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Аннотация
Taiwan is invaded by Red China in the latest technothriller by T. J. McFadden. In a story that could be torn from tomorrow's headlines, Xiao Ying Tien, "The Smiling Man" hopes to use the might of modern China to crush the last remnant of the Republic of China and solidify his grip on power. Against him stand two leaders on Taiwan: President Ch'iu Wang Chen, a cynic who rediscovers his lost idealism in Taiwan's darkest hour, and General Sung Chung Tam, "The Chessmaster", a pure soldier dedicated to winning at any cost, against any odds. They lead the free people of Taiwan in a desperate fight against the corrupt "People's" Republic and it's new military power. The latest planes, ships and weapons are used alongside weapons straight out of the history books as armies and fleets clash to determine the future of China.

Among the millions caught up in this war there are:
Mike Shannon — a reporter covering his first international event, who must fight his own battle between being a detached observer and caring for a people fighting in defense of their freedom.
Group Leader Zheng Yiguan, a middle-aged idealist whose dreams of the People's Revolution of his youth run aground on the harsh realities of what China has become.
Captain Daniel "Day" O'Reilly, an ex-USAF pilot who volunteers to join a new American Volunteer Group, a reborn "Flying Tigers" flying in defense of the Republic of China.
Sgt. Soo Kuo-K'ang, a young ROC tank commander who must become a leader under the most desperate circumstances.
Premier Li Wolan, General Secretary of the Communist Party, who feels the power of his party slipping away in the new, modern People's Republic.

In the tradition of Tom Clancy's "Red Storm Rising" this novel tells the story of these and other people, of the strategies, combat and politics of what could be the next great war.
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Dale Coleman, Cameraman
Captain Daniel “Day” O’Reilly, pilot — 2nd American Volunteer Group
Colonel Zachary Fleming, CO, 2nd AVG
John Hammond, Assistant News Director
Michael Shannon, Reporter
Kathy Spencer, Network Anchor woman
Lieutenant Tang Soo Minh — ROC Army Public Affairs
Major James Wei — ROC Army Public Affairs
BEIJING
Premier Li Wolan, General Secretary of the Communist Party of China
President Xiao Ying Tien, “The Smiling Man”
Marshal Zhao Laijiun, People’s Liberation Army
REPUBLIC OF CHINA
President Ch’iu Wang Chen
Lt. Col. Ch’iu Peng Chen, ROC Air Force — son of the President.
Admiral of the Navy Guo Feng
General of the Army Sung Chung Tam “The Chessmaster"
WASHINGTON, D.C. — USA
President Eisenhower Jefferson Walton
Vice President Monica Campbell
Secretary of State Wade Emmet Ross
General William Kandel, Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff
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Comrade Han Liqun, Hainan Province Naval Militia
Sergeant First Class Ken Ni-Ti, ROC Army Reserve.
Comrade Li Hong, People’s Militia, Xiamen Province
Sgt Soo Kuo-K’ang, ROC Army Reserve.
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CHAPTER 1

"China, China, a living coffin, I've been buried
in vain with you,for thousands of years."
Anonymous poem written on the walls of the Beijing subway after Tiananmen Square.

"WE ARE BEGINNING OUR FINAL APPROACH TO TAOYUAN INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT. PLEASE RETURN TO YOUR SEATS AND FASTEN YOUR SEAT BELTS. WE HOPE YOU ENJOYED FLYING KOREAN AIR LINES."

The smooth voice repeated the message in other languages. Mike Shannon dried his face and checked his hair. The face in the mirror was smiling, eager — and had bags under his eyes.
No surprise, thought Shannon. Nothing like a last minute trip across the Pacific to wear you out. The rest of him was tolerable.
He was thirty, in good shape, blue-eyed with thick brown hair that, along with a deep voice, had always been his best asset as a TV newsman. This was his first overseas assignment, replacing a man who'd come down with appendicitis. He was about to be in the middle of a war. Hard to believe that a month ago he'd been covering car crashes in Toledo.
He stuffed used paper towels into the trash and left the bathroom. The vast interior of the KAL 747 was quiet as Shannon walked past rows of empty seats. A small knot of news people were at the back of the cabin, the crew he'd be working with. A single voice was audible as he approached, not a newsman but a tall, red-haired man in a rumpled three piece suit. He'd been slamming down Jack & Cokes since they left Hawaii and didn't seem to be slowing down for the landing. He'd also been talking, a well-lubricated string of flying stories that were alternately horrifying and hilarious.
"— put the plane into a 45 degree climb the second he came off the runway, went into the sky like a rocket," the red-haired man said. "But there were clouds at a thousand feet and the stupid bastard wasn't paying attention to his artificial horizon. He was working strictly on your Mark 1 Eyeball, standard issue, two each. So he got lost in the clouds. When he tried to level off, he actually pointed that baby at thirty degrees down with full afterburners on. Smacked into the ground at Mach 1.5. Hell of a mess, lem'me tell you. Stewardess, I've got an empty glass!"
He finished the glass, waved it in the air.
Grinning, Shannon sat next to him. "Dan, shouldn't you be strapping in?"
"Abso-fucking-lootly, sport." The red-haired man, who said his name was Daniel Day, handed his empty glass to the tiny Korean stewardess, refusing a replacement drink. "No thanks, sweetheart, I am dryer than a preacher at a baptist convention from this point on. Got planes to fly. It was a terrific R&R though, thanks."
He dropped into his seat and fastened himself in after only one try.
The plane bumped as it hit air pockets. Dale Coleman, the tall, shaggy cameraman Shannon was teamed with, snorted. "Dink pilots! We'll be lucky if these guys don't smear us all over the runway."
"Cut 'em some slack," "Day" said. "This place has some of the worst flying weather in the world. Socked in by clouds half the time. Flew here for a while in '93."
Kathy Spencer, the Network Anchor woman in charge of the group, glared at Coleman as she might a bug. The rest of the news people just looked uncomfortable. Coleman had been only been brought along because he'd been a combat cameraman in Bosnia and a dozen other hellholes.
Shannon looked out the window. Nothing but clouds. He looked at the rest of the empty cabin, the empty seats stretching away in the huge airliner. "Emptiest plane I've ever seen." he muttered.
Day heard, looked over at him and winked. "That's because most people aren't stupid enough to fly into a war. But you can bet your ass they'll pack onto this planes like sardines to leave!"
The plane began it's descent.
* * *
It really was a disgraceful scene, thought the President of Taiwan. The Presidential motorcade was skirting the public sections of Taoyuan airport, heading towards the section reserved for government planes. They were still close enough to see the masses of people, the traffic jams around the airport terminal as people streamed into the airport. The President knew they were fighting, bribing and fervently haggling for tickets and visas. The Chief of the National Police had told him the standard bribe for an exit visa was two thousand dollars. Scalpers were selling airline tickets for up to $10,000. All in US dollars or gold, of course. The New Taiwan dollar was apparently on it's way to becoming a historical curiosity.
His cell phone beeped. A voice came through. "Father?"
"Son, my jet is waiting." The President held onto the phone like a lifeline. "Why are you at your base?"
"We are at full alert, father. My place is here."
The boy's voice was infuriatingly steady. His son had always been an idealist. "Your place is with your family. I wrote the orders assigning you to my plane myself! Stop this foolishness at once!"
"It is my squadron's turn for Combat Air Patrol, father. I must go. Goodbye. A safe journey to you." The phone cut off.
President Ch’iu Wang Chen sighed as he set the phone down. Danny Huang, his assistant, leaned forward in his seat. "Should I call his commander, sir? We could have him brought here under arrest."
Ch’iu shook his head, looked out the window. "It would do no good. The military no longer takes my orders. General Sung, it seems, shall finally have his war. He is probably glad to be rid of me."
He looked out the window to distract himself. The motorcade was passing the private portion of Taoyuan airport, where privately owned planes and helicopters were parked. He was surprised to see the gates blocked by soldiers and a pair of armored cars. Executive limousines were piled up at the gate, with a mob of men in three-piece suits confronting the soldiers. "What is going on here?"
"I don't know, Mr. President."
"Stop at once and find out." The Presidential motorcade stopped. Danny Huang left the car and walked over to the argument escorted by several of the Presidential Guard. The Army Captain in charge of the guard detail talked with him a moment, from the turret of his armored car. The mob in business suits were quiet for a moment, then shrieked loud enough to be heard through the limousines' soundproofing. Danny came back to the Presidential limousine with the mob on his tail.
A line of guards with rifles at port arms stopped the mob. The roar of the crowd hit the President like a wave as Danny threw the door open. He lunged into the car and slammed the door shut, shaking his head. Sudden quiet. "Well?"
The aide grinned. "General Sung's latest emergency decree. All privately-owned aircraft have been seized by the government for the duration of the state of emergency. Those are some of the richest men on Taiwan out there, and they can't get off the island! But the Captain said orders have been passed not to interfere with your departure, Mr. President."
Finally the mob shoved through the bodyguards, not believing that anyone would actually shoot them. All were well fed, well clothed, wealthy businessmen or their bodyguards. The Presidential Guard held back, many recognizing faces of men who'd come to see the President in past years. Now those faces were distorted in fear and anger, shouting at the President to order the guards away.
Danny Huang made a face at one of them through the window. "Just more refugees, Mr. President. They're simply better dressed than the mob at the terminal."
"As are we," said the President. "Drive on. Let us leave this place."
The Presidential Guard finally moved, clubbing those who would not get away from the motorcade. The President recognized a longtime supporter, face bloody from where a rifle butt had struck his forehead. Then they were receding into the past, the motorcade moving on.
Finally they passed between double lines of National Police guarding the Presidential hangar. There, a C-130 transport waited with it's cargo ramp down. Beside it was a Boeing 727 with the Presidential seal. Both planes bore the emblem of Nationalist China. The motorcade stopped and everyone got out, surrounded by a ring of bodyguards. The President, never one to take risks, felt once more for his money belt, packed with US currency. His briefcase was also stuffed with US bills. He watched his limousine being driven into the C-130. In it's trunk were his personal belongings and a fortune in ancient art treasures "borrowed" from the National Museum. More art treasures were secured among his luggage. Wherever he went, thought the President, he would never return to the street poverty of his youth.
He remembered how it had been back then, after the war. Running numbers and errands in Taipei, a city of mud streets and thatched houses, swarming with refugees and the ragged remnants of Chiang Kai Shek's defeated army. He'd worked his way up as ward heeler and deal maker, eventually becoming a respected businessman and politician. Always at Taipei, growing as the city grew, big and dirty and bustling with life.
He trudged up the stairs onto his executive jet, not returning the salutes of the guard, not seeing the ingratiating smiles of the stewardesses. Behind him came Danny Huang and his "executive assistant" — a lovely little woman named Fan-something or other. No family followed the President of Taiwan. His wife had died two years before and he cared for none of his current mistresses enough to want to go into exile with them. His only son was preparing to stay behind and fight an enemy who would soon be coming in overwhelming force. After all this.
He paused at the top of the stairs and looked back. Back at the airport. Back at the chaotic, smoke-filled, swarming metropolis he had seen grow from nothing. Back at his whole life. He looked into the cabin of the aircraft. It was lovely, clean, comfortable and empty.
The people behind him had stopped, politely. As the President stood, unmoving for several minutes, they grew restless. Danny Huang was the first to speak. "Mr. President, is there something wrong?"
"I'd just be one more refugee," President Ch’iu muttered. "Just a little richer than the others."
