hear the annoyance in McCormick’s voice. “OK, we’re the Lafayette Initiative. What’s left of it, anyway.” Another pause. “Look, we saved you, so that’s all you need to know. What the hell were you doing here anyway, why didn’t you use a reverse-slope defense?”
I explained how Colonel Brown had maintained command of the Battle of Farmers’ Ridge from his command center in Pinglin, and how he had forbade a reverse-slope defense.
The shorter one snorted. “I enjoy this window into the American Army. It must make my friend Clay nostalgic for his misspent youth.”
“Weren’t you also in the Army?” I asked.
“Not your army, captain. I am Volodya Ivanov. And following the example of my American friend, my former title was sergeant in Spetsnaz, the Russian special forces.” Ivanov introduced himself without a hint of a Russian accent.
“Hans Dietrich,” the other tall one said. “Bundeswehr.”
I noticed his long hair brushing against his shoulders and commented, “Couldn’t that billionaire Cortez afford to get you a haircut?”
Dietrich answered, “Couldn’t that trillionaire government of yours afford to get you a real anti-tank weapon?” He looked me up and down. “Or maybe they’ll give you the money in a year or two when you’re on Social Security, captain.”
“Enough,” McCormick said, and the older German nodded in acknowledgment. “We were dropped off a few miles away by a Taiwanese army driver and just kept heading toward the sound of battle.”
I asked, “How come your missiles knocked out the Type 99’s and ours couldn’t?”
McCormick answered, “Back in the nineties, the U.S. military was working on an amped-up AT-4 with a dual warhead design. One warhead blows a hole in the armor, the other vents its explosive force directly into the tank’s interior. The U.S. never bought any, but Taiwan ended up with the design and took it one step further. So much for the tough new armor on the tanks.”
“What about the active defenses on the tanks? They were knocking our missiles out of the air, but yours made it through.”
A smile. “Another tricky innovation by our Taiwanese friends. The launcher has an attachment for a compact, directed electromagnetic pulse. The tanks themselves have shielding to protect from EMPs, but the active defense systems on the Chinese tanks are mounted on the hull, outside the shielding. When a missile is fired, the launcher also fires a directed energy pulse at the tank, frying the active defense system before it can take out the missile.”
“Jesus,” I said. “How many more of those things do you have?”
“The Taiwanese should be dropping off every single one in existence in Citadel right now, which amounts to a couple dozen.”
Ivanov noticed my disappointment and added, “They’re putting everything they’ve got into the defense of Pinglin, captain, scraping the bottom of the barrel. Their army was shattered by the atomic bombings. You haven’t seen many Taiwanese stragglers coming down the road, have you? That’s because the PLA rolled up the Taiwanese line after the bombings. They hunted the survivors down.”
“OK, so what do we do?” I asked. “There have got to be a few tens of thousands of PLA heading for Farmers’ Ridge right this minute.”
McCormick looked to Dietrich. “You’re the strategist, Hans. What’s the gameplan?”
The hirsute German looked around the hills and mountains to either side of Farmers’ Ridge. “If the Americans halt the Chinese outside Pinglin, the PLA will send its infantry around the city over the mountainous terrain to cut off resupply to the town. It would not surprise me if the Chinese forces are already carrying out this step. The longer the supply lines stay open to Pinglin, the better chance the Americans will have to hold the town until armored forces from America arrive. ”
Dietrich glanced at me, then said, “Judging by the performance of the American Army at Farmers’ Ridge, we should not trust that they will be able to stop a mobile Chinese infantry force.”
“Bullshit,” I said, knowing that he was right but not about to admit it.
The German ignored my comment anyway. “If the Americans won’t stop the PLA from cutting off Pinglin, then we must be the ones who slow the Chinese down.”
Sergeant McCormick said curtly, “Agreed. Volodya?”
Ivanov nodded agreement. “Let’s get back to work.”
The three began walking off to the southwest, toward the tea plantations that lined the hills north of Pinglin.
Startled at the abruptness, I started walking with the trio. “Shouldn’t you get back to Pinglin quickly, then, to coordinate your activities with our command?”
McCormick answered without turning to look at me, “Given what you told us about Colonel Brown, I think I’d rather not submit to the 101st Airborne’s command. You can keep them advised of what we’re doing.”
“Me?” I asked weakly.
“You’re coming along with us, of course,” Ivanov said.
“What? No I’m not!” I protested angrily, continuing to walk a pace behind the others.
Volodya bellowed a laugh. “At this moment, you quite literally are.”
Recognizing the truth in that statement, I sputtered, “I’m trying to talk some sense into you! As the ranking officer here, I demand that we go back to Pinglin.”
Dietrich said with a straight face, “We are not American soldiers, we are not under your command — and you don’t even outrank me, you son of a bitch.”
“I will not abandon the soldiers of my company,” I said more resolutely.
That finally stopped McCormick. He turned and said, “That’s a sentiment I understand. You have to watch out for your people. But you have to ask yourself — are you going to be more useful with us or as one more company commander in Pinglin?”
After a moment, he began walking again. Without explicitly answering McCormick’s question, I filed in next to the survivors of the Lafayette Initiative.
* * *
As we walked, I took in the terrain. Thickly-wooded forest dominated the mountains, but tea plantations dotted the area as well, with neatly-terraced rows of short plants and picturesque Taiwanese farmhouses. We avoided the open fields of tea plants assiduously, keeping strictly to the woods that would help us evade Chinese drones and satellites.
Within minutes of leaving Farmers’ Ridge, the three former Lafayette Initiative members had unslung their weapons and stopped any extraneous conversation. Our pace slowed noticeably, and the Russian Volodya Ivanov moved about fifteen yards ahead to carefully examine the path ahead.
McCormick intermittently spoke quietly into a radio microphone, asking someone in Taiwanese high command for intelligence. Presumably, the Taiwanese had satellite and drone support overhead and were telling McCormick about the location of PLA forces. After forty minutes of walking, we came across a narrow, one-lane road winding its way down the far side of the mountain from Farmers’ Ridge. On either side of the road was a steep forest, and a few hundred yards down the road, we could see a single stone building built into the side of the mountain.
Calling Ivanov to join me and Dietrich, McCormick said, “This road leads down to the river Pinglin is perched on. Taiwanese high command thinks there’s a PLA advance company making its way over the mountains here, and they’ll be here in about twenty minutes. We’re going to wipe them out.”
I glanced at Dietrich and Ivanov, and they showed no surprise, as if they thought McCormick was serious. McCormick began to describe his plan, but I felt the need to interrupt. “The four of us are going to take on a hundred-plus PLA infantry?”
McCormick looked annoyed. “No, we’re going to wipe them out with our kindness and good-spirits. What the fuck do you think we’re going to do?”
Angrily, I said, “It only took about 150 PLA to push three companies of the 101st Airborne to the breaking point. Three hundred American soldiers. And you think the four of us can take on a hundred?”
McCormick eyed me skeptically. “You look old enough. Did you ever do a tour in Iraq?”
Ignoring the age portion of the comment, I answered, “Yes.”
“Ever see the Iraqi Army fight?”
“No.”
McCormick recounted, “I’ve seen thirty ISIS fighters break a battalion of the Iraqi Army — a thousand soldiers. I’ve seen two ISIS snipers ambush and force the surrender of forty Iraqi soldiers.”
“That was the Iraqi Army, not hardened PLA veterans,” I objected.
McCormick answered, “Iraqis aren’t cowards. I’ve worked with brave Iraqis. The ones who surrendered had seen fighting before. But they were mostly Shiites caught by surprise in hostile Sunni territory. ISIS hit them hard and fast and scared them into running.”
Working up a steam, McCormick paced in front of me. “Put fear in their hearts and the battle is over. Scare the PLA and they’ll run. I’ve seen it happen. The Knights could have held the American Institute in Taipei until hell froze over against the PLA because they were scared of us. They had expected to walk into a peaceful, nerdy country with a conventional army and found hardened killers instead. We surprised them at every turn and spilled their blood until the thought of trying again to beat us was more terrifying than the thought of failing in their mission.”
McCormick stopped his pacing and pointed right at me. “That’s how three unconventional fighters can succeed where three-hundred soldiers failed.”
This is crazy, the rational part of my mind told me. But another part remembered the fear of Farmers’ Ridge, the sense that there was nothing I could do against a better-trained, better-equipped foe. I wanted the PLA company commander to experience what I had felt.
“Make it four.”
* * *
I waited for the PLA advance, my face and arms covered in mud to make my thermal signature a little less obvious. It didn’t seem likely that the Chinese would be using infrared at high noon, but a light rain had begun to fall, and if the storm got worse, visibility might have reduced to the point that only infrared would be useful.
Limited visibility made me feel much more comfortable about my role in the plan. I was covered in leaves in the middle of a thick stand of trees just off the southern edge of a tea field.
The field itself was on the slope of the last mountain before Pinglin. The downward slope of the mountain south of me led through 150 yards of dense forest to a farm house and barn that marked the beginning of the one-lane road running down to the river. The road exited out to the river just west of Pinglin, a perfect route to bypass and cut-off the American garrison of the town.
As the minutes crept by, I considered the men with whom I’d be fighting the coming battle. I’d heard of Sergeant McCormick, of course. In those videos the Knights and the Lafayette Initiative had posted on YouTube, McCormick was passionate. In person, his dedication to his cause was fanatical, almost scary. Dietrich and Volodya were both older than the American sergeant, but they deferred to him, trusted his judgment. That trust was clearly borne of experience, but what might happen when McCormick’s fanaticism pushed him to do something crazy, I wondered.
Crazier than four men destroying a company? I smiled, but didn’t laugh.
Twenty minutes ticked by, feeling like a year. Finally, I heard Volodya’s voice whisper in my ear. “Here they come. They just entered the tea field.”
I slowed my breathing, and my chest began to hurt from the effort of partially holding my breath. Calm down. I took a deeper breath, trying to normalize my breathing by the time the PLA infantry walked past my position.
Then I saw them. Heavily armed. Adorned in body armor. Walking forward carefully, their eyes scanning the area. Steady.
They were deployed in a loose column about fifty yards wide, plenty of space between each soldier. The clear intention was to present a relatively narrow front to minimize the risk of detection while keeping enough distance between soldiers to minimize the risk of multiple casualties from a single explosion.
Most of the soldiers were focused forward and didn’t see me off to one side in the field. But one soldier was more curious than the others. He approached the periphery of the tea field with his Ak-2000 rifle at his shoulder and aimed away to my left. Then he turned and looked right at me.
My heart stopped. I almost brought my rifle out from underneath my body by reflex. “Sit tight,” Volodya said on the radio. I don’t know if he could see what was happening or if it was just a particularly well-timed random admonition.
The PLA soldier’s head swiveled and he continued his patrol to the south. The rest of his company followed behind him, their weapons in their hands.
I didn’t bother to whisper that the Chinese had passed me. My professional reason was that Volodya would already know where the Chinese were. The real reason was that I was so scared that I didn’t trust myself to speak without my voice cracking.
The Chinese infantry continued their steady march into the woods. A little over two minutes passed, and though my immediate danger was lessened, I felt my stomach tighten with apprehension. The battle would be upon us shortly.
“Initiate phase one,” McCormick whispered over the radio.
The distinctive crack of a Taiwanese T97 rifle sounded up the mountain to the left of the Chinese advance. A PLA infantryman was hit in the face, no time to scream. Before his body hit the ground, another shot rang out. Another hit, this time in the neck.
Explosions erupted in the woods. Old Claymore mines, little changed from 50 years earlier, detonated, spraying ball bearings ricocheting against trees, rocks, and Chinese soldiers.
By now, there was a cacophony on the mountainside. Two grenades detonated, sending more shrapnel among the PLA soldiers. All the while, intermittent gunfire continued pouring down on the PLA company from somewhere in the deep woods on the side of the mountain.
Though the ambush had killed or wounded about ten of their number, these PLA soldiers were too experienced to panic. They had fought their way through Taipei, and were not about to let a few explosives and a little gunfire break them. In good order, one platoon lay down covering fire on the side of the mountain while the other two platoons ran to the farmhouses to take cover.
About sixty PLA infantry broke for the farmhouses, sprinting to get out of the line of fire. They didn’t bother to stack up outside either house, focusing instead on getting to a place of safety quickly.
“Initiate phase two,” McCormick said.
Though Volodya was nearly invisible in the deep woods, I knew he was now running as nimbly and quickly as he could, circling around behind the Chinese almost to my position.
Given more time, the PLA infantry might have noticed that the explosions had slackened momentarily, and the gunfire from the mountainside died down as well. But the platoon on the ground knew that their comrades’ lives were in their hands, so they continued pouring heavy fire onto the mountainside, creating an illusion of frenetic battle.
Meanwhile, the two platoons that had run for the farmhouse had entered the two buildings and immediately posted men to the windows to search for the attackers that had fallen upon their advance.
“Initiate phase three.”
Large explosions ripped through the ground floors of the twin farmhouses, tearing asunder the once idyllic homes and massacring the Chinese soldiers within.
The battle was about twenty-five seconds old now, and the situation had suddenly jumped outside the experience of the PLA company commander. McCormick and his team gave him no time to get his bearings.
McCormick came storming down from the second floor of one of the farmhouses. The PLA within were still stunned by the explosion, and barely knew he was there for several seconds. During that time, he shot several and tossed another grenade into the mess.
At the same time, Dietrich did the same thing in the other farmhouse. Of the sixty men who had run to the farmhouses at the outset of the battle, nine managed to scramble back to the tree line to the north.
Covered in blood and nearly all suffering from minor or major wounds, they screamed to the remaining platoon in Mandarin. It wasn’t hard to figure out the meaning — fall back, fall back!
McCormick and Dietrich paused to reload, then began firing into the retreating PLA in the woods. They hit a few, but more important than the casualties inflicted by the American and the German was the noise, the fear that they kept hounding at the remaining forty or so Chinese soldiers.
The Chinese ran. While the survivors of the two platoons who had come to the farmhouses might have been totally shattered, the platoon that had stayed in the woods was merely on the edge of panic. They still had a semblance of order. They ran north, and I spotted an officer shouting orders into a chest-mounted radio.
My own radio buzzed in my ear. “Initiate phase four. Finish the bastards off,” McCormick said coldly.
I took aim at the officer. In a frozen moment, I saw the fear on his face, the determination to save his men, the strength of character to remain calm in a crisis. Then I fired, and saw pain and death overtake him as three bullets crashed into his chest.
Volodya had circled around the Chinese to a position on the other corner of the tea field, and now he too opened fire. The Chinese were caught in a crossfire, with McCormick and Dietrich keeping up steady fire from the south and Volodya and I cutting them down from the north.
It was slaughter. Though the Chinese still had more than eight times as many soldiers as we, they broke. The rational ones fell to the ground and covered their heads. Others, crazed by fear or pain, kept running toward me and Volodya.
We kept our fire up, cutting down more and more as McCormick and Dietrich pushed from the south, darting for cover from one tree to the next.
The remaining living Chinese were either wounded early in the battle or were lying prone on the ground, screaming something indecipherable.
They were trying to surrender, I realized. “I think they’re giving up,” I said into my radio.
Angrily, McCormick snapped back, “Keep the fire up, don’t let them get a second wind.”
I thought back to the phrase book I had looked at briefly on the flight from the United States. Into the staccato of automatic rifle fire, I shouted, “Toe-zhang yi-sue!” Having never studied Mandarin, I didn’t know if my accent was correct, or if my call for surrender was even understandable.
“Shut the fuck up, captain!” Volodya shouted into the radio.
But the Chinese evidently understood what I was saying. Over the din of rifle fire, I heard a voice shout back. Around the field, PLA soldiers threw their rifles as far as they could and reached their hands to their heads.
The gunfire stopped. McCormick, Volodya, Dietrich, and I converged on the Chinese lying on the ground near the edge of the tea field. The cries of wounded Chinese to the south suggested perhaps a dozen more wounded PLA in addition to the eight before us now.
McCormick took a swig of water from a canteen. Wiping his mouth, he gestured to the battlefield and said, “That is how you destroy a company.”
* * *
“I don’t suppose you actually speak Mandarin,” McCormick said to me.
I shook my head. “No, just read a few phrases on the plane ride over.”
McCormick rolled his eyes. He turned to the Chinese and asked slowly, “Do any of you speak English?”
One of the prisoners responded shakily, “Yes, I studied at Georgia Tech.”
The American sergeant snorted in amusement. “Alright, what’s your name?”
“Corporal Xi Peng, 22nd Infantry Division.”
“Tell your men to lie still, we’re going to search them for weapons. Tell them we’ll kill them if they move.” McCormick said icily.
“Y-yes, I will,” Corporal Peng stammered.
McCormick turned to his men. “Let’s frisk ’em.” I moved to join the Lafayette Initiative members to help search the prisoners, and McCormick put up a hand. “Not you, captain. You keep an eye on the situation and let us know if any of these bastards moves.”
I thought that McCormick just didn’t trust me to competently frisk a prisoner, but I didn’t make an issue of it. I watched as the three took a few minutes to thoroughly check each of the prisoners.
Once the searches were done, McCormick said, “Corporal Peng, get your men into a single file line, two steps between each man.”
I was surprised. “I thought you said you didn’t want to interact with the 101st?”
McCormick grimaced. “I didn’t, but now that you’ve forced these guests on us, we have to dump them off somewhere, and it’s either Pinglin or Yilan, twenty miles away. How long do you think it would take to bring eight prisoners twenty miles with no food or water?”
Corporal Peng interrupted, calling over, “Pardon me, sir, I have a request.”
McCormick reflexively yelled back with the standard joke of sergeants everywhere. “Don’t call me ‘sir,’ I work for a living. What do you want?”
Peng wasn’t fazed. “Please allow me to examine our wounded comrades. Several might be carried away to safety.”
I could see indecision on McCormick’s face. Finally, he answered, “You have five minutes to check them out. Captain Concitor will go with you.”
“I will need to take another of my soldiers. There are too many to check in so short a time.”
McCormick took two steps toward Peng and said neutrally. “We are not allowing time for more PLA to get here. You, and just you, have four minutes and fifty-five seconds. Get to it.”
Peng walked off at a brisk clip, obviously trying to go as quickly as possible without making it look like he was running away. I hurried along behind.
Dozens of PLA infantry lay on the ground, bleeding red patches onto the verdant forest floor. Some were obviously dead, and Peng didn’t even bother to take their dogtags. He didn’t have time for the dead — only the living.
About thirty-five of the wounded PLA in the vicinity were at some level of consciousness. Peng appeared to have very little medical training to speak of, but did his best to make quick judgments.
One man was missing both legs and crying softly in pain. He was rapidly bleeding to death. Peng must have known the man. He exchanged a few impassioned words, and the man pressed a letter into Peng’s hand. Peng blinked back tears and moved on.
Another man had taken several ball bearings from a claymore mine to his stomach and groin. The resulting mess was horrific, and the man screamed.
Peng looked away and asked me, “Can you… end his pain?”
“Yes, but you make the decisions in each case,” I said. “I will follow your instructions.”
“He is gone,” Peng said simply, his voice under taut control.
I walked up to the PLA soldier and shot him once in the head. Peng had already moved to the next wounded man.
He spent a few seconds with each soldier. Two soldiers were merely immobilized, with broken bones in their feet or legs. Those injured could hobble along with one or two of their friends’ help. Most were far worse off than that.
For the first time, I saw that a few of the Chinese on the forest floor were women. The PLA had long ago approved the use of women in combat units, and now Peng examined them quickly without any special treatment.
One woman was hit in the chest and having great difficulty breathing. Peng spent a few seconds speaking to her and began to move away to the next wounded. She cried for him to come back and began coughing violently. Peng’s face remained impassive, though his eyes were tearing up.
When Peng had about five soldiers left to check, McCormick walked over and said, “Time to go.” To Peng, he said, “Load up whoever you think you can save. We have to get moving.”
This callousness rubbed me the wrong way. “Sergeant, he just needs another minute. Have some decency.”
McCormick gave me a withering look. “This is war, captain. Try to remember that.”
Peng called his soldiers over. He indicated the two soldiers with broken legs and the woman shot in the chest. Then he glanced at the remaining unexamined PLA infantry, several of whom were moaning. He picked two at random.
The eight relatively uninjured PLA helped the two with broken legs or feet hobble along and carried the two severely wounded soldiers.
McCormick assembled everyone and said, “Corporal Peng, you will be at the front of your men. Dietrich and Volodya, you two stay at the rear and watch the prisoners. Captain Concitor and I are going to be at the front of the column marching us into Pinglin so the 101st don’t shoot us when we arrive.”
After the Chinese organized themselves, we began the walk to Pinglin. The pace was slow, mainly due to the fact that the surviving PLA were in bad shape. As we walked, several were mumbling incoherently, still reeling from the emotional onslaught of the battle.
Citadel was only about two miles away, albeit over a small mountain. I wondered why I couldn’t already hear the sound of tanks and artillery firing on the town.
A few minutes into the walk, Corporal Peng asked, “Excuse me, Sergeant McCormick, may we take a break to bandage some of our soldiers’ wounds?”
“No,” McCormick said simply.
His tone bothered me. “Why not, sergeant?” I asked.
“He’s stalling,” McCormick replied, not caring if Peng heard him. “He wants us to slow down so the PLA can catch up to us.”
I replied, “Christ, sergeant, it’ll just take a minute. There are lives at stake here.”
McCormick looked at me without breaking stride. “That’s exactly right, captain. There are lives at stake. Our lives. The lives of the American soldiers in Pinglin. The lives of the Taiwanese in Yilan and the unoccupied part of the island. The lives of people around the world who see that this war is about free people and party bosses, right and wrong, good and evil. You know how many good people have died to save Taiwan so far?”
He let the question hang for a moment, the continued. “If the PLA catches us low on ammo and out in the open, we die. If we die, the 101st is going to be beaten, and Pinglin will fall. So, no, we won’t risk the war to bandage two PLA soldiers. Christ, I thought you weren’t another politically correct dipshit officer.”
The rejoinder stung. “I just told my commanding officer to go fuck himself and saved a couple hundred American soldiers on Farmers’ Ridge. Don’t lecture me, you goddamn punk. I know your story. You’ve been in special forces your whole adult life. You don’t care about people, you just care about winning, about killing the enemy. All you have is training and anger.”
McCormick looked like he was ready to throw a punch, but at that precise moment, Volodya called out from the rear of the column. “Raptors overhead!”
Sure enough, high up in the partly cloudy sky, two F-22’s were visible, streaking westward over the island. A moment later, two F-35’s appeared a few miles behind them. They dropped several bombs and then turned back to the east. I couldn’t track the bombs, but Volodya’s eyesight was somehow keen enough to track them over the horizon to the north. The bombs detonated with a crash somewhere over the mountains.
Dietrich said, “They’re hitting the Chinese artillery.”
Four surface-to-air missiles lanced out from the west, chasing the retreating F-35’s. Three of the missiles were confused by electronic countermeasures, but one missile locked onto an F-35 and wouldn’t let go. That F-35 was blotted from the sky in a massive explosion.
Our little column had stopped to watch the drama unfold, distracted for a moment from the arguments between me and McCormick. A minute after the F-35 was shot down, McCormick said, “Let’s get moving,” and the column got back on its way to Pinglin.
A few minutes passed in silence as we began to ascend the thousand-foot mountain, and I thought the argument would simply be abandoned. Then Peng raised his request again. “Might we pause for a water break so I can bandage the wounded?”
McCormick said over his shoulder, “No. What were you in college at Georgia Tech for, selling cars or something?”
Peng answered without humor, “Mechanical engineering.”
I asked, “Why did you move back to China?”
“It’s where the jobs were. Then the jobs started drying up about five years ago, so I joined the People’s Liberation Army.”
“What did you think about the invasion?” McCormick asked.
Peng shrugged. “When it started, I thought Taiwan is part of our culture, part of the Middle Kingdom.” His countenance grew darker. “But I don’t really care about that anymore. Culture, freedom, unity, independence — they’re just words, fake ideas. My friends were real, and now they’re dead. And now the war’s over for me, I hope. I just want to go home.”
No one replied. Peng was a broken man, one of the countless walking wounded produced by this war.
We crested the small mountain still in deep forest and looked down on the town of Pinglin. Citadel looked different in the daytime, almost idyllic in the late-spring light. The clouds had mostly cleared, and the small town perched on the river surrounded by hills and tea fields looked like a place you’d spend a day exploring on vacation.
McCormick said loudly, “We are not enemies. We are allied soldiers.”
“Password?” a voice to our left demanded, startling me.
It had only been a few hours since Farmers’ Ridge, and I assumed Brown and Gutierrez hadn’t thought to change the passwords yet, hadn’t considered the possibility that I had been captured by a hostile force.
“Coexistence,” I said, hating again the weakness in our Defense Sensitivity Office-approved call signs and passwords.
A relieved sigh came from brush ten yards away, and a heavily camouflaged soldier emerged. “Damn glad to see you, Captain Concitor. You’d better get to headquarters, sir.”
He finally noticed McCormick next to me. “Holy shit, are you that guy from the Knights?”
McCormick smiled, taking a moment of pleasure from his new celebrity. “Yeah, I’m Sergeant McCormick. Who are you?”
“Corporal Chavez.” He looked at the rest of our column, noting the prisoners in PLA uniform. “You guys better get to HQ with those pendejos, sir,” he said to me.
“Copy that. Back to your post, corporal,” I said in parting.
As we walked into the town, I surveyed the defenses prepared while my company had fought at Farmers’ Ridge.
Antitank mines dotted the road leading into the town from the north, as well as the western road along the river. Deep trenches were set up astride the roads. The trenches would prevent tanks from evading the mines in the road. They would also provide cover before the buildings of the town so there would be multiple lines of defense before the city itself. A second line of supporting trenches were even now being dug about 200 yards behind the first.
As we passed the soldiers digging, they looked up at our prisoners and took comfort from our evident victory. Their hearts would fill with more hope still when they learned how lopsided the victory had been, how four men had defeated a hundred.
We walked down the main street of the town along the river. I could see trucks streaming in from Yilan, ammunition to sustain Citadel once it was inevitably cut off from resupply. The ammunition was being unloaded and taken into several buildings in the town, distributed widely in case of attack.
After a few minutes, we were met by a small squad of seven soldiers in front of brigade headquarters. “We heard you were coming,” the squad leader said. “We can take the prisoners off your hands. Colonel Brown wants to see you ASAP.”
I asked, “What will happen to the prisoners?”
“They’ll be sent back to Yilan in one of the trucks that keeps coming in with supplies. The roads ought to be open for another hour or two.”
Turning to Corporal Peng, I said, “You will go with these men. They will hold you until transport is ready to send you to a Taiwanese facility.”
He nodded, responding to me but looking at McCormick. “Thank you for saving our lives, captain. I don’t know what would have happened to us otherwise.”
McCormick gave no indication of having heard Peng as the Chinese prisoners were led off. Instead, he told Volodya and Dietrich, “Go find us some food, ammo, and a place to get a few hours’ sleep. I’m going to talk to the boss here.”
I stood uncertainly for a moment. Brown was most likely going to announce he was putting me up for court martial. On a whim, I asked McCormick, “I’m about to get my ass handed to me by the guy in charge of Citadel. Care to join?”
A laugh. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” McCormick answered. “Lead on, fearless captain.”
* * *
Brown and Gutierrez waited for me in a shabby office next to the locker room in the lower-level of the gymnasium. The room must have been chosen for security. Deep in the bowels of the building, it would probably survive direct hits from artillery, tank shells, pretty much anything except a bunker-buster bomb dropped by an aircraft.
I chose not to consider whether the 101st Division leadership had consciously considered that the Chinese would be less likely to target a building associated with a school. Though almost all of Pinglin’s civilians had been evacuated to the east weeks ago, the Chinese may not have known that.
Brown and Gutierrez were talking to each other and looking at a wallscreen depicting the area when McCormick and I entered. They turned to face us, and I saluted. McCormick studiously did not.
I spoke first. “Colonel Brown, General Gutierrez, this is Clay McCormick.”
The two senior officers mumbled their greetings, surprised to be meeting such a well-known celebrity when they had only been expecting to castigate a captain.
McCormick waved them quiet, “Enough of that shit. I’m here with two other gentlemen, the remaining members of the Lafayette Initiative. We and this fine captain just took out a company of PLA about a click-and-a-half northwest. They were bypassing Citadel to cut off the supply line to the south. The PLA probably sent another company or two to the east to bypass the town from the other side. I’d suggest you guys send your best team into the hills to the east and take that company down.”
Brown and Gutierrez stared at McCormick wide-eyed. I could actually sympathize with them a little. Here they were timidly building the defenses in Citadel and then McCormick stormed in with wild stories about destroying a Chinese company with four men and suggesting a mobile operation to take down another company — or two — of PLA veterans on the move.
Seeing their hesitation, McCormick added, “I’d be happy to lead a group to destroy that other PLA force. Give me a squad and I’ll take out the PLA force and start raiding their supply lines. Ought to make the defense of Pinglin a bit easier. You give me twenty soldiers, and I’ll bring back some Chinese heads for you.”
I desperately tried not to laugh at the horrified expression on Gutierrez’s face. The general stammered, “That would be highly inappropriate!” He opened his mouth to say more, but words seemed to fail him.
Brown took up the baton, saying smoothly, “Sergeant McCormick, we appreciate your efforts. The Knights and the Lafayette Initiative performed a valuable service. But you are not even in the U.S. Army anymore. And you were just a sergeant. Your offer of service under General Gutierrez’s command cannot be accepted at this time. I’m sure you understand.”
McCormick waved a hand impatiently. “Yeah, yeah, I know. I was there for part of the Battle of Farmers’ Ridge and heard the rest on the radio when you were trying to get Concitor and his men killed. I recognize your strategic genius, Colonel Brown.” Gutierrez looked like he was about to faint, and Brown seemed to be verging on a stroke with anger, but McCormick continued breezily. “We don’t have time for stupid objections right now. You guys are green peacetime officers. You need to forget manners and etiquette and regulations and let me win this goddamn battle for you.”
Brown began shouting, “You cocky asshole, if you think—”
McCormick put up a finger and dug a cell phone out of his back pocket. “Before you go any further, I think there might be some law that says I should tell you I’m recording this conversation and transmitting it to my men. Not sure what it’ll do for your career if you get caught screaming at Clay McCormick, the YouTube star that the president name-checked when he asked Congress to declare war on China. I’m guessing President Gates would probably can your ass if you manage to get out of the Battle of Pinglin alive.”
The blood drained from Brown’s face. He exchanged a look with General Gutierrez. Neither spoke for several seconds. Then, Gutierrez said in a tone as if McCormick had never made his threat, “We’d be happy to accept your services, Sergeant McCormick. Colonel Brown will see that you are assigned two squads for your use in interdicting any Chinese force maneuvering to the east.”
McCormick nodded. “One more thing. What are you planning to do with Captain Concitor?”
Gutierrez looked to Brown, who said resolutely, “Captain Concitor will be relieved of command following his insubordination and refusal to obey commands during the Battle of Farmers’ Ridge.”
I felt too tired to fight Brown. I’ve done my part, I thought. Let him send me home.
McCormick shook his head. “Give him his company back. He saved the day at Farmers’ Ridge. He’s a battlefield leader. And believe me, I will make your life hell if you don’t.”
Gutierrez quickly said, “I agree with you, Sergeant McCormick. Captain Concitor may have misunderstood his orders, a frequent occurrence on the battlefield. He will be returned to command immediately.”
Satisfied, McCormick said, “Send whoever you find to lead the squad you’re lending to me as soon as possible. I’m going to get some food.” The sergeant spun on his heel and left the room without another word.
I looked to Brown, who said, with pain evident in his voice, “You are dismissed, captain.”
I saluted and left the office. Following McCormick onto the street, I said, “Thanks for saving my career.”
McCormick smiled. “Don’t thank me yet. You’ve got to win the conventional battle for me. I’m going to be off tilting the odds in your favor, but you’re the one who has to lead the regular troops. I’m a killer, not a commander.”
“You can be more than a killer, sergeant,” I said seriously.
“And you can be more than a peacetime officer,” he replied, just as serious. He reached out a hand. “This may be the last we see of each other. Stay strong, Captain Concitor.”
I took his hand and shook it. “Give ‘em hell, Sergeant McCormick.”