"What is that, sir?" The Presidential Assistant looked worried, though not as worried as his own assistant.
Ch’iu shook his head. "I can't go. What would I do?"
Danny Huang was beginning to seriously doubt the President's sanity. "Mr. President, General Sung might change his mind at any moment about allowing us to leave. We should hurry."
The President nodded. "You are correct. We must hurry. Danny, have my driver back the Presidential limousine out of the transport. I am returning to the Presidential Palace. Then, send one of our guards down to where those executives are trying to leave. Let through the ones I owe favors to. You know who to pass. Tell the others to go to hell. Once the plane is full, you may leave with it, if you wish."
Danny Huang looked stunned. "Sir, you cannot-"
"I find that, in my old age, I am growing stubborn rather than wise." The President of Taiwan began forcing his way down the stairs, past his entourage. A few people followed. "Call my driver immediately, Danny!"
* * *
Special train 645 from Gansu Province pulled into the Xiamen railroad station at 2 in the afternoon. The huge Mikado steam engine belched sparks, coal fumes and steam. Mounted in front of the engine was a two-meter high picture of Premier Mao. Streaming from every window of the train were red banners proclaiming the impending victory of the Party and the People's Militia over the Capitalist running dogs of Taiwan. There to greet them in the station were mobs of the cheering Party faithful and People's Militia in uniforms or quilted jackets, waving more red banners. Bands from the local party headquarters played welcoming songs in a sea of revolutionary fervor.
Watching from the open window of his car, Group Leader Zheng Yiguan grinned, smiling more than he had in years. He could actually see huge pictures of Mao held aloft by Party comrades! Three-meter-high portraits such as had disappeared years ago when the Party decided to end Mao's cult of personality.
An older man stood beside Zheng, staring at the chaos and running a hand through the grey stubble on his head. He spoke wonderingly. "I've stepped back into the Cultural Revolution."
"Isn’t it wonderful, Uncle? Like in the old movies!" Zheng's smile grew wider. As a child he had seen the last of the Cultural Revolution, where student mobs had searched out counter-revolutionaries in the schools and government. The older man looked at him for a minute and shook his head. His view of Mao's revolutionary cleansing had been somewhat different.
The train came to a stop in a squealing of brakes, belching huge clouds of steam into the March air. The temperature in Xiamen's southern climate was only cool, not the arctic chill they'd left behind in Gansu Province. Group leader Zheng and the older man, Comrade Tian, grabbed their battered army knapsacks. Zheng shouted over the noise of the chaos to their group of volunteers. "Stay together! Do not let revolutionary fervor distract you from the coming armed struggle!"
The volunteers, Zheng's group and dozens of others, poured from the train, a sea of joyous humanity. Shouting group leaders waving signs gathered their charges. Zheng looked over his group, volunteers from his agricultural collective. A short, chubby fellow ran towards them, waving a banner with "Gansu, 3rd" written on it and looking at them through thick glasses. The man shouted at them, barely audible over the tumult of the crowd. "Gansu province, third agricultural brigade?"
"That is us! Where are our trucks?"
"We shall have to wait! The trucks will be back in a while! Follow me!" The man plunged into the crowd. Zheng followed him, looked back to see Comrade Tian at the rear of their group, shepherding the volunteers along. Excellent. Tian had been a soldier. His revolutionary fervor might sometimes be lacking, but the tough, grey-haired man knew what he was doing.
Zheng caught up with their guide at the outskirts of the crowd, where the man led them to piled railroad ties. The volunteers, exhausted, threw down their blanket rolls and knapsacks. Away from the crowd, it seemed almost peaceful. "Thank you," said Zheng, once their guide had stopped. "How can you make any sense of all this?"
Their guide grinned and shrugged. "It does make me wonder. But we'll get this sorted out. It's like a Party Congress, only bigger! My name is Li Hong, Comrade." The man pulled out a pack of cigarettes, tapped out one and lit it.
Zheng noticed several of his people gazing at the cigarette longingly. "Comrade Li, we've been on that damn train for a week. We have not eaten in two days. Have provisions been made to feed us? Or could we buy food? I thought there would be some food vendors here, and maybe a place to buy cigarettes."
Ignoring the hint, Comrade Li put away his cigarettes. "There are usually vendors here, thick as flies! But the Party committee tried to requisition their carts and food to feed the volunteers coming in and the damned counterrevolutionary shirkers disappeared!"
Comrade Tian stepped forward, an ingratiating smile on his face. "Comrade, if some of our people would give me money I could go buy some food and cigarettes in local shops."
Comrade Li shook his head. "The committee has ordered that no volunteers leave the station area, comrade. The local police are surrounding the station to make sure no one leaves. Do not worry! Field kitchens and canteens have been set up in the brigade areas. They'll take care of you when you get there."
That settled, the volunteers made themselves as comfortable as they could, enjoying the springlike air. A chain-link fence surrounded the rail yard. Zheng could see pairs of police patrolling the fence. At the closest section of the fence stood two policemen. Each had a cigarette in one hand, the other hand on their pistols. Zheng didn't like the kind of smiles they had on their faces — the smirk of men entertained by the antics of a particularly stupid dog.
"Hey, Gansu!" shouted one. "Have you scraped the pig shit off your sandals yet?"
They laughed nastily.
For a moment, Zheng wished his militia had been permitted to travel with their weapons. Then revolutionary discipline reasserted itself. "Comrade, you should have more respect for the People's Militia! Who is your supervisor?"
The two policemen laughed and walked away.
Comrade Li came forward, hands held out in a peacemaking mode. "Do not become involved with the local police, Comrade Group Leader. None of these city people have proper respect for the collectives in the interior. Or the Party."
Zheng gritted his teeth. "Perhaps after we've settled with the counter-revolutionaries on Taiwan, we can clean house on these backsliders."
Just then an express train passed through the yard, one of the diesel engines that had replaced the steam engines in all but the backwater areas. The train pulled flatcars, each carrying a 155mm cannon, long and deadly looking. The gun crews huddled under tarpaulins on the same cars.
"Think positively," said the chubby local, taking off his glasses and polishing them. "Our comrades in the People's Liberation Army have those things lined up wheel to wheel outside the city. They'll blow that damned island of Kinmen off the map for us. Then we'll just go in and raise the flag!"
* * *
The Smiling Man looked out over the forbidden city, across Tiananmen Square through the huge window of his office. The new offices of the President of the People’s Republic of China were in one of the hordes of opulent new government buildings that had sprung up all over China in the last few decades. This building loomed over the square, it’s shadow falling over the Palaces of the Forbidden City every morning. A suitable perk, he thought, for the man who guided the destiny of a billion people. In the distance, over the ancient walls he could see the courtyards, gardens and walls that had been built for the Emperors of China. They now belonged to the People — under the guidance of the Party, of course. Beyond the walls was the smoggy, sprawling metropolis that was Beijing.
"I rule China from a city located between a swamp and a desert," the Smiling Man said to himself. He nodded. "How appropriate."
The contrasts of Beijing had always amused him. The ancient capitol of Emperors, now the seat of power of men who believed their ways were the future. The People's Republic, headquartered next to a Manchu palace. The capitol of the greatest Marxist regime on earth, whose skyline was ever more choked with neon advertisements, billboards and skyscrapers built by multinational corporations. All of it ruled by the grandchildren of the veterans of the Long March. Their grandfathers had been an army of starving fanatics who conquered China. Their Grandchildren now lived like Emperors and ruled like Mandarins.
Still, that power had it’s price. The fantastic growth of China in the last few decades had been uneven. Great debts were owed. Promises had been made. The workers who had left their farms to work in the crowded, polluted cities, the millions displaced by the Three Gorges Dam, all had their expectations. Arousing the people against the Americans and Japanese had been a useful tool and had built confidence in the people and the military. But now they believed what had been said, that China was more powerful than either of those powers. That the Peoples Republic had the right to push back those powers and avenge all insults, real and imagined, that had been done to China. The propaganda had taken on a life of it’s own. The leaders who had used that propaganda to gain power did not dare tell the truth now.
His desk intercom buzzed. "Comrade President Xiao, Marshal Zhou Laijiun is here."
President of the People's Republic Xiao Ying Tian smiled even more broadly. For a moment, he contemplated the tapestries that decorated his office. Then he sat at his desk and answered. "Send in the Marshal, Comrade Huan. Have someone bring us tea and mineral water. After that, do not disturb us for an hour. The Marshal and I have much planning to do."
The door at the far end of his office opened. A small figure strode across the vast office towards the huge teak desk that the President sat behind. The Marshal stopped in front of the desk and stood at attention.
The two men could not have been a greater contrast. The President of China was the younger of the two, fifty-eight years old, almost a child in the gerontocracy that had ruled China since the Revolution. Six feet tall and heavily built, he had let his hair go naturally grey since he took power. He had been chosen President in a compromise between the “4000 Princelings” the established rulers of the People’s Republic and the new rising class of businessmen and entrepreneurs. Unlike most previous Presidents, he was not the General Secretary of the Party.
He was a loyal and obedient member of the Party, of course. In the same way that the Borgias and Medicis had been loyal and obedient Catholics in their time.
Marshal Zhou Laijiun had begun his military career as a 14 year old ammo carrier in Mao's army, fighting the Nationalists. He had become a Colonel during the Korean War, a Marshal during the Tibetan revolts. During the reorganization of the Army in the late Nineties, he'd been forcibly retired as the rank of Marshal was eliminated. Retirement was not apparent in his demeanor. Over 80 years old, the man still stood ramrod straight, his uniform sharply creased, his decorations in impeccable order. He had bid farewell to the last hair on his head a decade before, but the eyes in the bald head were not those of an old man. They were alert and suspicious.
The President gestured grandly to a chair. "Please, Comrade Marshal, sit. We have important things to consider."
"Thank you Comrade President." Zhou sat, his face bland.
One of the President's staff entered then, pushing a tray with tea, bottles of mineral water, and fruit juice. Zhou chose a bottle of mineral water. The attendant made tea for them and withdrew.
The President sipped his tea, nodded in satisfaction. It was Dragon Well tea, the very best. "Comrade Marshal, I will get right to the point. In 1970, you did a staff study for an invasion of Taiwan. The code name for it was “Dragon Storm". We are using that study as the basis for our current plan to settle the Taiwan question. What is your opinion of that plan today?"
"Our military capacity has increased tremendously since then, but the fundamentals of the plan are still applicable. With the neutralization of the American threat, it is practical," said the Marshal. "I congratulate you on your success in that regard."
The President’s eyes narrowed. "How much do you know?"
"I saw the American President's statement that his country would not intervene. “Dragon Storm" suggested we threaten to loan the Korean Peoples government sufficient military force to unify Korea, if American forces intervene in Taiwan. It lets us use our superiority in ground forces to neutralize the American naval strength."
"Exactly, Comrade Marshal. We threatened to give Pyonyang a million men and a thousand aircraft. Needless to say, we could not make such a threat publicly. What also cannot be said publicly is that I pledged to the Central Committee that I would resolve the situation with Taiwan in our favor. The real task has not yet begun. Removing the Americans was the first step."
The Marshal sipped his mineral water thoughtfully. "I was afraid for a time that the hotheads in the government were going to force a confrontation with the Japanese and Koreans. I am assuming that the goal is to reunite Taiwan with China and use it to secure our control of the South China Sea Exclusive Economic Zone. But are you certain this is the correct time to force the issue?"