Chapter 2: Barker

Most of my squad was taken out at Farmers’ Ridge. Me and my ten guys occupied some grocery store-looking building. We gave the Chicoms a fight, but their tanks took out six of us. I helped carry back Private Gregor, whose right leg was cut off by shrapnel. He bled out on the way back. Goddamn shame. Gregor was just another TED — a Typical Enlisted Dick — but even he put up a damn fight. He kept firing his rifle even with the leg missing and Private Brosnan desperately trying to tie a tourniquet on it. I’m going to see if I can get Gregor a Silver Star for that.
Anyway, we had gotten back to Citadel a few hours earlier. We should have been put right to work digging trenches and getting ready for the Chicom assault, but Lieutenant Williams — the second in command who took charge after Captain Concitor went missing — just told us to get some food and rest. I think that might have been a mistake.
My last three guys, Brosnan, Kowalski, and Nunez, all started getting the shakes when they had nothing to do but think about what had just happened. Kowalski must have snuck in some pot, he ran off to go smoke. It was the middle of the day in a goddamn warzone, I have no idea how he didn’t get caught. Brosnan and Nunez just got some food that they didn’t eat, then lay down for a while. I didn’t have shit else to do, so I just went to sleep.
Two hours later, I woke up when Captain Concitor nudged me awake. “Jesus, sir, I thought you were dead!” I managed to say.
Concitor laughed. “Close, but not quite. I hooked up with another outfit for a little bit.” I had no idea what the hell he was talking about, so I didn’t say anything.
Concitor continued. “I didn’t get a chance to talk to you after Farmers’ Ridge. Damn brave of you to keep firing at the PLA infantry with all those tanks bearing down on us.”
I shrugged. “Just doing my job, sir.”
“Not quite, lieutenant. I had ordered you to just fire sporadically at the PLA precisely because I didn’t want you exposing your squad and yourself to the tank fire,” he said.
I tried to think of a good response, but after a few seconds I settled for the honest response. “I wanted to win the battle, not keep my squad safe, sir.”
Concitor gave me a good hard look after that. Then he gave a kind of half-smile and said, “I think you’re going to like your new job, Barker.”
“What new job, sir?”
“You’re going to lead a squad under Clay McCormick’s command. Hit-and-run attacks against the PLA outside of Citadel,” he explained.
As you can probably guess, I was shocked. “I thought he was doing ops in China with the Lafayette Initiative?”
The captain explained how McCormick had come back to Taiwan and swung the Battle of Farmers’ Ridge to our side, then took out a PLA company that had been coming to cut off our supply line. “He went off to go find his men. You’re taking what’s left of three squads bloodied at Farmers’ Ridge — sixteen soldiers total.”
“Yes, sir,” I said.
His expression softened a little. “You’re a good kid, Barker. You’ve got fighting spirit. Follow McCormick’s lead. He’s a daring guy, more ballsy than I am. If he tells you to fire sporadically, you fire sporadically. He’s got more experience than our whole brigade put together. You and he are going to be playing a high-risk, high-reward game. Don’t go hot-dogging like you did at Farmers’ Ridge.”
I grinned like a kid at Christmas. “Don’t worry, captain, I won’t. I’m ready to get back in the goddamn fight.”
* * *
I shook Nunez and Kowalski awake and told them to get their shit together and find Brosnan. I had other things to do. I had to find the other eleven guys who were going to fill out the slightly oversized squad I would be commanding. It took about an hour because the three companies from Farmers’ Ridge had scattered into various little camps after returning from the battle. Most of the soldiers I found were in some stage of dealing with the shock of losing their friends in battle.
McCormick and two other men were waiting for us on the eastern end of the town. My soldiers stood about twenty yards away while I went over to talk to him.
In person, he was a little different from what he’s like on YouTube. Wiry build, an inch or two over six feet, his eyes a cold blue and his hair blond. I always thought he was handsome on YouTube, but, in person, he really wasn’t. It’s his face. He’s only a few years older than me, but his face had that “don’t fuck with me” look of experience. I found out later he’d been fighting for about forty hours without sleep at that point, so he was even grimmer looking than usual. The two men with him looked just as tired, but their eyes were clear as they scrutinized me.
I realized I didn’t know how to address McCormick. He used to be a sergeant, but I wasn’t clear on what exactly he was now. I settled for “You McCormick?”
He gave me a quick once over and answered, “Yeah. Who are you?”
“Lieutenant Amy Barker. I’m commanding the squad you’ve been assigned.”
McCormick was all business. “You have your men?”
I appreciate people who get to the point, but I didn’t like his tone. “I’ve got my soldiers.”
He laughed. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen a regular Army unit. And I didn’t see any women at Farmers’ Ridge.”
I could feel anger rising in me. “I was at Farmers’ Ridge, right in the middle of it, killing PLA infantry and taking tank fire down my goddamn throat. You fired off a few missiles from the woods.”
McCormick inclined his head curiously, but he was done laughing. “Hope you enjoyed Farmers’ Ridge, Lieutenant. That was a walk-in-the-park compared to what we’re in for.” He looked over the men standing yards away. “Were these guys all with you at the ridge?”
“No,” I answered. “They were all at the ridge, but only three of my squad made it out. The rest of these guys are left over from other squads that took heavy losses.”
McCormick nodded. He walked past each soldier and looked him in the eye. His gaze didn’t miss any of the shaking hands. When he was done, he walked back over to me and said, “Tell Private Totten to stay behind.”
I looked over and saw Totten looking toward me with a vacant expression, as if he was focusing on something a thousand yards away. McCormick added with a touch of sadness, “The others will get over the shock. I’m not sure he will, at least not any time soon. I’ve seen what happens when you put them back in the field too fast.”
Nodding, I said, “I’ll tell him.” I forced myself to be polite. “Thanks for the heads up.”
McCormick shrugged, the sadness gone. “It’s my ass on the line too. Go tell him and we’ll get moving.”
* * *
We crossed the bridge in the middle of the town and then walked east out of Citadel. The street ran along the river for about two miles, during which time McCormick checked in via radio with Taiwanese command. He also glanced frequently at a map on a little gadget on his wrist. After a while, the road veered off south, away from the river and into mountainous terrain similar to what we’d seen at Farmers’ Ridge.
I decided to collect a little information from his friends. Sidling up to the short one, I introduced myself. Despite a completely ordinary American accent, the man is apparently a Russian, Volodya Ivanov. He worked with McCormick on the Lafayette Initiative, along with McCormick’s taller friend Hans Dietrich.
Volodya explained his story briefly, explaining that he had been a sergeant in Spetsnaz before leaving to work for a security company run by a now-dead Scotsman named Douglas. I let him spin his story, then asked at the end, “How did you come to take orders from McCormick?”
He looked surprised for a moment. “I’m not taking orders from him,” he said. “Dietrich and I are old pros. We listen to McCormick, but we decide for ourselves.”
“Then how did you come to listen to him?”
Volodya weighed the question for a moment, then said, “We both should have died yesterday, but that McCormick is damn near impossible to kill. He saved my life, as well as Dietrich’s and a few others’. If he wants to try to swing this war, the least I can do is tag along.”
“And why does he care about this war so much?” I asked.
The Russian frowned. “I’m not sure exactly.”
Dietrich chimed in helpfully, “I’d say he’s latched onto the notion of doing something useful with his life as a result of disenchantment with elite society, embarrassment at failed personal relationships, and ennui in a post-industrial society in economic decline. Taiwan, with its technology and inspiring leaders, has become a foil to the failure he associates with the United States and, metonymically, with his own life.”
Snapping his fingers, Volodya said, “Yeah, that’s what I was going to say.”
I struggled to follow the idea. “So he’s nucking futs?”
The German, though functionally fluent in English, didn’t get my wordplay. “What?”
Volodya simply laughed and nodded. “Yeah, that’s basically it. But he’s a clever maniac.”
Twenty yards ahead and out of earshot, McCormick halted our little column and walked over to Volodya and me. “OK, the crossing is just north of here.”
I asked pointedly, “So where’s the fight and where do I tell my guys to shoot?”
With a smile, McCormick waved the rest of the Airborne soldiers over. Letting the grunts in on the whole plan was doubtlessly something he learned the importance of as a sergeant.
He drew a circle in the dirt by the side of the road. “This is Citadel.” He drew two lines looping around either end of the city. “The PLA sent two pincers around Citadel to cut it off from resupply in Yilan.”
Drawing an X over the line on the left, he said, “Volodya, Dietrich and I — along with your Captain Concitor — took the western pincer out a few hours ago. Now, we’re going after the eastern pincer.”
He drew a line running straight through Citadel that took a sharp downward turn on the right side. “This is the river. According to Taiwanese mini-satellites, the eastern pincer is going to cross the river at a small bridge on the other side of this hill to our north in twenty minutes. Lieutenant Barker, please space your guys out along the southern bank of the river. Set up a killing field on the bridge.”
I asked, “Where are you and your men going to be?”
“On the north bank of the river. You and your team are going to be the anvil. Once they’re engaged with you, we’re going to be the hammer. We’ll hit them from behind and break them.”
Private Brosnan fingered his web gear and asked, “How many of them are there going to be?”
“Not a single one after we’re done with them,” McCormick said.
Volodya and I laughed, but no one else did. McCormick sighed and said, “No more than 150.”
“Shit,” Brosnan whispered. “That’s more than they had at Farmers’ Ridge.”
“Fewer tanks though,” I said, trying to shut Brosnan up before he spooked the others. “We can kick their ass in a fair fight.”
McCormick nodded approvingly, and for the first time in years I felt pleasure at a man’s approval. “I agree, but this isn’t going to be a fair fight. It’s going to be a goddamn massacre.”
* * *
Seventeen minutes later, I had my squad in cover, arrayed among the thick vegetation on the riverbank. McCormick and his men had hurried away to sneak off across the river and find their own cover. It occurred to me that my soldiers might hit him them accidentally, though McCormick assured me that they’d be well out of the crossfire.
I had inspected each of my squad members’ hiding places, making sure that they were almost totally invisible from the far riverbank. There was nothing left to do but wait.
Finally, McCormick called over the radio. “Column approaching my position, passing through to the bridge soon.”
The bridge itself was actually solid earth, spanning the river where it was only about fifty yards wide. In the summer, the water was probably only waist-deep in the middle, but with the snow melting in the mountains, the PLA soldiers would have needed to swim across. Not many soldiers would choose to swim when they could walk.
Of course, a bridge wasn’t as safe as a Sunday stroll either. It gave us a single point to concentrate our fire on. Whoever was commanding the Chinese infantry wasn’t an idiot, and he knew that the crossing was a point of maximum vulnerability. He would take precautions to minimize the danger, just as McCormick and I would try to maximize it.
“PLA infantry in sight,” one of the squad members reported. And suddenly, there they were, walking down to the bridge, studiously avoiding the main path.
I remembered Farmers’ Ridge just a few hours earlier and thanked God the situation was different now. Colonel Brown had just plunked us down in a stupid static defense line at the top of a ridge and invited the Chinese to pound away at us with artillery and tanks. If not for McCormick and Concitor pulling miracles out of their asses, we would have been toast. At this river, we had a plan and it would be the Chinese who got the nasty surprise, I told myself.
The approach of battle makes my heart beat and my mind race. It’s not nerves, you know I’ve never been a nervous type. It’s more of a thrill, a feeling that I’m alive and doing, not just watching a clock waiting for lunchtime in some office somewhere. I have to consciously remind myself to wait until the PLA are in the trap before starting the battle.
The company-and-a-half of Chinese troops were spread widely along the opposing riverbank, and for a second I thought they might just try to swim across. Instead, they spent a few minutes observing the far bank, then decided it was safe to cross on the bridge.
One squad of infantry moved first, three at a time with the other seven covering them. They reached our side of the riverbank and began scanning the area.
Patience.
Several more squads walked across, their weapons at the ready. They clearly knew that something had happened to the other pincer, and they were wary, ready for an attack from our side of the river.
When about half of the Chinese soldiers were dispersed along our side of the riverbank, it was time.
No command was necessary. I had the first shot. I had kept an eye out for the highest-ranking officer I could find. Of course, in this day and age, the officers try to blend in to look just like their subordinates. But you can always tell. Grunts don’t talk into their radios every thirty seconds. They also don’t look like they should be home tending a garden.
I looked down the red-dot sight on my M-4 rifle. I was about thirty yards upstream and fifteen yards into the brush. Impossible to miss. I squeezed the trigger slowly.
CRACK. My shot hit the officer square in the head. I fired another at the man next to him, another hit. Then my whole squad opened fire. The chatter of light machine guns mixed with the bark of the rifles. Grenade launchers coughed rounds out to explode among the squads on our side of the river.
The PLA were surprised by the initial volley, but they quickly rallied. This was the kind of surprise they had been expecting. The remaining PLA on the far bank looked for targets, but we were too far back into the brush to easily hit from the other side of the river. They eagerly ran for the bridge, ready to come to the aid of their friends.
The PLA commander had known not to bunch his men, but he couldn’t stop their natural reaction to their friends being ambushed. Almost all of the 75-odd PLA infantry on the north side of the river came running for the bridge.
That was when McCormick and his men opened fire. They raked the bridge with grenades and rifle fire, tearing bloody swathes through the ranks of men making their way across. The PLA on the bridge panicked, running for our side of the river, where even more fire awaited them.
Those surprises weren’t enough. Dozens of PLA had fallen, but they still had about half of their original strength, and they had figured out that we were hidden in the brush. They watched for the flashes from our weapons and fired in the right general direction. Two of my guys were hit and their friends reported the fact over the radio.
We were losing momentum. I could feel it. McCormick and his men were still cleaning up the last of the resistance on the north side of the river, but the PLA on our side were settled down, ready to fight it out.
“Coming down to the bridge,” McCormick called over the radio.
Volodya instantly replied, “Negative, still too many on the north side.”
But McCormick was already on his way down. I watched from across the river as he sprinted for the larger rocks on the riverbank. Bullets whipped by him and shattered rocks near his feet, but he kept coming. It was beautiful. He hit the ground and started firing at the PLA on our side of the river, who had taken cover against the fire coming from the south but were unprepared for this new threat from the north. All the while, Volodya and Dietrich were firing on PLA soldiers twenty or thirty yards from McCormick who were slowly realizing that there was an enemy in their midst.
I wasn’t about to let McCormick win the battle single-handedly. “Barker heading down to the river,” I announced on the radio for my squad’s benefit.
The riverbank was about ten yards of open ground which turned relatively quickly to dense foliage. I was on the western end of our line, about fifty yards west of the bridge. I ran to the edge of the foliage, managing not to attract any fire from the western edge of the Chinese line.
I could see how the battle was unfolding. The PLA infantry had an idea in their heads of how the battle would go. We were dug in and immobile, and they would flank us and root us out. Now, I was flanking them.
I ran out into the open, my rifle at my shoulder. Through the chaos, I was careful to target the closest Chinese first, only about a dozen yards away. I had only gotten through three of them when serious return fire started coming my way.
But now it was a race against time. With me pushing on the west flank on the southern side of the river and McCormick pushing from the north, the PLA were confused, on the edge of panic again. Their west flank fell back toward the bridge, but they ran into the survivors from the north side coming the other way. The ultimate result was chaos, and the crossfire from both sides of the river began to tell.
Volodya and Dietrich, having finally cleared the northern bank, came down to the river to support McCormick. They seamlessly rejoined the American sergeant, pushing ahead one at a time while the other two gave covering fire.
Aside from me, the Airborne soldiers stayed in cover. They were not as skilled as McCormick and his friends at fighting on the run, but they didn’t have to be. After all, they were the anvil. They continued to offer withering fire against the Chinese.
At this point, the writing was on the wall. The Chinese commander was dead, dropped by my bullets in the first moments of the fight. I’m not sure if there was enough time for anyone else to even formally claim command. Inside of three minutes, there were only 39 of the original 150 PLA soldiers left, and they were lying prone on the bridge, wholly without cover. They didn’t need a commander to tell them the situation was hopeless.
A PLA soldier threw down his Ak-2000 and covered his head. Three more followed, and soon the firing had ceased altogether.
I called to my squad, “All, come down to the bridge and start taking their weapons away and checking them. Brosnan, keep them covered. Any of them moves, kill ’em.”
I ran over to check on our two wounded. One of them had taken a round to his chest, and his breathing was labored and heavy. I had our medic check him out. “Not sure if he’ll make it,” the medic judged. “Needs surgery quick.”
I assigned two big men to carry him back to Citadel. Then I saw the three Lafayette Initiative soldiers walking down from the far side of the bridge. I jogged over to meet them halfway near the prostrate bodies of the PLA prisoners.
McCormick spoke first. “Nicely done, lieutenant. That charge of yours broke their back.”
For the first time in years, I blushed. “Gotta hit ’em while they’re hurt, Clay.”
“I feel like no one ever calls me that anymore,” McCormick said with an odd smile.
“No one’s called me ’Amy’ since I knocked some asshole out in basic. But you seem like a trustworthy sort.”
“Alright, Amy.”
The moment might have grown awkward if Volodya hadn’t quickly added, “I saw you dispatch your wounded man back to Citadel. I’d suggest you send four or five guys back with our prisoners. Meanwhile, we should probably clear the area.”
McCormick nodded. “The PLA are going to send a much bigger force in a few hours, coming down both sides of Citadel. We’ve bought another four or five hours for the Taiwanese to bring more food, ammo, and weapons to the Airborne. They’re going to need everything they can get.”
A sound like thunder rumbled to the west.

Chapter 3: Concitor

Between Farmers’ Ridge and my adventures with McCormick, it’s easy to forget that we’re still just talking about one day — the first day of the Battle of Pinglin. The Chinese hadn’t yet had time to make a real conventional attempt to take Pinglin, our Citadel. The PLA had nuked Taiwanese lines a fifteen minute peacetime-drive to the north not seven hours earlier, and it took them a while to punch through the remnants of the Taiwanese lines and reorganize their forces on the other side. But now they were ready.
We were also ready. With the time purchased by the defense at Farmers’ Ridge, the Airborne soldiers had built dense defenses blocking the northern route through the town. The men and women of the Airborne had furiously dug trenches, placed mines, and excavated antitank ditches using equipment brought in from Yilan by Taiwanese civilians. The defensive lines were as strong as any static defenses I’d ever seen thrown up in so short a time.
Lieutenant Williams’s smartphone had a strong wireless Internet signal from the Taiwanese mini-satellites that beamed high-speed Internet everywhere on the beleaguered island. He told me that CNN had already dubbed the Airborne defenses the “Equality Line.” That was, of course, an homage to Gutierrez, whose TV interviews had been frequently peppered with the term.
(A typical example: a Fox News correspondent had asked him how he would defeat the Chinese with such a numerical disadvantage, and Gutierrez had bafflingly answered, “The equality and open-mindedness of our soldiers allows them to respond effectively to new challenges.”)
The Equality Line straddled the road leading into Pinglin from the north, perching atop the hills to the east and west of the road. On the eastern hill, there was a religious statue of some kind, and one of the soldiers had somehow found out it was supposed to represent a demon. That theory led the eastern hill to be christened Devil Hill. Devil Hill had a cluster of buildings at the base, but was mostly shorn of brush.
The western hill had a tea farm on top and was quickly named Teatime Hill. The tea farm was small, however, so most of the hill was covered in thick forest.
After suffering significant casualties at Farmers’ Ridge, my company was part of the thousand-strong reserve for the coming battle. We were stationed behind Pinglin Elementary School on some tennis courts, about 500 feet inside of the northern outskirts of the town. Our position was such that we could quickly move up either hill to support the two-thousand Airborne soldiers defending the northern entry to Citadel. The remaining thousand Airborne soldiers had to guard the western road in case of a sudden unexpected attack from that direction.
I’d been in position for something like an hour and a half when the radio call came from Colonel Brown. “The Pentagon is reporting a large mixed force of armor and infantry coming down Route 106 to the north.”
“How large?” I asked.
“Sixty tanks and armored personnel carriers and a couple thousand infantry.”
Yesterday, I would have called those odds hopeless, but I had seen four men decimate a company just hours earlier. “We’ll hold our sector, sir.”
Brown didn’t bother to reply, obviously still angry with me over my insubordination at Farmers’ Ridge and McCormick’s embarrassing threats to make Brown look like an idiot to a worldwide audience.
I shook my head. Let politics be politics, I thought. It’s time to think about the battle.
Of course, politics couldn’t be far from the battle with General Gutierrez in charge. Unlike Farmers’ Ridge, where Brown had been the commanding officer, the defense of Citadel as a whole was in the hands of Gutierrez.
As you know, I wasn’t a big fan of either Gutierrez or Brown. I’m objective enough to realize that they were terrible leaders for different reasons. Brown is more a malignant credit-hogger who would never put his own ass on the line but wouldn’t hesitate to sacrifice his subordinates.
Gutierrez had a different story, one that arguably made him an even worse military thinker. He became a general by never doing anything too risky. That was the path to success in the peacetime military. Gimmicky adoption of political priorities was much easier than operational improvements or tactical successes. Thus, Gutierrez, a lifelong proponent of solar and biofuel use by the Army, found himself in charge of devising a strategy for the defense of Citadel.
What he came up with was very straightforward: mine the main roads heading into Citadel and set up trenches and static defenses to house the garrison of Airborne soldiers.
One passing irony regarding the mines. Gutierrez had been a military detailee on Capitol Hill, essentially doing a tour of duty as an advisor to a senator who had deep interests in defense affairs.
Mines had been the target of humanitarian ire because of how they remain on battlefields for years or decades after the war and then blow some kid’s arm off. Gutierrez had worked for a senator who made it her mission to remove mines entirely from the U.S. armed forces. He had taken naturally to coalition-building and glad-handing the other staffs. “Hey, don’t worry, we don’t need these weapons, there’s no reason not to do the right thing on this one,” was his constant refrain.
Well, he succeeded. The only mines we’d taken with us to Taiwan were half-century old models that someone had forgotten to destroy when the bipartisan bill had been passed. These mines were now densely distributed for hundreds of yards on the two main roads heading into Citadel from the north and west. They were the linchpin of Gutierrez’s strategy.
And they failed utterly.
The American experience with improvised explosive devices in Iraq two decades past had led the Chinese to revamp their own counter-mine technology. Predictably, the PLA tanks had a system to detect and detonate the mines about fifty yards out. A rolling explosion of mines approached our defensive lines, unleashing a constant roar of explosions and kicking up a thick cloud of smoke and dust.
The cloud had the dual effect of terrifying the soldiers on the front line and obscuring the approaching column, both visually and on our infrared scanners. On top of that, the PLA artillery that had survived the air attacks fired smoke canisters onto Devil and Teatime Hill. The smoke had been enriched with small particles that made it as impervious to infrared emissions as visible light.
A tactical situation thus ensued that neither Gutierrez — nor, presumably, the Chinese commander — had anticipated. The advancing tanks couldn’t see the defensive positions in front of Citadel or on the hills, and the Airborne soldiers in Citadel couldn’t see the advancing tanks.
Gutierrez shouted over the radio from his command post in the lower levels of the gymnasium, “All units, this is Equality 6, can anyone see the enemy?”
The “negative” responses poured in, fear evident in their voices.
Suddenly, the commander of Devil Hill called in. “Equality 6, this is Equality 3, we are under fire.”
With the PLA tanks still detonating the minefields, it was impossible to hear what was happening on Devil Hill. Gutierrez immediately asked, “What kind of fire?”
“I think it’s the tanks shooting blind into the smoke with their cannons and machine guns. We’re under cover, but taking some casualties from direct hits.” Fear crept into the voice of the company commander making the call.
There was a moment of silence, then Gutierrez said, “Report any further developments.”
The situation was evolving rapidly and it wasn’t clear what was happening. I took a moment to consider: what would I do if I were the PLA commander?
The Chinese commander would presumably not order his tanks to charge pell-mell at a town shrouded in impenetrable smoke. He wouldn’t know what kind of physical obstacles we’d placed on the road, and the tanks would be sitting ducks to any manner of grenades or antitank weapons.
So the tanks wouldn’t be pushing down the road. They’d sit tight and provide support for the main attack, which would have to be carried out by the infantry. That would explain the firing at Devil Hill — the main Chinese strike would try to overwhelm Devil Hill, and the tanks were adding their firepower to help suppress the Airborne infantry there.
Gutierrez evidently came to the same conclusion. He called over the radio, “Progress Team, move up to Devil Hill.” Progress Team was the reserve, including my company. We were all ready to move out immediately, and I was just about to give the order when another thought struck me.
But strategy is not a linear concept. What is needed is neither logic, nor gut feelings about your opponent, but a mixture of the two in just the right proportions.
The PLA commander wouldn’t be stupid. While there was corruption in the Chinese system, China was still ruthlessly meritocratic in choosing its leadership. Why use tanks as short-range artillery platforms when they would likely be almost totally ineffective, achieving nothing other than pointing out where the main attack would fall?
The answer came to me and my stomach went cold: because the commander wanted us to think the attack would come at Devil Hill.
If Devil Hill wasn’t the real target, what would be? There probably hadn’t been time to get a major attacking force to the western side of the town, and there was no smokescreen on that side. The main road to the north would be too dangerous for the infantry to go down with the two hills still flying the U.S. flag. Whenever the smoke cleared, the Airborne soldiers on the hills could pour down fire and rout whoever made it into the town.
That left Teatime Hill. Covered in thick brush for the most part, Teatime Hill was the perfect place for an enemy infantry force to launch a sneak attack under cover of the chaos of battle.
I had no proof of my theory, but it instantly made the most sense.
“Equality 6, this is Progress 4, I think the firing on Devil Hill may be a feint to distract us from a real attack on Teatime Hill.”
There was a pause of a few seconds as Gutierrez considered the suggestion. Brown, who was also in the command center, called back, “Progress 4, why do you say that?”
I couldn’t think of a concise way to explain my point. “Equality 5 and 6, why would the PLA tanks be firing on Devil Hill? Their commander has to know all that does is point us to the location of their attack without damaging our defenses very much. So, he’s just distracting us. Where else would they be attacking, other than Teatime Hill?”
Brown snorted over the radio. “Progress 4, we operate on data, and there is no data to support your theory.”
Gutierrez asked, “Progress 4, if your theory is right that the tanks are just trying to distract us from the main assault, couldn’t that assault come along the western route of Citadel as well?”
I threw my hands up in exasperation. “Equality 6, yes, that is possible, but there is no smokescreen there, and we would see the attack coming.”
“But it is possible,” Gutierrez mused. “And we do have indications of an attack on Devil Hill. So either we guess between Teatime Hill and the western side of Citadel, or we bet that the assault will come at the only place we’ve confirmed is under attack.”
I made one last plea. “We’ve lost the minefields. If we lose Teatime Hill, PLA infantry can bypass the road and storm into Citadel itself. They could fire at will into Citadel. Our forces on Devil Hill would be cut off, and the Equality Line would be shattered. Inside of half an hour, we could lose Citadel. If Teatime Hill falls now, Citadel falls.”
Brown shot back, “That’s also true of Devil Hill.”
It was time for Gutierrez to make a decision. However, he had already ordered the reserve to Devil Hill, and redirecting them to Teatime Hill would take another affirmative act. Inertia meant the order would stand for the reinforcements to go to Devil Hill, and so that’s what happened.
“Shit!” I shouted angrily after twenty seconds, when it was clear no further orders would come. Turning to Lieutenant Williams, I exclaimed formally, “Lieutenant, I have lost my bearings in all this smoke. I believe that to be Devil Hill,” I said while pointing to Teatime Hill. “I have been ordered to reinforce Devil Hill, and so our company is proceeding there directly.”
Lieutenant Williams nodded his understanding. I radioed the squad leaders and the company was moving within the minute. In the smoke, no one even realized that one of the ten reserve companies was heading toward the wrong hill.
It was about a five minute jog to the crest of Teatime Hill. En route, I heard the battle develop over the command circuit of the radio.
Equality 3, the Airborne commander of Devil Hill: “Equality 6, the minefield explosions are running down. There’s a wind picking up here, looks like it might blow the smoke away momentarily.”
Gutierrez: “Equality 3, deploy antitank forces against the tanks when the smoke clears.”
A minute passed, and the smoke finally began to lift from Devil Hill. The antitank soldiers on Devil Hill used the Taiwanese antitank weapons to devastating effect, knocking out four tanks with six rockets in a matter of seconds.
The Airborne commander of Devil Hill: “Equality 6, the wind’s blowing pretty hard now, we can see the PLA armor on the road. There aren’t anywhere near as many tanks as had been reported, we’re only seeing six tanks down there, and four of them have been knocked out by our antitank guys already. Something’s wrong.”
Gutierrez: “Equality 3, they must know that we can take out their armor, and they decided not to put too much into the assault.”
A few moments passed, and two more explosions marked the deaths of the remaining PLA tanks on the road.
The Airborne commander of Devil Hill: “Equality 6, it’s suddenly all quiet here. No enemy infantry visible here.”
Suddenly, a thousand rifles seemed to fire at once on Teatime Hill, now just a few hundred yards ahead.
Gutierrez, in a monotone voice that couldn’t quite hide his fear: “Equality 4, report.”
Nothing.
Gutierrez, louder: “Equality 4, report!”
Equality 12, the second-in-command at Teatime Hill: “Equality 6, Equality 4 is down. He just took a round to the head, right next to me. Oh God, it’s a fucking nightmare. Oh shit.”
Gutierrez, shouting: “Equality 12, what is happening?”
Equality 12, forgetting to note who he was talking to over the radio in his haste and panic: “The whole goddamn world suddenly fell on our line. There must be like 2,000 PLA in the forest firing on us in the smoke.”
Above the din of gunfire, a whistle shrieked. A roar rose from the PLA side of Teatime Hill.
Equality 12 stammered: “Th-they’re charging. They’re coming for us!”
I paused the company and issued a command I had never in my life expected to issue in combat. “Fix bayonets!”
The smoke at Devil Hill may have blown away, but a dense artificial fog still enshrouded Teatime Hill. That and the heavy cover meant that we very well might not see the enemy until we were just a few yards away.
That thought raised another issue. What would happen when the company ran charging into the back of the U.S. line? Probably more than a few accidental friendly fire incidents, with my soldiers stabbing or shooting Americans.
There was opportunity in danger, though, as there often was. The smoke had masked the approach of PLA infantry, but it had also hidden the progress of my company. Assuming the second-in-command of Teatime Hill had correctly estimated the strength of the PLA force, there were something like 2,00 °Chinese soldiers crashing into Equality Line on Teatime Hill. If we could hit the Chinese flank, the resulting chaos could give the Airborne soldiers in the line a chance to disengage and create a new defensive line that might stop the Chinese before they could push all the way through to Citadel.
Another command I never expected to give in battle: “Form column, four abreast!”
Though I couldn’t see my soldiers in the smoke, I knew they could figure out the column blindfolded. Drill formations were one aspect of training that required very little in the way of funding or resources, and so I had made sure the company got as much experience with it as possible.
There was a definite cost to the time spent making these preparations. The second-in-command of Teatime Hill called over the radio, “We’re getting killed out here, need support immediately!”
I radioed back, breaking protocol. “This is Progress 4, Captain Concitor here. My company is about to make an attack on the PLA right flank. Recommend you use the opportunity to form a new defensive line. You’ll know when we hit.”
There was a pause as the new Teatime Hill commander processed that suggestion. Finally, he responded, “Roger, we’ll do that.”
The company had formed the column, and I said simply, “Follow me, and don’t lose sight of the soldier in front of you.”
At the head of the column, I broke into a double-time march. I angled us toward where I figured the eastern edge of the Airborne line would be, and had to remind myself repeatedly that it was more important to find the right place than to get to it as soon as possible. Time was of the essence, but if the charge didn’t hit in exactly the right place, numbers would tell and the attack would be swallowed up by the superior Chinese numbers.
I kept a steady pace and grew more and more worried that I had missed the line altogether, though I could hear the sounds of vicious hand-to-hand fighting getting closer and closer. There were gunshots, of course, but the dominant sound was human screams.
The PLA infantry may have been veterans, but even they had never fought a battle like this. The sides would be about evenly matched, I judged. The American soldiers would be slightly larger on average, but the PLA had presumably fixed bayonets before the attack began. Only a few American soldiers would have thought quickly enough to snap their bayonets into place before the attack began.
I almost had a heart attack when I encountered the line. Just five yards ahead of me, I saw two PLA infantry stabbing at an Airborne soldier in a foxhole. Reflexively, I opened fire with my M-4 rifle, quickly cutting down the two Chinese infantry and continuing forward without breaking stride.
To my left, I could see the outlines of more fighting, but I made myself continue forward. I was at the head of the column, and I would have to penetrate through far enough that the last soldier in my column would be at the original American defensive line. I hadn’t considered how difficult it would be to judge how far past the line I was with all the smoke and tumult of battle around me. I tried to count my steps, knowing that my column was about 25 soldiers deep.
When I got to 25 steps, I radioed, “Halt! Face left!” I couldn’t hear the column behind me turn, but I assumed they had since I could see the soldier directly behind me had.
“CHARGE!” I yelled.
My soldiers took up their own primal roar, and our column turned into a line advancing on the Chinese flank.
In my mind, I imagined my line as rotating around a hinge. The soldiers at the back of the column immediately ran into the side of the PLA soldiers fighting on the original American line, but the soldiers further forward had to go further before they encountered the enemy. It would naturally tend to be the case that there were fewer PLA soldiers the farther from the battlefront you went, so while my company had originally formed a straight line, we quickly ended up looking more like a backslash.
I could hear the effect our attack had on the PLA line. Rifle fire crackled from the back of my company as they encountered PLA soldiers in the midst of hand-to-hand fighting. On my end, I was finding individual PLA soldiers in the smoke who were facing intently forward, not watching their left flank.
After we had taken out perhaps as many as a hundred Chinese soldiers in this way, the Chinese commander must have realized roughly what was happening. I heard the cries of an officer in Chinese, and I didn’t need to speak the language to realize what the order was: pull back and turn to face the new threat.
Still, my company plunged on. In the flush of battle, I’m not sure if I heard the second-in-command of Teatime Hill radioing me to say he was pulling his men back, but the soldiers to the rear of my column reported that the Airborne soldiers were running away to the south, presumably coalescing into a new defensive line and fixing bayonets to continue the battle hand-to-hand if need be.
At this point, we had achieved my original strategic objective. The Chinese assault on Teatime Hill had been thrown into chaos. While the PLA had clearly taken the Hill, they would not be able to follow through on that success to surge into Citadel proper. I had no idea how our defensive lines would change to accommodate the fact that the Chinese controlled Teatime Hill, but the battle — and, consequently, the war — would not be lost in that hour because of Gutierrez’s obstinate refusal to reinforce Teatime Hill.
Now I just needed to figure out how the hell I’d disengage my own company.
Though we’d inflicted perhaps 150 casualties by that point, there were still at least twelve PLA soldiers for every one Airborne infantryman in my company. With each passing moment, the element of surprise was weakened. After two minutes, I was encountering Chinese soldiers looking in my direction, ready to fight.
Thinking back on that battle now, it was probably some of the sloppiest edged-weapon fighting in recorded history. No one in either army had trained extensively with bayonets. In the heat of the moment, soldiers slipped and fell, dropped their weapons, swung wildly and missed, or just froze and couldn’t bring their blade to bear.
For those who did wield their bayonets, it was utter savagery. After shooting several PLA soldiers I encountered and surprised in the smoke, I faced an opponent who saw me approach.
He was short, perhaps only five feet five inches tall. His bayonet was up against his chest, clutched with a death grip. On his face, I could see only youth and fear. I thrust with my bayonet, and he didn’t move to dodge the blow. My weapon lodged in his stomach, and I remembered my training enough to fire my weapon to help pull the blade free. The Chinese soldier crumpled and died on the field without a word or cry.
The next enemy was more of a challenge. He thrust first, and I batted away the point of his bayonet to the left with my own, then continued my motion in a circle and jabbed into his chest. The blade hit a rib, then skidded into a gap. The Chinese soldier pulled his bayonet back and gashed my left shoulder, but the adrenaline of battle meant that I didn’t even notice until much later. I fired another three shots from my weapon to remove the blade.
Now, I let the other soldiers of my company push forward for a moment while I caught my breath and tried to consider how I could get my men out of the fight. I looked around and realized the smoke was weakening somewhat. Perhaps the breeze that had cleared Devil Hill was now clearing Teatime Hill.
That was very bad news. We were able to limit the number of PLA infantry fighting us at any one moment because the Chinese still weren’t clear on exactly where we were in the smoke. Once that advantage dissipated, the PLA would wipe us out in short order.
I could just give an order to stop the attack and run for our lives. That would have been the prudent thing to do, but only a minute or two had elapsed since the attack began. Would that have been enough time to reestablish the defensive line further down the hill? Probably not.
I set a mental goal: keep fighting for another two minutes, then run. After that, the Chinese would probably take another few minutes to recognize that their enemy had flown and reorganize for a push on into Citadel. That was surely enough time for the seven or eight hundred Airborne soldiers who had originally defended Teatime Hill to pull themselves together, turn around, and hold the new line.
It had to be enough. We would have our hands full just staying alive for those two minutes.
I thought to radio something to the company about how we only had to hang on for two minutes, but I stopped myself at the last moment. There would be many soldiers fighting with their bayonets even now, and for them, an ill-timed radio call could be a fatal distraction. I glanced to my digital wristwatch, set a timer for two minutes, and ran back into the battle.
In the smoke, I ran headlong into Lieutenant Williams, who was bent over a dead PLA soldier, his face white as a sheet. “He’s dead,” I shouted, “Come on!” Williams stood, but made no move to follow.
“Come on!” I repeated.
Williams shook his head sickly.
Understanding the situation, I ran on without him.
The cold logic of hand-to-hand fighting is that big people generally do better than little people. Yes, if someone knows karate or something like that they can defeat larger opponents, but if you pit two hundred people against each other in a tea field, the bigger fighters survive and the smaller ones die. At a shade over six feet tall, I had a marked advantage, and I used it to my full, bloody benefit.
The first man I encountered stumbled back when I charged into him. I put my bayonet into his chest, fired, and moved on. A friend of his was nearby, thrusting his bayonet at my face in anger. I dodged and fell off balance, but came around with my weapon before he could recover from his failed lunge.
Then, a body slammed into me from the side, knocking me to the ground and throwing my rifle yards away.
I hadn’t been at all prepared for the hit, but somehow I gathered my wits faster than the other man. Feeling with my right hand, I pulled my sidearm from its holster and shot the man three times in the chest. He didn’t seem to react, pulling back his bayonet-equipped Ak-2000 and plunging down with it toward my neck.
As a last panicked reflex, I fired once more, and the man’s aim shifted subtly. I felt the point of the bayonet enter into the right side of my face somewhere, and a spasm of pain took me. My vision went bloody, and I shut my eyes tight. I fired my pistol again and again, emptying it into the nameless PLA soldier, who slumped dead onto me, his bayonet sliding off to the right and leaving a gash on my face.
For a moment, I screamed in pain, oblivious to the world around me. I reflexively pushed the soldier’s corpse off of me, and the action helped settle me. I balled my hands into fists, then pushed myself up to a sitting position.
I tried to open my eyes, and saw only blood. I touched my face, and my hand came back slick with blood. Furiously, I rubbed my eyes, trying to clear them. After a moment, vision returned to my left eye. Still nothing on the right, however. I touched the right eye socket gingerly and felt a strange fluid and nothing else. I vomited profusely.
I might have just sat there and died, but my watch saved me. The timer I had set two minutes earlier went off, wrenching me out of my horror. Obligations called to me above and beyond horror at my own injuries.
I touched the radio transmitter on my chest. My voice came out as a croak, but clear enough to be understandable. “All units, this is Progress 4. Pull back. Run for Citadel. Now.”
Another voice sounded in my ear. “Progress 4, this is Equality 12. Report when your soldiers are clear and we’ll provide covering fire.”
I stood up shakily and looked around. With the smoke continuing to thin out, I could see several Airborne soldiers scampering clear of the battle. Some would almost certainly still be engaged in wild fights, but most would be running even now, trying to get far enough into the smoke to escape before the Chinese started firing at their retreating forms. If I called for covering fire too soon, some of my own soldiers would be killed in the volley.
I waited until I heard more than one or two Ak-2000s firing, then shouted, “Equality 12, now, now, open fire!”
Then, I too was running. I heard the solid chattering of M-4 rifles over the shouts of dying men, and, moments later, scattered Ak-2000 shots returning fire. But I was sprinting clear of the smoke, down Teatime Hill and back into Citadel.
I stopped suddenly when I realized I was back in the town, back behind the newly reformed line that was exchanging gunfire with the PLA forces on Teatime Hill. For the first time, I realized I hadn’t told anyone in the company where to go once they were clear of the battle. As I glanced around, I could see only a few of my soldiers nearby. I called on the radio, “All squads return to the elementary school.”
I made my way there in a few minutes and found twenty of my soldiers waiting for me, including Lieutenant Williams. He frowned at me and said, “Jesus, captain, your eye—”
“Never mind,” I replied in a tone that brooked no discussion, surveying the soldiers in horror. “Is this everyone?”
“They might still be en route, sir,” Williams offered lamely.
I hadn’t been able to see the progress of the battle from my isolated spot in the smoke. Had the company suffered eighty percent casualties?
Minutes passed, and more soldiers began to stream in, mostly in little groups of two or three, some supporting wounded soldiers. The wounds themselves were hideous. Many had lost fingers, some entire hands. More were bleeding from deep stab wounds. Almost everyone had a cut of some kind.
Still, all present looked at me with particular dread, which I assumed was because of the losses.
Fortunately, the rest of the reserves had come back to the elementary school after the attack on Devil Hill had proved to be a ruse, so there were plenty of medics on hand to treat our wounded. One of these approached me and said, “Sir, I need to look at your eye.”
“Not now,” I said, waving a hand dismissively.
“Sir… do you realize…” the medic awkwardly tried to continue the conversation.
I said gruffly, “Spit it out.”
He finally plainly stated, “Sir, your right eye is hanging by its optical nerve. Can’t you feel it tapping against your cheek?”
My stomach heaved as I realized he was right. The socket was weeping blood and tears. Somehow, I didn’t vomit. “What do you think I should do about it?” I asked.
“The, uh, eye itself looks like it’s badly damaged. They might be able to do something in an actual hospital. The road to the south was still open as of a few minutes ago, we might be able to evac you in a truck.”
I shook my head. “Not while my soldiers are still here.”
The medic gulped visibly. “Then I’d have to recommend you get the eye removed, sir. I can do that for you and dress the wound.” The young man turned white at the thought, but to his professional credit his voice didn’t quaver.
“Do it quick.”
He did. I will spare you the details, but he cleaned out the wound and soon I had a bandage over my socket and a local anesthetic to dull the pain. I turned my attention back to my company after a few minutes.
About thirty more men streamed in. All men, I noted. We had lost all but one of our female soldiers in the fighting. Hand-to-hand fighting rewarded those who were large and physically strong, able to overpower their enemies. It wasn’t fair, but then again nothing in war was.
Almost exactly half of the company had been lost in the battle, and another twenty or so of my soldiers were badly wounded. Though smoke still persisted in some areas, I could see through binoculars using my one good eye that Teatime Hill was a charnel house.
The other elements of the Airborne reserves were channeled to the new defensive line established at the base of Teatime Hill. The PLA infantry took several minutes to reorganize, then came charging down Teatime Hill, but the Airborne line held firm this time, and the attack was driven back in minutes with another hundred or so Chinese casualties.
At that point, there was quiet on the battlefield. The smoke had lifted, and the sun was setting on Teatime Hill, now in PLA hands. But, I told myself, Citadel was still in American hands.
I circulated around to my soldiers and checked on how they had come through the experience. Many had shaking hands, but almost all were in control of their faculties. They had seen some of the most intense fighting of the war, but had made it through.
Once I had checked on all of the survivors, I sat down on a bench outside the elementary school. After the adrenaline roller coaster of the battle, I felt suddenly exhausted.

Chapter 4: Barker

After the fighting on Teatime Hill, a lot of commentary bubbled up about women in combat. A lot of assholes think that because so many female soldiers died in the hand-to-hand fighting, they shouldn’t have been in frontline units.
It made me wish I could have been there on Teatime Hill for the fight. I could have changed those stories some. Ever since I got a knife with my saved allowance money when I was eight, I’ve practiced fighting with edged weapons. I could have gutted a few PLA, that might have shut those critics up damn fast.
Anyway, McCormick and I were not there. After we sent the prisoners back to Citadel, we headed north and east, moving further from the town and into the hills and mountains.
We could hear the mine fields detonating and the Chinese tanks firing at Devil Hill and being hit with missiles. McCormick called a halt to our march, and he, Dietrich, Ivanov and I talked about our next move.
McCormick began, “Taiwanese intel says there’s a brigade-level or higher command center set up in the Route 5 tunnel a mile northeast of Farmers’ Ridge. Could be a chance to take out a general or two.”
I asked, “Why don’t the Chinese use the tunnel to move their armored forces south to Yilan and bypass Citadel entirely?”
McCormick said, “Taiwanese forces collapsed the tunnel further to the south a few days ago. The Chinese put the command center there because the tunnel is under a mountain. It’s completely impervious to air or artillery attacks, and it shouldn’t be too hard to fortify the place against a ground assault.”
Brushing long hair out of his face, Dietrich said, “And a ground assault is exactly what you have in mind, yes?”
Shrugging, McCormick replied, “I don’t know. I just know that I want to figure out a way to get the command center. The Airborne’s getting its ass kicked with the Teatime Hill debacle. If we can shift the public’s attention, it might quiet down the prominent public figures calling for the surrender of Citadel.”
“But a ground assault into a tunnel is a tricky business,” Dietrich noted. “The PLA only has to guard two directions, which are presumably clear of cars and offer no meaningful possibility of cover or surprise. There might be ventilation shafts, but those could not possibly fit a person. So how do we attack the command center?”
No one spoke for a minute. Dietrich suggested, “Could we just bring down the tunnel on both sides? It might be better to trap the Chinese generals inside than kill them, it would probably take days to open the tunnel back up and would distract effort from attacking Citadel.”
“Anyone ever bring down a tunnel?” McCormick asked.
We all looked at Ivanov. He’s forty-ish and looks like he’s seen everything that can possibly happen in war. He shook his head. “I studied this problem once at Spetsnaz. We would either need to drill into the walls to plant explosives or use a prohibitively large amount — thousands of kilograms. So, no, we can’t destroy the tunnel.”
“Then we’re back to a ground assault,” McCormick declared. “We hit the tunnel entrance, a few of us go in, and the rest hold the entrance until we can get out.”
Dietrich looked skeptical. “They will overwhelm us. The PLA must have thirty or forty thousand infantry in the area by now, not to mention tanks.”
“So you’re saying we need a diversion,” Ivanov said. “We need to do something to call their attention away from the command center at the same time as our attack.”
“With that many infantry, it’d have to be a very large event to divert enough of them to give us a chance,” Dietrich observed.
Realization dawned on me. “There’s only one thing important enough to generals that they’d send their own guards after it: their own skins.”
The others laughed, but I continued, “My Airborne squad can hit the tunnel from the other side. The guards will swarm over all that, and in the confusion your team can go in with silenced weapons and take out the generals.”
The survivors of the Lafayette Initiative considered the suggestion. Dietrich asked, “How far away is the other tunnel entrance?”
McCormick pointed to the map on his phone. “Three or four miles. Far enough that reinforcements sent there wouldn’t be able to get back to the other side in time to stop us.”
Ivanov said, “So the Airborne squad hoofs it the three or four miles, opens fire, and pulls out after a ten minute firefight. We three sneak in the front door.” Despite his American accent, Ivanov gave a very Russian shrug. “It could work, but I think we need one more gun on our end. We need to leave at least one person at the entrance to the tunnel to secure an exit after we’re done.”
“It has to be Barker,” McCormick said as if the choice were entirely obvious. “She’s a better shot and more aggressive than the others in her squad.”
Ivanov and Dietrich grunted their agreement and I took quiet pride at their faith in me. McCormick had never been in combat with a woman before, but his choosing me wasn’t affirmative action or everybody-gets-a-medal bullshit. He’s above that.
“I’m in,” I said solemnly.
Grinning, McCormick said, “I wasn’t even going to bother asking.”
* * *
I passed the orders along to Sergeant Moore, the next most senior Airborne soldier in the squad. McCormick advised him to stick to the trees as much as possible to hide from drones and take an indirect route to the other end of the tunnel to lessen the chance of contacting a Chinese patrol. No one was under any illusions of how such an incident would play out when neither I or the Lafayette Initiative men were around.
McCormick, Ivanov, Dietrich, and I would initiate our attack in two hours, six minutes after midnight local time. The Airborne squad was to attack the far end of the tunnel at midnight on the dot. They would keep up a firefight for ten minutes, then retreat back into the hills to rendezvous with us at a mountain five miles away at 6 AM. We hoped that the PLA reinforcements would be caught moving toward the Airborne squad when news broke out of the fight at the other end of the tunnel, then abandon pursuit of the Airborne squad and focus on us. With more experience than the Airborne squad, we had a reasonable chance of getting away in the dark.
Then there was nothing to do but wait. We were in densely forested terrain, but there wasn’t much we could do. Obviously, we couldn’t light a fire, but we also couldn’t use a cell phone or any device that gave off electronic emissions. Ivanov and Dietrich slept a few feet away, and I wondered how many fights you have to be in before you can sleep right before a battle.
McCormick and I shared one of the Army's awful “meals ready to eat” (MRE) and talked, first about tactics and the coming battle, and then the conversation turned to the ambush at the river crossing. “It was a hell of a charge you had there at the end,” McCormick said. “I could see the Chinese panicking. A sweet moment.”
I said, “That it was.” With a grimace, I added, “It’s the first time in my career I’ve felt like I made the right decision joining the Army. Most of the time it’s just bullshit and paperwork.”
McCormick nodded as if it was a thought he’d had many times. “Why didn’t you try for special forces? That’s how I got into the Knights.”
I shook my head. “Women aren’t allowed in special forces.”
“Oh, right, that rule. Everybody’s going to be talking about that after Concitor lost all those women in the bayonet charge on Teatime Hill.”
I spat. “War is about courage and will and decisiveness. I would have ripped those Chinese apart on Teatime Hill.”
“I believe it,” McCormick said without a smile. “You’re an unusual woman.”
Missing the compliment, I replied hotly, “A lot of the men there weren’t born for war. I was.”
McCormick asked, “Were your parents in the military?”
“No,” I said. “My mother’s a nurse and my father… he was a governor.”
Arching an eyebrow, McCormick inquired, “With connections like that, why are you only a lieutenant and not a damn general?”
“Mom was an intern. He didn’t stick around.”
McCormick nodded, knowing I wasn’t looking for condolences. “Whatever happened, you grew up strong. You should have been a Knight.”
“I grew up angry,” I said simply. “When my mom got sad talking about the governor, I got pissed. I wanted to make myself hard and strong so she wouldn’t cry about the governor anymore.”
The former sergeant added, “And you channeled that into the Army, and that got you here.”
I smiled wistfully. “I thought the Army was where you went to fight for a purpose. Growing up in nowhere Texas, going to community college, you don’t see much of a purpose to anything. Lots of people there just give up, collect their welfare checks, spend it on drinks, and wait to die. They never do anything meaningful, never push themselves to the limits. Now I’m here with the Clay McCormick, fighting the good fight.”
He returned the smile. “We all have a purpose, and over time we become tools for fulfilling that purpose. Those people from your hometown decided their purpose was comfort, and they grew soft as pillows to make themselves as comfortable as possible. You and I chose justice as our purpose, so we fashioned ourselves into swords.”
In the dark and cold of early spring, I could see his breath in the moonlight. We had finished the MRE, but I didn’t move away. Instead, I inched closer. “I wonder sometimes if anyone else wants that. It seems like most people today would rather have the pillow.”
McCormick’s blue eyes met mine. “They need people like us as much as we need each other.”
Out of words, I kissed him, and we had an hour to ourselves before the war returned.
* * *
McCormick shook Ivanov and Dietrich awake, and it was time to move on. Without a word, we agreed to be discrete around the other two men of our group. They didn’t betray any sign that they had seen or heard anything. I wondered if the silence was because of genuine ignorance or out of respect for McCormick.
It was only about a mile’s walk to Route 5. The road ran from Yilan to Taipei, mostly underground through a series of long tunnels under the mountains. In the gaps between tunnels, the road periodically emerged into valleys between the mountains. We were heading toward one such gap now, Ivanov leading the way.
We walked almost in a crouch, Ivanov about fifteen yards in front of the rest of the group. None of us were novices at moving stealthily in a forest, but we deferred to Ivanov, who was silent as a ghost, missing every twig and dry leaf. More importantly, the Russian had keen eyes and an unbelievable sense of smell. He knew how many men were in PLA patrols before any of us even had a clue there were enemies nearby.
On three occasions, Ivanov took us on detours to avoid the patrols. We could have killed the soldiers quietly, of course, but there was no telling when one of them might miss a scheduled radio call and alert the command center that death was approaching.
All of the maneuvering meant that it took nearly forty minutes to reach the last crest before the road, which lay about 200 yards away. Just a few more yards of trees, then we’d be in the clear, visible to any guards in the area.
The PLA command center was set about 300 yards into a tunnel, according to Taiwanese intelligence. Our only way in was to go to one of the gaps between the tunnels, kill whatever guards we found there, and walk in on the road.
Ivanov whispered, “Stay here, I’ll see what the guard situation looks like ahead.” With that, he lay down on his belly and crawled forward beyond the crest.
We sat in silence, not wanting to tempt fate by making any extraneous noise. After a few moments, Ivanov came slithering back to our little group.
“Clay, did the Taiwanese tell you which tunnel the command center is in?”
“What do you mean?”
Ivanov gave a quiet snort. “There are two fucking tunnels here, one for each direction of traffic. It doesn’t look like they’re linked together.”
“Shit,” McCormick muttered. “No, they didn’t tell me there were two tunnels. I should have seen that coming.”
Dietrich whispered, “We’ll have to split up, two people per tunnel. It would seem logical to guess that the Chinese would set up the command post in the north-to-south tunnel, the one on the left as we’re facing it, since they would have approached the tunnel from the north originally.”
He considered the group for a moment, then continued. “Volodya and Clay are the best shots; I would think they should take that north-south tunnel on the left. Barker and I are not special forces soldiers by training. I can take Lieutenant Barker on the right tunnel, the one where the traffic runs south-to-north.”
McCormick shook his head in the dark. “I’ll take Barker down the left tunnel.”
Volodya bristled. “Why? She’s not as experienced, not as trained.”
I wasn’t about to take that lying down. “Where was your experience when Clay and I were taking that bridge a couple hours ago, Russki?”
Ivanov’s face contorted in anger and he looked like he was about to respond, but McCormick cut in first, keeping his voice impassive. “Volodya, you and I need to spread our experience. What if the post is in the other tunnel?”
He was too professional to avoid that consideration. Taking a deep breath, he said, “Yes, I suppose you’re right, Clay. Dietrich and I will take the right tunnel.”
McCormick asked, “How many guards could you see?”
“There’s about fifteen loitering around the opening. Another twenty total within a hundred meters of the tunnel openings.”
“Damn, they aren’t fooling around,” I said, instantly regretting that I sounded afraid.
Ivanov looked at me and said, “Don’t worry, little girl, we’ll take care of you.
Before I could shoot back a reply, McCormick said, “Enough. That’s a lot of guards. If they’re already all here, they won’t be running off to the other end of the tunnel when the battle starts. The Chinese have infantry much closer. We need to change the plan.”
Dietrich whispered, “The second we hear the assault begin at the other end of the tunnel, we should launch our own attack. We can still capture the element of surprise. I would also recommend that we use grenades right at the outset. The guards at the tunnel will likely be grouped close together, and we might thin them out considerably before the battle begins in earnest.”
“Alright,” McCormick agreed. “We’ve got about fifteen minutes. Volodya and I are the quietest travelers. He and I can get to the next mountainside and set up a crossfire on the guards. Wait til our grenades explode, then start your own attack from this side. After the guards are all down, we’ll meet by the entrance, split into our teams, and move into the tunnels. Everyone got the plan?”
Nods all around. “Let’s get going then. Hans, Amy, see you in a few minutes.”
For a second, I wondered if I would see Clay again. I frowned and ignored the fear. Worry about yourself, I thought. He’s done this all before. He’s been doing this kind of thing for six years. This is your third battle, and they’ve all been in the last 48 hours.
The minutes ticked by, and I listened carefully for a shout, a gunshot, anything that would indicate that Clay and Ivanov had been found. All I heard was the chattering of the guards, talking about sports, the weather, girlfriends back home, or something else unrelated to the two men stalking around their positions in the dark.
Dietrich and I listened for any patrols coming to our part of the mountainside, but no one came within fifty yards. The German glanced at his watch and whispered, “One minute until your Airborne friends open fire. We should move to the crest and get ready to open fire.”
I nodded, my heart thumping in my chest. We got down on our bellies and crawled forward until we were at the edge of the tree line and over the crest, looking down on the guards. The area formed a rough bowl shape, with mountains surrounding the tunnel entrance. The guards all looked alert, and they were spread much further from each other than I had hoped from Ivanov’s description.
By the tunnel entrances, two heavy machine guns in sand-bag emplacements were manned by PLA infantry. A dozen or so guards supported those emplacements, and the remainder were scanning the area with nightvision scopes or walking patrols. It would probably take them only a few minutes to discover Dietrich and I lying prone on the mountainside.
Dietrich whispered, “Ten seconds until the Airborne squad opens fire.”
For a brief instant, I wondered how McCormick viewed the scene. Then I shook my head.
Time to fight.
From three or four miles away, the battle to the north was not loud, but it was very distinct. The guards reacted visibly, straightening their backs and listening in the distance. With the surrounding mountains, a few would be asking whether they were hearing something to the north or the echoes and reverberations of the Battle of Teatime Hill.
They didn’t have long to wonder. My eyes detected movement near the tunnels, and in a second two explosions rocked the machine gun emplacements, presumably grenades thrown by McCormick and Ivanov.
I had already picked my target: a patrol of five soldiers, almost invisible in the trees about seventy yards away to our right. Whenever the PLA infantry figured out what was going on, the most dangerous Chinese in the battle would be the ones away from the main killing field in front of the tunnels. McCormick and Ivanov could probably sense when they were being flanked, but Dietrich and I needed to make sure we weren’t attacked from the side or rear during the assault.
The five men were spread over about twenty yards, and I started with the one in front, assuming he was the most likely to be an officer. I aimed for his chest and pulled the trigger three times. Our intelligence officer in Citadel had told us that the PLA ballistic armor was marginally capable of stopping a 5.56 millimeter round from our M-4 rifles. With a silencer attached, the muzzle velocity of my rifle had gone down to the point that the ballistic armor had a reasonable chance of stopping a single shot. Multiple impacts in the chest would guarantee a kill.
As the first man fell, I fired on the next one in line. I fired four times at him, hitting him twice. I decided that was probably enough. The third, fourth, and fifth men had hit the dirt and were looking around to figure out who was firing at them. I waited a second to line up the next shot and carefully put a shot straight into the face of the third man, the bullet traversing through his head and out the back of his helmet.
Two left. One of them saw the flash from the muzzle of my rifle and returned fire. Bullets smacked the trees behind me, but I was cold and calm. I sighted on his muzzle flashes and fired ten shots in rapid succession. I couldn’t see the individual impacts, but the man didn’t return fire, so I considered him dead.
The last man in the patrol still didn’t see me, but he could see that a major attack had been launched on the tunnel. He fired randomly into the tree line, trying to make us put our heads down. It didn’t work. I emptied the rest of my clip into him, and he lay motionless on the ground.
I knew that with the number of enemies we faced, I didn’t need to take any time to assess how McCormick and his men were doing; I just needed to focus on killing as many guards as possible. As I reloaded, I saw guards lying prone in front of the tunnel, firing to the north seemingly at random. I picked off one after another, seeing their bodies twitch with the bullet impacts through my red-dot sight.
After taking out four men in front of the tunnel entrances, I couldn’t find any more in that area. I took my eye off my sight to take in the whole scene. I spotted a muzzle flash in the trees off to the left just twenty or thirty yards away from the entrances. The whole area was alive with the thunder of gunfire, so I couldn’t be sure whether the flash I saw was McCormick, Ivanov, or a PLA guard.
I looked to the left and saw movement. Three PLA were running across the mountainside to the left of the road. As Dietrich fired at a target elsewhere on the battlefield, the three-man PLA patrol stopped and hit the deck, having evidently seen Dietrich’s muzzle flashes.
“Hans, heads up left!” I shouted and fired at the same time. Instinctively, I loosed half of my thirty-round clip into the woods so that the PLA infantry would be forced to duck behind trees. I was too late, however. All three of the PLA infantry were firing in our direction, at Dietrich in particular because they’d seen his muzzle flashes.
Two bullets hit the German, and he stopped firing and lay motionless. I didn’t have time to mourn. I was in the zone, and the world slowed for me as I aimed carefully and emptied an entire clip into the three PLA soldiers one shot at a time over a span of about ten seconds. The last began firing wildly in my direction — far too late to stop me.
The battle was about 90 seconds old at this point. I scanned the battlefield for more enemies. The PLA rifles had gone silent, I realized. For at least a moment, the area was quiet.
I stood up slowly and walked over to Dietrich. After seeing him go slack after the two bullets had hit him, I held out little hope that he was alive, but as I knelt beside him, he was still breathing.
One bullet had smashed through the pinky and ring fingers of his right hand on the rifle’s grip, severing them and denting the rifle. The other gashed a furrow atop his head going from left to right, a grazing shot that nevertheless knocked Dietrich senseless.
The head wound wasn’t bleeding badly, so I slapped Dietrich in the face. He slowly came to, mumbling something in German. “Wake up, you lazy bastard, the fight’s over,” I said.
Dietrich shook his head, then said with a moan, “Was zum Teufel ist passiert?”
I didn’t understand. “You ain’t in Germany anymore, Hans. You’re in Taiwan, and you’ve gotta get in the damn tunnel.”
As consciousness returned, Dietrich said, “My fingers… my goddamn fingers are gone.”
“You’ve got eight left,” I pointed out helpfully. He didn’t appreciate the contribution. “Put some desinfektionsmittel on them and bandage them, for Christ’s sake.”
I didn’t need a translation. With disinfectant from a small first aid kit in my pack, I sterilized the wound, eliciting a restrained howl of pain. Then I wrapped the finger stubs as best I could. I also spread some disinfectant on the gash on Dietrich’s head, though it would probably need stitches that we didn’t have time to worry about.
Finished with that bit of nursing, I looked down and saw McCormick and Ivanov in front of the tunnel, looking back to our position. “We’ve got to get moving. You ready to take the command center?”
“Ja,” Dietrich said. “I can still fight.”
I helped him to his feet and we hurried down the mountainside.
McCormick and Ivanov met us in front of the tunnels, flames still burning bright at the machine gun emplacements. We could still hear the sounds of heavy fighting at the other end of the tunnel, which were supposed to continue for another few minutes.
As we approached, McCormick saw the bandages and didn’t ask whether Dietrich could go on. He simply asked us both, “Ready?”
“Hell yes,” I said, drawing a smile from McCormick and a scowl from Ivanov.
McCormick and I angled toward the left tunnel, Dietrich and Ivanov the right. McCormick was in front, his weapon up and aimed, just as mine was. There would be more guards inside, and they would know from the silencing of the Ak-2000 fire outside that they’d soon have unwelcome visitors.
The tunnel itself was two lanes wide and lit with white LED light. The ceiling was about thirty feet overhead, and the walls were painted white with yellow and green stripes at the bottom. The white was probably meant to reflect more light and save energy, the stripes meant to prevent Taiwanese drivers from running into the side. There were only one or two abandoned cars on the road. I guess there had been enough warning for the Taiwanese to get home when the invasion started, I thought.
Focus. I ignored the details and directed my attention toward the distance. There was nothing in the tunnel to indicate a command post nearby. I began to think this was the wrong tunnel.
McCormick moved like a robot, his head constantly scanning back and forth as he moved forward at a pace just a little slower than ordinary walking. I mimicked the motion. We walked like that for a minute, then McCormick put a fist up to indicate we were stopping. He dropped to a knee instinctively, and I did as well.
We stayed motionless for fifteen seconds, and I was about to whisper a question when I heard a noise up ahead around a slight bend. An engine. The noise grew and grew.
“What the hell is that?”
McCormick looked back at me, his face losing a little of its normal calm. “Get against the wall!”
We scrambled for the right side of the tunnel, which was curving slightly right, hiding us from whatever was coming down the tunnel. McCormick said, “It’s a fucking tank.”
“Do you have anything to take it out with?” I asked.
“No,” he said. “Just an explosive charge that can’t penetrate reactive armor and a few grenades.”
“Shit,” I replied. We only had a few seconds until the tank could see us. “Run past?”
McCormick grinned. “Trying to save the Army a pension? Follow me.” He took off sprinting with me two steps behind.
The Type 99 tank was suddenly in view — a thirty-foot long, fifty-ton monster, its 125-millimeter main gun pointed directly forward and its commander manning the heavy machine gun on top. The weapon on top fired a bullet six inches long, supposed to be strong enough to penetrate lightly armored vehicles in its own right.
Beyond the tank, I caught a brief glimpse of an assemblage of officers and perhaps seven more guards. The officers were armed with pistols, the guards with rifles.
The commander atop the tank tried to swivel his weapon around to shoot at us, but he was just a little too slow. From a dead sprint, McCormick fired off twenty shots, and the commander’s body jolted with the impacts of multiple rounds. McCormick didn’t slow down and jumped atop the tank as bullets fired by the PLA guards in the command post began impacting the tunnel and tank turret.
Adrenaline surged through my veins as I followed him up, staying low atop the tank to keep the turret between me and the guards, instinctively grabbing the main gun for support. The tank’s driver suddenly realized what had happened and slammed on the brakes, throwing McCormick forward and off the tank. He hit the ground with an audible thud and rolled into a crouching position just in front of the tank, the side of his face cut from the asphalt. “Throw a grenade down the hatch!” he screamed at me.
I withdrew a grenade and pulled the pin. The body of the tank commander was slouched across the hatch opening, so I had to get on top of the turret to throw the grenade down into the bowels of the tank itself. I tossed the grenade down and made sure that it was past the commander’s body before I hopped down from the tank and threw myself on the ground beside McCormick.
A crashing sound like a massive hammer hitting metal sounded inside the tank and smoke and debris shot out from the open hatch. The thunder of the explosion might have deafened us if it hadn’t been mostly muffled by the body of the tank.
McCormick was already up, his silenced T97 assault rifle at the ready. He moved to the side of the tank and fired on the guards, dropping one with a burst of five shots. I took out another grenade and cooked it, pulling the pin and waiting a few seconds so that it would detonate shortly after landing. I threw the grenade hard over the top of the tank, and in the tunnel, the explosion sounded truly massive.
McCormick moved forward to the left of the tank, and I took the right side. There were still several Chinese officers and guards standing after the grenade’s detonation, but they seemed dazed by the explosion. Without a word, McCormick and I cut them down with aimed bursts, reloading and pouring more fire into any that moved.
The blood ran hot in my veins, and I looked for another target. “All clear,” McCormick said, and I found myself a little disappointed.
The command post had been wiped out. There were still tablets and laptops strewn around the area, some obviously broken but some apparently intact. McCormick grabbed a pack left on the ground. “Grab whatever you can and stuff it in this. I’m going to make sure they’re all dead.”
Without ceremony, McCormick moved from body to body, firing a single bullet in each soldier’s head. He needed to reload once, and mechanically put in a new clip, coldly continuing his grisly task.
I grabbed a few laptops, eight tablets, and a dozen cell phones from the area. Most of the phones were taken from the pockets of the dead. It occurred to me that the phones were probably personal, but I wasn’t the least bit sentimental about it. They fought for the wrong country, and that was that.
McCormick finished checking the bodies and reloaded his rifle with a look of satisfaction in his eyes. “Mission accomplished, lieutenant. You ready to go?”
I slammed a new magazine into my rifle and shot him a beaming smile. “Ready.”
* * *
There wasn’t much time to waste. PLA reinforcements could be on their way. McCormick and I ran through the tunnel, slowing and aiming our rifles as we neared the exit in case of an ambush outside. It had only been four or five minutes since we entered, and the PLA guards still lay dead on the ground outside.
“Where are the others?” I asked.
“Good question,” McCormick mumbled, looking down the other tunnel that Ivanov and Dietrich had gone down. The tunnel was dead quiet. “You remember hearing anything from the other tunnel while we were in ours?”
I shook my head. “I was too focused on what we were doing. Want me to go in after them?”
McCormick answered, “No, I’ll take a look. Stay out here and kill any PLA you see coming. I’ll be back quickly.” With that, he moved off into the other tunnel at a fast walk, his weapon up and aimed.
It was just a few minutes after midnight, and the area was eerily quiet. The Battle of Teatime Hill was long over by then, and my Airborne squad was no longer attacking the tunnel five miles to the north. That could mean they had withdrawn into the hills as planned, or it could mean they were all dead. Either way, there was no sound of gunfire on the breeze, just a few sonic booms over the horizon where American F-22’s fought their battles against the People’s Liberation Army-Air Force.
I didn’t hear McCormick, Ivanov or Dietrich coming until McCormick came up behind me and said, “Back.”
I turned to see that the bandage on Dietrich’s hand was bloody and a thin line of blood dripped down his face from the gash on his head, but other than that he and Ivanov appeared to have made it back without a scratch. “What took you guys so long?” I asked.
Ivanov grinned. “There’s a goddamn ammo depot in that tunnel. The guards for the depot must have been mostly out here, we only ran into five men inside. We left an explosive inside on a five minute timer.”
“So we weren’t the only ones who were busy,” I observed.
Dietrich gave a short laugh. “Clay told me you guys ran into a tank.”
“Yeah, the Chinese can even use it again if they can scrub out all the pieces of the crew.”
McCormick interjected, “Enough talk. Volodya, you’re back on point. Let’s clear the area and get to the rendezvous point.”
“Roger that,” Ivanov said, and he was off, moving at a light jog.
A few minutes later, we were about a quarter mile from the tunnels when a muffled thunderclap sounded from within the mountain. Boulders rolled down the mountainside and the tunnels collapsed, jetting gray dust into the night air.
No one made a sound because we were in hostile territory, but we all paused and looked back for a moment. Ivanov grinned and flashed a thumbs up to the rest of us, and McCormick and I exchanged a look of satisfaction. Then we continued on through the woods..
* * *
Two hours later, we reached the rendezvous point. We were three hours ahead of schedule, having needed to detour only once to avoid a PLA patrol. Once we stopped, McCormick stitched the gash on Dietrich’s head closed. I applied more disinfectant to the cut on McCormick’s face that he had suffered when he was thrown off of the tank. The four of us ate MREs and we shared the full story of our roles in the battle we had just won.
“Another story to tell when I’m an old fart living in Switzerland,” Ivanov observed sardonically. “The drooling grandkids probably won’t care what ded Ivanov did during the war.”
“You’d be surprised,” I said. “Everyone I know watched the videos the Knights put up in the early days of the war,” I said. “And the videos the Lafayette Initiative put up later. It made a difference stateside. It made us feel like we were fighting back, like we weren’t just victims.
“Remember that battle when the PLA tried to overrun the Knights’ compound in Taipei? The torn flag still flying at the end? The next day, I was in a restaurant in downtown Lexington, Kentucky, and some hipster kid was imitating a dumb southerner supporting the military. You know, ‘‘Murica’, ‘America, fuck yeah!’, that sort of thing. Some ordinary guy punched him in the face. Broke his damn nose.”
The men laughed, and I continued. “There was a huge wave of enlistments in the armed forces. People donated to the veterans groups. Celebrities started wearing flag patches on their shoulders. It was crazy.”
McCormick said, “I’m just glad that New York Times reporter happened to be there or we never would have thought to do the videos. The videos still help. Gutierrez and Brown were going to can Concitor after the Battle of Farmers’ Ridge, but I got him out of it by threatening to go public with the story.”
“Propaganda matters,” Dietrich said. “People rally around the stories. In fact, we should really put up a new one about what we just did. Let the people know Sergeant McCormick is still fighting.”
McCormick muttered something dismissive, but the idea was too good to ignore. “We absolutely should do that,” I said. “The Airborne’s hanging on by a thread in Citadel. If we can rev up some enthusiasm, get their morale up a bit, it could make the difference.”
Even Ivanov nodded at that. McCormick, seeing the consensus of the group, said, “Alright, on one condition: I’m not the star this time.” He pointed to me. “She’s the face of this. The press will eat it up even more because—” he stopped himself.
“Because I’m a woman?” I asked.
McCormick nodded. I said, “I have no problem exploiting that. I’m not some feminist psycho. I want to win the goddamn war. If it helps to have a woman, I’m in.” I laughed. “Mom’s never going to believe it when her daughter becomes a YouTube star.”
Ivanov said, “Dietrich and I should not be featured. Our faces aren’t as pretty. Also, we might have trouble finding work after the war if we’re famous.”
Smiling, McCormick said as he whipped out his phone, “That settles it. Lieutenant Barker, you’re going to become famous.”
We filmed a two-minute long video, which took an hour of planning. Ivanov and Dietrich kept watch for the Airborne squad or any stray PLA patrols, but saw nothing. Once McCormick was satisfied that the PLA wouldn’t be able to identify where we were based on the background, he uploaded the video to YouTube. It didn’t take very long for the hits to start piling up on the video, and the first news reports to talk about the destruction of the command center and ammo dump.
The Airborne squad arrived forty minutes after we posted the video. They had suffered two wounded in their diversionary attack on the northern end of the tunnels, but no one had died. The two wounded had suffered shrapnel wounds from a Chinese grenade, and one of them hobbled along with assistance from a friend. I congratulated Sergeant Moore on bringing everyone back alive.
McCormick, the fight in the tunnels, the YouTube video, and now my squad making it out with no losses, no letters to write to loved ones. My hands shook with joy.