The President nodded, smiling. “The perfect time. Our military is not yet strong enough to confront the Japanese and Americans combined. The American defense treaties with Japan and Korea would force them to come in against us in any military situation. Taiwan, however, is isolated. We have spent the last 40 years making it so. It has no military allies by treaty. The American President is serving out the last two years of his term. What they call a ‘lame duck’. My experts assure me that no American President will commit his nation to a major conflict if he does not have to. Most important, the Taiwanese know how isolated they are. They no longer truly intend to resist. Otherwise, why would they have reduced the size of their military by over half? This volunteer force they have created is only a bluff, a tool they believe they can use to negotiate. They know we have overwhelming force. Once we show we are willing to use it, they will surrender. As my grandfather would have said, we need to kill a chicken to scare the monkeys.”
“Once we control Taiwan, the entire situation changes. Every drop of oil that Japan and Korea burn will have to pass through our waters. There will be no question of our control of the Exclusive Economic Zone. Japan and Korea will be forced to deal with us and to exclude the Americans."
“I agree. We want a short, sharp war.” The Marshal sipped his tea thoughtfully, assessing the President with a cool, steady gaze. “We still must consider the Taiwanese themselves. Even without the Yankees, their military is formidable. It’s leadership is much less likely to see reason than the civilians. Their ground forces are much smaller, but they are well equipped and trained. Their covert nuclear force is a threat they dare not use. We would incinerate their island in return. But it does serve to checkmate our nuclear force. The war must therefore be fought by conventional means, if we cannot persuade the Taiwanese to see reason."
The President nodded his head. "The Japanese and Americans stand together on the nuclear issue. The same applies to chemical weapons. They fear contamination, particularly the Japanese. Besides, we wish to take the technology of Taiwan intact."
The President still fumed inwardly at the arrogance of the note sent by the Japanese ambassador. Still, it could not be helped. He watched the old soldier closely. He could almost see Zhou's heart flutter, despite his attempt to look impassive. As he suspected, this was a lifelong ambition of Zhou’s.
The Marshal finished his mineral water. "Comrade President, the mission can be accomplished if the conditions of the study have been met. But why? If we must take military action, why not take Siberia instead? That would give us room and resources. We could use our superiority in ground forces to maximum advantage. Russia is a dying pig waiting for a butcher."
"A dying pig who still possesses nuclear weapons and enough room to survive a nuclear bombardment," said the President. His politician's smile faded. He didn't need it with this man.
"Comrade Marshal, Russia is next on the list — but that will be a protracted struggle. During that struggle, what would happen if the Russians were to ally with Taiwan? The island is an unsinkable aircraft carrier. If they struck at our rear while our forces were committed in Russia, it could be disastrous. Actual counter-revolution."
The Marshal nodded. "It is odd to hear you speak of counter-revolution, Comrade President. Some of our comrades in the Party believe that you are the counter-revolution. There are many in Zhongnanhai who distrust you."
Zhongnanhai was the walled neighborhood in Beijing where most senior government and Party officials lived and worked. Many of it’s residents were not happy with the compromises that put the Smiling Man in power.
The President suddenly realized that Marshal Zhou was watching him. Gauging his reactions! What nerve! The man had to know the President could order him back to his retirement.
The President smiled again. A willingness to take risks. He could use that.
He was of the “4000 Princelings", the children of the old guard Party officials, high-ranking officers and bureaucrats. They had been the driving force and chief beneficiaries of China's economic opening. This very success caused antagonism between them and the Old Guard of the Party. For a man willing to try a delicate balancing act, such a situation had potential.
Xiao had come to power as a reformer, fighting against those who used bribes, polluted the air and water, or sold inferior products. Of course, he had only prosecuted those who had no family connection to the “Old 4000“. The rules were not there to be used against them. Selectively applied, however, they kept power and wealth in the proper hands. Now, his reputation established, he would ride a wave of nationalism that all Chinese felt, to achieve even greater power.
"Comrade Marshal, let me speak plainly. I need a victory to solidify my power. I also need to rationalize our military structure. Institutions such as the People's Militia may have outlived their usefulness. We must test them. We shall make them more efficient or eliminate them."
Get them killed in ton lots and break the power of the People's Militia forever, thought the President. He saw the Marshal nod, quietly smiling. The Marshal knew what he meant. It was sacred doctrine that the People's Militia fought side by side with the Army and enforced revolutionary doctrine. They were also at the forefront of any purges or ideological cleansing. During the Cultural Revolution and the Hundred Flowers campaign, the People's Militia had been a constant threat to the Army's attempts to restore order. That was many years in the past but the militia still existed, thousands of armed men who still believed in carrying the People’s Revolution forward on a bayonet.
If that revolutionary ardor could be used against them-
The President saw Marshal Zhou smile. He had him! "Comrade Marshal, I wish you to return to active service and take command of the invasion. The Central Military Committee has already authorized restoring the rank of Marshal for the commander of this operation. Phase one will begin in three days."
Surprise leapt across the Marshal's face. "Three days! But I will have had no time for staff work-"
He stopped speaking, sudden knowledge narrowing his eyes. The President could almost see the wheels turning. He needed a soldier outside the normal chain of command to lead this. None of the Army's senior commanders wished to get involved in this risky enterprise, seeing it for the power play that it was. The Marshal would be a sacrificial lamb if this invasion did not work.
If.
The Marshal looked wary. "My original timetable has been followed?"
"There have been minor changes. Major General Deng has been supervising to this point. He was your assistant in the original study, was he not? He recommended you. Besides, we should not actually need to fight. I expect the Nationalists to capitulate once we prove our resolve. They will certainly surrender after we take Kinmen and Matsu."
Wariness lasted a second longer on the Marshal's face. Then he smiled. "If the People's Republic calls on me, I will serve. Long live the glorious People's Revolution!"
The President smiled and reached into his desk. He pulled out a thick file of plans. "Excellent. You leave for your field headquarters in two hours. In the meantime, I wish to go over the plans with you…"
* * *
"Driver, advance slow!"
With a growling of it's diesel engine, the tank slowly ground forward, sliding into the depression that had been carved into the hillside. Black earth was mounded at the sides, crumbling slightly as the driver eased the tank into place with a gentleness that belied it's 25-ton weight.
The fighting position was one of hundreds that Army bulldozers had cut into the shore of Taiwan's west coast. They joined hundreds of other prepared positions of steel and concrete that had been put in over the decades since 1949.
Sergeant Soo Kuo-K’ang stood in the tank commander's hatch atop the turret, held the microphone of his crew helmet close to his mouth and watched the tank ease forward until it was just inside the screen of pine trees they hid among. "Driver, halt!"
The tank jerked to a halt. Sergeant Soo took one last look and nodded in satisfaction. "Kill the engine. Everyone dismount."
The diesel engine halted. Sudden quiet, and the hissing in his earphones of a microphone left on. The Taiwanese sergeant took off his helmet, hung it on the spade grips of his machine gun and climbed out of the tank, squirming to fit his pistol belt and gas mask through the hatch he'd been standing in. He looked at his tank.
It was an American-built M-41 "Walker Bulldog", a light tank built three decades before he was born. Although old, it was fast and reliable with modern electronics and optics built in Taiwan. In it's turret was a 76mm cannon, no longer powerful enough to take on modern tanks but good for any lesser targets. Mounted alongside it in the turret was a .30 caliber machine gun. At his hatch atop the turret was a heavy machine gun, a Browning .50 caliber. A belt of gleaming brass ammunition trailed out of the weapon, into the ammo can beside it.
Corporal Huang wormed out of the drivers seat, as usual leaving his pistol belt and gas mask inside the tank. "So what do you think of our tank, Soo? Not what you're used to in the Army, but we reservists do with what we have."
The young Sergeant frowned at the discourtesy. "That is Sergeant Soo, Corporal. Remember that."
Huang laughed, sat back. The other tank crewmen were getting out. "Soo, you aren't in the Army any more. We do things differently in the reserves. Don't be so formal."
The corporal was ten years his elder, typical in this reserve unit. The other crewmen chuckled at the exchange and lit cigarettes.
All his life, Soo had been taught to respect his elders. He'd only made Sergeant upon his recent transfer to the reserves. The reaction of the older men shook him badly. "I'm, uh, going to check the position." He dismounted, put on the steel helmet he'd kept in the cargo rack behind the turret, stepped off the tank and walked out of the pine trees.
They were on a hill in the rolling coastlands of Taiwan's west coast. Above the high tide line, the level ground was covered by fields of sweet potatoes and rice paddies. The hills were wooded with pine, tung and poplar trees, or terraced for more rice paddies. Two hundred meters to his west, the waters of the straits of Formosa lapped against the beach. The hill had a sweeping view of the beach, the coastal road and scattered farm buildings. Everywhere he looked, reservists were digging gun positions, stringing wire and setting up weapons. He could hear the grumbling of diesel engines as other tanks in the unit settled into position.
He had been told that there was one tank every hundred meters at every useable landing area on the west coast of the island. A hundred thousand men were digging in to support them. They were reservists, or the Home Defense Battalions around towns and villages. Behind them were the heavy artillery, regular army brigades and the heavy tank brigades that would move forward to crush any landing. After it had been bled by the beach defenses.
Out over the ocean, the sky was pale blue flecked with clouds, the sea spotted with whitecaps. It was still choppy from the end of the winter monsoons. In the distance he saw two gunboats on patrol.
Soo looked at the sand of the beach. He thought about going swimming. It was still too cold for that, but if they were still here in a month or so — But by then the beaches would be mined and covered with anti-tank obstacles and barbed wire. Or so he'd been told. He'd always been taught that there were huge war stocks of obstacles, mines and concertina wire. He had not seen any yet. He had seen on television when the American President had announced that the US would not interfere in dealings between China and it's province, Taiwan. That had sent cold chills down his spine. It had also started a vast panic.
Platoon Sergeant K’en Ni-Ti walked towards him, his field cap at an angle, no helmet in sight, his pistol belt unbuckled. "Soo! Do you have your tank in position?"
"Yes, sergeant. Should we chop down trees for camouflage?"
The platoon sergeant stopped and shook his head woefully. "Soo, forget that regular army crap. There isn't going to be any invasion. You chop down a tree and some damn farmer will be screaming at us the next day. Just make sure your damn tank can't be seen from the road. Listen to Corporal Huang. He knows the drill."
"Yes sir." Well, if that was how they did it — "What do we do now?"
"Pitch tents. We will be eating field rations for the next couple of days. Each of us has been assigned to an infantry platoon, so talk with the platoon sergeant. You being a college boy, talk with the platoon leader. It's their job to feed you. There's a track commander meeting in two hours at the Lieutenant's tank."
The platoon sergeant ambled past him. The young tank commander heard him hail the corporal in a friendly manner and talk with him.
Private Chu, the driver, ran up to him breathless with excitement. “There’s a bubble tea cart down by the road! He came all this way out of town on a truck! Do you want any?”
Soo felt a sense of things slipping out of his control. “Uh, see if he has honeydew flavor.”
They ran off, more excited by the bubble tea than anything that had happened since mobilization. Not knowing what else to do, he crouched and looked out over the beach, calculating fields of fire.
His cell phone rang.
He opened it and sighed. The call was from his mother, of course. She called him far too often during his military service and college time, so much so that it had become a joke in his old platoon.
“Kuo, it’s your mother! Why haven’t you called me?”
Soo leaned back. “Mother, we’re deployed. They keep me very busy. I’m just trying to get used to this unit.”