Chapter 5: Concitor

After the Battle of Teatime Hill, I got some food and left Lieutenant Williams to gather the survivors of my company. I took a Tylenol to dull the pain of my eye, then slept for a few hours.
I woke with a start when Lieutenant Williams shook me. It was still dark out, and I checked my watch. A few minutes after 2:00 AM local time. “Captain, you’d better listen to the radio,” he said. Though I had slept with my earpiece in, it had fallen out, and I plugged it back in just in time to hear Colonel Brown’s voice.
“—epeat, Progress 4, this is Equality 5, do you read me?”
It took a conscious effort of will to respond, though I couldn’t quite summon the energy to be polite. “Progress 4.”
“Progress 4, report to headquarters immediately. Acknowledge.”
“Acknowledged, reporting to headquarters.”
I grabbed my rifle, still sitting beside the bench, and stood up. “Lieutenant Williams, please see to it that the wounded are receiving treatment. I’ve been summoned to HQ.”
Williams asked, “Do you know what they want?”
I shook my head. “They could be firing me or waiting to pin a medal to my chest. I don’t know. Whatever it is, they want to do it in person.”
“Do you need someone to walk with you?” Williams asked awkwardly, gesturing to my bandaged eye socket.
I replied, “Nah, it doesn’t take two eyes to walk down the street. I’ll be back in twenty.”
Knowing that the Chinese now controlled Teatime Hill, I moved quickly from building to building, pausing at each for a random amount of time to throw PLA snipers off. There had already been a dozen Airborne casualties at the hands of Chinese infantry firing down into Citadel from Teatime Hill.
When I arrived at headquarters, the staff officers all looked at me with a peculiar expression. Most of them outranked me, but they avoided meeting my gaze as if I were a superior officer.
I came to the command center Gutierrez and Brown had shown me earlier and saw Gutierrez sitting dejected, looking idly at tactical screens showing the new Airborne defensive positions as if they were a rerun of a soap opera. Colonel Brown was talking animatedly on a phone, presumably to someone at the Pentagon.
Clearing my throat to announce my presence, I said, “General Gutierrez, Captain Concitor reporting.”
Gutierrez gestured for me to sit down, but didn’t take his eyes off of the tactical screen. “They were coming for Teatime Hill.”
I didn’t know what to say. An awkward moment passed, and I said, “Yes, sir.”
He continued, “No one told me they would do that. We didn’t have any intelligence indicating where they’d hit.”
Again, it was unclear what I could say. Well, sir, that’s not technically correct, because I did tell you exactly what was going to happen and I had to go against your orders and break my company to stop the Chinese from storming Citadel. I settled for, “No, sir.”
We sat in silence for a minute, then Brown finished his phone call and turned to look at me. “The Pentagon relieved General Gutierrez of command about fifteen minutes ago and promoted me to general to serve in his stead. I am now leading the defense of Pinglin.”
The news was genuinely shocking. Gutierrez had been a poster boy for the modern Army, a man with connections, a man on the rise.
Brown explained, “The public didn’t appreciate the loss of Teatime Hill. The news is blasting across the U.S. The network military commentators are predicting that Citadel will fall within the next few hours.”
Unable to keep an acidic tone out of my voice, I asked, “If they didn’t want someone who was wrong on Teatime Hill, why are you in charge, sir?”
Brown glared. “I might have done things differently if I had been in command.”
I merely snorted in reply. Brown said, “I’d shit-can you right now if I could Concitor, but you seem to have a guardian angel.”
He pointed to his laptop, which had CNN.com open. “Someone in the press got wind of your bayonet attack. They were under the impression you ordered it on your own initiative.”
“Wonder how they got that impression, sir,” I mused.
Ignoring that barb, Brown continued, “You’re becoming something of a celebrity, Concitor. We’re getting bombarded with interview requests from around the world. The Pentagon is eager for some good news to counteract the loss of Teatime Hill. You’re it. You’re getting a battlefield promotion to colonel, and you’re the new second-in-command of the brigade.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Second-in-command to you, sir?”
“That’s right,” Brown said with a grimace. “But I don’t want to deal with you around headquarters, so the Pentagon decided to put you in charge of the thousand-soldier reserve. I’m running the defenses, you command the mobile reaction force.”
That was even better news than the promotion. Seeing a flicker of satisfaction on my face, Brown added, “Don’t break out the champagne quite yet, Concitor. Your first job is going to be figuring out how to stop Colonel Fong.”
“Who’s that?” I asked.
“He was the first commander of Unit One, the Chinese special forces unit that fought off the Lafayette Initiative. Apparently, he got promoted up after that, and they put him in charge of planning the Chinese attack on Teatime Hill. And… well, look.” Brown turned to his laptop, clicked on a story, and turned the screen to face me.
The screen turned to a video interview with a PLA officer with a trim, strong figure, sharp cheekbones, and piercing brown eyes. The CNN interviewer was an attractive thirty-ish woman with a vaguely Mediterranean look.
The interviewer said, “We’re joined now by Colonel Wu Fong, the commander of the PLA forces that took Teatime Hill. Colonel Fong, how did you come up with your surprise attack strategy?”
The colonel gave a photogenic smile and answered in good English. “I can’t tell you all the specifics, Christina, but whenever I’m in command, I look to the teachings of Sun Tzu. ‘A general is skillful in attack whose opponent does not know what to defend; and he is skillful in defense whose opponent does not know what to attack.’”
The CNN reporter laughed. Even after a half-century of globalization, I couldn’t believe that an American reporter could laugh about a battle where hundreds of Americans died literally hours after the fighting was over. “I guess that proved pretty true. There are also reports that you were responsible for a Chinese special forces operation two days ago that all but destroyed the Lafayette Initiative. Is there any truth to those rumors?”
Fong flashed a smile again. “We don’t discuss those matters. My time with Unit One was well spent, and I look forward to continuing to serve the People’s Liberation Army to bring freedom and unity to the People’s Republic of China.”
“I understand,” the CNN reporter said coyly, leaving little doubt that Fong had just confirmed the rumors. “One question asked by many of our viewers is what terms of surrender would you accept from the American garrison of Pinglin?”
Fong answered as smoothly as a politician reeling off talking points. “The People’s Republic believes in the honorable treatment of prisoners. If the Americans in Pinglin surrender today, we promise to repatriate them to the United States within one week. They can keep their weapons, their flags, and their pride. They have fought valiantly, especially Captain Concitor with the bayonet charge that cost him an eye. We do not want war with the United States. If the Americans stand aside and let us deal with our internal conflict with Chinese Taipei, we would be happy to resume normal relations with them.”
The interview cut off and the CNN reporter filled in her own commentary. “Colonel Fong is a confident, brilliant commander. His maneuver to fool General Gutierrez and seize Teatime Hill has dealt a serious setback to the 101st Airborne Division and the defense of Pinglin. Whether the American force can figure out a way to create a new defensive line and keep the town safe remains to be seen.”
The video ended.
“Fong is dangerous. Who knows what else he’ll try?” Brown asked.
“I assume we’re not considering the surrender offer,” I said cautiously.
Brown’s brows furrowed. “Hell no. I just got command, I’m not going to be remembered as the guy who delivered Citadel to the PLA in thirty minutes or less like a goddamn pizza boy.”
I tried to focus on the rest of Fong’s interview. It had to be a serious threat to make Brown ignore the compliment to me. The reference to me losing my eye was obviously meant to indicate that Chinese intelligence sources in Citadel are incredibly accurate. As far as I knew, no one outside my own unit had known about it.
“Unit One wiping out the Lafayette Initiative actually did happen. McCormick himself told me about that.”
Brown nodded. “So, the question is, what is Fong going to do next?”
I tried to pretend Brown wasn’t there and talked to myself. “With control of Teatime Hill, PLA forces overlook Citadel and the defenses of the northern road. I assume we’ve already evacuated our soldiers from the trenches on the road now that the Chinese can easily hit them.”
“Yes, we’ve done that,” Brown contributed.
I continued, “We can’t move our reserves quickly anymore without putting suppressing fire on Teatime Hill. Otherwise, the PLA there would pour fire down on us and it’d be a massacre. We could try popping smoke, but we don’t have that high-tech infrared-suppressing smoke that the Chinese have. They’d use thermal sensors to see us and wipe us out as if it were broad daylight.”
Brown put aside the tension between us and tried to sound professional. “If we can’t move the reserves around, they aren’t much good.”
I shook my head. “We can sneak a few soldiers at a time through the streets, and even then we’d probably lose some of them. The reserves are at the elementary school right now, so they’re in good position to reinforce Devil Hill or the new line at the outskirts of the city at the base of Teatime Hill.”
Pausing for a moment, I grunted. “But Colonel Fong’s clever. He’ll know exactly the predicament we’re in. If we can do something about attacks in the northern part of Citadel, he won’t hit us there. The PLA still haven’t made a try for the western route into the city. I’d bet my pension that Fong will try to hit the western side next.”
Brown considered the theory. “Satellite imagery and intelligence from the Taiwanese doesn’t show any Chinese movement in that direction. They’re apparently moving infantry units up slowly in order to avoid a repeat of the ambushes that took out the forces they sent to cut off the road to the south leading to Yilan.”
“Nobody saw the PLA heading for Teatime Hill either, sir,” I pointed out. “That’s thick forest over there. I could see soldiers getting through it without being detected. Hell, they might not even send too many, just a hundred or so could be enough to blow a hole in our lines. And who knows what tricks the Chinese have cooked up to spoof the satellites and drones?”
Brown asked, “What could we do to foil a PLA attack to the west?”
I examined the problem. We couldn’t move reserves, but there were a thousand men on the west side already.
The solution struck me like a lightning bolt. “How many Taiwanese civilians are left in the town?”
* * *
Two hours later, I was crouched in a foxhole on the western side of the town. The defensive line here was anchored on an ornate Chinese gate that stood astride the road leading into Citadel. On one side of the gate was the river, and on the other side a short road leading north that eventually curved east and up Teatime Hill. The foxhole I was in was just to the west of that road, at the northern extreme of our line.
It was still pitch dark outside, but dawn would be coming soon. The air had the chill of early spring, and from the lack of stars overhead, I guessed that there were clouds overhead. There was only a thin gibbous moon, meaning the night was particularly dark. A perfect evening for my little trick.
“We’ve got to move soon,” I said to Major Wittmann, who nodded. Wittmann commanded the companies forming the western defensive line. Though I had assumed control of his units, he was functionally my second-in-command, and I found that I liked him. He was quiet, at the very least.
I radioed back to Lieutenant Williams, who I had taken from my company as an aide for my new role. “Yankee 4, this is Yankee 6, is Potomac in place?” (I reveled in my new power to choose call signs, ditching “Empathy” and “Progress” and using mostly Civil War references.)
Williams answered, “Roger, Potomac is ready to move when you move, over.”
“Roger, stand by. Nova is moving out momentarily,” I replied.
Nova (as in “Northern Virginia,” as in “the Army of Northern Virginia”) and Potomac (as in, “the Army of the Potomac”) were the two key groups for this operation. Nova had to move farther, but theirs was a much simpler task. Potomac only had to move a few tens of yards, but they had to do it in just the right way.
The movements had to happen quickly and smoothly. I looked at my watch. It had to be now. Everything was in place, everything was ready.
I keyed my radio. “Lucifer, start the music.”
“Roger.”
Across town, thunder pealed in the night. A thousand rifles fired from Devil Hill, aiming near-blind fire on the heavily-wooded Teatime Hill a few hundred yards away. Airborne soldiers fired three dozen of our old (and useless) antitank rockets at Teatime Hill. Some of the PLA on Teatime Hill returned fire, betraying their positions to the Airborne soldiers on Devil Hill. The two sides rattled machine guns back and forth.
“Nova, Potomac, go,” I said into my radio, and climbed out of the foxhole with everyone else in Nova, the thousand-strong garrison in western Citadel. We quickly made our way into the deep brush that ran alongside the western road, burying ourselves in dense leaves and forest. In four minutes, all thousand men had redeployed from a line running north to south perpendicular to the road to a line about half-a-mile long running parallel to the western road.
The firing continued on Devil Hill, and the newly established line at the base of Teatime Hill let out a roar, the Airborne soldiers shouting at the top of their lungs as if they were about to launch an attack. By that point, I was certain that the attention of the Chinese drones and satellites was focused squarely on Teatime Hill, where it looked like we were about to launch an attack.
Now it was time to check on Potomac. Of course, I was in cover in the brush now too, so I had to rely on Lieutenant Williams’s report. His answer to my query: “In position.”
All I needed to do now was wait. We were betting a lot on my hunch that Colonel Fong was going to make a try for the western side of Citadel. An hour passed, and I began to wonder whether I had completely misread the situation. Maybe the Chinese aren’t coming.
My eye socket itched and ached beneath the eye patch, and I resisted rubbing or scratching it for as long as I could. As annoying as that habit was, it was less agonizing than just waiting to hear from the scouts.
Another forty-five minutes. Whatever the Chinese were going to do, it had to be soon. Either that or the war had ended and no one bothered to tell me.
I radioed Brown and whispered, “HQ, this is Yankee 6, any updates?”
“Negative, it’s quiet here. Devil Hill and the Coffee Line are quiet.” The Coffee Line was the term given to the new defenses that had cropped up at the base of Teatime Hill. The name had come about both because of the relation to tea and because the companies assigned to the Coffee Line were only about a hundred yards downhill from the PLA. The proximity had made them jittery, as if they’d had a few too many cups of coffee. The joke was funny to us, at least.
I kept waiting. They’ve got to be coming. It’s just a matter of time.
Finally, a call came in from the commander of scout team “Sheridan” in front of our line. “Yankee 6, this is Sheridan 3. We’ve got movement in the trees to the north. At least a platoon of Chicoms heading east.”
Chicoms were, of course, Chinese Communists. They were walking straight into our trap.
The sighting by the scout relieved the lesser of my major concerns about the operation. They had spotted the PLA infantry before the enemy figured out that the western garrison was no longer deployed behind a static line. The more important major concern was that the Chinese would figure out what Potomac Force was up to. If their intelligence people picked up on it in time, the Chinese might very well take Citadel in the next hour.
A minute passed, and the PLA line continued moving forward. I could see glimpses of the Chinese infantry moving through the forest. Their line was not quite parallel to ours, but it was close.
The PLA moved cautiously, of course. They were only a few hundred yards from the western defensive lines, where even now their drones and spy satellites saw what appeared to be an Airborne garrison. But there was a certain arrogance in their movements. They thought they could move about at will outside of Citadel. Their spy platforms confirmed what had become an axiomatic truth in the PLA command: the Airborne was on the strategic defensive, and hence would not leave its heavily fortified positions inside Citadel.
We were about to show them what happens when you assume an American soldier will follow the script.
“Let them walk past you,” I radioed to the scouts. To everyone else, I said, “Nova, do not fire until I give the command.” The men were all prone, lying down as far as they could in the deepest brush they could find. It would only take one screw-up, however, to alert the PLA infantry and throw away the element of surprise.
My heart thumped in my chest. The moment was close at hand. From my vantage point, I could see perhaps thirty Chinese moving slowly toward the western defenses of Pinglin. They were only a few dozen yards from the invisible line of Airborne soldiers in deep cover.
I had no idea how many Chinese soldiers were in this attack presumably being led by Colonel Fong. If the surprise was good enough, it wouldn’t matter, I told myself. The defense of Citadel hung in the balance. The war hung in the balance.
God help us.
Calmly, and coldly, I said into the radio, “Nova, fire.”
A thousand rifles fired at once, including mine. I was right in the middle of the line, and the sound was an ear-splitting roar, a world-ending crash, the devastating crash of a tidal wave. The forest ahead shredded into wood chips, ripped leaves, and torn flesh.
The Chinese force crumpled hopelessly in that first volley, and the Airborne kept firing. Of the thirty-odd PLA infantry I could see before I issued the order to fire, all but three fell in the first six seconds of the fight. Most of our soldiers had to reload then, and then they killed the last three.
It was almost ten seconds before any PLA returned fire, the distinctive hammering of their Ak-2000’s rising above the din. The returning fire was worse than useless, however. The Airborne soldiers had all positioned themselves deep in cover, almost always close to the ground. In the chaos of the moment, most Chinese soldiers shot high, and their muzzle flashes gave the Airborne soldiers a specific target to shoot at.
If the Chinese commander had been anyone other than Colonel Fong, we might have taken out the entire PLA force. Fong, though, reacted quickly. After thirty seconds of slaughter, the Chinese fire slackened off and they began withdrawing through the woods in some semblance of order.
This was a possibility I had considered. “Nova, forward fifty yards.”
The Airborne soldiers emerged from their cover and moved ahead with their weapons raised and aimed. From the standing position, they had a better view of the retreating Chinese than they had had from their cover in the brush. With more fire poured into them, the Chinese orderly retreat began to verge on a rout, with soldiers running further and further into the woods for cover.
The advantage would be short-lived for us, however. At some point, the Chinese line would solidify, and when it did, the Airborne soldiers would be caught out in the open. Then the battle would be a fair fight, exactly what I did not want. Thus, when my soldiers had moved forward fifty yards, I issued my next order. “Nova, withdraw back to Citadel.” The Airborne line melted away, the soldiers scampering back to the defensive line on the western end of town.
I followed along with them, reasonably sure that the Chinese would not turn about and attack. They did not, and we quickly made our way back to Citadel.
When I reached the defensive line in the dark, I startled one of the members of Potomac Force. She was a seventy-year-old Taiwanese woman wearing a U.S. Army-style helmet, camouflage jackets, and pants. Her English was a little rusty. “You scare me. What all that sound was?
“A battle,” I said. “We won.”
The woman looked confused, and another Taiwanese civilian dressed as a U.S. soldier explained the situation to her more fully. Potomac Force had performed their job exactly as I had anticipated.
By cobbling together every civilian that could be found within walking distance of Citadel’s town center, we had enough people to pose as the garrison of the western side of Citadel. The noise of the diversion at Devil Hill and the Coffee Line allowed us to slip Potomac Force into the western defensive line so that when the Chinese drones and satellites looked again at the western line, they saw a picture that looked roughly the same as when the actual Airborne garrison had been there.
I radioed the commanders of the companies of Nova group. “Report casualties.”
“Nova 1, none here.”
“Nova 2, two dead, one wounded.”
“Nova 3, one of my enlisted took a round in the shoulder.”
The calls continued. The final tally was three dead, four wounded — an astoundingly light casualty count.
I found Lieutenant Williams in the line fielding questions from a Taiwanese officer who had helped coordinate the civilian volunteers. “Excellent work, lieutenant,” I said to Williams.
He flashed a smile. “So you were right about Colonel Fong’s attack.”
I grunted. “He limited his losses pretty well. It’ll take them some time to reorganize, but they’ve got a lot more to throw at us.”
“But they know they’re up against a tricky bastard, sir,” Williams insisted. “That’s got to be worth something.”
* * *
I made my way back to the headquarters in the gymnasium. There I set down my rifle, which many in the headquarters eyed nervously, as if the presence of a weapon that still smelled of battle would disturb the peaceful sanctity of the situation room.
Brown was all smiles. “The Pentagon passed on some intel from the Taiwanese. Their mini-satellites were quickly able to get an accurate count on PLA casualties from the battle. About 900 dead, twice that number wounded. The media are already running those figures.”
“Losses like that aren’t going to stop them, general,” I said cautiously. “We still have a long way to go.”
Brown waved the point away, “Not a crushing victory, but a serious dent in the available PLA infantry. The initial estimate from the analysts at the Pentagon is that it will take sixteen hours for the Chinese to deploy new forces to the battlefield, another eight to ready another assault. They’re being significantly slowed down by the destruction of that brigade command center and ammo depot in the tunnels northwest of here. We’ve got a full-day’s respite, Colonel Concitor.”
I was about to ask what we were going to do with that time when another officer came into Brown’s office. “Excuse me, sir, but we have an interview request from CNN.”
“I’m willing to do interviews, captain,” Brown said immediately.
“Beg your pardon, sir, but they requested Colonel Concitor specifically for the interview,” the officer said sheepishly.
Ignoring Brown’s look of outrage, I snorted derisively. “Why the hell would I want to talk to them?”
The officer stammered, “Well, they have a right to know about what’s going on here.”
That was such a pitifully weak reason that I chuckled, then laughed, then guffawed, tears coming out of both my eye sockets despite the fact that one was now empty. It may have been the adrenaline aftershock of the battle, but I was now in a merrier mood. “Of course, captain. Just let me know where to sit.”
It took a few minutes to ready a laptop and video chat program. The officer clipped a microphone to my lapel, and then it was time to talk to the CNN correspondent, the same generically pretty brunette woman with heavy makeup who had interviewed Fong.
“We are now joined live by Colonel Tom Concitor, commander of the U.S. Army contingent that just defeated a Chinese force led by Colonel Fong of the PLA. Colonel Concitor, thank you for joining us.”
“You’re welcome,” I said.
The reporter seemed to miss a beat at that unusual response to insincere thanks, but recovered quickly. “Colonel, Pentagon sources are saying that over nine hundred Chinese were killed in this battle, while you lost just three soldiers. Congratulations on what appears to be a significant victory for your forces.”
I was amused by the idea that the soldiers of the Airborne were my “forces”, as if I were an African warlord. “Don’t be bashful, they’re your forces too, Christina.”
She laughed nervously, unsure if I was joking. “I’m no military strategist, colonel, but you apparently are. Pentagon sources indicate that you came up with the ambush plan that played out to such great effect in the fields west of Pinglin. How did you come up with that strategy?”
I shrugged. “Had to figure out some way to kill ‘em.”
There was an awkward second of pause. I think that was probably about the time in the interview she decided to try to make a point. “Well, it’s interesting you bring that up because some reporting indicates that you dressed Taiwanese civilians up like U.S. soldiers to trick the Chinese into thinking that your force had not left Pinglin. Is that true?”
I didn’t know whether the detail was classified, but it didn’t seem like there was anything to gain by hiding the truth. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Isn’t that a violation of the rules of war?” she asked.
“If the Chinese didn’t want to face seventy-year-old Taiwanese women with assault rifles, they should have just stayed in China.” I managed to keep a straight face.
“But couldn’t this action lead to reprisals against Taiwanese civilians?” she persisted.
“Help me understand your logic. The Chinese would be so upset that we put Taiwanese civilians in harm’s way that they’ll… put Taiwanese civilians in harm’s way?” I asked with a condescending grin.
She ignored the question. “So you don’t think there’s anything wrong with putting civilians in danger?”
“They volunteered,” I answered. “Hell, they’re in danger already, their country is being invaded.”
She pressed the point. “Colonel Fong was on this program yesterday after the Battle of Teatime Hill, and I think he also feels he is just protecting his country. How would you respond to that argument, colonel?”
“He sure picked a funny place to defend his country.” I remembered Fong’s pompous quoting of ancient Chinese philosophy and added, “I must have missed the part of Sun Tzu where he says, ‘Attacking a country a hundredth your size is the best defense.’”
Changing the subject, she said, “I understand that you ordered your men to fire on the retreating Chinese when the battle had already been won. Why did you order those killings without a higher military purpose? Do you have a personal vendetta against the Chinese?”
“War is killing,” I said. “The way to win a war is to kill the other side’s soldiers until the other side gives up. Killing them is safest when they can’t fight back. That way, I write fewer letters to the wives, husbands, and parents of American soldiers. I didn’t join the Army to write letters; I’m not a goddamn lawyer.”
“Live television, colonel, please watch your language,” the anchorwoman said curtly, coloring slightly under her makeup at my tone.
I’m not sure why that particular admonition snapped what was left of my patience. “Yeah, I guess you guys need to have high standards. By the way, when’s Colonel Fong due back on your show? You interviewing any other enemies with American blood on their hands this week?”
She replied, “Excuse me, colonel, are you implying that it is improper to get both sides of a story?”
“If you claim to be on our side, yes,” I said simply.
The makeup, thick as it was, still couldn’t quite hide an angry red breaking out on her face. “I think most journalists would agree that seeking the truth is the highest form of patriotism,” she sniffed.
With a comically arched eyebrow, I asked, “Just to make sure I understand: you in your Washington studio flirting with Colonel Fong is higher patriotism than my soldiers dying in Pinglin?”
To my immense disappointment, the feed cut off then. I wasn’t quite sure if some communications flunky in the Pentagon had pulled the plug or if the anchorwoman’s producer had decided to call it a day. I unclipped my microphone and handed it to the communications officer, saying, “Please let me know if you want me to do any more of these.”
With that, I returned to the planning room, just in time to see Brown’s face aghast at my performance.

Chapter 6: Barker

In the middle of the most desperate fight of the war, there was a strange calm for most of the day when Concitor had his ambush on the western side of Citadel. After we rendezvoused with the Airborne squad, we made our way a mile further west to a small farming hamlet on a side road buried in the mountains.
Like on Farmers’ Ridge, the buildings were abandoned, so we broke into two large farmhouses. I gave strict orders to the Airborne soldiers not to take anything but food. Of course, someone found a bottle of liquor, and soon half the squad was drunk, but I judged that was probably acceptable. Though all the soldiers in the squad were hand-picked, they were still just kids, some barely a year out of high school. They needed to unwind a little after two days of non-stop fighting.
McCormick didn’t relax, insisting that at least one man out of he, Dietrich, and Ivanov had to be on guard duty at all times. I split my time between eating with my squad, sleeping during Clay’s guard shift, and spending two hours alone with Clay in another of the abandoned buildings in the town.
I told Clay the stories about growing up in Texas, he told me about Indiana. He explained why he dropped out of college and how he came to the Knights. I told him about life in the Army, about the struggle for meaning in a world with no evident purpose. We made love. For those few hours, it felt like I was on a honeymoon, not a care in the world.
Reality intervened in the form of our resupply. McCormick had arranged a shipment of ammunition, food, grenades, explosives, and some new prototype weapons. Those goods were delivered in a new-looking navy-blue Tesla sedan that came trundling down the winding road to the northwest. Tens of thousands of civilian vehicles had been requisitioned by the Taiwanese Army, ensuring that there would be some functioning supply chain linking the battlefields on the north coast, the south coast, and the half-dozen key mountain passes between the PLA and the remaining population hubs on the eastern part of the island.
The resupply came from a Taiwanese unit to the north fighting along the coast and, though that unit was fighting its own tough battle, its commander knew that the war would likely be decided in and around Pinglin.
Ivanov radioed a warning that the vehicle was approaching, and McCormick and I collected ourselves to meet it. The Airborne squad unloaded and sorted the equipment while McCormick, Dietrich, and I talked to the driver. Like many young Taiwanese, she had studied in the United States before coming back home to work in Taiwan. She had been a voice-recognition engineer at Duan Enterprises for six months before the war had started and she had been conscripted into the Taiwanese Army. We offered her coffee from our MRE’s, and she answered our question about what was happening outside of the Pinglin front.
McCormick asked, “Will the PLA be able to break through on the north coast?”
The young sergeant shook her head. “No. They aren’t even pushing all that hard anymore. Our defensive lines are strong, and our engineers are cranking out new weapons even as the war goes on. Nothing like the survival instinct to push new projects through quickly.”
“Did you say the Chinese aren’t even attacking the other lines anymore?” I asked.
She spoke quickly with a clipped competent tone. “Yes. I’ve heard our officers talking about it. Your reinforcements are on their way. There’s only another two or three days before the heavy shipments of tanks start arriving from the States. Once that happens, China’s basically lost the war. Your F-22’s have nearly taken control of the skies above Taiwan, which means they also effectively own the Taiwan Strait. Once they cut off the supplies from the mainland, the PLA will wither in the field.”
I finished the thought. “So the PLA is focusing its efforts on breaking through at Pinglin. If they don’t break through there, they lose the war.”
The Taiwanese soldier nodded. “The Taiwanese Army is fully engaged in the field already. It’s all up to the Airborne. Two more days.” She rubbed her eyes tiredly. “It’s hard to believe it’s almost over, one way or another. You can’t imagine what it’s like. We’ve all lost someone…” she trailed off.
Thunder crashed to the west. “Massed artillery,” Dietrich said immediately. “They’re shelling Citadel.”
The Taiwanese sergeant said coldly, “They are making a big mistake.”
“Why?”
“Our mini-satellites have precisely recorded the flight of the artillery shells from their guns. Our quantum computers can instantly solve the equations to figure out where the shells were fired from. They automatically transmit that data to… well, just watch.”
The Taiwanese sergeant pointed her finger to the southwest. From our vantage point high up near a mountain peak, we could see several gray shapes streaking barely above the treetops, heading west. They pitched up over hills and mountains and were still just barely visible to us when they popped over one last mountain and then disappeared. We heard several small pops, not quite as loud as the artillery shells, and pillars of smoke emerged from behind the mountain.
“Cruise missiles,” McCormick said.
Nodding, the Taiwanese sergeant replied, “We always knew we’d need a way to eliminate the Chinese artillery advantage, and we knew that maintaining air superiority to take out artillery from the air might not be possible. So, cruise missiles launched from bases near Yilan do the dirty work for us.”
“How many do you have? Aren’t they expensive?” I asked.
The sergeant snorted. “These cruise missiles are dirt cheap. Some kid with a GPS-enabled smartphone could program them in a few days, then you just need an engine and some explosives. They’re actually considerably cheaper than the Chinese artillery platforms — and much safer.”
Dietrich tilted his head in thought. “But you must have used these missiles before against their artillery. The Chinese must know that these artillery attacks won’t do much good.”
McCormick finished the thought. “They don’t care. Anything they can throw at Pinglin to make a small difference is worth it if they can win the battle. They’ve probably got most of their remaining air power in the sky right now trying to break through the Taiwanese and American air defenses. Hell, they might launch cruise missiles from the submarines that are supposed to be waiting to sink American shipping. For the next two days, the People’s Republic of China will wage total war on the town of Pinglin.”
“Then we’ll have to wage total war on the People’s Republic of China,” I said. “Pinglin won’t fall.”
McCormick and I locked eyes, and a small shadow of a smile creased his face.
Looking over to the sedan, the Taiwanese sergeant said, “It looks like your men are about finished. I will return to my unit. Thanks for the coffee.” We said our goodbyes, and the sedan drove off to the north.
* * *
We began our planning, trying to think up targets that could sway the course of the coming battle. McCormick sought out intelligence from the Taiwanese.
After an hour, McCormick said, “Everything keeps coming back around to Colonel Fong. If there’s anyone who can crack Citadel open like a nut, it’s Fong. He’s a slippery son of a bitch, but if we can get him, there probably isn’t another PLA commander savvy enough to win this war.”
Ivanov, Dietrich, and I murmured our assent to that conclusion. The only problem was that the Taiwanese couldn’t figure out where the hell he was. Somewhere within a few miles of Pinglin, obviously, but we couldn’t simply attack the whole People’s Liberation Army and hope he would just show up.
We were still wrestling with that problem when my earpiece buzzed. “Lieutenant Barker, this is Concitor.”
I hadn’t expected to hear from my former commander. “Barker here, what’s up, sir?”
“We have a major problem,” he said, stress evident in his voice, though he was trying his best to hide it. “I need you and McCormick to do whatever you can.”
“Of course, sir. What’s the situation?”
He told me, and I listened with a sinking feeling in my gut.

Chapter 7: Concitor

I had eaten a sumptuous meal of MREs and was enjoying a few hours of sleep when I was shaken awake by the head of Alpha Company under my command, Captain Kerner. “Colonel, you’d better head to HQ.”
“Did Brown send for me?” I asked, rubbing my face.
“No, he didn’t, sir,” he said, his face deadly serious. “That’s why I think you should go.”
Grasping the meaning in his words, I said, “Alright, I’ll head over.”
I took two Tylenol and put the patch over my missing eye. My rifle was in the corner of the shop backroom I had commandeered as my sleeping quarters.
We walked out into what should have been midday sun, but there was a thick misty rain coming down instead.
“I thought the forecast was for clear skies,” I observed to Captain Kerner.
He replied, “The Pentagon says the Chinese are seeding clouds, distributing particulate matter into weather patterns over China to create rain and fog here in Citadel. They’re trying to decrease the effectiveness of our air power, sir.”
I grunted. “Smart bastards, aren’t they? Should have guessed they’d try that. I remember they were seeding clouds for the 2008 Olympics twenty years ago. Makes sense that they’d want to pull out all the stops to make us welcome.” I considered the fog for a moment. “This weather also means the PLA soldiers on Teatime Hill are going to have a harder time seeing into Citadel. They need to use thermal scopes, and not every soldier is going to have one of those. We can probably move the reserves around again in the town without too much danger.”
We made our way over to headquarters, and the soldiers en route stopped and saluted me with earnest admiration. The press coverage and my eye patch had turned me into a recognizable celebrity, someone the soldiers instantly recognized.
Once we arrived at the headquarters, however, the looks from the other soldiers took on more of a hopeful mien. Not a good sign.
“I’m heading back to the reserves,” Kerner said. “Good luck, Colonel Concitor.”
I entered the building. In the main command center, various staff members were bustling about, creating an atmosphere of tension. I sought out General Brown, who was dictating orders to yet more staff members. “—and reach out to Colonel Patterson at the Pentagon, he knows all the right press people for this.” He turned and saw me, and I could see the effort behind the grin he forced on to his face. “Heard something was going on?” he asked.
“I did, general. What’s happening?”
“We’re hitting back, that’s what’s happening.” He indicated the electronic map display.
I stared blankly. “What do you mean, sir?”
He explained. “We’ve bought a day of respite with the victory to the west and the destruction of the Chinese ammo dump and command center. Now we need to capitalize on the opportunity while Chinese forces in theater are insufficient to make another attack.”
Pointing to Teatime Hill on the map, he said, “As long as the PLA hold that damn hill, our defenses to the north are cracked. A heavy infantry assault from the north could crack through the Coffee Line at the base of the hill and bypass our soldiers on Devil Hill and on the northern entrance to Citadel. So, we’re going to retake Teatime Hill while we’ve got the fog and weather on our side. The resulting disarray in the PLA command will disrupt any further Chinese attacks. Those attacks will be even less effective once we reestablish the commanding defensive position on Teatime Hill.”
Trying to maintain some semblance of being supportive, I observed, “So the PLA won’t be able to target our guys coming in as easily because of the fog.”
“Damn right,” Brown grunted.
I had my doubts about how blinding the fog would be. The smoke had been blinding earlier because it had thermal-suppressant particles interspersed in it. Thermal scanners could see through ordinary fog; they had basically been invented for exactly that purpose.
Brown had to know that. For all his bluster, he wasn’t an idiot. “What else do you have planned to soften up the defenses?” I asked.
“We’re coordinating air support. Right before our assault, a flight of Air Force F-15 Strike Eagles will plaster Teatime Hill,” Brown said.
The conversation around us had died away, and I realized that everyone in the headquarters was listening to see what I thought about the plan.
It wasn’t a terribly impressive card to play. The F-15s were capable airplanes, but they were old. The first F-15 entered service in the Air Force in 1976—53 years ago. The design is older than me, for Christ’s sake, and at that moment in the command center, I felt older than dirt. Advanced Chinese fighters like the J-31 would tear our air support to pieces if they got a chance. And, of course, the whole point of the fog was to make air support less effective.
I asked Brown, “Any other tricks for the attack, sir?”
“Just one,” Brown said unctuously. “The best damn soldiers in the world — the Airborne!”
I tried to restrain my anger. Now was not the time to get angry over some dumb fake bravado. “Sir, I think I might be able to come up with some additional tricks if you give me some time. As the commanding officer of the reserves, I must ask that you hold off ordering this attack until I have a proper opportunity to plan the assault.”
Brown cut me off. “Colonel Concitor, you will not be leading this attack. I am not using your precious reserves. The soldiers currently holding the Coffee Line will initiate the attack. You’re sitting this one out.”
Though there was a clear tone of hostility in Brown’s words, the idea that the reserves would not be carrying out the attack was more baffling than insulting. All of the other American soldiers in Citadel were needed to secure the defenses. “Then who is going to carry out this attack?”
“I will,” Brown declared theatrically. “The soldiers now occupying the Coffee Line will retake Teatime Hill. This is going to be the daring blow that wins the war for us.”
“Will you command from the field, sir?” I queried.
“No,” Brown admitted. “Captain Williams will be empowered to convey my orders to the attacking force.”
For a second, my mind went blank. Who was Captain Williams? Then I realized that he was talking about Lieutenant Williams, my aide. “When did Williams become a captain?”
“I’ve awarded Lieutenant Williams a battlefield promotion to captain,” Brown said.
Why would he promote some kid barely out of ROTC to lead his attack? I thought. As I’d witnessed when he had collapsed in fear during the bayonet attack, Williams was still very green. He wouldn’t have much instinct about what to say to the soldiers, when to push the attack, or… when to decide that retreat was the only way to save his command.
Oh. I instantly felt ill, knowing that that had to be the reason for the battlefield promotion. The more experienced company commanders would know that this attack was a fool’s errand. They’d either refuse to lead it or figure out a way to limit damages by orchestrating an orderly retreat. But Williams, flush with the victory of his promotion, would mindlessly push the assault beyond reason.
Not only was the attack a foolish plan, it was grossly cruel. I owed it to Williams to do whatever I could to stop it.
“Sir, can I speak to you in private for a moment?” I asked.
Brown followed me into a side office, and I shut the door behind us. I took a deep breath, knowing how many lives might depend on me being calm and convincing at that moment. “Sir, there are many clever aspects to your plan,” I lied, trying for once to kiss ass to get what I wanted. “But it’s too dangerous. The PLA can see through the fog with thermal sensors and the air support is chancy, coming as it does from obsolete aircraft. My strong recommendation would be to call it off, sir.”
Brown surprised me by throwing his head back and giving a sarcastic laugh. He caustically responded, “Don’t be sore just because it won’t be you doing the CNN interviews after this one.”
Ah. The situation became much clearer. The attack was Brown taking a shot at glory. He was blinded with jealousy that the officer he hated so much was becoming famous and he was not.
Calmly, I replied, “Sir, I will call every reporter at CNN and tell them that your planning was responsible for the victory over Colonel Fong earlier. I will tell them I selfishly leaked that I had been the commander just to deprive you of your deserved credit. Just don’t order this attack, sir. I promise you, sir, it will fail.”
Shaking his head, Brown said, “Don’t betray your self-importance, colonel. I’m not ordering this attack to steal your thunder. The attack is based on a sound evaluation of the strategic situation. We need to keep up the pressure on the Chinese, and this is the best way to do it.”
With that, Brown threw the office door open and walked back into the command center. Over his shoulder, he said to me, “Get some popcorn, colonel. The attack is launching in ten minutes, and I promise it’ll be quite a show.”
I couldn’t let him walk away without trying again. Even with our victories, the situation in Citadel was precarious. Taiwanese intelligence estimated that the PLA outnumbered us at least ten to one already, and the advantage could be as much as twenty to one by tomorrow. Every Airborne soldier was vital, and Brown was getting ready to send a quarter of them on a suicide mission.
“General Brown,” I said loudly, trying to get the rest of the staff in on the conversation. “You’re throwing our soldiers against a larger force of veterans who will see them coming on thermal goggles.”
Brown tried to talk over me, telling me to shut up, but I just raised my voice further. “The air support is unreliable. This attack isn’t going to work. You’re going to throw away the war and the lives of our soldiers on a fool’s errand!” I had to almost scream the last two words over Brown, who was shouting at me to get out.
“Guard, get this asshole out of my command center!” Brown said.
A private, looking confused, walked up, rifle in hand. “Please, colonel…” he trailed off.
“Shit,” I said, defeated. I walked out of the room, grabbing my own rifle on the way out. I ran down the street back to the elementary school where the reserves had set up camp. A shot rang out from Teatime Hill, smacking into the street behind me. Some Chinese sniper with a thermal scope had decided to try to take out a senior American officer through the fog. I barely missed a stride, moving over to the left side of the street so that the buildings would give me cover from Teatime Hill.
I was trying to think of a plan. The attack would start in minutes; if there was any way to stop it, I’d have to figure it out quickly.
Williams might listen. I’d known him for more than a year. Williams wasn’t a natural soldier; he was just doing his time in the Army in exchange for the ROTC scholarship. He was a science geek. He should be willing to disobey an order that would most likely result in his death.
I turned left, heading down a small side street toward the Coffee Line. It was hard to remember where things were in the fog, and for a second I had a nightmarish vision of wandering the side streets until it was too late, missing the opportunity to save the day.
A voice sounded to my right, stopping me dead in my tracks. “Who the hell’s running around? Did I tell you shits to move?” A sergeant emerged from one of the buildings and started saying, “I swear to everything holy, I am going to break—” He stopped when he saw the eye patch and realized who I was. “Jesus, sir, sorry about that, didn’t know it was you.”
“Where’s Williams?” I asked, ignoring the sergeant’s apology.
The sergeant jerked a thumb behind his back. “He’s a few buildings over that way, sir. Take a right at the next intersection, then a left—”
I wasn’t about to play Where in the World is Lieutenant Williams in the fog. “You just take me to him, sergeant. Right now.”
“Uh, sure, sir, I can take you over that way if you’d like.” He started lightly jogging down the street.
“Run, sergeant!” I shouted. “I’ve got to talk to him as soon as possible.”
The stout sergeant upped the pace, and within a minute I had reached Williams’s position. “Hello, colonel. Come to wish me luck?” Williams asked.
“Lieu—” I had to stop myself, remembering Williams’s promotion. “Captain… Mike, you need to call off this attack.”
Williams frowned. “Why? The air support’s supposed to hit Teatime Hill any second now.”
“The Chinese are going to see the attack coming,” I said. “They’ve got thermal scanners. A goddamn sniper almost hit me coming down the street just now. They won’t be surprised by the attack. They’ll cut you guys down.”
Williams’s face paled. “Jesus.” He understood immediately what would happen. I felt a moment of relief, thinking that Williams couldn’t possibly order the attack now.
“Have you told General Brown?” Williams asked.
“I tried, but he wasn’t listening. It’s up to you now, Mike.”
A dark look came over Williams, a thousand-yard stare. He was quiet for a few seconds. Then, he said quietly, “I have my orders, colonel.”
Incredulous, I said, “Your orders are insane. They’re based on the flawed assumption that it’s 1945 and no one can see in the fog.”
Mike, shook his head. “Still, those are my orders.” He looked me right in the eyes. “I’m not going to be a coward again, sir.”
We both knew exactly what he was talking about — his moment of weakness during the bayonet attack. I did my best to find the right words.
“Mike, you’re not a coward. I saw you fight on Farmers’ Ridge. Don’t let one second on Teatime Hill define your life. Don’t let Brown send you to a stupid, pointless death.” I couldn’t stop my voice from cracking a little. Williams had a promising life before him. There was just no reason at all to throw it away.
Just then, an explosion sounded on Teatime Hill, and a sonic boom was audible in the sky. “That’ll be the air support,” Williams said.
“Just one explosion, though,” I said. “Only one plane got through, and it had to aim through the fog and rain.”
Williams sighed. “It’ll have to be enough.” He checked his rifle, then looked up and met my eyes. “I can’t live the rest of my life wondering if I’m a coward, sir.”
My chest burned watching the disaster unfold. I wanted to punch Williams, try to snap him out of the idea that he needed to prove himself. I didn’t want the last memory that Mike had of me to be an insult. “Alright, Mike. Just remember: if it looks like the attack’s failing, you call your men back. I’m going to bring up the reserves to occupy the Coffee Line. We’ll try to cover you if you need to retreat.”
Williams nodded. “Thanks, Tom.”
I couldn’t fully blink away a tear. “I’m damn proud of you, Mike. You’re wrong, but you’re a gutsy bastard, and I’m going to make sure your parents know.”
I saluted him, then ran as fast as I could for the elementary school. On the way, I tried to think what else I could do to help. What are Barker and McCormick doing right now? Maybe they could create some disruption that would make it easier for Williams and his soldiers to retreat back to the Coffee Line if — when — the attack failed.
“Lieutenant Barker, this is Concitor,” I radioed.
My former subordinate responded quickly. “Barker here, what’s up, sir?”
“We have a major problem,” I began…

Chapter 8: Barker

After Captain Concitor finished describing the problem, I radioed back, “We’ll do what we can.”
Concitor answered, “Understood. I’m moving the reserves up to hold the Coffee Line after the Chinese break the attack. Good luck, out.”
McCormick looked at me with a neutral, guarded look on his face. “You heard all that,” I observed. “We have to go help them,” I said.
“The attack is beginning in the next couple minutes,” McCormick said slowly. “We’re three miles away.”
I argued, “So it’ll take 25 minutes to get there. All the more reason to leave right now. The battle probably won’t be resolved quickly. If we hit Teatime Hill from the northwest, we can allow Williams and his men to retreat in good order. Hell, we might even crack the defenses so that Williams’s attack has a chance at success.”
McCormick shook his head. “The attack is going to collapse quickly. If we run the three miles quickly, we’ll be going too fast to detect Chinese patrols before they see us. Then we might get taken by surprise. They’ll pin us down, call in reinforcements, surround us, and wipe us out. Hell, if we get unlucky, a single PLA squad could take us all down.”
He sounded like my grandmother. “A lot of things could go wrong. We’re in a dangerous business. But there are American soldiers who are going to be slaughtered if we don’t help them. We owe it to them to run a few risks to try and save them.”
The former Knight took a deep breath, and said condescendingly, “We aren’t just ordinary American soldiers. We’re a unique strategic asset. We can’t waste our lives on a mad dash to save ordinary soldiers.”
I snorted. “Well, why the hell should we waste our lives to save ’ordinary’ Taiwanese civilians? What the fuck are we doing in this war if not to save ’ordinary’ people? When did you decide you were too good to care about ’ordinary’ people?”
McCormick’s face turned red at me calling out his elitism. “Don’t change the subject, Amy. The war hangs in the balance. We can swing it to victory, but we have to be alive to do that.”
Feeling the anger rise in me, I said, “I don’t have time to stand around and argue about it, Clay. I’m taking the Airborne squad to help the Airborne soldiers. If you’re too scared to fight, you can just stay here.” With that, I jogged over to the Airborne squad to tell them their new orders.
McCormick said to my back, “We need the squad for operations here.”
“Well write to President Gates and ask very politely and maybe he’ll give it to you,” I spat back. “But those are my soldiers until someone senior to me tells me that they ain’t. And you’re just a sergeant.”
I heard a click behind me and saw that McCormick’s rifle was up and raised right at my head. “The President’s too far away, so I’m just going to tell you for him. You aren’t taking those soldiers.”
I walked up to within a pace of him, the end of his rifle touching my helmet. “You gonna shoot me, Clay?”
He stood motionless for a moment. “Don’t do this, Amy. I’m not going to shoot you,” he said as he lowered the rifle, “but I’m not going to help you. I’ve given up too much, seen too many friends die for this war. If I have to choose between you and winning the war, I choose the war.”
“Hard to win a war if you don’t fight.” I walked away from McCormick and told the squad, “We’re going to go save some of our friends.”
Most of the soldiers looked uneasy after McCormick’s threat to shoot me, but enough nodded back at my announcement that I felt confident they’d follow me.
I took off a fast jog and I heard the squad following along behind me. Looking back, one last time, I saw McCormick had lowered his rifle. Ivanov and Dietrich were just arriving on the scene, asking their friend what had happened. McCormick looked right at me, and where I expected to see anger, I saw only sadness.
* * *
The battle started just a few minutes after I had started the squad running to the west. I aimed the squad at the sound of the battle, slowing down periodically to allow my squad to catch up and to listen for any enemies in the area. I was the point man, so to speak, and I tried my best to keep my eyes swiveling to find any dangers.
It was only three miles to the battlefield. We ran straight as the crow flies, but the terrain was very hilly and, of course, we were wearing full packs. We covered the first mile in a little over ten minutes, but the pace could only slow from there. Even soldiers in good physical condition would tire quickly from running in full packs over hills.
The next mile took twelve minutes, and by the time we had almost finished that mile, the sound of battle had reached a crescendo. We were close, goddamn it. We were approaching from the northeast, and even with the fog and rain, we could see the glow of an occasional flash in the distance when a grenade popped off on Teatime Hill.
I was beginning to see just how vulnerable we were on the approach, however. The visibility was about a hundred yards, enough that the Chinese would probably be able to see us coming well before we actually hit the flank of Teatime Hill.
A troubling thought occurred to me that we had yet to see any trace of the PLA at all. I had expected that we would run into a squad or two on patrol and have to either kill or bypass them. Instead, it was as if we were out on a daytime jog through the forest.
Could the PLA have seen us coming and set up a trap? It would explain the lack of patrols. They could have cleared the way for us so that they could catch us unaware when they hit us with everything they had. Though we were agonizingly close to the battle, I remembered McCormick’s warnings. I was determined for him not to be right about the wisdom of trying to save Williams’s attack.
I called for the squad to slow to a walk. “Deploy to line,” I told the squad. “And keep your goddamn eyes peeled. We’re almost there.”
The squad deployed to a line about seventy yards long, and we moved forward at a moderately fast walk. We proceeded down the last hill before Teatime.
We reached the valley floor. Now we just needed to cross the northern road and we’d arrive at Teatime Hill on the reverse slope from where the battle was being fought.
Suddenly, three of the men in my squad fell to the ground, gunshot wounds in their head. “Snipers!” I yelled, and hit the deck. The world erupted in gunfire. We couldn’t even see the flashes of the enemy guns, and before I knew it half the squad had been cut down. We had been ambushed, and I still had no idea how many attackers we faced.
Then the grenades came. The Chinese plastered the area by the roadside with a dozen rounds from a grenade launcher, and I could hear several of my men screaming over the sound of gunfire on Teatime Hill.
McCormick was right, I had time to think. I glimpsed a muzzle flash off to the right, and I turned that way and let loose a dozen rounds from my M-4 rifle. A PLA soldier cried out in the distance, and I felt grim satisfaction that I had inflicted some pain on the enemy before I died.
A voice shouted ahead of us, sounding distant in the fog. “Throw down your weapons, Americans, and you will live.”
I responded with five shots in the general direction of the sound. “You give me yours first and then we’ll see about mine!” I yelled back. I fired the rest of my magazine in that direction, then quickly ejected the spent clip and inserted a fresh one.
That led to another hail of gunfire, and bullets thumped into the ground nearby. I had no idea how many of the squad were left at that point.
A flash of pain from my back seared into my mind. I had taken a hit that had penetrated my body armor. Screaming, I emptied my magazine toward where I thought the enemy was.
I moved to retrieve another magazine, but found I couldn’t reach my right arm down far enough. A flash of panic went through me as I wondered whether I was paralyzed. My left arm still worked, however, and I used it to retrieve my sidearm. No one else was firing around me, and I figured that meant I was the last one in the squad left alive.
Take one down with you was the only thought that occurred to me. I waited for a PLA soldier to pop up somewhere I could see him, and was rewarded when I saw a Chinese soldier walking slowly in my direction, his weapon up and raised. He was carrying the trademark silenced Ak-2000 of Unit One, and he was looking intently at the body of one of the other Airborne soldiers.
I didn’t hesitate to seize my opportunity. I brought the pistol up smoothly, took a split-second to aim, and fired.
My first round hit the Unit One solder in the shoulder, throwing him back. My second shot missed, entirely. The Chinese soldier brought his silenced Ak-2000 around, and I fired my third shot. That shot hit him in the face, and he fell back in a spatter of blood, but not before he loosed three bullets in my direction. I felt one round impact on my upper back, and I lost consciousness.