“Is it true that there’s going to be a war? Mrs Guo and I were talking and her son said-”
“There isn’t going to be a war, mother. All the old fellows in this unit say they’ve seen alerts like this before. Someone on the mainland makes a big speech and then the Generals panic and here we are. It happens all the time.”
“Well, that’s good! Your father doesn’t believe it though. I mean, he’s buying up extra food as if we were about to be attacked. As if they’d come all the way here to Suao. He’s even talking about joining one of the Home Defense Battalions!”
“There’s no need for that, Mother. It isn’t as if anything is really going to happen.”
Even as he spoke the calming words, Soo Kuo-K’ang felt like he was lying.

CHAPTER 2

Taipei smelled like old sweat socks.
That was the first conscious thought in Mike Shannon's head as his cab entered the streets of the “temporary" capitol of the Republic of China. As his cab left the broad lanes of the Sun Yat Sen highway and plunged into the city streets of Taipei, a second thought presented itself.
He was going to die before he ever got to the hotel.
The street his cab was using was a moderately wide main street. It was packed with other cars, pickup trucks, motor bikes and bicycles, all driving like maniacs. People and push carts spilled off the sidewalks, where there were sidewalks. Otherwise they just contributed to the congestion in the street.
Their cab driver wove a path through the obstacles, sideswiping other cars, shouting curses at other drivers out the open window while he honked his horn vigorously. Passing within inches of pedestrians soon became old hat. Shannon quickly learned to ignore that so as to concentrate on the really important terror he felt as they sideswiped trucks and buildings.
Dale Coleman laughed, enjoying the ride and jealously sheltering his camera. The third person in the back seat of the cab, John Hammond, their assistant news director, simply closed his eyes and held on. He coughed when cigarette smoke from their driver drifted back at them.
Shannon's terror reflex finally quit from overuse. He began watching the city they were passing through.
Judging from the mob scene he'd viewed at the airport, he'd expected to find an empty city, or one that looked like an armed camp. Instead, he saw what bore a striking resemblance to Chinatown in L.A., only busier and more crowded. Everywhere he looked there were open store fronts and stalls, people working, loading, carrying, arguing. There were a lot of uniforms on the streets. Blue uniforms he assumed were police, soldiers in an odd-looking camouflage pattern or dress greens, even some white-uniformed sailors. But they were just part of the crowd. Shannon thought that for people about to be wiped off the map, everyone seemed pretty casual.
The cabs carrying the news team broke out of the side streets onto a wide boulevard in front of a huge oriental style building with a pagoda roof. In front of the building were soldiers in dress uniforms with holstered pistols.
The cabs stopped. The journalists got out. One of the officer types looked at a picture quickly, then stepped forward and shook hands with Kathy Spencer. The anchor woman was still a little unsteady herself from the wild ride. She accepted the greetings quietly, one hand trying to push her normally impeccable blond hair back into place.
"Welcome to Taiwan, Miss Spencer!" The officer seemed happy. "I am Major James Wei, army information services. I will be your liaison with the government during your visit to our country. I welcome you and all your people. I hope we can work together. If you will follow me, I will escort you to your suites. The hotel will serve dinner in one hour. Afterwards, there will be a press orientation meeting for all foreign journalists. Until that meeting, we must ask that you not leave the hotel without an escort. Press passes and information handouts will be available at the orientation meeting."
The Major led them up the stairs and into the hotel lobby as bellhops swooped down on their luggage and followed after them.The hotel lobby was huge and mostly empty. The non-asians they saw were obviously other journalists. Some wore camouflage fatigues. Major Wei, who seemed to have been a tour guide in another life, gave a running commentary as they walked.
“This is the Grand Hotel. It has the world’s largest Classical Chinese roof. Many features were designed by Madame Chiang Kai Shek herself…..”
Stowed away in Shannon's luggage were some camouflage uniforms he'd borrowed from his brother, taking care first to make sure that the "US ARMY" labels on them were replaced by "PRESS" labels. He hoped the worn condition of the uniforms would make the Taiwanese think he was a veteran of other war zones. They might give him more credibility. He did know they looked good on camera.
They were signed in and escorted to their rooms with daunting efficiency. Shannon shared a room with Majors. There was sudden quiet as their bellhops left.
The room was first class. The furnishings well set up with a flat screen TV and small refrigerator in the corner. Recalling something the Major had said about them being guests of the Government of Taiwan, Shannon opened the fridge. It was fully stocked. Shannon grabbed a coke. "John, you want something to drink? This thing has soda, fruit juice, beer-"
"Gimme a diet soda, Mike." Hammond sat on his bed, loosened his tie. "Damn. My life passed before my eyes on that ride."
Shannon passed the man a diet cola. Hammond took a hefty swig, then dug into a pocket, pulling out one of the little airline bottles of whiskey. He emptied it into the can of diet soda and took another drink. Then he looked around. "Nice place they've got us in. Looks like the local government's sucking up to us big time."
Shannon nodded, sipped his coke, looked out a window. The view was of skyscrapers and congested buildings, overlaid with smog. Several rivers seemed to converge in the city. "Did you notice we were met by an officer rather than a civilian? It sounds like those rumors of the Army taking over are true."
"Typical third world situation. The local politicians are off to Switzerland with big fat secret accounts, courtesy of the US taxpayer. The army stays behind to get it in the neck. Maybe if these people spent some of that foreign aid money we gave them on a real army instead of salting it away in swiss bank accounts-"
“Actually John, Taiwan doesn’t get any aid from the US. That stopped about fifty years ago."
Hammond gave the reporter his best withering glance. “Where did you hear that?"
“Looked it up online while we were flying over. I triple checked it. It’s true."
Hammond still looked skeptical as he spread his hands to indicate the hotel room. “So where did they get all this stuff? Those tanks and guns and planes we saw coming in? Who pays for those?”
“The Taiwanese do, John. They buy a lot of it from the US but they pay for it with their own cash. Hell, a lot of the stuff they make for themselves.”
Hammond made a sour face. “Damn. There go some angles I really wanted to get material out of. John, I’m the news director. Let me do the research, okay?”
Coleman came in, a beer in one hand. "Hey guys, free beer! I got plenty of tape and a war to film. What more can we ask for?"
Hammond nodded sagely. "Tell me, Coleman, does this remind you of the fall of Saigon or what?"
Coleman took a healthy swig, thought a moment, then shook his head. "Saigon was way the hell before my time, dude. But you saw that dog and pony show they ran us through down in the lobby? That seemed pretty well organized. I've seen a lot of places that were falling apart at the seams and this ain't one of ‘em."
"What about that mob scene at the airport? Wasn't that a panic?"
Shannon finished his coke, went to his luggage and opened up a suitcase. "I don't know, John. Sure there were a lot of people at the airport, but there's twenty million people on this island. Only a few of them have to panic to fill up the airports."
Hammond chuckled, shook his head, finished his fortified soda. "Mike, you've got to see below the surface. They're putting on a brave show here, but it's still 20 million against one billion! Now they know that the US won't come to their rescue, I'll bet you ten bucks the Taiwan government surrenders in a week, without a fight."
Coleman laughed. Shannon nodded. "You're on, John. Care to make it a fifty?"
Hammond shook his head. Coleman finished his beer and fished around in their refrigerator for another one. "I'll take some of that action, Mike! Put me down for fifty on Taiwan going belly up."
* * *
It was 5 pm, Taipei time, when the President of Taiwan strode into Central Command unannounced. Central Command was a maze of bunkers carved out of solid rock thirty meters below the hills north of Taipei. It's main bunker was a cavernous space lined with clerks manning radios, watching screens or maintaining charts. At dozens of desks, staff officers chain-smoked cigarettes and spoke into phones jammed between chin and shoulders. That left their hands free to go through the papers on their desks in frantic motion. In the center of the room, more clerks manned the huge map of Taiwan, moving counters that represented military units. At a raised dais overlooking the map, his back to the president, a silver-haired figure faced a nervous man in civilian clothes.
"General, first I receive word that bunkers which you were responsible for, bunkers containing supplies for the defense of this island, are empty." The voice was icy, supernally calm. With the face of the speaker turned away, it almost seemed disembodied. "Then you are stopped at the airport, out of uniform and with an exit visa in someone else's name. Can you explain this?"
"The thefts had been done before I took command!" The man looked around. The two hulking guards who flanked him grinned. The President suddenly recognized the man. A General who had spent his career in procurement and logistics. He'd always wondered how the man lived so well on a soldier's pay.
"What others? When? Are the supplies still on Taiwan?"
"When I took over, five years ago, I was paid to not report it. The beach obstacles were sold for scrap metal. So was the barbed wire. The mines had been sold to the Cambodians! It was an intelligence operation, to destabilize the communists!"
"An intelligence operation which you were paid nearly a hundred thousand dollars? Which our military intelligence says it did not know about?" The voice sounded amused. That amusement ended with the next words.
"Traitor! Better men than you may die soon because you let thieves sell our weapons! I should have you taken out and shot!"
The man burst into tears, dropped to his knees. "I have the account numbers memorized! Banks in Switzerland, a quarter of a million dollars US! You can have it all! Just let me live!"
"I want more than that. I want the names of your co-conspirators and your means of contacting them. Also, the locations of any of those stolen supplies if they are still on Taiwan!"
The man's face broke in sudden hope. "Yes, I will tell you all of that! I know who all of them are!"
The figure in the chair motioned to a nearby colonel. "Take him away and get that information. Act quickly! We may still be able to recover some of those supplies!"
The colonel, his face set in stone, nodded and motioned to the guards. The prisoner was led away. Once he was out of sight, the Major spoke. "Sir, once we have the information, what then?"
"Tell him he'll be released if he cooperates. Check his information. At least recover the money. We'll need it to purchase supplies."
"Once that is done?"
"Shoot him."
The words were said casually, the closing of a small matter. The colonel left. The man in the seat turned to face the President.
His eyes were impassive, wary, his close-cropped hair a uniform silver. His face was longer than most Chinese, with chiseled features that would have made him handsome if his expression was not so dour.
General of the Army Sung Chung Tam, commander of the armed forces of the Republic of China, faced the President of China. The two men looked at each other a moment. "Good afternoon, General."
"What are you still doing here? You should be halfway to the Philippines by now. Did one of my officers interfere with your departure?"
"No. Your officers were most courteous. My plane has probably departed by now."
"So why aren't you on it? Isn't that what politicians do, run away? Once they've let wars start."
President Ch’iu Wang Chen drew himself up to his full five-feet, four-inches height. "I am not running away. I am the elected President of the Republic of China, in case you have forgotten. I was born on Taiwan and here I shall die."
A thin smile creased General Sung's face. His nickname, the President recalled, was "The Chess Player". "I will not let you interfere with the defense. That is a military matter."
"Indeed. My concern is civilian affairs and assisting your effort."
The General's face was thoughtful for a moment. The President suddenly recalled how casually the General had given the word to have a man shot. He knew that his life was in this man's hands.
The General spoke. "Mr. President, I have discovered that a number of senior members of the government have, for years, been stealing the strategic reserves of fuel, ordnance, beach obstacles and small arms ammunition. What do you know of this?"
"I know of several warehouses in Keelung that pay a great deal to keep inspectors away. That might be worth investigating. But I was never involved in that arrangement. A few deals here and there is one thing, but the fools involved in that were cutting their own throats."
The General nodded. "Mr. President, if you could give Colonel Wong the address of those warehouses, I would be grateful."
He turned away.
"General, one moment. I must know the state of the defenses. What are your plans?"
The General turned back, his face gone glacially cold. He stared at the President for a moment. Then he nodded, rose from his seat and walked to the table. The President followed as the General began to speak, pointing out places on the map.
"We will be following contingency plan Blue Five. The garrisons on Kinmen and Matsu are on alert, with all non-combatants evacuated. Our reserve forces have been moved into the defensive positions on the west coast. I have also ordered the heavy tank brigades into the beach defenses. All artillery units to be located within ten kilometers of the coast. Rear area security is being handled by the National Police and the Home Defense Battalions."
The President knew he was pushing his luck and couldn't resist the urge to do it. "General, the plan has always been for the heavy tank brigades to stay back from the coast, to be used as a mobile reserve."
The General's only reaction was a nod. "That plan assumed we had control of the air and that we would have half a million more troops. You politicians chose a hell of a time to switch us to an all-volunteer force. As it is, I must act on the assumption that before the Communists attack, they will have destroyed our air defenses."
General Sung's voice took on the tones of a college lecturer. The President sensed the man secretly desired an audience. He'd been planning this all his life. He probably wanted some chance to show off his cleverness. "In France, during 1944, the Germans had a similar situation facing the Allies. They held their armored formations back from the beach for a mobile defense. After the landings, the Germans tried to move those units up. They were decimated by constant air attack before they ever came into contact with the Allies. It is impossible to move large mechanized units without air cover."
"Sitting in the beach defenses, on the other hand, our "Brave Tiger" tanks become armored gun positions. Their cannons can hit a tank-sized target with their first shot from four kilometers away. We have 700 of them to distribute along 160 kilometers of coast. Also, much of the coast is unsuitable for amphibious landings, which permits us to concentrate our heavy armor at the most likely landing zones. In those areas I intend to place as many as ten tanks per kilometer, in addition to the reservists already there, who have their own tanks and artillery. I have also given orders that a complete reload of ammunition be placed near each tank, so that they will not have to worry about resupply when supply breaks down. They can decimate the landing forces before they reach the shore. The survivors of any landing force will face dug in infantry and beach defenses. This still leaves us with adequate service and support for all units. The Marines will be my strategic reserve."
"What of the Navy and Air Force?"
"Light craft units will operate on the west coast and out of the Pescadore islands. The channels outside all west coast ports shall be mined.To sustain large ground forces on the island, the Communists will want to capture those port facilities intact. Engineering units will prepare all harbor facilities for demolition on short notice, to prevent their use by any enemy landing force.”
That had been a sore point with the Army, the President knew. Since the 1980's, with trade from the mainland growing, those old harbors had been dredged out and the harbor facilities expanded vastly, with no eye to defense. The military had protested without effect.
"One of our submarines is off Hainan, keeping an eye on the PLA Navy sub pens. All fleets have been put on a war footing and told to expect attack at any time. The Air Force is on alert. We are preparing supply convoys in the Philippines and Japan."
The President looked at the map. "That leaves Kinmen and Matsu outside the interdiction area. What about them?"
The General studied the map, looking even more grim, if that was possible. "No air assets will be used for the islands. They are within easy range of SAM sites on the mainland. The Communists have deployed two thousand aircraft to support the attack. Even with the war stocks activated, we can only put 600 planes in the air. We cannot afford to lose them defending the islands."
"So we are abandoning those islands?"
"No. The defenses of those islands are fully prepared. If they are our first clash with the Communists, we intend to bleed them. We hope that if the garrisons fight hard enough and inflict enough casualties, the Mainland leaders will understand that we are not some easy prey. If we hurt them badly enough, they may cancel the invasion."
So speaks the Chess Player as he sacrificed two pawns, thought the President. "What of the nuclear force?"
"Ten nuclear armed missiles are ready, hidden in the Chungyang Shanmai." The rugged mountains in the heart of Taiwan had often been quarried for marble and granite, or tunneled out to permit roads. Those tunnels could serve many other purposes. Oddly enough, the missiles were Soviet-made SCUDS purchased shortly after the breakup of the USSR. Their guidance systems had, of course, been improved.
"Ten F-104 Starfighters are also standing by, armed with free-fall nuclear weapons in the 25 kiloton range. All these weapons are scattered widely and well protected. At least half would survive a Communist first strike. If they use nuclear weapons against us, they will lose their richest cities. Checkmate."
"You talk as if you truly believe we can stand off their attack."
General Sung nodded. "I have spent my life preparing for this. The great game shall shortly begin. Despite what you politicians did, I still intend to win it."
* * *
Somebody in the Taiwanese military had seen "Triumph of the Will" too many times, thought Mike Shannon.
Red, white and blue Republic of China (ROC) flags lined the walls of the briefing room. Between each flag was a Taiwanese soldier in dress uniform, with chromed helmet and spit-shined boots. At the end of the room was a huge map of Taiwan and a ROC General. Behind him, officer-types in dress uniforms of blue, green and white stood at attention while an Honor Guard slowly brought forward another Taiwanese flag. A couple of civilians were present, in tuxedos no less. Over the PA system played a song Shannon assumed was their national anthem.
Shannon watched how the press reacted. Most were openly bored with all the hoopla. Some paged through the thick information folders set on each chair in the room. Many were already taking notes — the ones who used digital recorders had given up trying to speak over the music. Cameramen were snapping pictures and filming like there was no tomorrow, knowing only a tiny proportion of film was ever used, hoping to be there with the camera when something newsworthy happened.
The flag was placed. The music ended. A command was barked in Chinese. The ROC military types went to Parade Rest. The journalists who were still standing took seats.
The General spoke English with a faint Oxford accent. "Good evening and welcome to the Republic of China. I am General Chen Ku, your liaison with the Government of the Republic of China. I will inform you of press policy during your stay here. There will be two press briefings held here every day, one at seven in the morning, the other at six in the evening. During the present situation, consider yourselves guests of our nation. Your bills at this hotel will be picked up by us as a courtesy.
To business. If you will open your flyers, on the front you will find maps of Taipei and the island of Taiwan. You will also find a form which we need you to fill out so that we may issue you a press pass. As soon as you receive a press pass, a liaison officer with an automobile will be assigned to you. Once press passes are issued, you may go anywhere on the island except for certain areas which are off-limits for military security. Your liaison officers will know where those areas are. We must ask that for the duration of the emergency, you do not travel around the island without escort."
The General went on, giving a quick rundown on the rules of this particular game. All in all, Shannon thought, it was a pretty impressive performance. Somebody had put a lot of preparation into this. The General finished in fifteen minutes, then concluded with a smile. "If you can finish your forms before you leave, your press passes will be waiting for you in the morning. Please do not leave the hotel tonight. A curfew is being enforced, beginning in one hour. I will now take questions."
The New York Times was the first to speak. "General, does your presence here indicate that the military has taken over in Taiwan?"
The General smiled like a military-issue Buddha. "For the duration of the emergency, the military is handling security matters. The elected civilian government is still carrying out it's functions."
One reporter who'd been grinning smugly, spoke next. "General, isn't it true that the President of Taiwan has fled the country?"
The General's grin grew even wider. "No. The President is currently preparing a speech to the nation from the National Palace. That speech shall be in two hours. There will be a bus for those who wish to cover the speech in person. If you wish to follow it from your rooms, it will be broadcast on all television and radio channels."
That triggered off a storm of comments from the audience. The first reporter to get the General's attention barked out his question. "Does this mean that Taiwan actually intends to fight China? What chance do you think you have against a billion people?"
"A billion people cannot swim across the straits of Formosa. The Republic of China has over a quarter of a million men available for it's defense from the Communists. We hope this force will deter attack. If it does not, we shall defend ourselves with all the means at our disposal."
"Does that include nuclear weapons?"
"The Republic of China possesses no nuclear weapons."
"What if China uses them against Taiwan?"
"Then we appeal to the world, particularly to the United States of America. Nuclear detonations on Taiwan would be certain to contaminate not only China, but the Philippines and Japan also."
A reporter from Le Monde got the next question, eager to take a swipe at the Americans. "What of the American President's statement that the United States would not become involved in this dispute?"
The General's expression grew chill. His answer was quick. "The freely elected government of Taiwan is disappointed by the statement of the American President. We call upon freedom loving people everywhere to support the Republic in it's fight against Marxist tyranny."
The rest of the news conference went pretty much that way. Shannon watched silently. Kathy Spencer was supposed to ask the questions in. He would be out in the field while she covered Taipei.
The questions seemed increasingly skeptical that Taiwan would actually try to fight China. The answers grew increasingly tart, with the ROC General sticking to his assertion that it was a struggle between democracy and communism. Occasionally, one of the people seated behind the General spoke on specific questions.
Next to him, Hammond spoke quietly. "They're going over the top on this one. Free China versus the Evil Empire. Don't these guys know that Reagan isn't President anymore?"
Shannon looked at the guards and military around the room. Most were impassive. Some were smiling. He saw a few actually nod agreement with what the General said. "I don't know, John. This is an elected government. The Chinese leaders are the same guys who drove tanks over students at Tiananmen square."
"That doesn't wash with a General doing the talking. Want to bet that the President's under house arrest? The Army's calling the shots here and they're determined to go down in flames."
* * *
Group Leader Zheng Yiguan, late of Gansu province, walked down to the beach outside Xiamen. Night had fallen. A chill breeze blew off the ocean, the kind that made you want to huddle under a blanket and listen to it go by. He huddled deeper into his quilted jacket and puffed on his cigarette. They'd finally been fed. With a full stomach and a cigarette to smoke, Group Leader Zheng was satisfied.
Behind him were the sea of army tents sheltering the assembled People's Militia. Constant light and noise came from there, a cheerful cacophony of revolutionary fervor. More lights shown on Gulangu, the island in the harbor. More militia were camped there. Someone started singing "The East is Red". Hundreds of voices joined in. Group Leader Zheng smiled at the familiar tune of his youth.
"Red in the East raises the sun,
China gives forth a Mao Zedong!
He works for the happiness of the People,
He shall be China's saving star!
The East is Red!"


In front of him were rowboats, junks, fishing boats and tugboats, anchored gunboats and launches, river barges from every river and coastal collective in China. Assembled, like the Militia, in response to General Secretary and Premier Li Wolan's call. They would carry the Militia to Kinmen. The Nationalist island was only a few kilometers off shore, a capitalist slap in the face of the People's Republic.
Premier Li had announced that the Party Militia, as always in the forefront of the Revolution, would strike the first blow against the Taiwanese. Militia volunteers would storm Kinmen and Matsu, assisted by the People's Liberation Army. On the ride from the train station he had seen what that assistance meant. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of cannon parked wheel to wheel, their barrels aimed at Kinmen, ammunition trailers nearby. A park full of amphibious tanks, with PLA soldiers preparing them for the attack.
PLA soldiers had issued the militia their weapons and equipment too. Most Militia had their own uniforms, the blue-green cotton fatigues the army had worn before they changed to camouflage uniforms. The fatigues had been used before the militia got them and showed their age, but they were at least uniform. The rifles were somewhat more mixed. Some were the old Type 56 semi-automatic rifle firing from a ten-round clip. Others were the automatic Type 56, what the movies called an AK-47. Machine guns and type 69 rocket launchers had also been issued.