Chapter 9: Concitor

I had only made it about halfway to the elementary school when I heard the first gunfire from Devil Hill. They were trying their best to provide covering fire to the attackers who would be running up from the Coffee Line, but the Chinese soldiers were in trenches and under cover. Many of the Airborne soldiers had thermal scopes to see through the fog, but these were of limited utility from several hundred yards away. The Americans on Devil Hill inflicted few casualties on the Chinese.
Then it was time for Williams’s force to move. I didn’t look back, but I couldn’t have seen much in the fog anyway.
The Airborne soldiers emerged from the buildings and foxholes at the north end of Pinglin that comprised the Coffee Line and began their ascent. There were about 300 yards of mostly wooded terrain to cross, offering some hope of cover.
The attackers moved up the slope quietly, and I would barely have known the attack had started if not for the covering fire from Devil Hill. But the PLA were strangely quiet. While not every PLA soldier would have a thermal scope, surely the snipers at the very least had them. They had taken a shot at me while I was still in the town, surely they would be trying to pick off some of the attackers making their way up Teatime Hill.
I arrived at the elementary school and called the company commanders of my reserves together. There was no time to brief them fully, so I simply told them to gather their men for an emergency move to the north side of the town. “Move to the Coffee Line and get ready to be attacked. Stick to the north side of the road to avoid sniper fire.”
I was running amongst my soldiers, urging them to get ready when the battle began in earnest. I switched to the Coffee Line frequencies on my radio and was immediately presented with the story of the battle in clipped, panicked radio calls.
“The whole goddamn Chicom line opened up, we’re taking heavy casualties.”
“Where the fuck are they?! Can’t see ’em through the fog!”
“—repeat, heavy casualties. We need suppressing fire on the left!”
“Report status, Respect 4. Goddamn it, where are you?”
“Half my company is down, what the hell do I do?”
The PLA had evidently waited until the Airborne soldiers were a mere hundred yards or so away in the thick forest, then opened up with every available rifle. Intel suggested there were at least four thousand Chinese soldiers on Teatime Hill, and every one of them was pumping fire into the attackers. Not all of them could see what they were shooting at, but with so much firepower, they could inflict murderous damage on the Airborne soldiers regardless of visibility.
The Airborne soldiers were returning fire by that point, hiding behind trees on the hillside for cover. Thank God for the trees, or else all thousand of the attackers might have been killed in the first tense seconds. As it was, the PLA still had the dominant position at the top of the hill in the foxholes that had once been occupied by the American soldiers now being torn apart on the hillside.
I cursed Brown’s attempt to cut me out of the loop. It meant that I was just now getting my soldiers ready for battle. If I’d had advanced warning, I would have had everyone prepared to run to the Coffee Line as soon as Williams launched the attack. At that moment, no one was occupying the Coffee Line, and I wouldn’t be able to get anyone in place for another six or eight minutes.
Over the radio, the calls for help continued. The Chinese were now pushing down the hill, throwing grenades to flush defenders out from behind trees. Behind the PLA lines, mortar teams were targeting the Airborne positions with fire, and the shrapnel was heaping more casualties on an already bloody American defeat.
Pull back, Mike. Williams needed to end the debacle now while his force maintained some semblance of cohesion and order. The only thing stopping me from begging Williams over the radio to call a retreat was the thought that Brown would probably make his order to continue the attack clear, forcing Williams to keep going.
I didn’t know if Williams was even still alive. At that point, I would guess that about half of his force was dead or wounded. The failure of the attack had to be obvious, even to Brown. If he’d had any sense at all, he would have been screaming for a retreat himself.
The boys and girls of the reserve were finally ready. I led them out from the elementary school at a quick jog. We made rapid progress through the streets, heading toward the sound of gunfire on Teatime Hill.
A minute or two into the run, another terrified voice sounded on the radio. “Help! Under attack! Send back-up now!” This voice sounded older than the others, high-pitched because of the strain of battle. The request for assistance had not been very professional, sounding more like a civilian’s cry for help. The voice sounded very familiar though…
“Jesus, was that General Brown?” someone asked on the radio.
For a second, I was confused. Brown had said he wasn’t going to be participating in the attack at the front line. He was going to be back at headquarters.
“Oh shit,” I sad aloud. I switched frequencies back to the reserve channel and said, “Alpha Company, follow me, we’re going to headquarters. Everyone else, get to the Coffee Line, fast!”
The Chinese had pulled a fast one on us. All eyes were on Williams’s assault on Teatime Hill, but Colonel Fong must have thought there was an opportunity to strike a blow at the Airborne leadership while the Coffee Line was empty.
A daring attack, carried out right under our noses. It sounded like Unit One, the Chinese special forces unit that had torn apart the Lafayette Initiative a few days ago. Bad news for us regular soldiers.
I was breathless from the run, but I managed to say, “Alpha Company, we’re probably facing Unit One commandos. Be careful, goddamn it.”
Now that I knew there were Chinese soldiers attacking the headquarters, I noticed the occasional pop of M-4 rifles and pistols coming from that direction. The Chinese were presumably using silenced Ak-2000’s, and as we came to within a hundred yards of the gymnasium where Gutierrez and Brown had made their headquarters, I noticed the muffled phut of the Unit One weapons.
I slowed our approach. The Unit One soldiers would be ready for reinforcements; there was no sense charging in and accommodating their plans. Our weapons were at the ready, and my heart pounded with fear. We were going up against some of the best soldiers chosen from among the billion-and-a-half citizens of the People’s Republic of China.
Muffled cracks popped from down the street, and three of the soldiers of Alpha Company fell to the ground with gunshot wounds in their heads. The other soldiers in the company hit the pavement as well, searching for semblance of cover. I went down on one knee and returned fire in the general direction of the headquarters. The other men in the company followed my lead, and my squads started leapfrogging each other, one providing covering fire while the others advanced on the headquarters.
I saw a muzzle flash from an alley to our left, and two more soldiers went down with wounds to the chest. Firing in that direction, I was rewarded with the sight of blood splatter, one of my shots having apparently caught the Unit One soldier square in the head.
We pushed on toward the headquarters, where the sound of gunfire was diminishing. I weighed ordering a headlong rush. If there was any hope of saving anyone inside, it would be gone by the time we reached the building at our current pace.
On the other hand… well, I certainly wasn’t dragging my feet. Not at all. But the thought did occur to me that if General Brown were to die before I got there to save him, it might not be the worst outcome for the Airborne garrison of Citadel. It would serve the bastard right for ordering Williams to his death.
I decided to continue the cautious leapfrogging movement of squads, rationalizing that the lessening gunfire meant that there were fewer Americans left to save even if we did hurry. We continued pushing on down the street, though I also sent squads running down side streets to reach the other side of the headquarters, encircling the building so that the Unit One commandos wouldn’t be able to escape.
A grenade detonated across the street from me, and I probably would have been killed if a soldier from Alpha Company hadn’t been between me and the fragments. “Grenades!” I yelled, flattening to the pavement and firing blindly ahead.
Fighting against the commandos was proving difficult and costly in lives. They would pop up from cover, find a target, and fire almost instantaneously. Unless one of the Airborne soldiers was looking in exactly the right place at exactly the right time, we couldn’t react fast enough to hit them. The leapfrogging system ensured that we continued pushing forward and minimized our losses, but the Unit One soldiers could keep retreating back toward the headquarters, forcing us to go through more iterations of the leapfrogging.
Finally, the Unit One soldiers had fallen back to the headquarters itself. About three minutes had elapsed since they had first opened fire at us, and we had suffered about fifteen casualties. By my guess, there were only six Unit One soldiers outside of the headquarters to deal with. The gunfire inside the headquarters had ceased now, and presumably the Unit One soldiers would be ready to run back out of Citadel and try to pass through the Coffee Line again before my reserve had locked it down again.
The Chinese gunfire intensified, and several more of my soldiers were hit. Covering fire, I thought. They’re getting ready to run out from the other side of the headquarters. I hoped the squads I had sent down the side streets had made it around the building. Wouldn’t do to let the Chicoms escape nearly unscathed after wiping out our senior leadership.
Suddenly, the Unit One fire slackened. They had to be off and running to the west, away from us as we faced the headquarters. The building itself blocked our view of them, so I ordered, “Move up! Keep them running!”
No sooner had I given the order than automatic weapons fire sounded on the other side of the building. The sound was of M-4 rifles firing aimed shots, and I pumped a fist with joy. “Our boys are cutting ’em down! Let’s get over there and finish them off!”
At a dead sprint, we rounded the gymnasium and headed for the other side of the building. I could hear M-4 fire, but also the flattened sound of the silenced Ak-2000’s.
I peered around the corner just in time to see the last of the Unit One soldiers disappearing to the north a few blocks down the street. “Squad two, you on ’em?” I asked over the radio. Squad two had been assigned to cut off the escape routes to the north.
No response came. “Shit!” I yelled, hitting the wall of the gymnasium. It was obvious what had happened. One squad had not been enough to stop the Unit One soldiers, even with the element of surprise. Five Unit One commandos lay dead or wounded on the street, but they had wiped out the twelve man squad that had been meant to prevent their escape. The Unit One soldiers who had been wounded grabbed at their Ak-2000’s or sidearms and killed themselves rather than face capture by us.
The final tally for Alpha Company was twenty-three dead, six wounded. “Jesus, almost four times more dead than wounded. Those Unit One bastards make a lot of head and chest shots,” the Alpha Company commander groused.
We weren’t the only ones to suffer, however. Thirteen of China’s best soldiers lay dead in and around the gymnasium. I guessed that six to nine had escaped back to PLA lines.
Williams’s attack. The fighting to the north had quieted considerably, and I radioed into the leader of Bravo Company, and asked what was going on.
“The attack’s over,” he radioed back. “Some of the Coffee Line soldiers are still out there wounded, shouting out in the fog, but most of the survivors are back. Preliminary estimates indicate over 600 dead and wounded out there on Teatime Hill. Another hundred wounded were brought back to the Coffee Line. The Chinese seem content with the victory for the moment.”
Jesus. Seventy percent casualties. Pickett’s charge had only suffered fifty percent. It was a slaughter. “Did Williams make it?” was the only question I could think to ask.
“Negative, sir. He was one of the first to go down, the survivors tell me.”
Suddenly, I felt very old. “Goddamn it,” I said quietly to myself. Over the radio, I said, “I’m going to survey the damage at headquarters, let me know if anything else develops out there. Out.”
I turned to Captain Kerner. “Have your company proceed to the Coffee Line. You and one of your squads, come with me. Let’s see what happened here.” The rest of the soldiers moved out, and I steeled my nerve to enter the gymnasium.
Near the entrance, the battle had been completely one-sided. Five guards lay dead, almost all with gunshot wounds to the front or back of the head. The Unit One commandos had stormed in, shooting as they fanned out across the building to find staff officers, laptops, external hard drives, and anything else that might have intelligence value.
That elicited a bitter chuckle from me. “I wish there was some intelligence here worth stealing,” I muttered to the Alpha Company commander. “The Chinese have probably already cracked our radio codes. Only the Taiwanese are more advanced technologically.”
Captain Kerner looked at me blankly, still reeling from the loss of so many of his soldiers. I decided to move on.
The massacre had become a battle after the first two hallways. The remaining American guards had been reinforced by the staff officers and assistants, all of whom had weapons training. Two Unit One commandos were dead on the stairwell down to the subterranean command center.
I could see spent flashbang grenades and singed areas where actual grenades had detonated. The Unit One soldiers had pushed their way downstairs against heavy resistance, and I saw a dozen Airborne soldiers dead within ten feet of the stairwell.
“Goddamn it,” I whispered. So many had fallen. I kept walking.
The last hallway before the command center was dotted with several more bodies, but not as many as the stairwell. Apparently, the defenders had decided that it would be too difficult to defend the ten-foot wide hallway. That had been a mistake. The Airborne soldiers of the command center should have been fighting for time, slowing the Unit One soldiers at every opportunity. They should have had soldiers hiding in every room between the stairwell and the command center, forcing the Unit One soldiers to stop and clear each room in series. Instead, they had apparently husbanded their resources for defenses of the stairwell and the command center itself.
I nudged every body I walked by checking for signs of life. The Unit One commandos had shared the concern, of course, and had apparently taken the time to put a bullet in each soldier’s head on their way out. The Airborne soldiers in my wake made a more detailed check, looking for pulses.
Finally, I came to the command center. There were a series of flashbang grenades just inside the door, which had evidently been blasted open. The room still smelled of gun smoke, so furious had the fighting been in that room. The American bodies were concentrated behind overturned tables, chairs, and any other place of cover that presented itself.
General Gutierrez’s body was right in front of the large electronic map display on the wall, the one Brown had used to show me his proposed attack not thirty minutes earlier. Gutierrez had a pistol in his hand, two gunshot wounds to his chest and one in his head. I checked the pistol — empty. His eyes were still open, and I walked over to close them. God knows I hadn’t liked Gutierrez, but he died well.
Then I noticed the door to Brown’s office was closed. The glass window had been broken, but the door was still intact.
I walked over and peered in through the broken window. Brown was on the ground with a bullet wound in his shoulder, but his eyes were open and he was clearly still breathing. The bloody hole in his shoulder was bleeding profusely, but it wasn’t an immediately fatal wound. I reached in through the broken window and unlocked the door, stepping inside. On instinct, I closed the door behind me.
I knelt next to the general. He saw me and winced, whispering, “Thank God. Thank God. I thought I was a goner.”
“I thought that too, sir,” I replied. “How did you survive?”
He pointed to his forehead. There was a smear of dark blood there that, if inspected quickly, looked like a bullet entry point. “They thought I was dead. They were rushing to get out by the end, and they only took a quick look at me.” He gave a strained laugh, and coughed. “Guess I’m not so easy to kill.”
“Guess not,” I said. Looking to his wound, I said, “Sir, it looks like you’ve got a big shrapnel fragment in the wound. I should cut it out now, the medics won’t be here for a few minutes yet and it looks like it’s making you bleed more.”
“Alright, go ahead,” he said.
I put down my rifle and withdrew a combat knife from a holster on my waist. I knew the blade was sharp enough, and I gripped it in my right hand.
I clamped my left hand over the general’s mouth and brought the right one down.
Only, I brought it down into Brown’s neck, not the gun wound on his shoulder.
He gasped to scream, but my hand was firmly in place on his mouth. I brought the knife left and right, viciously severing his carotid arteries. Blood gushed out onto my hand.
It would only be seconds. I brought my head down even closer, and looked him square in the eyes. I saw fear and hate there, the look of a man who knew the end was near. “That’s for Williams,” I said, and I saw a look of comprehension before Brown’s eyes rolled back to signal the end.
For a second, I just sat there. Then I placed my combat knife back in its holster. My hands were still covered in blood, but that was easy enough to explain away. I opened the door, and Captain Kerner looked with horror at Brown’s corpse and the blood spilled across the floor of his office.
“The Unit One bastards slit his throat,” I said. “I tried to stop the bleeding, but there was nothing I could do.”
Kerner looked me directly in the eyes, understanding in an instant exactly what had taken place. “It’s a tragedy, sir.”
I knew what he meant. “That it is, captain. But we’ve got to set it aside for now.”
The second I had heard about the assault on the headquarters, I had realized what it probably meant. All of the senior staff were dead. Except one.
I triggered a radio call to every Airborne soldier in Pinglin. “This is Colonel Concitor,” I said, summoning every ounce of stoicism I had to keep my voice from shaking — either from the gravity of what I would say or from anguish over so many Airborne dead who had made this small corner of Taiwan forever American. “Generals Brown and Gutierrez are dead. I am hereby assuming command of all American forces in Citadel.”
* * *
I needed some time to think. I left Captain Kerner the task of solidifying the Coffee Line and seeing to the survivors of Williams’s attack. On the same street as the gymnasium, there was an empty cafe, and I went in and sat in an armchair. I spent an hour contemplating the situation. An epiphany came to me, but the moment was spoiled by a radio call from Captain Kerner. “Colonel Concitor, I just thought of something. Do you think Washington even knows what happened here?”
I shrugged, though no one was there to see it. “Probably not.”
“Shouldn’t you tell them, sir?” he asked.
I fought back a sigh. Washington wouldn’t have anything helpful to add to the situation, but it was probably important that they know the battle wasn’t already lost. “You’re right, captain. I will figure out a way to get in touch with them.”
With all of the command center staff dead and the communications equipment itself in disarray, just getting in touch with Washington to tell them what had happened turned into a struggle. I used our secure radio to call our contact in the Taiwanese military, who patched me through on a secured line to the brass on the other side of the planet.
Within five minutes, I was on a conference call with the Joint Chiefs of Staff of the Armed Forces, Pacific Command, and the Secretary of Defense. It was still afternoon in Citadel, which meant that it was very early in the morning in Washington. I didn’t imagine anyone in the defense world was getting much sleep in the United States, not that there was much they could do to improve the situation in Taiwan.
The admiral who led Pacific Command started the conversation. “Colonel Concitor, we have been unable to contact the Airborne command center in Pinglin. What is happening over there?”
I recounted the story of Williams’s attack and described how Unit One had taken advantage of the opportunity to slip through the Coffee Line and massacre our command staff. The story took five minutes to tell in detail, and no one interrupted to ask any questions.
Concluding my version of events, I said, “I have assumed command of Citadel, and I will hold onto the town for 36 more hours until my relief arrives.”
No one spoke for a moment. Then the Chief of Naval Operations asked, “How do you plan to hold Pinglin now that you’ve lost almost a quarter of your troops?”
“I’m going to kill more of them than they kill of us, sir,” I said, intending it to be a joke despite the fact that my real strategy wasn’t much more complicated than that at this point.
“Bluster got us into this situation, colonel,” the Secretary of Defense admonished. “What are the realistic chances of success at this point?”
“High, Mr. Secretary,” I answered. “I’ve beaten Colonel Fong before, and I will do it again.”
The Secretary of Defense objected, “You’ve won on a small scale, yes. But now the odds are going to be stacked against you.”
The Chief of Staff of the Army took up the argument now that he saw his boss’s feelings on the subject. “Colonel Concitor, our analysts think that with the total defeat at Teatime Hill, there is now no plausible likelihood of success in the defense of Pinglin,” the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff intoned over my radio. “The PLA is bringing up an overwhelming force to fracture the Coffee Line — as many as 80,000 infantry are going to be on the scene within the next twelve hours.”
The Commandant of the Marine Corps piled on. “You were a cunning company commander, Concitor, I’ll give you that. You’ve only been a colonel for two days, and now you’ve got a much bigger command, and you’re going to be up against one of the cleverest enemies we’ve ever faced. We’ve got to face facts here.”
Generals Gutierrez and Brown had been well liked by the Department of Defense, and I could sense distrust in the Joint Chiefs of Staff for me. After all, they only knew me as a one-eyed renegade who had constantly bucked, chafed, and challenged the two generals who had just died heroically on the field of battle (at least, the command center in Citadel was closer to the field of battle than they themselves were.)
I needed to turn the tide of the conversation. “Ladies and gentlemen, we only need to hold out for another 36 hours. The first heavy units are going to be arriving around then. I have enough tricks up my sleeve to beat them for that long.”
The Secretary of Defense spoke as if he hadn’t heard what I said. “The question now is what terms will the Chinese accept. If President Gates asks for terms now, from a position of strength, we might be able to save some face in the negotiations.”
Realizing that I was speaking to the highest-ranking members and leaders of the United States military, I knew I needed to break through with just the right words.
“Sir, that’s fucking ridiculous. No wonder you clowns put Brown in charge; you’re a bunch of fucking morons. It’s not a ’position of strength’ when we just got our asses kicked. It’s not a ’position of strength’ when we lose the goddamn battle and the goddamn war. You want to see a ’position of strength,’ you just wait 36 hours.”
The carefully thought-through insults pierced the Secretary’s politically safe words. “How do you figure that, colonel?” he asked, the anger evident from ten thousand miles away.
“I’m going to whip the People’s Liberation Army, sir. Colonel Fong in particular. And if you and the President surrender before I’m done, I’ll send my soldiers to Washington after we’re done liberating Taipei.”
There was a pause, and then several of the people on the line actually laughed, including the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, a sixty-ish woman from the Army. “By God, you’re a gutsy son of a bitch, Concitor. Gives me some confidence that you actually know what the hell you’re doing.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” I said quickly. “And there’s one more point I’d like to make. If you all decide to surrender the town, fine, we’ll remember this like Iraq or Vietnam: another defeat, another waypost on the road to obscurity. Give me 36 hours, and there’s a chance I will give you one of the most improbable and decisive victories in history. Give me 36 hours and I will destroy every assumption the Chinese and every other potential enemy has about how America fights. Give me 36 hours and I will shake the world.”
There was a brief pause, but the Chairman said, “You’ll get your 36 hours, colonel. The tanks are coming.”
* * *
Despite the Chairman’s endorsement, the Pentagon still took ninety minutes to officially ratify my declaration that I now commanded Airborne forces in Citadel. Well before someone in the Pentagon bothered to notify me of that detail, I had made a much more important call, again with the assistance of the Taiwanese.
While I was waiting to be connected, one of my aides called over to me. I was still in the abandoned cafe, though I knew I’d have to move soon before the Chinese realized I was in an easy-to-destroy building. My aide was sitting in a comfortable recliner chair near the window and had connected his personal phone to Taiwan’s national WiFi system to check his email.
“I think you’d better take a look at this, sir,” he said simply, turning his phone so that I could see it and turning the volume up as high as it would go.
It was a live interview on CNN, with the same anchorwoman who had interviewed me. The conversation was just beginning. There was a splitscreen between the pretty anchorwoman and a smiling Colonel Fong, camouflage make-up still marking his face in a few places that a quick toweling hadn’t reached.
“—olonel Fong, I understand that a major battle has been fought outside of Pinglin. Judging by your expression, I’m guessing the battle went well,” she said not quite neutrally.
Seeing what was happening, I snapped to another of my aides, “Goddamn it, get CNN on the phone right away. Hurry.”
“That’s absolutely right, Christina,” Fong answered. He was evidently speaking from a field hospital of some kind.
“American forces attempted to recapture Teatime Hill. We succeeded in repelling the attack, though I’m sorry to say that American forces suffered heavy casualties. You know, Christina, so often in this war, it’s been the young men and women, the conscripts and enlisted men who suffer, not the vain, foolish commanders who send them to their deaths. We decided it was time to strike a blow at those commanders. The brave soldiers of Unit One seized the opportunity of the failed assault to attack and destroy the headquarters of the American forces in Pinglin. They succeeded in killing all of the command staff, including Generals Brown and Gutierrez.”
Christina managed to say, “That is a very interesting development, colonel.” Her producer must have been feeding her questions through her earpiece, for she adopted a blank stare for a heartbeat, then said, “Have you eliminated all American resistance in the town?”
Fong shook his head. “No, though I am hopeful that the remaining American soldiers in Pinglin will see that further resistance can only result in needless bloodshed. America should not trouble itself with our civil war, and I look forward to the resumption of commerce between our two great nations. Trade should be our—”
I was running out of time. “Have you got CNN on the goddamn line yet?” I shouted.
My aide touched his earpiece and said, “I’ve got their vice president of programming. Should be patched through to your radio.”
“Listen to me, you son of a bitch,” I said without introduction, “If you don’t patch me through to this interview with Colonel Fong, I’ll have President Gates nationalize your cable news network. If I’m not live on the air inside of the minute, I’m going to personally ask the Taiwanese President to remove your network from any future telecasts from Taiwan. And you’d better believe he’d do it for me, I’m saving his damn country for him.”
I shifted my attention back to the telecast, where Fong was luckily still waxing on about the glorious future of Sino-American cooperation. “—and once the civil war has been resolved, we will work to build a new era of international security and cooperation. To that end, Australia and Japan will be included in—”
Christina put a finger to her ear and held up a finger to quiet Fong. “I’m just now getting word that we have Colonel Concitor on the line, and he evidently is demanding that we put him on the air. Colonel Fong, would you object?”
Fong couldn’t quite hide his surprise, but he managed to nod his assent.
I decided that I would simply speak directly to the Chinese commander. My purpose would be served best that way. “Colonel Fong, sorry to interrupt your love fest with Christina, and I hate to give you the nasty surprise that I survived your assassination squad, but I thought it would only be polite to send a message for your Unit One boys — you know, the ones who ran away from the Airborne command center when I showed up. Tell them I am the new commander of American forces in Pinglin, and if they want to take a shot at me, I’ll be happy to send them off to meet Mao in hell.”
Though he’d obviously been surprised to hear that I was alive, Fong regained his composure quickly. “Very mature and thoughtful words, colonel. I think the families of your men would appreciate it if you took your duties a bit more seriously.”
I shrugged, though only my voice would be transmitted to viewers across the world. “Eh, I think they can take comfort that when you and I fought outside the western boundary of Citadel, I could count my dead on one hand. You had, what, nine-hundred dead? How many hands is that anyway? Never was too good at math.”
Fong turned red, and his gentlemanly tone slipped a bit. “I didn’t just beat Brown and Gutierrez. They are now dead, just as you will soon be if you don’t surrender Pinglin.”
I grinned. “Americans don’t quit, colonel. I’ll be waiting in the defensive lines at Pinglin. Hope to see you there.”
Christina attempted to reassert control over the conversation. “Now, now, this isn’t a very productive discussion. Colonel Fong, I see that you are doing this interview from a field hospital. Were you wounded in the fighting, sir?”
Fong’s color returned to normal as the interview came back to the lines he had originally planned for it. “No, thankfully I was not. Some of my men were, and I came to visit them. But there’s one other reason I am here for this interview. We had one more victory resulting from this battle.”
Fong gestured to his left. The camera panned that way to reveal Lieutenant Barker lying on a hospital bed, an IV line in her arm and a tube running into her mouth. “Unit One wiped out Lieutenant Barker’s squad, the one made famous by their YouTube video with Clay McCormick. Barker herself is the sole survivor.”
Suddenly, I was the one taken aback. I was thankful there was no camera to stream my shock to the world.
Christina furrowed her brows. “She seems to be unconscious, did she suffer wounds in the battle?”
“Yes, multiple gunshot wounds. My medical personnel believe she will live, but we must evacuate her as quickly as possible to the world-class medical facility in Quanzhou, where she can receive proper treatment.”
That explanation made no sense. There were obviously PLA surgeons in Taiwan at this point who could do the work. Why waste valuable space on a helicopter or plane heading back to mainland China to save a POW?
Christina didn’t ponder those questions. “Well, we’ll all be praying for her swift recovery. Was Clay McCormick killed in the fighting as well?”
Fong’s face tightened, as was only natural considering McCormick had kidnapped Fong’s family in Quanzhou earlier in the war. “No, I regret that we did not kill that terrorist criminal. Rest assured, he will pay for his crimes before this war is over.”
“I see,” Christina said, as if she did. “Well, we appreciate the update on the battlefield situation, Colonel Fong.”
Taking that as a sign that the interview was over, I made sure to quickly interject, “Hopefully I’ll see you real soon, Colonel Fong. I’d love for you to be an example of my kind of Sino-American cooperation.”
I didn’t wait for a response, clicking the line off instead.
Signaling to my aide, I said, “Get me McCormick.”
* * *
The Taiwanese finally connected my radio call to McCormick. “Are you up to speed with the latest developments, Sergeant McCormick?”
“Yes, colonel. I saw the CNN interview. Fong’s taking Barker away to be tortured, and he specifically wanted me to know about it,” he said, his voice just a little too neutral sounding.
“How do you know?” I asked.
“That whole bit about the hospital in Quanzhou. I’ve been to that hospital, it’s where they took me after I was almost killed taking out that Chinese general. The Lafayette Initiative rescued me from there. It’s a military hospital. I could hear screams in the other rooms, loud questioning. They were going to torture me, but I was pretty severely injured so they had to hold off a while.”
I completed the logic for him. “And Fong knows that you’re one of the only people who understands what that hospital is.”
McCormick said in cold anger, “That’s right. And he also knows that it makes no sense to evacuate a wounded POW to take up bed space that could be going to a PLA soldier. He’s taunting me, telling me he’s going to torture Barker so that I’ll go after her instead of helping you finish the mission. Notice how he also said they’d be evacuating her soon — he can try to take me out of the equation at the most pivotal moment of the war.”
Left unspoken was why Fong had picked Lieutenant Barker as bait for McCormick. Obviously, the young man was infatuated with my lieutenant.
“We’ll figure out a way to get Barker back, Sergeant McCormick. I just need you for one thing before that.”
McCormick was torn between Barker and the war. I delicately added, “If we lose the war, you’re both probably dead anyway.”
“OK, colonel,” McCormick said after a deep breath. “What do you need?”
“You remember how in the interview I kept telling Fong that I’d be waiting for him?” I asked.
“Yeah.”
“I can tell you exactly what he’s thinking now. He’s thinking I’m setting up some trap at the Coffee Line, the weakest part of our defenses. So, what’s he going to do? He’s going to hit the western side of the town. He’ll think that I would never expect him to go back to the site where I defeated him so badly the first time. He’ll marshal his reinforcements to the west and land a hammer blow there. I wouldn’t be surprised if he launches that attack in the next six hours, even though we thought it would take the PLA twelve hours to regroup. He’ll attack with fewer men if it means taking us by surprise.”
McCormick asked, “So why not set up an ambush on the western side of town?”
“Easier said than done. I already pulled off a hell of an ambush there. He’s going to be cautious this time.”
“OK, then where are you going to be waiting for him?” McCormick inquired.
I laughed. “Well, sergeant, I confess that I lied to our dear friend the colonel. I’m not going to wait for him at all. I’m striking first. We’re going to take Teatime Hill back,” I said, a shiver going down my spine. McCormick was the first person I had told this to.
McCormick sounded skeptical. “Didn’t Brown just try to do that and fail spectacularly?”
“Yes, he did. He failed because Fong’s smarter than he was. He thought the fog and rain gave him an advantage, and he thought about air support like a World War I general thought about artillery. Just give ’em a barrage and you can walk over the corpses.” I shook my head. “It never works like that. Surprise, misdirection, and overwhelming force at the critical point — that’s how battles are won.”
McCormick grunted. “So how are you going to surprise, misdirect, and overwhelm Colonel Fong?”
“Can’t tell you that just yet, Clay. But I can tell you what your part is going to be.”
* * *
When I had sat quietly in the armchair before the interview, before my conversation with Clay, I had thought through the situation. What we needed was a miracle, and I set my mind to figuring out how to conjure one.
My mind went instantly to Douglas MacArthur. When I was young, MacArthur had been my hero. I couldn’t get enough of the story of the Inchon landings. The United States had been caught flat-footed by North Korea in 1950 and our forces were cornered at the southern end of Korea. We were on the verge of an embarrassing defeat in East Asia, one that would reverberate around the world. MacArthur had defied the advice of experts and launched an attack on Inchon, far behind the North Korean lines. The attack shattered the North Korean attack and turned the tide of the war.
I wanted to be MacArthur at Inchon, when I was young. On the battlefield, MacArthur had come under fire from North Korean snipers and hadn’t run away. Instead, he noted that they had poor aim.
But no hero is invincible. Almost a decade earlier, during World War II, MacArthur had faced another embarrassing defeat in East Asia, this time on the island of Corregidor in the Philippines. The Japanese had superior forces and simply kept pushing and pushing until Americans were forced to surrender a fortress that had been called the Gibraltar of the East. The American static defense was steadily pushed back until the final defeat. MacArthur hadn’t found the master stroke to win that battle. Instead, he had snuck off the island, and his men had been forced to surrender and endure years of brutal captivity while MacArthur carried on the war elsewhere.
I couldn’t stand to read about Corregidor when I was young. I wanted to read about the glorious victory, not the battle where there had just not been any good option, no master stroke that could save a war. Now, I found myself wishing I had read more about Corregidor.
The Citadel of Pinglin faced a similar situation on a much more compressed timescale. The siege of Corregidor had lasted for months. The Battle of Citadel would be won or lost in the next 36 hours. In 36 hours, American heavy armored units would be off the boats and organized, ready to fight. If the Chinese broke through before then, they would sweep away the last major centers of resistance on the island.
Don’t let this be Corregidor, I told myself. Make it an Inchon.
The Chinese were expecting us to dig in and try to wait out the storm. But there was no surviving the storm of men that would descend upon Citadel, at least not as the defenses were currently configured. The Chinese had about a seven to one advantage in infantry strength at that moment. In twelve hours, it could be as high as twenty to one.
The Coffee Line was the weakest aspect of our defenses, Brown had been right about that. It was at the bottom of a hill, and there had never been an opportunity to heavily fortify it. The Line itself was a series of foxholes and a few outlying buildings.
Taking Teatime Hill would solve that problem. Covered in trees and deep defenses, Teatime Hill could turn the northern line from a ramshackle mess to a stout concrete wall. If only Gutierrez hadn’t lost the fucking thing. If only Fong hadn’t thought of his bayonet charge.
I shook my head. No use worrying about the past. So far, my logic mirrored Brown’s almost exactly. We needed an attack on Teatime Hill. Brown had simply chosen a stupid way of going about it because he was motivated by getting TV interviews and thought if I could win battles against Colonel Fong, so could he.
Teatime Hill will be your Inchon. In that cafe, I don’t know if God spoke to me, but I was gripped with the certainty that Teatime Hill would be the key to victory and that, if I could devise a way to capture it, I could give us a real chance to win the war.