Next to the Army's new equipment and uniforms, the second-hand uniforms and used weapons of the Militia looked even older. The Army rifles looked strange, something Zheng had heard described as a “Bullpup” design, with their magazine inserted through the stock of the rifle. Zheng reminded himself that revolutionary spirit meant more than a new rifle.
As a Group Leader, Zheng had a pistol as well as a rifle. It hung at his side, a comforting weight. Not that he would need it. The Capitalists on Kinmen would surrender once they saw the forces arrayed against them. Or die when the PLA started shelling them. For a moment, Zheng wished for a more real challenge to overcome.
"Comrade Zheng, are you admiring our fleet?" Comrade Li had come up behind him, almost silent on the beach sand. Like most of the other assembled militia, he wore tennis shoes rather than combat boots. He held two metal cups that steamed in the night air. "Have some Bai Cha."
Zheng nodded thanks, took the cup and sipped. Bai Cha, or "White Tea" was simply boiled water, served hot. When you didn't have anything else, it was better than nothing. Here, in the cool sea air, it's warmth spread up from his stomach.
Li drank his as he surveyed the boats proudly. "I have seen the figures, comrade. A hundred thousand of us landing on Kinmen with three hundred tanks! After an eight-hour bombardment by five thousand guns! This will be bigger than the effort we made against the Vietnamese! Doesn't it make you proud?"
Years ago, the People's Republic had helped free the Vietnamese from American Imperialism. But afterwards, the treacherous Vietnamese rejected the friendship of the People's Republic and illegally held land belonging to China. The PLA and the Militia had operated together then, too, inflicting tremendous chastisement on them. Or so they'd been told.
Zheng smiled. "I was too young for the clashes with the Vietnamese, but I heard about them. My time came after Tiananmen. We had a merry time cleansing revisionists from Gansu province!"
"We should have cleaned more of them from Xiamen, Comrade." Li drained his cup, frowned. "I don't know how it is in the heartland, but here in the new economic zones it's as bad as before Liberation! Everyone is buying and selling and no one has time for the Party. It's as if the capitalists won after all! Worst of all, the stinking money grubbers are better off than loyal Party members!"
"It's the same in Gansu, Comrade." Zheng finished his Bai Cha. He grimaced.
"Party Members stay behind to work the land, while the backsliders make all the money! Everything's Guan-Xi and money!" Guan-Xi, exchanged favors and obligations, had been the unofficial currency of China when they were growing up. Guan-Xi was still important, but it was being purchased with the kind of money only capitalists could make.
"What's wrong with Guan-Xi and money?" roared out a voice down the beach.
Out of the night came a roly-poly man with a squarish bottle in one hand and a cigarette in the other. His militia uniform, though disordered, had been tailored. Balding, he had grown a mustache and goatee. "Good Marxists make plenty of Guan-Xi and money! You just have to know how!"
Li and Zheng looked at the man. Zheng could smell the liquor on the man's breath. "How do we do that, Comrade?"
"Take it from the Capitalists!" The drunken man broke out in a raucous laugh. "I'm Han Liqun, fourth coastal collective, Hainan Province! Comrades, we have five patrol boats and any capitalist who comes into the waters of the People's Republic has to deal with us! From each according to his-"
The man paused, his train of thought lost. Grinning, he offered the bottle to the two men. "Here, have some of this! American whiskey! Warm you better than Bai Cha!"
Zheng almost refused, but curiosity overcame him. He'd never had American whiskey before. The group leader from Hainan poured a generous serving of whiskey in his cup, then in Lee's.
Zheng sipped it cautiously, not knowing what to expect. His own collective brewed a rice wine that was liquid fire. They sometimes traded for plum brandy or Russian vodka. But this? It went down smooth, like liquid silk, or — Before he knew it, he'd finished the cup and was looking mournfully at the bottom. The Hainan group leader laughed at his expression. "Don't worry, Comrades! There'll be plenty of that when we get to Taiwan! Then you'll see how the People's Naval Militia of Hainan can fight!"
The man staggered off.
Li looked after the man. "Do you think he would sell us more of that?"
"There are more important things than American whiskey, comrade!" admonished Zheng. His comrade from Xiamen looked doubtful.
* * *
The sea was darkness below them, the sky darkness above. In his ears was the hissing of the radio and the roar of his engines, throttled back to 50 percent power, just enough to keep them in the air. Lieutenant Colonel Ch’iu Peng Chen, 1st Tactical Fighter Wing, Republic of China Air Force, checked the controls of his Ching Kuo jet fighter. Engines running smoothly, TC-1 Sky Sword heat-seeking missiles showing green, fuel good, systems good. Behind him, 3 other Ching Kuo fighters cut through the night air, twenty kilometers south of Taiwan.
They were combat air patrol (CAP) for Tainan Air Base, finishing their turn and heading north to their patrol area. The planes they flew were Taiwanese-built, their design owing much to the never-produced American F-20 Tigershark. Privately, Ch’iu thought the jet was better than the F-16 and Mirage fighters that Taiwan had purchased.
The flight was under radio silence. He could only listen to other frequencies as they flew. It was while he was scanning that Tainan AFB itself spoke on the squadron frequency. "Shrike Four, Shrike Four, return to base immediately! Over!"
Only an emergency would cause a call on that channel. He switched on his radar, tried to get a fix. Shrike Four? That was the call sign for Captain Chung Shu-chen. His nickname had been Tommy Chung. They'd gone through flight school together. Only family connection through his father had gotten Ch’iu promotion over Tommy Chung. He hoped Shrike Four wasn't in trouble.
"Shrike Four, this is Green Dragon." Southern Air Defense Command? What was going on? "This is your last warning! Reverse course immediately or you will be fired upon! Over!"
Ch’iu finally got a clear picture on his radar. When he did, he jettisoned his drop tank, flipped his plane in a wing-over, ran his engine up to 100 percent power and hit afterburners. "Green Dragon, this is Red Two, plotting intercept, ETA two mikes."
Acceleration rammed him back into his seat. Two minutes to intercept. Flying jets over the confined space of the straits of Formosa, no one could ever get too far from one another. "Arming missiles, requesting weapons free. Over. Break. Shrike Four, this is Red Two. Tommy, turn around. I will shoot. Over."
He could track Shrike Four now, accelerating at low altitude towards the west. Towards China. He was reacting on pure reflex, his body seeming to move of his own accord. He knew what was going on long before his mind could have put it into words.
He remembered Tommy Chung, a card player who hated to lose. He still owed him ten dollars from a card game. There could only be one reason for him to fly a Taiwanese jet towards China.
Chung finally spoke. "Red Two, this is Shrike Four. Stay out of this. Keep your money from the card game!"
Acceleration rammed Ch’iu back into his seat. The push increased as he began a shallow dive, afterburners roaring. He was closing fast. It didn't matter if his father was President, Ch’iu Peng Chen had earned his wings honestly. Proving that had meant having to fly better than anyone else in the squadron. He armed his missiles and went for missile lock.
He remembered a ready grin. Joong was always quick with a joke. But not tonight. "Negative, Shrike Four. I have lock on. Over."
A second later his words became truth. Diving, he had the speed advantage even as Joong accelerated. At his console, threat detectors went off. Communist SAM sites, tracking them. Why the hell was air defense sitting on it's ass? Why did he have to do this?
"Peng! This is Tommy Chung! Come with me! We can be heroes! They'll give us anything we want if we defect! Especially you! If the son of the President-"
Ch’iu fired his missile, held on a few seconds to make sure it was tracking and banked away. The missile leapt ahead at Mach 3. G-forces from the turn tore at him as he argued with the laws of physics to avoid flying into Communist airspace. He heard the impact over the radio. Seconds later, he heard authorization for his missile launch.
He flew his jet back to Taiwan, adrenaline hammering in his ears.

CHAPTER 3

In the conference room of the White House, Eisenhower Jefferson Walton, President of the United States, watched the computer-projected of the current situation around Taiwan as the briefing went on.
He hated mornings like this.
He had become President certain that the Cold War was over, that American Presidents no longer needed to obsess over foreign policy. He hated foreign policy. Over the years, he had come to believe most "world leaders" were jumped-up street hoods who, if they had been born in the United States, would be selling crack on street corners. Yet he, Rhodes Scholar, Yale Graduate and elected leader of the most powerful nation on earth, had to deal with them as if they were equals.
Case in point — Taiwan and China. The People's Republic of China, which was neither the People's, nor a Republic, had sent him a note. Under the diplomatic frosting it was as brutally simple as a mobster's note to a businessman who refused to pay protection. China was going to invade if Taiwan didn't surrender. If the US intervened, China would counter that intervention by helping the North Koreans conquer South Korea. In Taiwan — he didn't really know what the hell was going on there. The Secretary of State, a career government employee who had never held a real job in his life (nothing to be concerned about, thought Ike Walton, neither had he) was trying to explain.
"So it appears the civilian government is in place, but that the Taiwanese military is actually in charge. Reports that the President of Taiwan had fled were false. We have had reports of secret communication between Beijing and Taipei, but no new developments. Our analysts at the State Department had believed the hard liners were in control in Taipei. Now we believe the Taiwanese leadership is cutting a deal for peaceful reunification."
The President nodded. "Wade, can you tell me why the Taiwanese took the hard line up to this point? Wasn’t there some offer of autonomy, like they have in Hong Kong?"
The Vice-President spoke. "There was talk, but nothing firm. The Chinese leadership has been beating the nationalism drum ever since their last confrontations with the Japanese. There’s a lot of talk that they want a war, to intimidate the Japanese."
The President grinned. Bless Vice-President Monica Campbell, he thought. A plain-speaking farmer's daughter from Iowa, she ensured at least one of his cabinet members would give him a straight answer. That honesty would also probably prevent her from ever being President, but that wasn't his problem.
On the other hand, the President pitied Secretary of State Wade Emmett Ross. Hearing the actions of a foreign government discussed in such terms nearly brought on apoplexy. "Madam Vice-President, the situation is more complex than that! President Xiao is a reformer, and a moderate! But he had his own hard-liners to deal with. Taiwan’s leaders didn’t help with their military posturing. We had to convince Taipei that the US was staying out of this, to convince their leaders to negotiate. Hong Kong has been permitted to-"
The President didn't feel like hearing another lecture about how it was a matter of regional perceptions and how perfectly reasonable the Chinese threats and intimidation were. "Thanks Wade, but we've gone over this already. I have to side with Monica. President Xiao promised Hong Kong the moon and gave 'em squat. Now he promised to send a million troops into Korea if we didn't stay out of Taiwan. General, does the Pentagon still think they're serious?"
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff William Kandel rose, looking at the papers in front of him. He was a tall man gone elegantly grey. He had begun his career as a platoon leader during the Tet offensive. "Yes, Mr. President. Their Manchurian forces are at alert. They've already massed a quarter of a million men north of the Yalu. They could put a million men into Korea inside a month. With those troops added to the North Korean Army, US and Republic of Korea forces would be outnumbered three to one. If the Chinese also sent a thousand tactical aircraft, we could not ensure air superiority over Korea."
The President nodded. "What do the South Koreans say?"
General Kandel smiled. "They're consulting with the Japanese and us, sir. Man for man, the ROKs are the toughest army on the planet. They'd fight the North Koreans no matter what. But Mr. President, it's academic. The Taiwanese don't need our help to defend themselves."
Murmurs of skepticism around the table. This sounded good to the President. Abandoning Taiwan hadn’t sat well with the voters, but if they didn't need help — "General, that's hard to believe."
Bill Kandel smiled. "Sir, the Taiwanese have over a quarter of a million troops mobilized, a first class navy and air force and modern weapons, many of which they built themselves. To get at them, the Chinese have to cross a hundred miles of open ocean. It doesn't matter how many troops the Chinese have, if they can't cross that hundred miles of ocean, Taiwan might as well be on the moon."
The President nodded. "Do the Chinese know they can't do it?"
The National Security Advisor spoke. "They're serious about something. The Chinese began preparations for this when Xiao assumed the Presidentship. The People's Liberation Army, or PLA, is primarily long-term volunteers. Three million of them. In China, if you join the Army, you're in for life. They have a draft, but they take less than five percent of the available recruits. Six months ago, they took in thirty percent of the available recruits, who were sent to combat units. The same units that are opposite Taiwan now, putting the average unit there at 120 % strength."
The Vice-President spoke. "Don't tell me they're trying to pull this off with a bunch of raw recruits?"
NSA shook his head. "Negative. Those units are still about three quarters long-term members. What the recruits call "Lifer-dogs". Everyone tries to make fun of the "Lifers", but they are the key to unit cohesion. The Chinese have a proportion of "Lifers" considerably higher than the US military has ever been able to achieve in wartime."
"The PLA has moved over a million men into the area between Shanghai and Canton, along with half a million People's Militia. They're supported by two thousand tactical aircraft. They have concentrated virtually their entire deep water fleet in the area. It's a mobilization on the order of Desert Storm."
“As big as the Normandy invasion then?" asked the President.
“No sir. Normandy involved five times as many landing craft, whole battle fleets, multiple armies on site with more divisions stacked up behind it all the way across the Atlantic. Normandy was the end result of three years of intensive planning and buildup. The PLA effort is more comparable to, say, the storming of Iwo Jima.”
The numbers began to sink in. The President's knowledge of military history was limited, but the references sounded good. He had to remember those. General Kandel spoke again. "Mr. President, the Chinese have enough amphib capability and aircraft to land a large force on Taiwan. If they can get it through the defenses. The question is whether they can support that landing afterwards. They only have military airlift for a third of their airborne force. Taiwan has antiship missiles that can sweep every inch of the straits before those ships are even in sight of land. The Chinese might make the landing, then not have enough surviving sealift capacity to support it.”
The head of the CIA spoke. “Mr President, we believe the Chinese are running a titanic bluff. They're putting on a big show, hoping to scare Taiwan into surrendering without a fight."
The President thought a moment. "What if the Taiwanese don't fold?"
NSA spoke. "Mr. President, this whole thing is costing both sides tremendously. The Taiwanese government is burning through it’s foreign currency reserves at a horrendous pace. By mobilizing reserves they’ve caused tremendous disruption in their own economy. Now we understand they are organizing some kind of Home Guard, with hundreds of thousands of additional men and women. It's brought their economy to a standstill."
"The problem is similar for the Chinese. Before this, China has always had a manpower surplus. That surplus is shrinking fast. Thanks to the two child law, their demographic is getting older and the pool of young men available for military service is shrinking. Further, the Peoples Liberation Army is closely linked with their economy. The PLA operates it's own factories and farms. They've assembled hundreds of landing craft across from Taiwan, but during peace time those landing craft are used for coastal shipping and commercial purposes. The New Economic Zones, which have been driving their economy, are all on the coast. This hits them where it hurts. PLA weapons exports have stopped while they bring their stocks up to wartime levels. This has cost them a lot of foreign exchange. President Xiao knows this."
General Kandel spoke. “Which could lead them to attack before that starts putting a real crimp in their resources. Chinese leadership may believe it’s now or never.”
That told the President something else. President Xiao needed something to show for all this expense before this was over. He wondered if anyone else realized that.
Monica Campbell spoke, her voice admonishing. "Dave, you didn't answer the President's question. What if the Taiwanese hang tough?"
Nobody wanted to answer that. Finally, General Kandel spoke. "It depends on who blinks first. The Chinese have about a large surface fleet, but it’s never fought a battle. They’ve been modernizing their submarine force and they have a lot of maritime strike aircraft. They could try to blockade Taiwan and attack shipping. If that happens, they'll get a bloody nose. Taiwan has a modern navy and a first class air defense system. We believe they have an edge in quality."
The President grimaced at the impossibility of getting a firm answer on anything at this level of government. From the sour expression on Monica's face, she was just as underwhelmed. "What if they're willing to take it? Can't they wear the Taiwanese down?'
The Chairman of the JCS nodded. "If they're willing to take the losses. If they blockade Taiwan, wear down it's air force and keep hitting, they can do it. But it would take at least a year and cost them a lot. Possibly most of their air force and navy."
The National Security advisor spoke. "They've been trying to correct their force structure. They purchased four tank landing ships from the Russian Pacific fleet a few months ago. The Chinese know their own situation. As to their airlift capacity, General Kandel is right. They just don't have enough planes to deploy their airborne troops."
* * *
Struggling to wake up without the benefit of coffee, Mike Shannon slouched against the wall of the elevator. He felt clean from his morning shower, but his mind felt gummy from jet lag and lack of sleep. Hammond had said he was lucky that the first war he was covering was happening in a place with hot water. Breakfast had been a cola grabbed from the refrigerator. It sat uneasy in his stomach.
Kathy Spencer had briefed the news crew on final arrangements the night before. Now, in the elevator going down to the briefing room at their hotel, she repeated the plan. "Mike, you, John and Mr. Coleman will be out in the countryside. I want atmosphere pieces, man on the street stuff. Get me some good shots of tanks if you can. Don't just let your guide show you around. Capture the terror these people have to be going through. Show us how they're reacting to these hopeless odds and so on. Just this once I don't want Christian Amanpour and Wolf Blitzer getting all the good stories. I'll be here in Taipei covering the government briefings and the student protests."
John Hammond spoke as he checked his tie. "Has there been any news of student protests?"
"There are always student protests, John. You know that." The elevator stopped. The doors opened to chaos.
The lobby of the Grand Hotel was jammed with journalists, uniformed Taiwanese chivvying them into lines and Taiwanese in suits rushing around doing whatever they were doing. Signs in several languages guided the journalists to where they could pick up their passes, while several large clocks showed the time — ten minutes until the 7 a.m. briefing.
Major Wei pounced on them as they attempted to get their bearings. The Taiwanese officer was, as before, wearing a dress uniform and an affable grin. "Good morning, Miss Spencer! I have your press passes ready. Please follow me."
They followed him to one of the tables, where he gave them each a large yellow clip-on badge with their picture and "PRESS" on it in large letters. Checking the back of his badge, Shannon noticed that they'd even typed in all the information he'd given them, then laminated the pass. As he studied the press pass, he heard Major Wei continue speaking. "Mr. Shannon, Mr. Hammond, this is Lieutenant Tang Soo-minh, your liaison officer."
Shannon looked up — and was instantly hypnotized by a pair of huge, brown almond-shaped eyes. The spell lasted for a second or two before he noticed that they belonged to a woman in a crisply ironed uniform. She was tall for a woman, coming up to his nose. Her features were sharper than most Chinese, her straight, black hair coiled on top of her head in a tight bun. Her gaze was steady and impassive. She smiled thinly and put her hand forward to shake.
"Good morning, Mr. Shannon. I'll be working with you." Her voice was musical. A quick shake, then she turned to greet Hammond, who seemed similarly charmed.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Soo.”
“I am Lieutenant Tang, Mr Hammond. In China, our family name comes first, then our given name.”
Coleman's elbow jammed him in the ribs.
"Snap out of it, Mike!" An amused whisper in his ear from Coleman. "I know a street in this town where you can rent girls who look just like her for ten bucks an hour."
Shannon glowered at Coleman. The taller cameraman backed off at the expression, hands held up in a peacemaking gesture. "Hey man, just offering! Stay cool."
* * *
West of the city of Xiamen, in the overheated auditorium of an Army Base, the division and Group Army commanders of the Nanjing Military Region came to attention. Marshal Zhou Laijiun strode onto the podium and faced them. "Take your seats, Comrades."
They sat. The old Marshal looked out over the sea of uniforms. There were hundreds of Generals of the Militia, Peoples Liberation Army, Peoples Liberation Army Air Force and People's Liberation Army's Navy. Under their command were nearly two million men. They had protested loudly when told that their aides could not attend this meeting. There simply hadn't been room, even in a full gymnasium.
Parked outside the gymnasium were enough staff cars and limousines to create a traffic jam in Beijing. Zhou had always believed in having personal contact with his subordinates. The sheer size of the force he led made that impossible. This would probably be the only time he would see them assembled in one spot until the end of the campaign. He paused for a moment to collect himself.
"Comrades, we are about to finish a historical process which has been underway since 1921. The unification of China under the People's Government. This final stage shall be most challenging, but we are ready. The People's Liberation Army has never been so large, or so well equipped. I have confidence that all of you shall do well."
Zhou turned to the huge map of Taiwan and the mainland behind him. People's Liberation Army units were in red, the Nationalist opposition in blue. Looking at the map and the forest of brightly colored unit markers on it, Zhou had to agree with the old party song — the East was, indeed, red. "Stage one shall begin in two days. Units of the People's Militia, supported by artillery and five brigades of amphibious tanks, shall storm the islands of Kinmen and Matsu. Our forces supporting this operation will be under the personal command of Premier Li Wolan. At the same time as this is happening, units of the People's Liberation Air Force and the Navy will form a cordon to the east of these island, within a zone of interdiction, here."
He indicated a line on the map with his pointer.
"At this stage, no forces will go beyond the zone of interdiction. When these landings take place, we can expect the Nationalists to send their aircraft and ships to aid the islands. To do so, they must come within range of our forces and leave the protection of their own air defense net. In this situation we should be able to inflict heavy casualties."
His audience was paying rapt attention to him. The Marshal was pleased. These men realized the importance of what they were about to do. He knew that some of the Generals had spent more of their careers running the army's factories or farms than maneuvering forces, but that did not necessarily mean they could not do their job. He went on.
"The islands will be neutralized in one day. Then the second stage of the attack will begin. The People's Liberation Air Force shall attack Taiwan itself, first to lure the remaining units of their air force out over the straits where they may be destroyed, then to strike their air bases and SAM sites. A week has been allotted for this. Once Nationalist air defenses are destroyed, they shall most likely surrender. If they do not, we begin stage three — the paralyzation of the island by destruction of dams, bridges and roads."
"Stage four will be the actual landing. The landing site has not been determined. That will depend on factors influenced by the success of the air and sea campaign. Our tactics will be similar to the Imperialist American's attacks against the Iraqi forces in Kuwait…"
The briefing went on for three hours, breaking up just before lunch. Towards the end, Zhou began feeling the stress. The conclusion was quick, the officers dismissed to their commands after the obligatory pledges of loyalty to the Revolution and so on.
Zhou sipped tea in his office afterwards. He was grateful again that General Deng had been assigned to this. He'd known Deng when he was a young captain from Harbin, an ambitious man with a mania for work. Years later, as a Major General, Deng's zest for work has not abated. Deng would have to be his energy on this campaign.
Things had been so different when he began, a frightened boy hauling ammunition for a machine gun crew. He still remembered the weapon, one of the ancient Russian Maxims on their wheeled trailers. He recalled his first summer in Manchuria.
He had become a soldier when little more than a boy. The harsh war years of 1945 to 1949. By the end, he was leading a company of infantry. From Mukden to Canton there had been great marches, sieges and battles, done at an age when he was young enough to see it as an adventure. He had been burning with fanaticism then, taking savage joy in executing the landlords and turning over their lands to the peasants.