Chapter 10: Ivanov

After Barker ran off with her squad, McCormick, Dietrich, and I gathered to discuss our next move. It was refreshing not to have to play politics, politely listening to Barker’s foolish ideas. Now, it was just the three of us, the three most experienced, the three most deadly. Naturally, we three surviving members of the Lafayette Initiative disagreed about the consequences of Barker’s rash action and what to do next.
“Forget the Airborne,” I said. “They were a drag on us. Now we are mobile, fast. We don’t have to make all of our plans orient around keeping them alive.”
McCormick was angered by that. It was a good thing he was never a spy; he couldn’t hide his emotions worth a damn. Obsessed as he was with that hot Airborne lieutenant, he refused to look at the situation dispassionately. “The Airborne soldiers aren’t useless. They provide firepower. Without them, we’re just three guys, barely enough to maintain a watch. We should push ahead carefully toward the northern road. If we wipe out a few patrols, we might take some of the attention and pressure away from the Airborne squad. Who knows, they might even make it to Teatime Hill to help Williams’s assault.”
I shared a look with Dietrich. The German helpfully said, without a hint of gentility, “Did you see how quickly they were moving? They’re probably already dead, Clay.” Dietrich shook his head. “Killing PLA patrols will only tell the Chinese where we are, making it harder for us to do useful work later. Lieutenant Barker made an emotional decision and her men will pay the price. If we do the same, we can expect the same fate.”
My American friend shook his head, then put on a cold face. “Alright. We need to move from here then. If any of them are captured, they’ll tell the PLA where to find us. Eat some food quickly so we don’t have to take as much with us. We’ll take as much of the ammo and new weapons with us as possible. In ten minutes, we head north.”
* * *
The Taiwanese supply drop had included three sets of thermal goggles, and I was thankful that I had been the one who unloaded that particular box. Barker might have demanded at least one of the precious sets if she had known that we had received them. As it was, I had held them back, knowing that McCormick, Dietrich, and I would make better use of them.
McCormick had given me a long, hard look when I showed him the goggles after Barker left, but I think in his heart of hearts, he knew that the goggles would have been wasted on the Airborne soldiers.
These particular thermal goggles had some interesting advantages over those used by the Americans or the Chinese. With the typical Taiwanese infatuation with tinkering, Taiwan’s military engineers had built significant computing power into the units. The goggles could identify highways, geographical landmarks, and, most impressive of all, the nationality of soldiers in view. The internal computer analyzed the shape of helmets and rifles and decided if their owners were American, Taiwanese, or Chinese, then colored the person blue, green, or (of course) red respectively in the goggle eyepiece.
The goggles were mounted on standard-issue Taiwanese infantry helmets, which we now all wore. We also put on another Taiwanese marvel: infrared-suppressant clothing. Of course, in theory that could just mean a thick coat, but the real trick of the system was a built-in heat-transfer system that sent our body heat through the soles of our boots rather than radiating out of our clothes in all directions. A PLA soldier looking at us from as close as twenty yards would see only a small white blip on the ground rather than a human figure. To all intents and purposes, we were invisible to thermal imaging scopes.
As we left our little camp, I couldn’t help thinking back to my previous life in Spetsnaz. We didn’t have all the damn toys the Taiwanese had, just brutal resolve. I remembered one mission where my friend Alexei had lain on the ground in winter in Ukraine for ten minutes so that, when he stood up, it would take a few minutes before thermal scopes could detect him again. He had lost a finger to frostbite on that mission, but he was successful. If only Alexei from Spetsnaz could see me now, I thought.
Now that we could move faster, we covered several miles over the next two hours walking toward the outskirts of Taipei and the rear of the Chinese forces arrayed against Pinglin. I detected and avoided a number of Chinese patrols as our path bent west, our new thermal suits and goggles making the whole exercise so easy that my Spetsnaz trainers would have beaten me for even imagining such a total advantage over the enemy.
We paused for a minute when McCormick received an urgent radio call from Colonel Concitor. Dietrich and I waited while he had a whispered radio conversation.
I asked Dietrich in German, “How are the stumps, you Kraut bastard?”
He grinned and replied in my native language, “It really should have happened to you, Dmitriy. As my great-grandfather recounted from his days on the eastern front, a Russian peasant only needs two or three fingers on each hand to enjoy the two loves of his life. One hand holds the vodka bottle, the other holds the sheep in place.”
I had to stifle my laughter. Rarely had I worked with Germans, and though Dietrich had taken some time to get used to, he was a dark bastard. Just my type.
Now McCormick, he was different. Not a dark bastard at all, though he was certainly willing to get his hands dirty. No, he had too much idealism to be a true bastard like me and Dietrich, too much of a desire to save the damn world.
Then again, what the hell are you after here if you don’t have some idealism? I asked myself. Excitement, I answered myself. Live a poor dull life in Russia, a rich dull life in the West, or an exciting, dangerous life here in Taiwan. Those were the options.
Was McCormick so different? He talked a lot about freedom in Taiwan, all the technological marvels that sprouted in Taiwan because it was the last really free economy, blah, blah, blah. That all was true in an intellectual sense. But maybe it takes a Russian to observe that people aren’t robots. We aren’t motivated by logic. We’re motivated by more visceral things: pride, hate, lust, and love, to name a few. Logic helps us get those things, but it can never supplant them. McCormick might love freedom, but he wasn’t a philanthropist. He was in Taiwan because he made the same fundamental choice I did: dangerous action over somnolent wealth.
McCormick came back to tell us about the conversation with Colonel Concitor. “Time sensitive mission, boys,” he said. “We’re going to Teatime Hill, and we need to be there in two hours.”
* * *
We had two options for a route to Teatime Hill, and we quickly dubbed them the scenic route or the high-traffic route. The scenic route involved a six mile hike looping around to the west that would essentially bypass all known major PLA encampments. The high-traffic route was an almost straight shot, two miles to Teatime Hill that would run parallel to the northern road into Pinglin. That route would almost certainly entail three or four encounters with PLA patrols.
McCormick quickly favored the high-traffic route, and I once again suspected he was letting emotions dictate his actions. He just wanted to kill some PLA. I was perfectly amenable to killing PLA, of course, but from a strategic perspective, we couldn’t afford to notify Colonel Fong that something was happening in the vicinity of Teatime Hill. Even if we could destroy the patrols without them firing a shot, the patrols would be missed if they didn’t call in at a regular interval, usually something on the order of fifteen minutes.
Ultimately, McCormick had to bow to the clear logic of the situation. “Don’t worry,” I told him. “This is shaping up to be the bloodiest mission yet. You’ll make them pay.”
We moved off on the scenic route. Teatime Hill was the last in a series of hills and valleys that stretched back to Taipei in the north, and we were essentially traversing three hills and valleys before reaching Teatime Hill from the northwest.
As usual, I had the point. Around the time we reached the top of the first hill, the artificial fog and rain broke for about twenty minutes, and we were afforded a clear view of Taipei to the north.
“Christ, look at that convoy,” Dietrich said, pointing to the road leading to Pinglin. There must have been six hundred tanks and a few thousand trucks and cars stretching back to Taipei, where the lights were all dark. “Think how much infantry they must be sending up.”
“Yeah,” McCormick said. “I hope they sent them all to Teatime Hill, it’ll make it a lot more convenient for us.”
As we approached Teatime Hill, the PLA infantry patrols became more thick. Though our thermal-suppressing suits hid us well and allowed us to slip through just a hundred yards from the enemy, when we reached the last hill before Teatime, we were out of options. It looked like a full PLA division had made camp at the summit of the hill behind Teatime, and through our thermal goggles we could see dozens of Chinese strewn throughout the valley separating the two hills.
McCormick checked his watch. Dusk was rapidly approaching, and with it came the hour of the attack. We agreed that when there were seven minutes left before the Airborne’s assault on Teatime Hill began, we would try to make our way quickly through the valley, killing anyone in our path. At that point, we could eliminate whatever patrols stood in our way and there wouldn’t be enough time for Fong to realize that something was amiss and react to the news.
We waited in a dense thicket in the woods. There were only about ten minutes left at that point until it would be time for us to move out. With so little time, there was no reason to assign watches. We lay about ten yards from one another, each looking in a different direction, scanning for an unlucky Chinese patrol that might happen upon us at the last moment.
The excitement that came over me in the last few minutes before the attack was not the slightly diluted terror that strikes younger soldiers. Instead, combat has become like a roller coaster for me. More thrilling than terrifying, more a ride to be enjoyed than a fear to be mastered. If I am to die on the battlefield, well, I don’t seek that outcome, but I am prepared for it.
“Go,” McCormick whispered.
We rose as one and formed into a single file line with me at the head, McCormick five yards behind, and Dietrich in the rear. Each of us constantly scanned for enemies.
It didn’t take long. As we descended into the valley, I saw a patrol of five men about seventy yards ahead of us. The PLA soldiers were spaced about fifteen yards apart, trying to cover the maximum ground while keeping each other within visual range. “Contact,” I whispered, going down on one knee.
“Got ’em,” McCormick whispered. “Let’s see how good these suits are. We’ll get as close to them as possible and use pistols, they’re quieter. I’ll take the two on the left, Ivanov take the two on the right. Dietrich, take the middle and anyone else if there’s one of them we can’t see yet.”
We grunted our understanding, and then we were off. I moved off to the right at a crouch, closing the distance rapidly. The patrol was moving through the dense forest to the southwest, and we approached from the west, approaching them almost head on. I had the most head-on approach, while McCormick could take his pair at almost a perpendicular angle.
No matter. Killing two unsuspecting PLA regulars was a walk in the park for me. When they were about twenty yards away, I stopped and went down to one knee. The two soldiers were looking straight ahead, right in my direction, but neither of them gave any indication of noticing until they were just ten yards away.
One of them stopped and said something in Chinese that sounded like a question. I answered with two shots to his head with my silenced nine-millimeter pistol, then shifted aim to his friend a few yards to the left. That one was a little further away, but still an easy shot.
“Chicoms down,” I said.
I heard faint clicks to my left, and Dietrich and McCormick confirmed that they had taken out their men as well. I hadn’t bothered keeping track of their progress, and I looked over to see McCormick wiping off his knife. “I moved a little faster than you did,” he said with a grin.
I looked over to his victims and saw that one had two shots in the head, but the other had been stabbed at the base of the skull and had his neck broken. That would be McCormick taking his anger out on the battlefield. I said nothing about it.
“Move on,” McCormick said, and we did.
Another patrol got in our way, this time it was a full squad heading down Teatime Hill. We were on the ascent to Teatime Hill at this point, and the first stage of the assault would be starting any minute now. “Gotta take these ones quick,” McCormick said. “I’ll start at the head of the column, Dietrich the middle, and Ivanov the rear. Don’t let any escape.”
We confirmed the order, readying our silenced T97 rifles. They were louder than the pistols, but they would probably still be quiet enough to escape notice or, at least, quiet enough that no one on Teatime Hill would be immediately clear on what the noise was.
I scurried about twenty yards to the left of McCormick, and Dietrich went twenty yards to the right. The PLA squad was moving in a line, and Dietrich and I needed to create more of an angle so that we could reach the rearmost soldiers. Luckily, the Chinese were relatively close together.
Without warning, McCormick fired at the first man in the line when they were about forty yards away. While the distance wasn’t a problem, the dense trees made the shot a little chancy. I took out the rearmost soldier, then the next, but the third man had seen McCormick shoot the first man in line. He screamed and ducked next to a huge tree, escaping my line of sight.
“Shit,” I said, running toward his position with my weapon raised and aimed. McCormick and Dietrich would be finishing off their parts of the line, and I needed to wrap mine up.
After what seemed an eternity but was probably only one second, I caught a glimpse of the PLA soldier’s Ak-2000 and fired, knocking the weapon out of his hand. The man screamed again, and I sprinted toward him, dropping my rifle and withdrawing my Spetsnaz fighting knife. I rounded the tree in two seconds and slammed my knife into the back of the terrified man’s neck.
“Damn, the scream was loud enough for half the damn PLA to hear,” McCormick said when he reached me. He shook his head, “Whatever, we’ve got to get in position. Teatime Hill’s about to get a whole lot louder anyway.”
We ran up Teatime Hill until we were about ten yards from the edge of the tea field at its summit. Without a word, Dietrich hit the deck while McCormick and I moved off to the east and west. There was about seventy yards between us, and we covered a large portion of the overall defensive line on Teatime Hill, which largely consisted of trenches and foxholes on the far end of the tea field.
When I reached a good patch of dense brush, I fell to the ground and slung my T97 rifle over my back. From my back, I withdrew an XM25 grenade launcher.
* * *
The XM25 grenade launcher had taken a tortuous path to end up in my hands on that early evening in Taiwan, and I think it’s worth describing that path because it suggests how fucked up the world is. It was a fundamentally simple concept. Grenades are extremely useful in combat for flushing soldiers out from behind cover. The problem is that it’s extremely difficult to get close enough to throw a grenade in just the right place to flush out an enemy and, of course, a hand-thrown grenade has a long fuse and can be thrown back if you’re not careful.
For that reason, in the mid-20th century, many countries had developed grenade launchers, which could shoot the projectiles further than an ordinary soldier could throw. Grenades shot from a grenade launcher would most often explode on impact, which was helpful in many situations. However, if an enemy is in a trench or foxhole, a grenade launcher won’t help unless you miraculously shoot the grenade almost straight up so that it lands right in the foxhole mortar-style.
The XM25 took the concept of the grenade launcher into the 21st century. A soldier could aim down the weapon at an enemy position to automatically program in the range. Then, he fired the grenade at the enemy position. Electronics in the grenade itself detected when the round had traversed the pre-programmed distance and exploded in mid-air. The soldier could add, say, two feet to the distance set in the grenade prior to shooting so that the round exploded right above the enemy’s position.
The theory was so simple as to mask the earth-shaking consequences of the technology. Soldiers had been safe behind cover for thousands of years of combat, but now there was no way to hide on the battlefield short of locking yourself in a room without windows. There was no way to fire on the enemy and then duck down behind a window or in a foxhole or trench.
The Americans developed the XM25 in the latter part of the aughts and deployed a number of prototypes to Afghanistan to see how the weapon fared. We obtained intelligence reports while I was still in Spetsnaz about that testing initiative.
We were terrified of the results. American soldiers there called the weapon “revolutionary” and talked about how it had completely changed infantry combat. Dozens of Taliban were killed, American lives were saved, and there seemed to be no downside.
In Spetsnaz, we were in a panic. Our leaders spent weeks and months trying to figure out how we could counter the technology. We worked on a “no-cover” assumption — that within thirty seconds of taking a position behind cover, we would have to run to a different position or be wiped out in any battle against the United States or any of its allies. Running out into the open every thirty seconds was a recipe for a massacre, of course. My comrades wondered how many letters would be sent off to loved ones courtesy of the XM25.
And then, a miracle arrived in February 2013. During a live-fire training event in the United States, the primer and propellant in one round ignited in the weapon because a soldier had placed two grenades in the barrel at the same time. The grenade itself didn’t detonate because of built-in safety measures, and the weapon itself had been fired 5,900 times without incident. The soldier himself sustained only minor injuries.
To any rational observer, the accident was a fluke, not even a rounding error in the calculus of worth for this weapon. However, the Army delayed moving the XM25 into full production because of the accident. Later that year, the Senate Armed Services Committee eliminated all funding for purchases of the XM25 because of “unreliable performance.” Then the major military spending cuts kicked in, and the XM25 had its funding removed in lieu of weapons that were built in districts or states with more powerful congressmen.
One of the most dangerous threats to the enemies of the United States had been taken out of the hands of American soldiers. Then, a second miracle. The PLA decided not to steal the design for the weapon. Normally far more logical about such decisions, the Chinese in this case reportedly figured that if the weapon wasn’t good enough for Americans, it couldn’t be good enough for Chinese.
It’s times like this I wonder how Russia hasn’t conquered the world with competitors as foolish as the Chinese and Americans.
Someone in the Taiwanese military had been paying attention, however. They purchased the design of the weapon, a process that took almost a decade because of insipid legal roadblocks. Clearly, they should have simply stolen the design, but the Taiwanese had not wanted to anger their ally. The Taiwanese had put the weapon into production just the previous year, and only a few hundred had been built. Three of them had been delivered to us, and now we were ready to use them.
* * *
We waited, but not very long. Even then, Concitor was moving on Teatime Hill. We didn’t know the details of what to expect because Concitor hadn’t want to risk the attack plan in case we were captured, but he had been a clever bastard during his time with us. I knew the show would be good, whatever it was that he had planned.
And then the show began spectacularly. I laughed, knowing no one would hear me above the explosions, and said aloud, “Colonel Concitor, you’re a clever bastard. Na zdorovye!” It was time to fight.

Chapter 11: Concitor

I wrote a last letter to Lucy and my boys. I don’t like doing that kind of maudlin work before a battle, but this one would be much more personally dangerous than most.
It had taken two hours to make the necessary preparations. The Taiwanese had to be notified because of the role they would play in the battle. That was the first step. When the Taiwanese high command assured me that they could handle my request, I turned my mind to the next part of the plan.
The latest intelligence indicated that the PLA had doubled the garrison on Teatime Hill, up to eight thousand soldiers now occupied the foxholes and trenches. On our side, I could muster about a thousand and a half by using all of the reserves, the remnants of Williams’s force, and some of the best soldiers pulled from the western side of the town and Devil Hill. The numbers were daunting, but I reminded myself that the numbers only mattered if the soldiers could fight and weren’t confused or routed.
The civilians that I had used to serve as camouflage during the ambush on the western side of town had been stranded when the PLA finally succeeded in sending infantry around the town to cut off the road to Yilan. They weren’t much of a fighting force, but they did have weapons and uniforms, so I dubbed them the Militia and found some useful work for them to do. After our attack launched, they would move up to the Coffee Line and provide covering fire in case we needed to retreat.
I didn’t call the Pentagon to tell them about the effort to retake Teatime Hill. Why give them the chance to give unwanted advice or, much worse, unwanted orders? Given that the failed assault had only been a few hours earlier and the best they could offer then was a flight of F-15’s that had been largely ineffective, there wasn’t much hope that they could do better on shorter notice. The F-22's were still needed elsewhere to keep the Chinese air force away from Pinglin.
About fifteen minutes before the main attack would launch, I sent Task Force Tennessee on its mission, continuing my tradition of naming my units after Civil War armies. Tennessee had about two hundred soldiers, some of the best that could be moved over from the other parts of the Airborne defenses in the town. I had called for volunteers from the western garrison, Devil Hill, and the reserves. Every man and woman who could walk had volunteered, and so my officers were able to pick and choose for the very best. Most of them had never worked closely together before, of course, but that wouldn’t matter much, given what their mission would be.
Each of them wore ski masks, heavy jackets, and pants that had been kept in refrigerators in town for at least an hour and a half before being brought out. I even had each of them drink two cups of ice water. We tried every trick in the book to lower the thermal signature of the soldiers of Task Force Tennessee.
We actually tested how well our various methods worked with our own thermal goggles. For at least ten minutes, the various measures succeeded in masking the heat emitted by the soldiers as they crawled along the ground. That ought to be enough, I judged.
The various components of Task Force Tennessee fanned out evenly to the east and west of the Coffee Line for up to three hundred yards in either direction. Each carried an M-4 rifle slung across his back, the weapon painted in shades of dark green to camouflage it in the forest. With the fog and rain still obscuring views, I couldn’t see any of the members of Task Force Tennessee moving out from my position in the center of the Coffee Line, not with ordinary binoculars or with a thermal scope.
So far, so good. Just a few minutes to go now.
I looked to the soldiers on my left and right. I had deliberately placed the survivors of Williams’s attack in the middle of the Coffee Line, right at my position. They would be less confident than the soldiers of the reserves who had participated in the crushing victory on the western side of the town. I hoped that my presence would bolster them a little, a stark contrast from the lead-from-behind manner of Brown that had failed so utterly in the last assault on Teatime Hill.
Those soldiers now looked nervous. They fidgeted with their weapons and muttered prayers, their hands shaking.
I triggered my radio to talk to every soldier in the Coffee Line. “All, listen up. I just want to tell you a few things to keep your sense of perspective about what’s happening right now.”
“China is the king of Teatime Hill right now. Hell, China’s the king of the world. The United States owned the Hill and led the world not too long ago. No one gave us that. God didn’t put us at the top. We were there because our ancestors kept working when they were tired, kept struggling forward when they were comfortable, and kept fighting when they were scared. They made the world we live in today.”
“But somewhere over the last couple decades, we got lazy. We forgot that a country is only as great as the character of the people who live in it. We thought that what made our country strong were things like freedom of speech, tolerance, and equality. Those might be good things, but they only help us along the way to greatness, they don’t make us great. The only—the only— thing that made us great was the willingness of our people to work, to discover, to fight when the odds were against us.”
I took a breath, forming ideas I had never put into words, even in my own mind. “Look up at Teatime Hill. Someday, an American scientist will say, ’If those Airborne soldiers could fight their way to the top of Teatime Hill, I can keep working.’ A worker will say, ’If the PLA could be defeated, I can keep working another hour.’ A child will say, ’If fourteen-hundred Americans could beat eight thousand Chinese, I can do… anything.’”
“We can restore our country and everything it stands for if we find the courage to do what everyone else thinks is impossible. The fate of Citadel will turn on what we do right now. We are the fulcrum upon which Citadel will survive or fall. We have the right weapons, the right weather, the right enemy. The only question is whether we’re the right people. Let’s answer that question. Let’s take that fucking hill.”
No one wanted to shout because the attack had not yet started, but I heard thousands of clicks on the radio. Every soldier triggered his microphone and instantly let it go, and the overall effect was a cacophony in each of our ears, as our radios allowed multiple people to talk at once.
The time for talk was over. The men around me seemed less nervous, more eager to get moving. I checked my watch. The first time-sensitive component would start in ninety seconds.
“All, move out!”
* * *
The soldiers on the Coffee Line rose as one and quickly broke into two groups. About one in every ten soldiers had a thermal scope on their rifle, and they began to move forward at a jog, their weapons raised and aimed. It wouldn’t take long before they’d have targets. The other ninety percent of the attackers did not have thermal scopes, and they sprinted from cover to cover, waiting for the PLA to see them and open fire.
That didn’t take long. While the Chinese weren’t expecting an attack on Teatime Hill, they had dozens of sentries out watching the Coffee Line for the slightest sign of movement. They even had a few patrols trying to work their way closer to the Coffee Line, just in case an attack was in the offing. Those patrols and sentries quickly saw what was going on and opened fire, betraying their position to the Airborne soldiers with thermal scopes.
There were more Airborne soldiers with thermal scopes than there were PLA patrols and sentries out, and the Airborne soldiers were more psychologically prepared for the onset of battle. The PLA soldiers, shooting downhill and into the trees, often missed high. The Airborne soldiers had expected to be shot at, and quickly delivered accurate fire against the sentries. About twenty-five PLA soldiers were killed or wounded in these early moments of the battle, along with perhaps fifteen Airborne soldiers.
The shots fired by either side served to alert the Chinese on Teatime Hill — an attack was coming. They rushed to the trenches and foxholes, looking down the slope to see what was happening. Forty-five seconds after the first shots had been fired, Task Force Tennessee struck.
They had crawled out in all directions from our lines, then turned back in to converge around the PLA lines on Teatime Hill from all over the eastern and western side. Their task was simple — introduce chaos in the Chinese lines by attacking their flanks. All over the eastern and western sides of Teatime Hill, Airborne soldiers rose from the mud and fired on the PLA soldiers rushing for their foxholes.
The two-hundred soldiers of Task Force Tennessee had arguably the most dangerous job on the battlefield that day. They were spread out to such an extent that each soldier only had one or two companions within thirty yards of him, so whenever the PLA soldiers turned their attention to a single threat, they cut down the Airborne soldier in short order, and the Airborne soldier would die very nearly alone. If he was wounded, there was no one in the area to help him.
However, the PLA in the first defensive line had a lot more to worry about. For just at that moment, the next surprise arrived.
The Taiwanese had used precisely aimed land-based missiles to take out Chinese artillery threats. I had asked the Taiwanese a simple question: could they use satellite imagery to assign a target to the missiles ahead of time and then have the warhead of the missile detonate about seventy feet above that target? The Taiwanese leapt at the opportunity to apply some of their technical expertise to the task of defending Pinglin. They had quickly reprogrammed thirty-five of their missiles for the purpose.
Those missiles now streaked in from the east, far too fast for Chinese air defense to do anything but track them on radar. We had a split second to see the fiery trail of the rockets glowing in the foggy, rainy, early-evening sky before they detonated. The series of explosions lasted for about twenty seconds.
Each missile had been targeted on dense clusters of Chinese foxholes or trenches. No missile had been assigned to an area with less than fifteen soldiers present. Taiwanese satellite imagery experts had painstakingly searched for signs of officers, such as concentrations of radio emissions from particular locations, epaulets on uniforms, or even individuals in the satellite images who seemed to have many people coming over to talk to them.
By detonating in the air, the missile converted its metallic body and rocket engine into a lethal cloud of shrapnel. That shrapnel would be useless in destroying artillery or tanks, but would cut through the thickest body armor or helmet to kill a soldier. Each missile cleared a twenty-yard diameter circle of space on Teatime Hill of any PLA infantry.
The missiles punched thirty holes in the PLA line, killing or severely wounding over 400 defenders.
The Chinese on Teatime Hill had, in the space of one minute, come under assault from the entire southern arc of the hill and had many of their officers killed by the missile strikes. The main assault was still making its way up the Hill, and the fire from the PLA lines had dramatically slackened thanks to the missile strikes. The Airborne soldiers charged forward, many of them shouting. They had closed to within visual range, and they fired on the Chinese soldiers still dazed from the attacks on multiple fronts.
The first lines of Chinese soldiers crumpled under the assault, the men simply overwhelmed by events. Of perhaps three-thousand PLA in the first line facing us, only about two-hundred managed to collect themselves and fall back in good order to the next Chinese defensive lines about a hundred yards to the rear. Another three or four hundred threw down their rifles and ran, making themselves effectively useless to the defense.
I was in the center of the assault with the soldiers who had come nowhere near this far in their first assault on the hill. They roared with vengeance as they cut down the PLA defenders, ready to surge ahead to the next line.
I stayed a few yards back and didn’t fire my rifle. The first line was the easy part. We had only lost about forty-five men routing the first three-thousand defenders. Now came the much more difficult task.
The Chinese defenders in the next defensive line were now fully alerted to the danger. They too had come under fire from the men of Task Force Tennessee, but since they were not yet engaged in their front, they had much more luck cutting down the assailants who had struck them from the side. Dozens of Airborne from Task Force Tennessee were cut down in the minute that it took to finish clearing out the first defensive line, reload, and organize the assault.
This was the crucial moment. About twelve hundred men in the main assault body would have to dislodge five-thousand fully-alerted Chinese in the second defensive line. Well, perhaps not fully alerted, I thought to myself with a grin.
At that moment, grenades started popping off in the Chinese defenses in groups of three. Like the Taiwanese missiles, these grenades burst in the air, robbing the Chinese of the safety they had sought in foxholes and trenches.
“Thanks, Clay,” I muttered. The Lafayette Initiative team had sneaked behind the PLA defenses on Teatime Hill, and now they introduced mass confusion into those defenses. Every few seconds, three more grenades detonated in the Chinese defensive works, and the Lafayette team was devilishly good at seeking out officers. Though there were only three of them, they worked efficiently and quickly, pumping more explosives into the trenches and foxholes.
The Lafayette team’s attack had two purposes. First, it sowed chaos by killing officers. That was important; if we could eliminate any semblance of leadership, the enlisted men in the lines were much more likely to break and run. But even more importantly, the Lafayette team, combined with the supporting fire of Task Force Tennessee, had thoroughly confused the Chinese. I could imagine the panicked radio calls going around Chinese command circuits at that moment.
“Where the hell are they coming from?”
“How’d they get behind us?”
“My men are being hit from the west, request support!”
Now was the moment. All the tricks had been played, and they had bought us one chance, perhaps a minute-long window to smash the PLA line on Teatime Hill.
“Forward!” I shouted into the radio. Around me, the Airborne soldiers surged forward. Gunfire lanced out from the Chinese line. Many of the PLA were firing blind, the fog, rain, and smoke from grenades and the missiles obscuring the view and confusing the aim. Dozens fell nevertheless, the sheer volume of fire making up for the lack of precision with which it was directed.
The wave of Airborne soldiers surged into the smoke and fog, and everyone tried to stay close to one of their number with a thermal scope so that they wouldn’t run blindly into a Chinese foxhole and break a leg. That fate still befell a score of soldiers, who screamed and still wielded their rifles from a seated position.
Most of the Airborne soldiers made it to the Chinese lines. When they were within fifteen yards of a foxhole or trench, they could easily see the inhabitants, whom they cut down mercilessly before moving on to take another Chinese position.
In a few places, the Chinese put up heavy resistance, rebuffing one or two attempts by clots of American soldiers to take their entrenchments. Those pockets were quickly wiped out by the Lafayette men, however, as they scanned the battlefield with thermal goggles and shot grenades into hardpoints in the Chinese defenses.
For me personally, all of my cards had been played. The only other thing I could do to help the battle was participate in it. I wielded one of the precious thermal scopes and led a small knot of soldiers from foxhole to foxhole, taking out PLA defenders and then methodically making my way to the next position.
It was impossible to tell how the battle was going. We seemed to be making good progress, though I ran into fallen Airborne seemingly with every step I took. There was no cohesive plan beyond this point — each knot of Airborne soldiers was trying to keep moving, to take one foxhole after another. On the Chinese side, sheer numbers allowed the PLA to absorb our surprises. We had killed, wounded, or routed perhaps half of the five thousand Chinese left on Teatime Hill, but they still had more than twice as many fighting men as we had started out with.
We needed one more element, one more surprise. I could feel the battle balanced on a knife edge, numbers versus audacity, inertia versus momentum, China versus the United States of America.
Just then, a cry arose on the flanks of the Chinese defenses. For an instant, I panicked, thinking that PLA reinforcements had arrived far sooner than I had expected. I ran over to the left flank, needing to know what was happening. And there, through my thermal scope, I saw dark apparitions charging the Chinese defenses.
The soldiers of Task Force Tennessee had come crashing in.
Their presence was completely outside of the plan, not to mention against my orders. After they poured fire in from the sides against both defensive lines, they were supposed to turn and face outwards, where they would aim fire on any PLA reinforcements that tried to make their way to Teatime Hill in time to swing the battle. Evidently, they had sensed the tide of battle and decided that Teatime Hill was worth one more wild charge.
They were the cream of the Airborne, the very best we had. They were not commandos, not near supermen whose lives consisted of nothing but war. Many had joined because there wasn’t anywhere else for them to go, or because they just wanted the government to pay for their schooling, or out of sheer boredom at the ordinary options life had presented to them. But that day on Teatime Hill, they came down on the Chinese line like demons.
Still at least somewhat masked from the Chinese thermal scopes, they came in with almost no opposition. The PLA soldiers had their hands full with the main body of attackers, and they had almost no time to react. Many never saw the soldiers of Task Force Tennessee who took their lives. The sound of the charge started moving inward, caving in the PLA line on both ends.
I laughed so hard that I began to cry, tears welling out of my empty eye socket and soaking my eyepatch. For once, the battle didn’t turn on the efforts of a daring commander or a dashing commando, but on the ordinary men and women who wrenched victory with their own initiative.
As the sound of attackers drew nearer on all sides in the smoke and fog, PLA soldiers began running back in droves. A number fought and died, trading their lives to give their friends a chance to escape. Thousands of Chinese infantry ran, and the Airborne soldiers with thermal scopes fired on their retreating forms, killing perhaps another fifteen-hundred of the enemy after the battle had been won. The Airborne soldiers on Devil Hill poured down their fire as well, the two hills finally functioning in complement as had been originally intended when we arrived in Citadel days earlier.
There were still isolated pockets of battle continuing on Teatime Hill, and while those were being mopped up, I could hear the sound of gunfire receding away to the next hill.
I called over the radio, “All, halt! We’ve won what we came for. Stay on Teatime Hill and prepare for the counter-attack!” The last thing I wanted was for the Airborne to do the impossible, take Teatime Hill, and then lose it because we pushed on beyond our original objective to the next valley. There was no strategic significance to the next hill over. We didn’t need to hold every inch of Taiwan, just enough to prevent the Chinese from breaking through to the east coast on the main road that ran through Citadel.
Teatime Hill was back in American hands. I wanted to take time to declare the victory, to thank the men, to count our dead and ready ourselves for the next storm, but I knew what would likely come next. “All, get into the defensive lines on the northern side of the Hill. We’re going to have company.”
This next part of the battle was not quite as fully planned. I assumed that Colonel Fong would read the situation accurately. The American forces on Teatime Hill were likely at their maximum level of disarray. We had taken the Hill, but we’d be recovering our wounded, refreshing our stocks of ammunition, collapsing from adrenaline collapse. Meanwhile, there were still thousands of PLA reinforcements in the area, many of them fresh. Added to the routed soldiers, they could present a serious threat to Teatime Hill.
I wondered how much time there would be. Ten minutes? Fifteen? Over the radio, I called for the officer I had assigned to liaise with the Taiwanese Militia. “We’ve taken Teatime Hill. Send the Militia up to reinforce us.”
The officer acknowledged his orders. The militia wouldn’t be as useful as trained soldiers, but we needed every advantage. If the Chinese retook Teatime Hill, there was nothing between them and the town center. They would be free to wipe out the western garrison and Devil Hill at their leisure and push on to Yilan. I had gambled the war that we could take Teatime Hill and not lose it again right away.
I spaced my company commanders out in our new defensive positions and tried to create as many overlapping fields of fire as possible. A combined shout came from the next hill over, interrupting my efforts. “All, ready yourselves. They’re coming…”

Chapter 12: Ivanov

We fired off our complement of grenades, thirty each, over the course of the assault on Teatime Hill. Return fire came our way sporadically, but nothing came close. We were deep in cover, and the PLA infantry had much more pressing problems. We made sure to target their officers quickly, knowing that the enlisted were unlikely to suddenly run off on their own to attack the threat to their rear.
By the time we’d finished firing off our grenades, the battle was very nearly over, and retreating Chinese were running near our position. The Americans were firing on their retreating figures, and suddenly friendly fire hitting us was a very real threat. McCormick radioed, “Rally at the farm shed.”
I slung my grenade launcher back over my back next to my T97 rifle and withdrew my silenced pistol. Crawling slowly, it took me about eight minutes to get to the shed. On my way over, I kept an eye toward the retreating Chinese coming at me. One seemed to be coming right at me, so I gave him three quick shots to the head. In the general chaos, one more PLA infantryman falling dead wasn’t noticed.
I reached the shed and knocked on the side so that if McCormick or Dietrich were inside, they wouldn’t blast my head off when I opened the door. Checking to make sure no Chinese could see me, I stood up and slowly opened the door. Dietrich and McCormick were already inside.
We all looked each other over. No wounds. We had come through the battle completely unscathed, and the Americans had successfully taken back Teatime Hill. That was the extent of our orders, and I whispered, “We should get moving if we’re going to get out of the area before the Chinese come swarming.”
McCormick shook his head. “Negative, the night’s still young, Dmitriy. The PLA is going to launch an attack straight through our position. We can disrupt the attack.”
“How? We’ve only got, what, two or three magazines apiece? We’ve used up all our grenades,” I pointed out.
“Target the officers,” McCormick said simply. “Or we wait until they’re engaged with the Airborne and hit their flank, try to confuse ’em.”
A look of inspiration crossed Dietrich’s face, and he grinned a wicked smile. “Oh, I think we can do more than confuse them, sergeant.” He explained the plan to us.
* * *
We moved out to our position near the base of Teatime Hill without delay, which was fortunate because the PLA attack came only a few minutes after we had arrived on location.
The plan was certainly ambitious. I had never done anything quite like it, and the conservative professional part of me wondered if it was perhaps a bit too radical. We were making a lot of assumptions about the Chinese and their commanders, and we also had to rely on the Airborne to come through for the most important part.
The PLA were approaching now, the same division of men that we had passed earlier on our way to Teatime Hill. Now they were storming through the valley, along with many of the PLA infantry who had survived the rout after the Airborne attack. McCormick, Dietrich, and I were lying prone in a dense part of the forest, just a few feet separating us.
“Don’t let them get close,” McCormick whispered as we looked through our thermal scopes. “We need to use the advantage of the infrared suppressing suits.”
With that, he took his first two shots while the Chinese were still about two-hundred yards away. We had removed the silencers from our rifles. For once, our job wasn’t to hide and strike suddenly. McCormick’s shots hit an enlisted man in the chest, and he went down fast.
A split-second later, Dietrich and I fired on two other enlisted men in other squads. We specifically avoided firing on officers. We needed to keep the people in charge alive as long as possible. Conserving our ammunition, we took carefully aimed shots once every second or two, trying to spread the damage to as many different units as possible.
At first, the Chinese stopped to return fire. The soldiers without thermal scopes couldn’t see through the rain and fog, and those with thermal scopes could only see isolated flashes from our weapons while we wore the Taiwanese suits. We shifted positions, moving a few yards to the right after every few shots to ensure that the return fire was never accurate enough to be a real threat to us.
Soon, the Chinese officers were reporting back to their superior officers that there were enemy soldiers at the foot of Teatime Hill, delaying the attack. That simply would not do. Whoever we were, the Chinese high command didn’t need to worry about some isolated unit that had clearly gone too far. We could be cut off and surrounded at leisure; what mattered at that moment was hitting the American positions at the top of Teatime Hill as quickly as possible.
They ordered their men to bypass us. The topography of the area was such that they could bypass us in one of two directions. They could try to loop around to the west, but there was another tea plantation in that direction, and the cover thinned out sharply. Proceeding through the plantation on the way to the top of Teatime Hill would be far more dangerous than taking the eastern loop, which would also quickly put Teatime Hill between them and us.
As the Chinese forces pushed forward, we kept up our fire, and they in turn continuously moved to the east, thousands of them pushing in that direction to begin the march up Teatime Hill from the eastern side.
We hadn’t coordinated the plan with Colonel Concitor, but we assumed he would quickly see the potential. Soon, we were down to a single clip each, and it was time to leave. We needed to keep a reserve in case we needed to fight again before reaching our cache of supplies. Without any fanfare, we started running off to the west, embarking west on a long circular route of ten miles that would eventually take us back to the area northeast of Pinglin.
Not long after we departed, call it three minutes, we heard the thunder of gunfire in the distance on Devil Hill. McCormick laughed and pumped a fist. “That’s the first time I’ve ever led a PLA attack! Nice idea, Dietrich.” He slapped the German on the shoulder, and Dietrich gave a crooked grin.
“No mean genius on my part, I must admit.”
For once, I had to agree. The PLA had been in command of Teatime Hill so long that they had forgotten why the position had been so strong in the first place. Devil Hill covered the eastern approaches up Teatime Hill. We had funneled the PLA attack in that direction so that the Airborne troops on Devil Hill could rake the attackers with gunfire and cut them down well before they were in a position to assail the defenses on Teatime Hill.
Concitor had evidently figured out what was happening when he heard our gunfire and saw the PLA soldiers moving to the east. He had obviously told Devil Hill to hold their fire to let as many PLA infantry as possible make their way into the field of fire before springing the trap.
Thousands of Chinese infantry had started moving up the eastern approaches before Concitor gave the order to open fire. When he did, the Chinese were cut down in the hundreds. The Airborne soldiers on Devil Hill couldn’t always see what they were shooting at, but enough of them had thermal scopes so that everyone was firing in the right general direction.
Whatever spirit there had been in the Chinese attack died away quickly. The ones who had broken less than an hour before broke again, and the division that we had passed through earlier in the day was badly cut up before it even came within range of the Airborne soldiers already on Teatime Hill. The sound of the battle, easily audible to us in the rapidly falling darkness, told the story. For once, the Ak-2000’s sounded weak and few in number, while the M-4’s thundered to the southeast.
After perhaps a minute, the Ak-2000 fire died away, and we could see Chinese soldiers retreating back through our thermal scopes. The Third Battle of Teatime Hill was over.
* * *
It took six hours for us to travel our long route back to where our supplies were cached in the northeast. About an hour into our walk, we paused for a few minutes for McCormick to talk to Concitor on the radio. Since we were in a remote location, with no Chinese about for at least a thousand yards, McCormick took his earpiece out and let me and Dietrich listen in on both sides of the conversation.
“Brilliant idea to channel that PLA counter-attack to the east,” Concitor said. “It took me a minute to figure out what you were doing, but when I did, I whooped for joy. I knew we had them by the balls then.”
McCormick said, “That was Dietrich, our resident strategist. He’s a damn clever guy.”
“Pass my thanks along,” Concitor gushed. “We got the preliminary casualty count for the counterattack. Six Airborne dead, eleven wounded. You know how many the PLA lost?” He didn’t wait for a guess. “Eleven hundred. It would have been double that if they hadn’t broken so quickly.”
“What were the casualties for the original assault?” McCormick asked.
Concitor’s euphoria deflated a little. “One hundred and eleven dead, one hundred ninety wounded. We lost about a quarter of the attacking force.” His voice firmed, and he sounded like a Roman emperor, so cold was his calculation. “It was worth it. The PLA lost ten thousand soldiers today between dead, wounded, and desertions. Teatime Hill is firmly in our hands now. We took out some of the PLA’s best frontline soldiers. The Chinese will have one more shot to punch through, that’s it. We’ll have the strong defensive positions in the north on Teatime and Devil Hill and our garrison line in the west. We’ve bought ourselves a realistic chance at winning against seventy-thousand PLA.”
McCormick said, “It’s what, thirty-ish more hours until the heavies get here?”
“Right. Thirty-one hours, by the last estimate.” Concitor sounded tired for a moment, but built steam as he went on. “If we can hold them for that long, it’ll all be over. We’re starting to get reports of frantic activity in Beijing. I think they saw Brown’s failed attack on Teatime Hill and thought we were done, that they’d be in Yilan with the war won within a few hours. Now, they’re facing the very real possibility that they could lose this war.”
“If you had told me there was a good shot of winning when I was at the American Institute in Taipei, I would have thought you were crazy,” McCormick said. “A lot has happened since then.” Then, his voice went cold, “But I’ve got something I need to take care of before the war ends.”
Concitor tried to keep his tone measured, but adrenaline aftershock and fatigue weakened his ability to not sound angry at McCormick. “Clay, look, I know you’re worried about Barker. I know what you want to do. I want to get her back, too. But you are giving that bastard Fong exactly what he wants. We have one more battle to fight. One. Fucking. More. If we win that, we can negotiate to get her back.”
“What if you lose?” McCormick asked quietly.
“Then there will still be negotiations. They won’t want to sour relations by hurting a public figure like Barker,” Concitor insisted.
“I was a public figure too,” McCormick said. “They were going to hide me away for a decade in a camp if Cortez and the Lafayette Initiative hadn’t sprung me.”
Concitor changed tactics. “You’ve done more than anyone else to win this war. You were there at the beginning. You’ve lost friends, mentors, your entire unit. It’ll all be for nothing if the Chinese break through our lines tomorrow.”
McCormick answered that argument with silence. Though his face was neutral, I knew him well enough to see that his mind was churning over the dilemma.
Concitor added, “You don’t even know where she is, and I wouldn’t count on the Taiwanese to figure it out with any degree of certainty. The Chinese are going to be pumping out a ton of fake intelligence, trying to get you to go to the wrong place — and you can bet they’re not going to keep her anywhere near the trap. Hell, she could easily be in China already.”
“I’ve considered that, colonel. I’m not an idiot,” McCormick snapped. “I will think about what you’ve said.”
“Do that, Clay. I’m not your enemy here,” Concitor pleaded. “You’ve got to do what you think is right. I hope you don’t sit out the battle when we need you most.”
With that, the conversation ended. McCormick’s eyes shone moist with frustration and anxiety for Barker. Dietrich and I said nothing, neither of us wanting to push McCormick when he was in such a state. We walked the rest of the way to our supplies without a word between us, and I took the time to consider the situation.
I thought mostly about Colonel Douglas, for whom I had worked after leaving Spetsnaz. I remembered how he had invited me to have dinner with him and his wife at least once a week when I was in London for the first month or two after defecting. He had introduced me to his friends, brought me over for cricket and rugby matches, even invited me out to double dates with acquaintances of his wife.
I’m a worldly man. I’ve been everywhere you can think of, done harrowing shit you wouldn’t believe. But Douglas saw that I was more than a guy who knew how to fire a gun. He saw that I was a human being with needs that couldn’t be met with money thrown at me in a foreign land. The man was a mercenary, but he knew there was more to life than money. He was a tough man, a grizzled veteran of a dozen conflicts.
I knew that he didn’t give a shit about most of the battles he’d fought; he’d just wanted to get paid and build his company. Not as many people knew what he did with his personal fortune. I knew because he invited me to go with him once when he was visiting one of his investments.
He had picked me up in an Aston Martin, and he drove us to Gatwick Airport, where we took his private jet to Glasgow. From there, a driver picked us up and brought us to a grimy suburb about twenty minutes outside the wealthy city center. There, we stopped at a building marked: “The Jo Anne MacCready School.”
Douglas explained in his brogue, “The schools aren’t worth a damn for ’em. If they live here, their parents are probably screwed up. A lot of ’em are heading for a life on the dole or with the gangs.”
“So this is a private school?” I asked.
“Something like that,” he’d said vaguely. It was early afternoon, and an influx of boys in their early teenage years came in. “Little tough bastards here, for the most part,” he said. “I’m giving them somewhere to go. They can goof off in school if they want. But when they come here, they’ve got to work their arses off.”
The kids went to different activities every hour. Some read military history and discussed famous battles. Some played games of strategy. Some went for long runs.
I sat in while Douglas taught a class on the Battle of Agincourt. Some played team sports. “I’m giving them a purpose,” he had said. “When I was their age, I was a worthless shit. I needed to be shown that there was more to life than the street, fast cars, and loose women. So now I’m showing them. I’m showing them what incredible things can happen in this world.”
“Who was Jo Anne MacCready?”
“A teacher. My teacher,” he said simply. “I wouldn’t be here without her. She gave me a book about the Battle of Thermopylae when I was a kid and it changed my life. This school was her idea.”
I asked why he’d brought me. “I’m more than a thug, Dmitriy,” he’d said. “Keep faith with the good people who help you. The money I get from dictators and foreign governments goes to showing these kids greatness in Mrs. MacCready’s name. And if I die getting the money to do that, I will die a hero and rest peacefully knowing that. I want you to face death someday as calmly as I will.”
I remembered how Fong had executed Douglas on the ship in the Taiwan Strait less than a week earlier while I was forced to listen over the ship’s intercom. McCormick and I had evaded capture, and I had wanted to go rescue Douglas, guns blazing. He was the one who had stopped me, who had told me that Douglas would want me to live and win the battle he’d chosen to come fight.
I would keep faith with him. And with Douglas.
* * *
It was the dead of night when we arrived at the farmhouse where we had left our supplies earlier that day. We ate cold MRE’s. McCormick just kept that intense look on his face, that anguished expression. He didn’t know what to do. It was plain on his face.
“I have a plan,” I said without fanfare. McCormick looked up as if he’d suddenly snapped into consciousness. “It will very likely result in our deaths,” I cautioned. “But it will help win the war and also meet more… personal goals.”
It only took about a minute to explain the plan as far as I’d thought it through. When I was done, Dietrich’s face was blank, lost in thought. McCormick noted, “You really weren’t joking when you said we’d probably die doing this.”
“No, my young American friend, I was not joking,” I said simply. “But the likelihood of death is not overwhelmingly high until after our objectives have been completed.”
McCormick, all of 26 years old, considered the decision for about five seconds. “I’m in. Dietrich?”
The German shrugged. “I do not think people will soon forget this one. If nothing else, Dmitriy and I will secure our places in the history books next to you, Sergeant McCormick. So, yes, I will participate in this lunacy.”
None of us could suppress a smile. “This last one’s going to be fun,” McCormick said with enthusiasm.
The first thing we needed to do was find out where exactly we’d be going. When McCormick called the Taiwanese to get some intelligence, they told him that the Chinese had been sending around emails and having conversations over encrypted radio about Lieutenant Barker’s location — evidently in a hospital in western Taipei, deep in the zone of PLA control.
“That’s all very interesting,” McCormick said, “but I’m calling to ask for some other information. And, well, I have a few substantive requests.”
“Just name them,” our contact in Taiwanese intelligence replied. If McCormick was popular in America, he held demi-god status in Taiwan, the man who had brought the United States into the war and given them a fighting chance of holding off the Chinese.
After McCormick explained what we needed, our contact said, “On the intelligence front, I know that we already have a very solid estimate about the location you are seeking. We will race to verify the intelligence we have, but I don’t think it’ll be a problem. As for the, as you put them, substantive requests, that is obviously not my department, but I strongly suspect we can provide the first part of what you’re asking for. We will have a stealth drone deliver it to your location within thirty minutes. The Americans are the only ones who have the other part. I need to coordinate that part with them.”
The Taiwanese sent over the intelligence we had been looking for fifteen minutes after McCormick’s call, and the item we had requested a few minutes after that. A drone no larger than a briefcase landed, allowed us to withdraw what we needed, then flew away.
We looked at maps and determined our route to reach the target. “Getting to the building is going to be a nontrivial exercise, but possible,” Dietrich observed. “Reaching the target in the building with three men is going to be very difficult. The subsequent escape, particularly given the building’s surroundings, will be virtually impossible.”
“It’s not that bad,” McCormick said confidently. “If we move quickly, we just need a little bit of luck and we could all make it out alive.”
Dietrich shook his head but didn’t pursue the point further. We had to wait two hours for confirmation that the other pieces of the plan were in place. It was around 8:00 PM local time when word finally came through that everything was ready.
There was nothing left to wait for, and the mission would only become more difficult the longer we put it off. We restocked our ammunition, took a few of the new weapons the Taiwanese had given us, and left the farmhouse, never to return.
* * *
We moved steadily northwest through the mountains. Our objective was surprisingly close, only a matter of three or four miles, though the journey would take perhaps four or five hours. We had to make a stop to get something along the way, and then once we left the mountains, we would have to slow the pace considerably to avoid detection. The thermal suits continued to mask us from drones, satellites, and Chinese patrols, though I knew that I could have avoided the patrols without all the Taiwanese wizardry.
For the little errand we needed to run along the way, we had agreed that it would be safer to do it as soon as possible. While it might give the Chinese advanced warning that something was up, we would be far enough away from the objective that they wouldn’t know where we were going. We might have waited until we were right near the target to do this little errand, but then we would have only a matter of minutes before the alert went up right when (and where) we most needed the element of surprise.
I spotted what we were looking for twenty minutes after we had left our farmhouse. Five PLA soldiers were out on patrol about a hundred and fifty yards ahead of us, armed with thermal scopes. They were moving slowly, avoiding leaves and twigs that could make noise and give away their position. Someone fairly competent in the art of the night patrol had taught them how to stay alive in a warzone. They were probably out looking for us. The lucky devils.
“Remember, headshots only,” McCormick whispered. “I’ll loop around them and hit from the rear. Dmitriy, Hans, you split up the three closest to us, I’ll take the two in the rear.”
We muttered acknowledgment, and went about the business. In a little under five minutes, McCormick whispered over the radio, “In position.” Then, a moment later, “Starting in three seconds.”
We heard the soft chatter of McCormick’s silenced rifle, and Dietrich and I each dropped a PLA soldier in the same moment. McCormick shifted to a second target, and Dietrich and I both fired at the last soldier, both of us hitting the unfortunate man in the head. “All Chicoms down,” McCormick said over the radio.
It had been a simple ambush, and now we moved to claim the prize. It was easiest for me; the PLA soldiers were slightly shorter than the average American, and one of the deceased Chinese was just a bit taller than me and a little fatter. I slid the uniform jacket off the body and unbuttoned his pants, trying both of the articles on over the skin-tight Taiwanese thermal suit. “A perfect fit,” I observed with satisfaction.
McCormick and Dietrich, a bit taller than average, had to cram themselves into the PLA uniforms. “I can barely breath in this damn thing,” McCormick groused.
“Neither could he!” I joked, laughing at my own wit. My two companions groaned.
We emptied the PLA soldiers’ packs and transferred in our own equipment. I silently blessed the Taiwanese engineer who had designed the silencer on the T97 rifle. With a simple adjustment, it fit the barrel of the Ak-2000’s carried by the Chinese, meaning that we wouldn’t have to carry both with us.
We left the silencers off for now, planning to put them back on when we got closer to the target. They would obviously only raise suspicion if Chinese soldiers saw them on our weapons. After all, we looked like ordinary PLA infantry, and ordinary PLA infantry did not carry silenced weapons.
The thermal suits came with face masks, of course, and they looked close enough to Chinese face masks that we felt comfortable leaving them on. By the time we were done, the only things that marked us as impostors were McCormick and Dietrich’s eyes, both blue. Hopefully, no one would get close enough to see, and, just in case, I would walk in front whenever we encountered Chinese soldiers.
We hid the bodies in deep brush, then continued on to the northwest. Once again, we saw the shimmer of Taipei through the rain and fog, though this time we didn’t turn away. We continued on to the northwest, seeing the PLA reinforcements continuing to stream into the area.
“Concitor’s going to have his hands full,” McCormick observed.
“He can handle it,” I judged.
“How do you know?” McCormick asked.
“He has to.”
We continued on, the tension mounting. It wasn’t new to be in enemy territory. It was new to have to pretend to be the enemy, to be walking with unsilenced weapons, ensuring that if we had to fight, it would draw thousands — maybe tens of thousands — of PLA from all directions.
When we were about a half-mile away from the objective, we spotted a path of stone next to a drainage ditch. The path had lights above it, though they were off at this point.
“Have to take off the thermal goggles now,” McCormick said. “We shouldn’t need them from here forward anyway.” We all reluctantly removed the systems, and we waited a minute for our nightvision to adjust.
We continued down the path, knowing what was likely waiting for us at the end. Sure enough, I spotted four PLA soldiers standing sentry duty where the path ended, leading to a wealthy gated community of tall apartment buildings and boutique shops. The line between the wilderness of the forest and the beginning of Taipei was being guarded by four men.
“Can we get past them?” McCormick whispered. Our uniforms were meant to allow us to walk the streets of that gated community, but the PLA soldiers standing guard duty would obviously ask for some kind of identification from three soldiers who had just wandered in from the forest. None of us spoke Chinese, making it totally impossible that we could make it through such an encounter.
I took a moment to examine the surroundings. There was a mansion-like building a few dozen feet from the entrance, and Taiwanese intelligence had suggested that it was filled with more soldiers. They could probably see the sentries, and they would surely notice if the four sentries all suddenly dropped dead.
The community was surrounded by fencing on the side facing the forest, but it didn’t have barbed wire or anything at the top. We could hop the fence somewhere and then push into the gated community. There might be security cameras, but they would likely be obvious and in the open, meant to deter crime more than to detect a sophisticated incursion.
“Let’s jump the fence somewhere to the west,” I suggested. That would take us a bit further away from our target, meaning we’d have to spend a longer time walking the streets in our disguises and hoping that we weren’t detected. However, the really dangerous part of the approach was getting into the gated community, not walking the streets outside. Inside the gated community, we were just three more anonymous soldiers. While we were hopping the fence, we were obviously people who did not belong, people who needed to be fought.
I led us to the right for about a hundred and fifty meters and stopped. “I’ll go ahead and check the fence here, see if it’s somewhere we can sneak in,” I whispered. The others nodded in deference to my stealthiness.
The trick to being quiet, I have found, is moving slower every time you feel the urge to move faster. If there is no obvious reason, like someone pointing a gun at you, speed will get you detected and killed. Instead, just go slower, be more deliberate, more willing to bend to nature’s rhythm to get you where you need to go. In this case, I spent ten minutes walking about a hundred meters, almost crawling from tree to tree.
I was coming up on the backside of a large apartment building. As I had expected, there was a visible camera looking out into the wilderness, but it was stationary. I looked for the next camera and saw that the field of vision for the two didn’t quite overlap. There were a few tricks up my sleeve for getting through, but with non-overlapping fields of vision, it became much easier: just walk through in between the areas of coverage.
Looking up into the apartment windows, I could see that some of the lights were on. I thought for a moment about whether there would likely be soldiers looking out. No, I decided, the rooms would most likely be occupied by civilians who weren’t about to be looking out the windows, waiting to report a sighting to the PLA. There wouldn’t likely be many Chinese soldiers resting here, six or seven miles from the battlefield that would decide the war in the next twenty-four hours.
“Coast is clear, this is a good spot,” I whispered over the radio. “Move up.”
I kept an eye toward the east, making sure that the four guards at the entrance weren’t strolling over this way. I didn’t see any patrols, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t walk around the corner at just the wrong time and ruin the mission.
It did occur to me, though, that this was probably the last time at which the mission could fail and we would survive. With the thermal suits, we could run into the forest and stand a fair chance of getting away. After this, once we were in the gated community, all encounters would be at easy visual range. If they saw us and knew who we were, there’d be no end to Chinese reinforcements until they got us.
Shaking away the thought, I saw McCormick and Dietrich approach the fence. I whispered, “Dietrich, go first, then Clay.” I wanted to be last because I was the quietest, and if McCormick or Dietrich made noise, it might be written off if no other noises were made.
The two climbed the six-foot fence easily, and then it was my turn. And just like that, we were in.
Without a word, I led us around the apartment building, taking a quick peek around the corner to make sure that no one would see us strangely emerge from behind a building. The only people on the street were PLA, but none were facing us in that moment.
I slung the Ak-2000 over my back and stepped forward, not even bothering to look back to see McCormick and Dietrich do the same. We were just three PLA soldiers walking to or from an assignment. Nothing to see here.
We strolled down the street the apartment building was on, which ran downhill in a series of switchbacks toward other large apartment buildings. When we reached an intersection, I took a left. I had memorized a map of the gated community and knew precisely where we needed to go.
There weren’t a lot of PLA near that first apartment building, but as we approached our target, they were denser on the ground. Most were officers, but some squads of enlisted men were present as well. With the rain and fog, they mostly stayed inside if they could, but a few were out on the street smoking. They paid no attention to us as we walked by.
Then one young man smoking with his friends about twenty meters away called a question in our direction as we walked by. I thought I might have a heart attack. I decided that the distance had been far enough that I could plausibly have not heard the man.
Don’t ask again. You don’t care where we’re going, what unit we’re from, or what we think about PLA rations. Just laugh it off and keep talking to your shithead friends, kid.
But he didn’t just laugh it off. I could see our target building ahead, but the question behind us was repeated, this time louder.
Fuck. I thought the word so loudly that for a second I was worried I had said it aloud. Summoning every ounce of courage, I half-turned and mumbled something unintelligible that sounded vaguely Chinese, almost the sort of thing you mumble to a beggar who asks you for money. Complementing that with a dismissive wave, I turned around and kept walking, surreptitiously slipping a hand in my pocket and making sure my silenced pistol was there and ready to use.
The man shouted a question back, but by that point we were a good thirty meters away and continuing to open the distance. It’s not that important, kid, I tried to tell him telepathically. Shut up and leave me alone.
My interlocutor apparently didn’t think the matter was worth interrupting his smoke for. I heard him say something with mild anger, probably something like, “Eh, screw that idiot.”
With relief, I continued toward the target building. I didn’t glance back to see how McCormick and Dietrich felt about the encounter, sure that they had been about half-a-second from swinging their Ak-2000’s around and cutting down every PLA soldier they could on that street.
And then we saw the target building. A full twenty stories tall, it was one of perhaps six apartment buildings of similar size in the area. But this one was special.
Hope you’re ready for some company, Colonel Fong, I thought.
* * *
The target building was right next to a large playground constructed for the children in the area, and across the street from a high school. That was not surprising.
The Chinese knew that the Taiwanese and Americans were unlikely to attack such a building with so many civilians — especially children — nearby. They had learned from the demise of the previous Chinese special forces unit, Unit Zero, which had established a local headquarters in a prison in Taipei. The Knights had wiped out Unit Zero, of course, McCormick himself having played an integral role in that battle.
Of course, Unit One didn’t advertise that it had established a local headquarters in a civilian area. The existence of the headquarters was a secret, one that Taiwanese intelligence had cracked by tracing radio and telephone calls, cracking into email accounts, and spying on the comings and goings of one Colonel Fong.
From Fong’s interviews with CNN, the Taiwanese had established roughly where he had been at a certain point in time. The Taiwanese mini satellites were recording virtually everything that happened within a few miles of Pinglin at that point, looking for any little advantage they could pass on to the American defenders. They traced Fong’s subsequent movement and found that he had been to one random apartment building in east Taipei five or six times over the past two days.
Establishing that Fong was at the building at that particular moment had taken an inspired bit of sleuthing. Fifteen minutes before we arrived, one of the Taiwanese spies in China working for the unit responsible for weather alteration had placed a call to Fong to notify him that they could guarantee a forecast of rain and fog for the next two days.
Fong used the best Chinese encryption systems to avoid tracking the phone’s signal to the apartment building, but the Taiwanese had managed to contact one of the civilians who actually still lived in the apartment building. The Chinese had not wanted to move the civilians out because that would have tipped off Taiwanese intelligence that something was going on in the building. Instead, they had shut down Internet and telephone lines into the building and jammed mobile frequencies. But they hadn’t thought about laser communications, which could be shot out the window at a specific receiver.
One of those civilians had set off a firecracker on his window-sill, three floors below where Fong was taking the call. The Taiwanese agent on the phone with Fong heard the pop — and just like that, Taiwanese intelligence could confirm that Fong was in the building. They had called in final confirmation of Fong’s location to McCormick just minutes earlier.
And now we were approaching the building.
This was where things became substantially less certain.
We didn’t know if identification would be needed to get inside the building; we didn’t know how many Unit One commandos were in the building; we didn’t know how many regular soldiers were in the building. We didn’t even know exactly where in the building Fong was. Taiwanese intelligence had estimated that he was on the ninth floor, but there were about thirty rooms per floor, and he could be in any of them. Our Taiwanese friend relayed that the firecracker had sounded distinctly loud over the phone, suggesting that the room was at least on the same side of the building as the civilian’s room.
First thing’s first, I remembered the American idiom. Let’s just get in the damn building.
I slowed our pace slightly to scope out the entrance. It appeared to be an unlocked door, no keycard access. That was good. We could have broken into any door, but it would have cost us in time and noise, and we didn’t want to spook the target too soon.
Strolling up to the building, I pulled the door open and entered a reception area with four regular PLA infantry and two Unit One soldiers. Their weapons were slung over their shoulders, and they were chatting quietly amongst themselves.
They saw us walk in and stood slowly, as if it were routine to see people enter.
Wordlessly, I pulled a silenced pistol and fired into the head of the nearest Unit One soldier. I wanted to get them out of the way first, since they were far more likely to react quickly than the ordinary PLA soldiers.
I shifted aim to one of the regular soldiers trusting that McCormick would get the other Unit One soldier. Two PLA soldiers were standing beside each other near the elevator bank, and I took those two out with four quick shots. Bringing my weapon back around, I saw that no Chinese soldiers were still standing.
We were in.
I strode to the elevator bank and pushed the up button while McCormick and Dietrich spent a moment dragging bodies behind furniture and the reception desk. It might buy us another minute or two if no one could see the bodies from the street.
One rule of urban combat you learn quickly is to always have a weapon up and raised when waiting for an elevator. The reason was obvious — when the doors open, there’s no promise that the elevator will be empty. This time, three Unit One soldiers had been riding down. I shot each in the head in two seconds, and the last one almost had enough time to get his weapon raised.
McCormick and Dietrich dragged their bodies to join those behind the reception desk and then ran back to the elevator bank. I pushed the button for the ninth floor, and the doors shut.
We screwed the Taiwanese silencers into our Ak-2000’s on the way up, and my heart pounded. The building had recently been renovated, and the elevator moved quickly. We barely had enough time to get the silencers in place before the doors opened.
No one was standing right in front of the elevator, but I turned left and saw two regular PLA guards standing outside room 924, which was two floors directly above the apartment of the Taiwanese informant.
Poyekhali, I thought in Russian, as I often do in the moments before the fighting starts. Let’s go.
I heard a silenced Ak-2000 fire behind me, which had to have been Dietrich looking back to the other end of the hallway. Though Fong was probably in Room 924, judging by the guards, we couldn’t leave enemies to our rear as we made our way down to the target, so Dietrich had been tasked with covering that side of the building.
The guards in front of 924 had enough time for their faces to register shock at seeing their comrades in arms opening fire. I gunned down the two guards from about twenty meters away, then ran down the hall to get in position in front of 924.
Our weapons were silenced, but indoors on a quiet night, they were easily audible to everyone on the floor. And, of course, the Unit One soldiers were very familiar with the sound of a silenced Ak-2000—it was their weapon of choice.
We moved down the hallway in a tight group, only about two feet between us, Dietrich continuing to look back, McCormick keeping an eye to our sides as we walked by rooms whose doors could fly open any second, and me facing forward.
Doors were opening down the hall. Three more regular PLA peeked into the hall, and I emptied my clip into them. “Reloading,” I said so that McCormick would know to look forward to cover me.
With the unfamiliar PLA combat webbing, I had to look down to see what I was doing. Once I had the magazine, I could reload from muscle memory, having practically grown up with the Ak-2000 rifle. McCormick fired his own weapon right next to my head, and I finished reloading, looking up to see two Unit One soldiers falling in front of room 924.
We ran ahead to 924, the last room at the end of the hall, and Dietrich called, “Reloading!” McCormick turned to cover him, firing his weapon down the hall as more and more doors popped open.
“Reloading!” McCormick said just as Dietrich brought his weapon back up.
The door to 924 was open, and I plucked a flashbang grenade from a pocket. “Banger out,” I said, pulling the pin and flipping the flashbang into the room. A second later, the room flashed white and the sharp bang announced the weapon’s detonation, and I walked into the room at a crouch, McCormick and Dietrich close behind.
It was a two-bedroom apartment, and the living room was plastered with maps and charts. Four more Unit One soldiers were rubbing their eyes frantically, blinded by the flashbang. McCormick and I cut them down, and then two more Unit One commandos burst from the furthest bedroom, their guns blazing. A round whistled by my head, but the Unit One soldiers had fired too quickly, not aiming carefully. Dietrich emptied his clip, peppering the two Chinese with bullets.
“Reloading,” he noted drily. McCormick and I moved to the door leading to the other bedroom, leaving Dietrich to guard the living room and the door in case anyone tried to come in — or get out.
No time for anything fancy. The number of PLA now coming after us was probably up to at least a few thousand by that point, a minute and a half since we had fired our first shots. I staved in the door to the bedroom with one massive kick and McCormick threw in a flashbang. I dove out of the doorway as someone inside fired about fifteen rounds at me and missed.
The flashbang exploded, and McCormick was through the door. I scrambled back up to my feet as McCormick blasted away at a number of armed officers who had been in the room. Some of those officers were so desperate to stop him that they fired blindly, missing us by several feet.
Suddenly, I saw Fong. The greatest Chinese commander of the war, our target, was reeling from the flashbang not two feet away, down on his knees. He had a pistol in his hand, but he was evidently saving his ammunition until he could have a realistic chance of hitting us.
My stomach turned to ice. Here was the target. But there were still armed men in the room, perhaps four or five. We needed to work fast.
I shot a man to Fong’s left in the head, and looked back to see Fong raising his pistol to fire at McCormick. Another Unit One soldier had raised a rifle, but I choose to focus on Fong first.
I stepped forward and smashed the butt of my Ak-2000 against his head. The brilliant commander went down like a sack of potatoes.
The Unit One commando’s aim was thrown off by my quick motion. His weapon on full-automatic, he sprayed five rounds at me. One grazed my helmet, and another smashed into my pack, but I was alive. McCormick hit the Unit One man three times in the chest, and the Chinese soldier went down with his finger on the trigger, emptying his weapon into the ceiling.
I swung my weapon around the room, but there were no more targets. Dietrich was still firing periodically in the other room. “Keep an eye on Fong, I’m going to help Hans,” I said.
Scampering back to the living room, I saw Dietrich in the far corner of the room from the door so he could see anyone emerge from the other bedroom or hit reinforcements coming from the hallway to save Colonel Fong. Dietrich saw me and yelled, “Check the bedroom, the kitchen, and the bathroom. I will watch the hall.”
“Roger,” I said back. The bedroom was first. Evidently, we had killed the only two occupants of that room, though I checked the closets as well to make sure no one would burst out. The kitchen was an open-air space that Dietrich couldn’t quite see from his position. No one there.
I kicked in the door to the bathroom, and a pistol shot ran out instantly. A panicked staff officer was sitting on the toilet, pistol in hand. I put six shots into his chest, and the apartment was clear of enemies.
I returned to the living room once again, just in time to see Dietrich throw a grenade out into the hallway. He had evidently cooked the grenade, holding it for a moment after pulling the pin so it would detonate much faster once it landed. Sure enough, the grenade popped off a second after reaching the hallway, and I could hear the moan of an injured man outside. I waved to Dietrich, then signaled that I would go check out the hallway.
I walked crouched down and tilted my head and weapon around the corner, seeing the injured man sprawled on the floor, as well as another four or five PLA soldiers running down the hall toward us. Because I was so close to the floor, an old trick I had learned in Spetsnaz, they did not instantly realize I was an enemy to be fired at or, at least, they weren’t as fast I was.
I fired sixteen aimed shots down the hallway, cutting down three of the attackers. The remaining two opened fire, and I ducked my head back into the apartment just in time to avoid the return fire. The remaining two soldiers took cover in other apartments, and for a moment the hallway was clear once again.
While we were busy with that, McCormick had emptied a canteen on Fong’s head, reviving him. For a second, the Chinese colonel’s eyes remained fuzzy and vacant, then he rubbed his head and muttered something in Mandarin.
“Hello, Colonel Fong,” McCormick said, relishing the moment. “I think you and I have quite a bit to discuss. But first, I need you to tell your men to cease their attack. Needless to say, you die if they continue their assault.”
Fong looked pained, but he didn’t have any options. He could see Dietrich and me in the living room, and McCormick’s weapon was aimed straight at his head. There was nowhere to run, and no hope that a rescue attempt by his men could free him before McCormick could kill him.
“Very well,” Fong said. McCormick helpfully held out a radio headset that he had plucked from the floor of the apartment. Fong checked the frequency, then made a quick call in Mandarin.
I didn’t wait to see if Fong’s message had gotten through. More Unit One soldiers were pouring out of the elevators, and I kept them at a distance with careful aimed shots that wounded another of their number. Return fire chattered down the hall, and the bullets tore into the doorframe.
Fong engaged in a quick conversation on the radio, and after a minute or so, the gunfire abruptly went silent outside.
The first step of the operation had succeeded. I slapped Dietrich on the back. “Well, Hans, we just surpassed Pinglin as target number one for the People’s Liberation Army. Not bad for a Bundeswehr officer who got kicked out for being too hard on the enemy!”
Dietrich smiled. “Or for a drunken muzhik officer with delusions of grandeur.”
McCormick in the other room paid no attention to our celebration. “Very good, Colonel Fong. You may yet survive this episode.”
Fong looked back blankly. “I should have anticipated your method, McCormick. You are always quick to take hostages. My wife and children will no doubt never forget that character trait of yours.”
“You’ve picked up on that tactic yourself with Lieutenant Barker, haven’t you colonel?” McCormick asked, anger flaring in his eyes.
Now it was Fong’s turn to smile. “Ah, so that’s what this is about. You want to trade my life for hers. Has the enigmatic American sergeant gone soft? Finally done crying over that ex of yours, are you?”
McCormick didn’t rise to the jab. “You don’t have much to complain about in this deal. Dmitriy here would have put a bullet in your head the second we came in if Barker weren’t in the picture.” That was not quite true, but I didn’t say anything. “As it is, you have a chance to save your life.”
Fong was quiet for a moment, then said, “I am perfectly willing to ask for her release, and I am certain that my request would be accepted. If that is all you want, I am absolutely willing to make that trade.”
When I had first come up with the plan, I had assumed this would be Fong’s response. Barker was essentially irrelevant; Unit One had captured her almost by accident. They had set up a trap to eliminate the squad that had destroyed the command center and ammunition dump, and Barker had happened to survive the ambush.
The only American the Chinese might not have traded to save Fong was Colonel Concitor. One American lieutenant more or less wouldn’t swing the war, but Fong certainly could. He was the only Chinese commander who had won a major victory against the Americans. He was the best they had.
McCormick said, “I’m glad you agree. Now the only question is how we arrange the trade. I don’t know where Barker actually is, but I assume she’s not actually in western Taipei.”
Fong held a poker face for a moment, then decided that it didn’t really matter. “Correct, sergeant. You have seen through our little ruse.”
“Is she on the island?”
“No,” Fong said. “I won’t go into any more specifics than that, but we obviously weren’t going to leave her somewhere you could get to her.”
McCormick detailed the exchange. “We will wait here while you bring her back to Taiwan. Give her a civilian car and have her drive down to the American lines at Pinglin. When Colonel Concitor confirms that she has arrived, I and my colleagues will board a helicopter that will land on the roof of this building. We will bring you with us to the roof and leave you there.”
“Unacceptable,” Fong said dispassionately. “You will kill me as soon as Barker is safely back in Pinglin.”
“Then my team would die as well, colonel. Do you think I’m willing to sacrifice us all just to kill you?” McCormick snorted. “You have yet to beat Concitor even once. I like his odds to win one more time against you.”
Fong thought about a combative response, then evidently thought better of it. He didn’t want to sour a potential deal. “How about this compromise: we go to the roof once Barker is back on the island and en route to Pinglin. Traffic is very manageable in Taiwan these days,” Fong said with a grin. “It will only take her twenty or thirty minutes to reach Pinglin once she’s back on the island. That way, we can still kill Barker if you go back on the deal.”
McCormick answered, “I agree, but we will go to the roof when she’s five minutes from Pinglin. Wouldn’t want to give your Unit One boys too much time to plan an ambush on the roof.”
Fong nodded. “We understand each other, Sergeant McCormick. Getting Barker here might take a few hours. I will make the necessary calls.” With that, he used the radio receiver to relay the request to release Barker.
“Excellent,” McCormick said. “Now we just have to make sure your people don’t get too eager to have you back.”
A few hours would be perfectly acceptable for us, of course. Every hour Fong was here was another hour he couldn’t be present to help plan and organize the massive final Chinese assault on Pinglin.
* * *
There were a few things we could do to make our position more secure. We shut, locked, and barricaded the door with every piece of movable furniture we could find. If Unit One wanted to break in, it would take them at least thirty or forty seconds to clear the way for an entry. That was far more time than we needed to kill Fong.
Next, we put curtains over all the windows. In the bedroom where we kept Fong, we stood a king-sized mattress up against the window as well to make doubly sure that no one would be able to see anything or rappel down from the roof and swing in through the window.
We found some duct tape in the apartment and used it to seal every air or heat vent in the apartment. It was a chilly spring night, and the rooms might grow a little chilly, but it was a small price to pay to be sure that Unit One couldn’t put any flexible cameras into the room through the vents.
Still not done. I walked around and tapped the walls, looking for any hollow or weak points. Anywhere I thought the wall seemed weak, I found some spare furniture to put in front of it. We would not be killed by overlooking anything, and between me, Dietrich, and McCormick, we had enough experience and professional paranoia to think of every possible way Unit One could try to infiltrate the apartment.
One last task: now that we didn’t need to appear to be PLA soldiers, McCormick put on special gloves that had been part of our resupply.
Then we had time to kill. It was an odd feeling of partial relaxation, knowing that thousands of Chinese soldiers knew exactly where we were and would seize any opportunity to kill us. If McCormick felt the strain, he showed no sign. Instead, he chatted with Fong.
“One minute, I see you on a ship out in the Taiwan Strait, and the next you’re commanding PLA regular forces. How’d that end up happening?”
Fong rubbed his head gingerly where I had hit him. “Isn’t the American saying, ’I knew a guy who knew a guy’? Then I started winning.” He shrugged. “Meanwhile, you seem to have been demoted from sergeant to… what, non-state actor?” Laughing at his own wit, he said, “This war has not been a boon for your career.”
McCormick joined in the laughter. It would have been the old Bond movie cliché if Fong had actually pointed it out — they were not so different, the two of them. Even I grinned slightly, though I wasn’t quite as good as McCormick at hiding my distaste for the Chinese commander who had executed Colonel Douglas.
“Speculate with me for a moment,” McCormick said. “Let’s say you return to command after this episode and your offensive takes Pinglin, breaks through to Yilan and wins the war. What does the People’s Republic do then?”
“How should I know?” Fong asked. Shrugging, he said, “I assume we enter an armistice with the United States and resume our old trade relationship.”
“And that trade relationship will no doubt benefit from the fact that you will now own the Taiwanese companies that have been flooding the world with inventions for the past decade,” McCormick observed.
“Yes, that is probably true, but what does it matter to your country?” Fong asked. “You’ll still get your quantum computers, smartphones, medicines, and all that. And we will get a fully unified Chinese nation for the first time since the Qing Dynasty. Do you realize what that means for our people, for our culture?”
McCormick shook his head. “I don’t know about that. But if it’s so great, why wouldn’t the Taiwanese agree to it without an invasion?”
“Because your country infected them with the idea that Western values were more important than their own culture,” Fong said heatedly. “The West has been splitting China since the Opium Wars, and now that the West is disintegrating under the weight of its vapid decadence, it is time for China to reassert control over itself.”
“But Taiwan hasn’t been disintegrating. It’s been growing stronger and stronger, even while the People’s Republic has shown signs of stress,” McCormick riposted.
“They have profited from the culture they inherited from us,” Fong said obstinately. “Han Chinese have only been on the island for about four hundred years. The first Chinese dynasty was five thousand years ago. Hard work, honor, loyalty — those are the values we gave to them that enabled them to become rich.”
“Then perhaps they are the rightful inheritors of that culture,” McCormick said. “We separated from the British and became the leaders of Western tradition. And Taiwan adopted the best of our ideas — democracy, rule of law, property rights, limited government. We want them to be free to succeed in that way. Maybe then we’ll relearn the value of those ideas.”
Fong waved his hand. “I suspect we will not come to any agreement here. Suffice to say, if we win the war in the next day, we all get to go home, me to my family, you with your Lieutenant Barker, and your men… well, I admit I don’t know much about Dmitriy Ivanov or Hans Dietrich’s post-war plans. Perhaps they can get married? I understand that’s a constitutional right in the United States.”
I laughed. Fong had daring, I could acknowledge that. For a second, I wished he was on our side. “Tempting, but I’m saving myself for your first daughter.”
Fong replied with a trace of anger, “Your plan would depend on McCormick leaving my family out of the war.”
McCormick’s smile disappeared. “I did what I had to do to get my men back. You are doing precisely the same thing right now with Lieutenant Barker. And if you want to talk about war crimes, should we discuss you executing Colonel Douglas in cold blood on that ship?”
Fong said nothing for a moment, then said, “As you say, I did what I had to do. Rules of war? They mean nothing. War is a brutal endeavor, and the only rule anyone will ever abide by is to do whatever is necessary to win. If it is necessary to curry favor with the international community, you talk about the rules of war. But we have both seen times when there is advantage to be gained in ruthless methods. Executing Douglas was such a method. I took no joy in it, but I will not apologize for it. I similarly assume I will hear no apologies about kidnapping my family, or you killing that civilian near Quanzhou harbor before the United States was even in the war.”
McCormick said nothing, but he accepted the point. The conversation petered out, and the wait continued.
An hour slipped by with no word. Then, suddenly, Fong’s radio headset buzzed, and McCormick retrieved it for him. Fong spoke quickly into the microphone, then listened for the reply. He said in English, “Lieutenant Barker is back on the island. We are providing her a civilian vehicle.” He asked another question in Chinese, and nodded at the response. “She will be arriving in Pinglin in approximately twenty minutes. A PLA officer is accompanying her with orders to kill her if I am harmed.”
“Then I think it’s time for us to get a little fresh air,” McCormick announced.
* * *
McCormick radioed the Taiwanese to send over the helicopter, which was only about ten minutes away. He also called in to Concitor and told him to expect a civilian car moving down the road to Pinglin. It took a minute or two to explain the circumstances, Concitor having had no advance warning from us or the Taiwanese that this mission was even in the offing. When he heard where we were and who we had in our company, he let out a whistle.
“Jesus, you didn’t aim small with this one. Be careful. If anyone can pull it off, you can.”
We had already discussed the plan for the walk to the roof in full detail: use the elevator, two weapons on Fong’s head at all times. Dietrich would walk behind to one side, and I would walk behind on the other, both of us staying as close as possible. McCormick would be in front, keeping an eye out for an ambush. We used plastic ties to cuff Fong’s hands behind his back, knowing that he was a trained commando like the Unit One soldiers who would be itching to figure out a way to kill us on our way out.
It took a few minutes to move all of the furniture out from in front of the door so we could leave the apartment. McCormick shouted out to the hall, “Coming out!” Then, he took a step outside, and we followed closely behind.
The route to the elevator was completely blocked. There must have been thirty or forty soldiers between us and the elevator, elite PLA infantry supplementing Unit One. No one was on the other side, however, the path leading to the stairwell. Obviously, they were trying to make us go through the stairs instead of the elevator.
That wouldn’t do. The stairs were a much more complicated tactical environment. If McCormick had to keep track of what was going on both above and below us, the chances for a successful Unit One ambush would be much higher.
McCormick said calmly, “Colonel Fong, tell them to back down the hallway so we can use the elevator.”
Fong translated the directive, and, after a moment of hesitation, the Chinese soldiers retreated down the hallway past the elevators.
His weapon up and aimed, McCormick strode slowly down the hall and pushed the call button beside the elevator door. Though the Chinese had certainly locked down control of the elevators, he didn’t want any excuse for the Chinese to wait a second longer than was necessary to get the elevator to us.
Sweat broke out on my forehead as I kept my weapon an inch from the back of Fong’s head. Dietrich beside me must have looked the same, though I didn’t dare glance over at him. I didn’t doubt that the Unit One soldiers would try to shoot me and Dietrich at the same moment if they saw an opportunity with one of us distracted.
The elevator arrived with a chime, and the doors slid open. No one was in the elevator, and McCormick stood outside, allowing Dietrich and I to push Fong in first. McCormick backed into the elevator car, standing in front of us, and pushed a button for the top floor.
We had decided that the elevator would be a relatively safe place in transit. Yes, it was a confined space, one where the PLA could inject in a sleep agent or drop in a flashbang from above. However, those threats would be easily noticed, and there was no way to sneak in attackers unseen.
The elevator stopped moving and the doors slid open. Another huge contingent of elite PLA soldiers was waiting for us. We stood in silence, not moving.
“Why do we not proceed?” Fong asked.
“When Colonel Concitor notifies me that he can see Barker in the car, we will exit onto the roof. Not before,” McCormick said flatly.
Dietrich and I did our best to stay directly behind Fong. What if the Chinese have people in the elevator shaft, drilling a hole to fire through the elevator car’s walls? I dismissed the fear, telling myself I would hear such drilling before it happened, and if they used a weapon powerful enough to punch through the wall on its own, it would carry an unacceptable risk of hitting Fong as well.
We waited several minutes, the PLA soldiers outside keeping their weapons up and aimed the whole time. For the first time in years, I worried that the sweat on my hands might disrupt my aim. Even for someone who has seen combat dozens of times like I have, the literally constant life-or-death stress was starting to tell.
Finally, in the dead silence of that elevator, we heard a faint tinny voice in McCormick’s earpiece. “He can see her coming down the northern road into Pinglin,” McCormick said, relief evident in his voice.
Even Fong gave a little smile. “We should be going then.”
“Tell the soldiers out there to stand back at least ten feet from us,” I instructed Fong. He relayed the order, and the PLA infantry stood back a little. I didn’t want them close enough that they could shoot all three of us dead in an instant before we could react.
McCormick walked out of the elevator. At a slow, deliberate pace, he opened the door to the small staircase leading to the roof. More Unit One and PLA soldiers were stationed there, monitoring every inch of our progress.
We heard the whir of a helicopter outside. Adrenaline pumped into my veins. The end was near.
McCormick opened the door to the roof, and we saw the helicopter come in for a landing. I had never seen such a helicopter before, it was a state-of-the-art American stealth helicopter, like the one McCormick had described using during his time with the Knights. Overhead, in the dark, I could hear more helicopters, presumably belonging to the PLA.
Though we could no longer hear the buzz in McCormick’s headset, he announced, “Barker’s car is two hundred yards from the Airborne lines at Pinglin.”
We walked slightly more deliberately now. Dietrich and I kept our weapons leveled and aimed, resisting the urge to even blink at this moment.
I knew from our preparation that this was the tallest apartment building in the area. From the roofs of the other buildings, one could not see a six-foot tall person walking on this roof, so long as that person was not standing right on the edge. We kept to the middle of the roof, ensuring that no snipers could see us.
We were about ten meters from the helicopter when McCormick paused. “Barker has gotten out of the car. Concitor has someone helping her walk over. She appears to be alright. The PLA driver is withdrawing.”
Fong smiled. “I was true to my word. Now it is time to let me go.”
“Indeed it is,” McCormick said. Dietrich and I took a step back and moved around Fong to either side, making sure to keep our weapons trained on him. He held out his gloved hand to shake. “I hope you make it through the fighting.”
Fong took it. Then his face went gray. He withdrew his hand and looked at it. “What is this?”
Here we go.
McCormick kept his voice neutral. “Don’t worry, colonel. It’s just a little sedative whipped up by the Taiwanese. Nanoparticles targeting neuroreceptors that trigger sleep in your brain. You’re about to have the best 24 hours of sleep in your life — and nothing any doctor can do will stop it. You have about five minutes of wakefulness left today.” He forced a grin, though I could see how nervous he was. “You didn’t think we’d let you go just like that with the war to be decided in the next few hours, did you?”
I had advocated for using a fatal poison instead of a sedative for personal reasons, but as far as helping the war effort was concerned, this worked just as well. Fong’s face looked ashen, though from fury rather than the sedative. “This—”
He didn’t get a chance to finish the sentence because about two feet in front of him, Dietrich’s head rocked back and exploded in a shower of blood and brain matter. At exactly the same moment, a round hit me in the shoulder, throwing me to the ground.
This had always been the most dangerous moment in the plan. We had hoped Fong wouldn’t notice the delivery of the sedative, but our Taiwanese friends had said that to guarantee incapacitation for 24 hours, we needed to use enough that it would leave a palpable wetness on the recipient’s hand. Fong’s expression had probably been enough for the watching Chinese to think we had just figured out some way to kill him, and so they opened fire on us thinking that they had only moments to save Fong’s life.
McCormick was lucky. Because he was standing right in front of Fong, it was not easy for the PLA standing outside the stairwell on the rooftop to see him. Their first shots at him went wide, and he reached out, grabbed Fong, and pulled the PLA colonel to him, whirling the man around with one arm as he dropped his rifle and withdrew his pistol with the other. Fong was now a human shield.
“STAND BACK!” McCormick shouted over the helicopter’s engine which, though much quieter than an ordinary helicopter, still filled the air at such a short range. “Anyone moves and I shoot Fong dead right here!”
“Dmitriy, get in the helicopter,” he said to me more quietly.
I struggled to my feet, trying to ignore the excruciating pain in my shoulder. My left arm hung loosely, and so I pulled my pistol instead. “Not going anywhere ‘til we figure out how to both get out of here, Clay,” I said.
The moment seemed to dilate, stretching out as the standoff continued for several seconds. Perhaps fifteen elite PLA soldiers fanned out into a semi-circle around the stairwell entrance, their weapons up and aimed. Dietrich’s body was still pumping blood on to the roof, but I ignored the grisly sight of my comrade’s corpse.
Suddenly, an American F-22 streaked over our heads on full afterburner, no more than a hundred feet above us. At its full designed speed, it was going over two times the speed of sound. Though its primary mission was to take out PLA radar and antiaircraft missile sites in the vicinity, its pilot had been informed by Concitor that something had gone wrong. The ear-splitting roar of the engines and the sonic boom left all on the rooftop clutching their heads as the F-22 rocketed off on its mission to clear the way for the stealth helicopter’s escape.
Then, a few seconds later, just when everyone started to regain their senses, the PLA soldiers standing near the stairwell disappeared in a cloud of fire and shrapnel. A Taiwanese missile, the same kind that Concitor had used in the assault on Teatime Hill, showered the area in shrapnel. The missile’s precise targeting allowed it to home in on the stairwell specifically.
McCormick pushed Fong down on the roof and scrambled for the helicopter.
The helicopter pilot was screaming that we needed to go, that we were taking small arms fire from the street.
I took off running for the helicopter, which McCormick had already reached. “Get in!” he shouted at me.
Suddenly, my legs erupted in pain as three bullets tore into them. Like a puppet whose strings had been cut, I fell to the hard surface of the roof, ten meters short of the landing skid. McCormick fired over my head, cutting down three Unit One soldiers who had climbed up a fire escape to reach the roof. He started to get out of the helicopter.
The calculus of the moment was instantly clear to me. There was no way the young American sergeant would get to me and carry me back before more Unit One soldiers arrived or someone managed to disable the helicopter. I never thought I would be in a position to sacrifice myself to save an American, but for some reason, the only thing I could think of was how happy McCormick would be when he saw Barker alive.
I screamed, “GO, GO, GO!” The helicopter pilot didn’t need further encouragement. He pulled up on the cyclic, and the helicopter sprang into the air. I had a fleeting glimpse of McCormick’s face, and then the helicopter was gone.
There was one last bit of business for me before I could let myself die. Wasting no time, I used both arms to pull myself forward, ignoring the throbbing pain in my shoulder and the numbness in my legs. I only needed to move about five meters.
Fong was still on the roof’s surface, wincing in pain. Because his hands were still tied, he couldn’t cushion his fall at all, and he had probably broken something when McCormick pushed him down. He had rolled over on his back and was looking up to the dark, foggy night sky.
That fog would probably buy me the few seconds I needed, I judged. When I was next to Fong, I pushed myself to my knees, and my eyes went red from the pain.
I raised my pistol to Fong’s head. He met my eyes. “For Douglas,” I said simply.
I pulled the trigger three times, and Fong’s head rocked back from the impacts. The PLA colonel who had come so close to winning the war for China was dead.
I threw the pistol off the roof and collapsed next to him. There was nothing left to do, and I waited patiently for Unit One to come kill me.

Chapter 13: Concitor

“Ivanov just shot and killed Fong on the roof of the building.” McCormick’s voice sounded shocked on the radio.
The news didn’t shake me. Though I did regret that Ivanov would now almost certainly die, I didn’t particularly mind Fong being killed. I hadn’t known McCormick’s plan in advance so, when I heard him explain the sedative to Fong over the radio, that was the first time I knew about it. My instant thought was that McCormick should have used poison. I guess Clay just decided he wouldn’t kill unnecessarily. Maybe he saw Fong as what he might have been — a family man who had a made a career in the daylight instead of the shadows.
It was no time to psychoanalyze the man. “Where is the helicopter taking you?”
McCormick took a moment to answer, jarred by events. “Uh, Yilan. We can’t land back in Citadel, the PLA is too close, they’d shoot down the helicopter.”
“Alright, Clay. You and your men did a hell of a job out there. Getting rid of Fong is going to make it a lot easier to hold them off. It’ll take them more time to figure out their command structure now, and then the new guy is probably not going to be as talented as Fong was. The war could be over by this time tomorrow, and if it is, a huge part of the credit goes to you and your men.” I didn’t know what else to say.
“Thanks, Tom,” McCormick said tiredly. “Is Amy alright?”
“I’ve got my best medics looking at her. The PLA did an adequate job patching her up, she’ll be fine. She keeps asking where you are. I didn’t want to tell her until I could give her good news.”
McCormick said, “You can tell her about Fong. After I get to Yilan, I’m going to go out to the PLA forces cutting off Pinglin from the south, see if I can’t put a dent in them.”
The man would never stop. “Get some rest first. You’ve earned it.”
“I’ll rest tomorrow. Good luck, colonel.” And with that, McCormick’s line clicked off.
I sat back in the easy chair I had commandeered. Moving back into Pinglin proper after we had taken Teatime Hill, I reestablished an ad hoc command center in the cafe I had found earlier near the gymnasium where Brown and Gutierrez had been killed. There was still good coffee in the cafe, after all.
Maps were spread before me on a table, but I didn’t need them. It felt like I had been in Citadel for years, and I knew its contours well. I called upon that knowledge as I returned to planning the defense for the final Chinese assault.
Start with the basics, I told myself.
There were four routes into Citadel: north, south, east, and west. The north and west were the most dangerous. A small guard force was in the east and south, no more than a hundred and fifty soldiers total. They were there mainly to give notice if the PLA unexpectedly pushed from the east and to prevent the relatively few PLA who had cut the lines of communication to the south from trying a surprise assault on our rear.
That left the north and the west, where most of the fighting had been taking place. The road in the north was defended by Teatime Hill on the left and Devil Hill on the right. The west had a more conventional line which ran through the buildings on the west side and ultimately ascended to link up with Teatime Hill. Now that we had taken Teatime Hill, there was no direct Chinese line of sight into Citadel within rifle range. I could move Airborne soldiers around at will, rushing troops to the most threatened parts of the line.
The west. It was fitting that the great offensive of the People’s Republic of China, the strongest empire of the east, would focus its final assault on the west. Teatime Hill and Devil Hill locked down the northern approach, and it would be much harder to bring overwhelming force to bear when the attacker would have to run up a hill first. On the western side, however, the approach along the river was flat. There were hills to the north, but the Chinese already occupied those, and even I wasn’t enthusiastic about mustering up another attack to take them. We were spread thin enough already; taking another hill would only dilute our strength further.
I considered options for defending the western approach. I had sprung an ambush there once, but the Chinese wouldn’t fall for the same trick again. This time, the numbers would be such that even a successful ambush might be crushed by follow-on PLA troops if the ambushers couldn’t immediately resume a strong defensive position.
The only solution I could see was to set up a defense in-depth. I planned out multiple lines of defense, different phaselines that the defenders could retreat back to once the Chinese infantry overwhelmed a given line. After that, it was just a matter of juggling the Airborne soldiers I had to shift them rapidly to the areas most threatened. I had started that ahead of time by reallocating the defenses: four hundred soldiers were taken off Teatime Hill and four hundred from Devil Hill and sent to bolster the western defenses. There were now about six hundred American troops each on Devil and Teatime Hill and eighteen hundred on the western defenses. Finally, there were also about nine-hundred Taiwanese militia, and I placed those at the center of the town as a reserve, ready to plug gaps wherever I needed them. They would be used only as a last resort.
Digging in, establishing phaselines and fallback positions, and thinking up some defensive tricks occupied my time as everyone waited for the end to come. Whenever I felt tired, I reminded myself that the war would likely be won or lost in the next assault, and my energy returned.
After about ninety minutes, I noticed that the fog was beginning to lift. I radioed the Taiwanese to ask what had happened to the Chinese cloud seeding operations. “They aren’t the only ones who know how to seed clouds. It’s amazing what countries like Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan will let you do in their airspace for enough money. There’s going to be some strong rainstorms in the middle part of China for the next few days. Not much moisture left over to reach Taiwan. Ought to be clear skies,” the officer said with a grin.
I laughed and called the Pentagon to share that bit of weather prediction. Legend had it that George Patton had prayed for good weather during the Battle of the Bulge so that Allied air power could be brought to bear against the Germans. In 2029, we didn’t need to consult a theologian to get one last edge for the coming battle. The American and Taiwanese planes would have a field day.
Over the next five hours, we saw the weather continue to improve to the point that stars were visible overhead. From Pinglin, we saw a squadron of F-22’s fly by on their way west, providing a screen for the less advanced attack aircraft to operate behind. Using binoculars, the sharper-eyed among us could see American F-16C Falcons and F-18F Super Hornets lob smart bombs at PLA anti-aircraft emplacements and troop concentrations and the main roads to the north and west.
The Chinese air force, in turn, hurled every plane they could muster at the American and Taiwanese jets. Their pilot corps had been depleted by the normal attrition of war, as well as the brutally effective attacks by the Lafayette Initiative on apartment complexes near the main Chinese air bases. Very few of the J-20 and J-31 jets could be called upon, and so the People’s Liberation Army-Air Force had to put older Su-30 and J-10 fighters into the field against more advanced F-22 and F-35’s. Even the older F-15’s could do passably well against the older Chinese models.
The result was another victory for the American/Taiwanese air forces. Twenty-one PLA aircraft were shot down, and only two made it beyond the F-22’s and F-35’s to harass American attack planes. Three American and Taiwanese F-35’s were shot down, none of the precious F-22’s.
As news of this final assertion of air superiority percolated down to me and whoever was now commanding PLA forces, a few obvious conclusions emerged.
The PLA commander would realize that, for the remainder of the war, the Chinese would have to look to the sky with fear. Every major troop movement would be observed and pounded from the air within minutes. With every passing hour, the intensity of air attacks would increase. Time had already been the PLA’s enemy with American heavy units en route to the battlefield, but now it was a blood nemesis, implacable and inescapable.
That left one obvious conclusion. The attack would come soon, probably in the next hour, certainly not later than two hours.
* * *
One hour and fifteen minutes later, I got a warning call from the Taiwanese. Thirty PLA bombers were en route, much of the Chinese strategic bomber reserve. They were making a mad dash for Citadel, and though most would be shot down, a few would likely get through.
As it happened, three bombers, one trailing smoke, made it to Citadel. It was still not quite dawn, but spotters on Devil Hill could see the bombers approach from about three minutes away. They didn’t use smart bombs to make targeted strikes. Instead, knowing that there wasn’t much in the way of air defenses in Pinglin, the bombers rained down huge loads of unguided bombs, effectively carpet bombing. The three bombers all focused to the west, leaving little doubt about where the attack would come.
With the advance warning, I made a snap decision. “Western garrison, emergency pull back to Phaseline Bravo, repeat, emergency pull back to the second defensive lines. Run as fast as you can.”
My logic was simple. With three minutes, I thought all of the defenders would make it to the second line in good time. The bombers would probably be targeting the front defensive works, the ones that Chinese satellites and drones had seen them occupying for days now. Casualties would be much less if my soldiers weren’t there to be plastered.
Just as the bombers were reaching Pinglin, dozens of Chinese artillery batteries fired on the town. The artillery battery commanders must have known that they’d be wiped out in short order by the Taiwanese missiles, but this was the last attack — no sense saving anything for tomorrow.
The entire city rocked with the explosion of so much ordinance in so short a time. Twenty tons of explosives detonated on the western lines, Devil Hill, and Teatime Hill within a thirty second span. I had moved to the basement of the cafe, and I felt guilty knowing that I was escaping the worst of the barrage.
As soon as the drone of the bombers had passed, I climbed back to the cafe and looked up. I saw the Taiwanese counter-battery missiles shooting through the sky overhead, at least fifty or sixty of the things seeking out the PLA artillery and silencing it. Many of the Chinese batteries got off a second shot, a very few got off a third, and none got off a fourth as more and more Taiwanese missiles swarmed to silence them. As for the bombers, the last three were shot down within two minutes of dropping their loads on the town.
“Gettysburg, Atlanta, Shiloh, report in,” I radioed, asking for status updates from the western line, Devil Hill, and Teatime Hill respectively using my preferred Civil War codenames (all Union victories).
“Gettysburg here, minimal losses, one dead, three wounded. We’re moving back to assess damage to our lines, if the emplacements are too damaged, we’ll move back to Phaseline Bravo.”
Having to fall back to the second defensive line so early was not good news, but the very slight losses meant the retreat had worked as I hoped.
“Atlanta here, about a twenty dead or wounded.”
“Shiloh, same here.”
The hills had fared a little worse, but they had only faced a relatively short bombardment from the Chinese artillery thanks to the Taiwanese missiles.
The Chinese had played the only tricks they could. Now the seventy-thousand infantry would attack, one last tidal wave of men whose lives might buy victory. There was no reason to wait.
Sure enough, the Taiwanese called in a warning. “Satellites show at least five divisions moving to attack, three coming from the west, two moving in from the north. We will send in all the air support we can. Call if you have any specific targeting requests, but we’ll assume you just want us to cut down as many of the infantry as possible.”
“Good guess,” I said back with a little sarcasm. “I’ll call you in an hour. Let me know if the Chinese surrender. Out.”
True to their word, the Taiwanese had prepared everything they could to support us. Flights of American F-16C’s raced overhead to drop cluster munitions on the advancing Chinese infantry. Taiwanese and American F-35’s targeted command posts, and even the F-22’s that had run out of missiles came by and strafed the approaching Chinese with cannons. A flight of four ancient B-52’s, sitting ducks in a modern threat environment, had their moment to shine with PLA air defenses having been wiped out by this point. They dropped napalm and thermobaric weapons to the west, trying to create a literal firewall to protect the western side of Pinglin. An AC-130 gunship, literally a flying artillery platform, joined in, blasting away at the approaching Chinese troops with 105-millimeter artillery shells and a 40-millimeter cannon.
All of that air support exacted a heavy toll on the approaching Chinese. A third of the seventy-thousand PLA soldiers approaching Pinglin were killed or wounded before they were even within rifle range of my soldiers. However, that still left almost fifty-thousand coming in to fight our three-thousand Airborne and nine-hundred Taiwanese militia.
Most armies suffering such grievous losses would retreat back, but the PLA was not most armies. By that point in the war, Chinese infantry was experienced, battle-hardened, and well-equipped. Though many of their leaders had been killed in the air attacks, they did not need complicated maneuvering at this point. The objective was clear: take Citadel, end the war. There would be no more battles for them if they could win, and no goal could be as sweet for a soldier as the ability to go home.
The Chinese wave crashed first on the northern side of the town, the strongest part of our defenses. The mission of the twenty-thousand PLA on that side would be simply to engage the Airborne forces on Devil and Teatime Hill, preventing them from coming to the rescue of the western garrison. If they could take the hills, that would be a bonus, but if the western defenses could be cracked, the victorious Chinese attackers could then assault the hills from all sides and overrun them at will.
Rifle fire crackled on Devil and Teatime Hill as Airborne snipers began targeting officers while the enemy was still over a mile away. The Chinese now moved forward more quickly. Some PLA infantry deployed mortars, trying to put some more pressure on the Airborne defenses.
We had a few other little tricks in store. Under cover of darkness, I’d had teams of soldiers go out and sow the approaches to the hills with Claymore mines. The mines exploded in a hail of ball bearings, shredding PLA infantry squads and introducing still more chaos into the attack.
The Chinese advance stopped at about four hundred yards out from the lines on Devil Hill and about two hundred yards out on Teatime Hill, many of them going down to one knee. From that distance, they weren’t likely to hit many of my soldiers in the trenches, but they would pin us down and prevent us from moving. The Airborne troops had easier shots being dug in uphill in prepared positions, and they exacted a slow, steady toll of Chinese dead or wounded.
Now that I was confident Teatime and Devil Hill wouldn’t fall, it was time to turn my attention to the west. The PLA infantry there had taken a longer time to get to our lines because of the napalm attack, but they were through the gasoline-fed fires now. They came in at a sprint, and only a few of them stopped to provide a modicum of cover before they hit the second defensive line, which was a line of houses and small condominium complexes in the western part of the town.
I had demarcated four defensive lines, labeled Phaseline Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, and Delta. Each line was an independent chance to stop the Chinese advance, and each represented a fallback position for the Airborne soldiers to retreat to. Phaseline Alpha had been destroyed by the Chinese bombing, leaving only Bravo, Charlie, and Delta.
The Airborne soldiers opened up when the Chinese infantry was still five-hundred yards away from Phaseline Bravo, coming down the road from the west. The defenders had to thin out the ranks of PLA attackers as much as possible before the Chinese could overwhelm them from close range. Perhaps as many as seven thousand fell, but that still left about twenty-three thousand crashing in on the west.
The situation was evolving quickly. I ran to the west so that I could personally direct the defenses there, and ordered the reserve Taiwanese militia to follow me in that direction. It was clear that the battle would be decided there. Over the radio, I ordered, “Gettysburg 1, 2, 3, and 5, withdraw to Phaseline Charlie. Gettysburg 4, hold your positions.”
The strategy here was to maximize the amount of fire coming in on the Chinese. I was keeping approximately 360 Airborne infantry in the defensive positions so that the Chinese would have to mass their men for an attack on those buildings. At the same time, I was pulling back the remaining fourteen hundred soldiers to the next defensive line, another set of buildings a hundred yards further into Citadel. Those soldiers could keep up a withering fire against the Chinese, whittling their numbers down further as they attacked Phaseline Bravo.
Gettysburg 4, the 360 infantry being left behind, would almost certainly be killed in their positions. They would be overrun, but their deaths would buy time for the rest of Gettysburg to slaughter the Chinese massing to attack the positions occupied by Gettysburg 4.
No time to mourn for the many Airborne soldiers I was condemning to death, many as young as 19 or 20.
Should I add the militia to Phaseline Charlie? I had no faith in my ability to move the militia once they were engaged in combat. A lot of elderly folks and kids too young for the military would not be able to coordinate a quick move in the heat of battle. Once I put them somewhere, they would not be moving again.
If I put them in Phaseline Charlie, they could add to the fire against the Chinese now attacking Phaseline Bravo, the second defense line. It would help relieve the pressure on Gettysburg 4, helping them to hold out for as long as possible. But then they’d be committed, and if Phaseline Charlie was in danger of being overrun, the militia would not be able to help the Airborne soldiers there retreat to Phaseline Delta, the final defensive line. If I put them there, in Phaseline Delta, they could support a retreat to the last bastion on the western defensive line.
Don’t decide with emotion. The main argument for putting them in Phaseline Charlie was a desire not to abandon Gettysburg 4 in Phaseline Bravo. But the other Airborne soldiers were already going to provide cover fire for Gettysburg 4. The militia wouldn’t be as valuable there as they would be ensuring the possibility of retreat to Phaseline Delta.
I ordered the militia to Phaseline Delta, a line anchored on the gymnasium, cafe, a three-story parking garage, and a garden in the center of the town. Meanwhile, the Gettysburg 1, 2, 3, and 5 had retreated back to Phaseline Charlie and were already ripping fire into the Chinese lapping around the edges of Phaseline Bravo.
Gettysburg 4 was firing as fast as they could, pouring fire on the Chinese who were now right outside their windows. The Chinese, in turn, were lobbing grenades into the buildings, trying to reduce the gunfire that was cutting them to pieces. Another three thousand Chinese infantry died on the streets and alleys of Phaseline Bravo, but they kept pushing. They kept up a steady covering fire on the windows, and suddenly Gettysburg 4 had to fight from inside the buildings. Twelve hundred PLA stayed behind to clear out the buildings, more than enough to overrun the remaining three hundred Airborne soldiers there. The rest ran forward to attack Phaseline Charlie.
I listened to the anguished cries on the radio from the soldiers of Gettysburg 4 as they were overrun to the last man. They fought in the stairwells and the doorways, but once the Chinese were inside, it was only a matter of time. To my knowledge, none of them even tried to surrender. With grim determination, they made the Chinese pay for every room.
The remainder of Gettysburg went into rapid fire mode, chopping down Chinese attackers as quickly as they could reload. Phaseline Charlie was a 7-11 with two levels of apartments on top on one side of the street and a repairs garage built on what must have been an old blacksmith shop or the like, a large concrete structure that rose four stories into the air. To the west of those buildings, there was about sixty yards of clear space on either side of the road, areas that had been private gardens. Now those gardens became brutal killing grounds, with thousands more Chinese falling.
But there were still more of the Chinese to come. Fifteen thousand had fallen, half of the attacking force, but they had momentum now as they crashed into Phaseline Charlie.
What else can I do? There had to be something. “Shiloh, redirect a quarter of your fire onto the streets to the west. Chop those bastards down!” The soldiers on Teatime Hill were not under heavy attack, they could spare some men to focus their fire to the west, helping to staunch the flow of Chinese attackers. I ran to the parking garage at Phaseline Delta, determined to stop the attack.
Phaseline Charlie put up heavy resistance. Eleven hundred Airborne soldiers were firing out from every window, doorway, and hole in the wall they could find. Every second, another two or three hundred PLA infantry fell from their fire. But the PLA repeated their tactic from before. About three thousand Chinese soldiers stayed behind to try to wipe out the soldiers in Phaseline Charlie and the rest stormed forward for Phaseline Delta, the last chance.
Suddenly, two F-22’s streaked in from the west, lacing a deadline line of cannon fire down the road into Pinglin. Hundreds of Chinese were cut down, and the rest scurried for cover, buying both Phaseline Charlie and Phaseline Delta vital breathing space.
“Gettysburg 1 and 5, cut through and come back to Phaseline Delta, now, RUN!” I shouted. Gettysburg 2 and 3 would stay behind and die, 1 and 5 would have at least a chance of making it out alive.
The Taiwanese militia now had its moment. The PLA recovered from the strafing F-22’s and got ready to fire on the retreating Airborne soldiers, but the Taiwanese militia provided covering fire from the higher floors of the parking garage. They weren’t the most accurate shots, but they were good enough to pick off many of the PLA in the open and keep the rest of the Chinese off the streets for a crucial thirty seconds. By that time, about eight hundred Airborne soldiers had managed to make it to Phaseline Delta.
A call came in from the commander of Gettysburg 2, a 29 year-old captain from Compton named Frank Chamberlain. “Any available air support, this is Gettysburg 2, drop on my position, I repeat, drop on Phaseline Charlie. Wipe them out!”
It was a brave call from a man who knew he was about to die. A Taiwanese F-35 heard the call and responded, “Gettysburg 2, this is Jade 4 inbound. ETA 15 seconds.”
“Colonel Concitor, we have done our duty.” Chamberlain said calmly, wrenching my heart with sadness.
The F-35 was too high to see, but its load of four five-hundred pound bombs struck within feet of the old concrete blacksmith building, killing two hundred Americans within, along with perhaps two thousand of the enemy.
Now was the moment, the point on which the attack balanced. The Chinese had lost about two-thirds of the attacking force, and now their morale was finally cracking. They had fought through hell, and they were still taking fire from Teatime Hill. Phaseline Charlie was still partially intact and pouring more lead into the PLA flank.
That was when the eight hundred Airborne soldiers and nine hundred Taiwanese civilians of the Militia loosed a cataclysmic volley. I joined in, having nothing more to offer the defense of Citadel.
The first eleven hundred men in the Chinese attack went down. The attack ground to a halt as the attackers found themselves in a Stygian hell of blood. Their friends had been cut down by the thousands, and they had finally been pushed beyond the last of their endurance. They wanted Taiwan still, wanted the dream of a unified Chinese empire, but more than that, they knew that advancing further was death.
And so they ran. The attackers running for Phaseline Delta came sprinting back into the soldiers working to wipe out the remnants of Gettysburg 2 and 3 at Phaseline Charlie. Seeing their comrades run, the PLA fighting at Phaseline Charlie joined the retreat.
Some started celebrating then, but I called over the radio, “Keep firing on them, damn it, we have to break them here!” Another fifteen hundred PLA infantry were cut down while running.
And then there was quiet in Citadel. At Devil Hill and Teatime Hill, the Chinese infantry apparently had gotten the word that the all-out attack on the western side had failed. They began a much more controlled retreat, but no less final for that.
The adrenaline still coursing through my veins, I shouted, “Victory!” and a cry of joy went up from Phaselines Charlie and Delta. My heart exalted, and I wanted to trumpet the news to the world.
Then I heard the moans and screams coming from the west, and elation fled from me. The western road into Pinglin was a bloody, writhing carpet of dead and mortally wounded PLA infantry, thousands upon thousands of them.
The battle was over. We had lost too many, well over a thousand men, but the Chinese had paid a far higher toll. Those poor Chinese who had fought so hard and had come up just a little bit short were now suffering as the sun slowly climbed into the sky. It was too soon to send my soldiers out to administer any help to those men, not with so many Chinese still so close to our lines. I didn’t want to order my men to fire on the wounded for mercy killings for the simple reason that I didn’t know how many of the Chinese could be saved.
An urgent call on the radio. Some officer in the Pentagon. “Concitor, are you seeing what we’re seeing? You held them off! You did it!” His voice was full of joy, of excitement, of victory.
“I didn’t do it,” I replied. “Frank Chamberlain did it. Mike Williams did it. All the Airborne soldiers who will never see home again did it.” With that, I took a deep breath and sat down, the adrenaline draining from my body, and my hand began to shake.

Epilogue: McCormick

A few hours after the Chinese pulled back from their failed assault on Citadel, the President of the People’s Republic of China contacted President Gates, seeking an armistice during which the PLA could withdraw its forces from Taiwan. I would have expected most U.S. presidents to have accepted on the spot, valuing peace over whatever the point of the fighting had been.
Gates, to his credit, surpassed my expectations. He held all of the cards, with his armored divisions even then landing in Yilan and his Air Force pounding every Chinese position it could find on the island. He refused to allow the Chinese to retreat unless they promised to return all prisoners from the war, reopen trade, and permanently renounce all claim to ownership of Taiwan.
The Chinese President balked, and Gates ordered airstrikes against the PLA troop concentrations retreating from Pinglin. F-22’s and F-35’s strafed camps of exhausted, broken men, and hundreds more died needlessly.
After that, there was no word from the Chinese leader. News reports talked about chaos in Beijing, an attempted coup. A general claiming leadership over the PLA forces in the area around Pinglin drove into the Airborne’s town in a car flying a white flag. He surrendered his forces to Colonel Concitor, who turned Pinglin into an ad hoc prison camp for nearly thirty-thousand PLA infantry, in addition to the ten-thousand wounded his soldiers had recovered in the hours after the last battle. There might have been problems feeding and attending to so many prisoners if events had continued to move forward so quickly on the political front.
The PLA senior leadership refused to consider the war lost. They thought they could inflict enough casualties on American ground forces to win a more favorable negotiated peace. The Chinese President consequently sent agents from the Ministry of State Security to arrest the senior leaders of the PLA. Open fighting ensued on the streets of Beijing between MSS and PLA forces. They fought back and forth for the next day while the PLA forces in Taiwan disintegrated before a united American-Taiwanese advance that quickly overtook Pinglin and then drove to the outskirts of Taipei.
At that point, cooler heads prevailed in China. The Chinese President resigned and was replaced by his deputy. PLA senior leadership remained in place, but agreed to President Gates’s terms of surrender. There was no surrender ceremony, but the closest thing to it was a memorial service President Duan of Taiwan held as the last shipload of PLA soldiers left Changhua City, a port on the western side of the island.
He invited me to attend and stand on the podium, and once I made sure Amy was well enough to make the drive, I accepted the invitation. I saw Concitor there in his full-dress uniform, which made me realize that I was wearing simple civilian clothes. I shook his hand rather than salute, since my Army days were now over.
“What now?” I asked him. Concitor was the hero of the Battle of Pinglin, and his iconic eyepatch had become the symbol of American defiance and resurgence.
“Just going home seeing my wife and kids,” he said with a satisfied look. “Haven’t thought a minute beyond walking in the front door. Maybe I’ll become a teacher at West Point or something. Seems hard to believe anything could ever live up to all this.”
“Just make sure they get someone good to play you in the movie,” I said.
He laughed, and then Duan’s presentation was beginning. He looked ten years younger than he had the last time I’d seen him, the night of the atomic bombings before the siege of Pinglin began. The speech went by in a blur, but I remember one part.
“Taiwan and the United States are two nations connected by values and, now, by blood. Rebuilding our nation will be a large task, but I can think of no two countries who have proven more decisively that no job is too big, no problem insurmountable, and no achievement impossible for a free people united in a common goal.”
He said something nice about me, and Concitor also received a long encomium. The Knights were mentioned generally, as was General Verix. Nothing about Dietrich, Douglas, Taleb, or the other men of the Lafayette Initiative. That was just the nature of the event, I suppose. The war had claimed so many that it was petty to demand recognition for every single one of your friends when most grieving Taiwanese families wouldn’t get to hear their loved one’s name from the President’s lips. What was more important was that the ideas they had died for would live on.
* * *
Six weeks after the end of the Taiwan War, I finally came back to the United States. I hadn’t wanted to come back until I got a formal pardon from President Gates for the Knights’ mutiny. Besides, Amy was still badly hurt, and I knew Taiwan was the best place in the world for her to get treatment.
My parents came to meet me at the airport in Indianapolis. My hometown threw a parade for me, and I didn’t have the heart to skip it. I sat in a convertible with Amy, and for a week afterward everyone in town took Amy and me out to dinner to ask us about the war.
After two weeks, it was time to move on. In my personal effects from Taiwan, I recovered a card given to me a few months earlier. I found the telephone number I was looking for and called on a beautiful early summer afternoon.
“Hello.”
“Domingo, it’s Clay. I was wondering if your job offer was still open and whether you’d be amenable to taking on a few more people.”
Cortez, creator of the Lafayette Initiative, the man who had sprung me out of a Chinese hospital, laughed. “Not sure. Someone else was faster on the draw contacting me, and I’ve already hired his firm to provide some of the special services I had in mind for you. I think you two will be able to come to some sort of arrangement, however. My assistant will send you his contact information.”
We talked on for a few more minutes about the end of the war and how Cortez was adapting to life without the use of his legs. “It’s a pain in the ass, but it was all worth it to win the war. And I’ll be telling my great-grandkids about the time I fought with Clay McCormick.”
When the conversation was over, I called the number his assistant gave me. A receptionist answered, “Douglas Security Services, President Ivanov’s office, how may I direct your call?”
When I was patched through to Dmitriy, we both laughed until we cried. “You're alive, President Ivanov?”
A rumbling laugh came over the line. “I thought the Chinese were going to kill me right on that rooftop, but someone must have decided I was more valuable to them dead than alive. They must have figured they’d hold me as a high-value prisoner, but President Gates succeeded in getting us all back. As for my new title, turns out Douglas had a generous will, what can I say,” the Russian explained. “I’m going to build on his legacy. And, as you’ve probably heard, we have retained Cortez’s company as a client. Would you be interested in being the director of that particular client relationship?”
I grinned. “Only if I can bring along an assistant.”
And so I became an employee of Douglas Security Services, with Amy as my assistant. She routinely ignores my title. But the security business is booming, along with most of the other business in the United States.
The economic partnership with Taiwan, the phasing out of programs like employment vouchers, and… something harder to grasp is pushing us forward again. I don’t know what the future holds, but for the first time in too long, I’m excited to find out.
The End

Dedicated to the people Concitor talked about in his speech.
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