They had been a ragged peasant army then, young and flushed with victory, using the cast-off weapons of a dozen armies: Artillery, machine guns and rifles captured from the Nationalists or the Japanese. German weapons captured from Nationalists who had been given them by the Americans who, oddly enough, had captured them in Europe. American Studebaker trucks which the Americans had given to the Russians and the Russians gave to Mao’s army. Most confusing.
Now, PLA generals had their own limousines. Their weapons came from Chinese factories. Their troops wore the same uniform. The men he commanded had grown up under Communism. Many had spent thirty or forty years in uniform. This was not the army he had grown up in. It was the Army he had built, he and other veterans. Now he would command it in the greatest campaign he would ever fight. He would become part of history. Zhou smiled at that.
Before the President summoned him to Beijing, he had believed he was resigned to retirement. Living with his eldest son's family, playing the role of the wise grandfather, listening to his records and watching birds. When the summons came, he had contemplated telling the "Smiling Man" to go to whichever of the thousand hells he desired. But one mention of "Dragon Storm" had set his mind on fire.
It was his addiction, worse than opium: The plan he had formed, now becoming real. Few generals can resist the temptation to command an operation. Even if it seemed like a bad idea, they always thought it might succeed if They commanded it. His addiction was doubly strong, for this plan was his creation. So the "Smiling Man" had him and thoughts of peaceful retirement vanished.
These Nationalists he would be fighting… He wondered if they would be like the Nationalists he had known in his youth? Not very likely. Most of them had been draftees taken from their farms, like he had been. They had been equipped with the same hodge-podge of weapons, fighting like lions one day, surrendering meekly as lambs the next. Would they be like the Americans? He had fought the Americans in Korea. Forever after, when he thought of Hell, he'd thought of Korea. In three years of combat, Americans had killed every person he knew.
He'd been told the Taiwanese were panicking and fleeing their country. In Korea he had been told the Americans were all landless sharecropper's sons and ghetto trash with no political motivation. His arm still ached from the American bullet that had nearly taken it off. The bullet had to have been fired from over six hundred meters away. This was after he had lost three full companies of men in his first few weeks of combat against the Yankees. That made him skeptical of reports that enemies would not fight.
He had met a few Taiwanese since the opening of China. They reminded him of Americans, while still remaining Chinese. He didn't like that.
He smiled, recalling the American radical who had visited during the Vietnam war. The bearded boy had extolled the courage of the People's Liberation Army and how the corrupt Nationalist troops had never fought but only deserted in droves. Had the boy ever pondered the fact that it took Mao four years to conquer China even after the Japanese were gone? Had the boy ever realized that someone must have been fighting him all those years? He'd longed for the opportunity to introduce the American to the Nationalist troops at Mukden who'd blown most of his first battalion to hell. That had been Zhou’s first promotion.
* * *
North of Taipei, at Sung Shan Air Force Base, the 2nd American Volunteer Group strode onto the tarmac. Each of the forty-odd men and three women wore a Republic of China flight suit and combat boots. Each also wore an exact replica of a US Army Air Corps officer's cap from 1940 and a brown leather bomber jacket. Stitched on the back of the jacket was a silk panel bearing the flag of the Republic of China and, in Chinese, instructions that the wearer was an American flying for China and should be helped by any loyal citizen.
Colonel Zachary Fleming had always had a dramatic streak.
Captain "Daniel Day" — true name Daniel Vincent Patrick O'Reilly, formerly United States Air Force, now contract pilot for the Republic of China — stopped thinking about Colonel Fleming the minute he saw what they would be flying.
Next to him, the man who'd told everyone to call him "Cappy" Washington shook his head. "Man, we are going to fucking die."
Most of the pilots huddled deeper into their bomber jackets, only partly against the cold.
Lined up on the runways were fifty planes, each painted in air superiority grey, each with a grinning, sharp-toothed shark's face painted on the nose. About half were military. There were half a dozen huge F4 Phantoms, four F-5 Freedom Fighters, a dozen AT-3 "Tsu Chiang" jet trainers, the needle shapes of 6 ancient F-104 Starfighters. That was the good news. The bad news were the other twenty-odd aircraft. Beneath fresh coats of paint and Republic of China military markings, they were obviously civilian executive jets.
Captain "Day" — he was trying to think of himself under his nom de guerre (and kind of thrilled to have a nom de guerre) studied the closest Lear jet. Two recessed marks in the nose looked suspiciously like gunports, which meant they had to have pulled out most of the electronics in the nose. He already wanted to look inside the plane.
Standing on a jeep parked in front of the planes, wearing his own bomber jacket and cap was a tall, whip-cord lean man with thinning silver hair and piercing green eyes. He wore riding boots, shined to a glassy finish. Slung around his waist in a tied gunfighters rig, a Colt .45 pistol gleamed in it's holster. He dismissed the ROC sergeant who was talking to him and faced the oncoming pilots.
"Follow me, people. The briefing room is this way."
He walked to a nearby building. "Daniel Day" followed. He had been running on autopilot since 4 a.m. this morning when all the Americans had been awakened at the hotel they were billeted at. They'd been fed breakfast, given their new uniform items and told to meet in the hotel lobby at 7 a.m. sharp — where they'd cooled their heels for three hours.
Now they trooped into a briefing room which held rows of chairs, a ROC flag and a podium. It reminded "Day" of Day One at flight school, back at San Antonio. Only there hadn't been Chinese captions on all the pictures. The pilots hadn't averaged 40 years of age either.
Fleming stood at the podium. One of the ROC's, a squat sergeant, stood at parade rest behind him. A harried ROC Captain handed Fleming a clipboard. He thanked the man in clipped chinese.
The pilots waited, most in a rough parade rest, several at letter perfect attention. Fleming snapped a few quick words to the Sergeant. Then he faced his pilots.
"Take seats. Smoke 'em if you got 'em." They sat. Two lit cigars.
"Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the American Volunteer Group, henceforth known as the Flying Tigers. You are now civilian employees of the Republic of China. To review: You will be paid twenty thousand US dollars a month, in addition to all your expenses while you are in Taiwan. You will be paid a bonus of five hundred US dollars for every combat sortie you make. You will be paid a bonus of five thousand dollars for every ChiCom ship or aircraft you destroy. At the end of the initial three month period you may, if you wish, accept commissions in the Air Force of the Republic of China. You may also extend your contracted term at that time. Should you die while in the employ of the Republic of China, remaining pay will be forwarded to next of kin."
"Daniel Day" ran over the terms in his mind. No changes, which was a pleasant surprise. His only pleasant surprise of the day. He'd expected no less from Fleming. He'd flown under him at Red Flag, the USAF combat fighter school in Nevada, before a car crash put him in a body cast for six months. By the time he was fit to fly again, his slot was gone and the US Air Force had decided that it would be a good idea for Major Daniel O'Reilly to take early retirement. That had been two years ago. He'd been shocked at Fleming's call.
Fleming continued. "Many of you know each other from our previous incarnation in the US Armed Forces. Many of you are using aliases, to avoid legal problems. Hopefully you've taken advantage of the irregular schedule to get acquainted. If not, do it fast because when you leave this room, you will have an assigned aircraft. We begin preparation for combat operations today."
A tall, red-haired woman stood and spoke in a southern accent. "Colonel, what will we be flying? Don't tell me our planes are that collection of flying coffins we saw outside!"
Fleming grinned. His grin had a nasty edge. "I have good news and bad news. The good news is that a quarter of your pay for the next three months has been deposited in your chosen bank accounts. The remainder of your pay is currently in swiss accounts, along with sufficient bonus money for a good chunk of the ChiCom air force."
"The bad news is that your planes are that collection of flying coffins you saw outside."
Murmurs of disbelief and anger at that. Fleming let it ride for a few minutes, then barked out in a voice he'd used to silence many other groups of pilots. "AT EASE!"
Wary silence.
"I've gone over each of those planes. They are airworthy. The fighters are from the ROC war reserves. The armed civilian aircraft will be assigned support functions."
The audience continued to make uneasy noises. "Day" looked them over warily. This party was by invitation only, so he knew each of them were experienced pilots. But here, now that they'd seen what they were supposed to fly…
Fleming looked to have the same thought. "Ladies and gentlemen, if you have any reservations, go now. This is your last chance to punch out. If you refuse a lawful order after today, all pay and bonuses are forfeit. You will be shown to the gate of this airbase, given your passport and locked out. You will receive no ticket home after today. So decide. Stay or go, but decide now!"
The room was silent. "Daniel Day" began to question his own decision. He had a house and family to pay for. Employment opportunities back in the US were, to put it lightly, pathetic. But what good would his money do him if he was dead?
Still, nobody left the room.
Fleming kept smiling. "You're volunteering to fly in a war where you'll be outnumbered five to one, flying the planes nobody else wants. Are you sure you don't want to go home? Dead pilots don't collect paychecks! If you are doing this for the money, you're a fool!"
Day shook his head. Suddenly being here seemed insane. He saw doubt on a lot of other faces.
Fleming didn't look like he had any doubts. "You have also volunteered to defend a free nation against a tyrannical dictatorship. If you stay, you fly in the biggest air battle since World War Two. This is going to be blood and guts, stick and rudder air combat in a sky filled with planes. You’ll be up against the best pilots the ChiComs have. It'll be the greatest challenge any of you ever face as a pilot — if you're up to it!"
Suddenly, "Day" remembered why he had come.
Fleming leaned forward, grinning. He had them now and he knew it. "You became pilots to fly. Well here's your chance! No check rides, no evaluations, nobody looking over your shoulder — Just you and your plane against them and their plane. Whatever plane you get, it's yours! You want extra avionics, we'll get 'em for you! If you want to customize your bird, you've got a ground crew to help. We'll give you your missions. It's your own damn business how you get them done! So that's it! Are you going home or are you Flying Tigers?"
It was the first time in years that Daniel O'Reilly had stood up and cheered. It took him a second more to realize that everyone else in the room was cheering too.

CHAPTER 4

ORDERS OF THE DAY:
#1. IT IS CRUCIAL THAT UNIT COMMANDERS REMAIN WITH THEIR UNITS AT ALL TIMES. ANY OFFICER FOUND ABSENT FROM HIS UNIT WITHOUT SPECIFIC WRITTEN ORDERS FROM A SUPERIOR OFFICER WILL BE IMMEDIATELY CHARGED AND SENTENCED FOR DESERTION BY SUMMARY COURT MARTIAL.
#2. ALL ARMORED FIGHTING VEHICLES AND HEAVY WEAPONS SHALL KEEP A COMPLETE LOADS OF AMMUNITION WITHIN FIFTY METERS OF THEIR POSITION. THIS AMMUNITION WILL BE KEPT IN A CONDITION FOR RAPID RELOADING OF VEHICLES AND WEAPONS IN THE EVENT THAT AMMUNITION RESUPPLY IS IMPEDED.
#3. THE WESTERN COAST OUTSIDE OF MUNICIPAL AREAS AND TO A DISTANCE OF THREE KILOMETERS INLAND IS NOW A RESTRICTED MILITARY ZONE. CIVILIANS MAY CONTINUE IN RESIDENCE BUT MUST HAVE IDENTIFICATION AND PROOF OF RESIDENCE ON THEM AT ALL TIMES. ALL CHILDREN BELOW THE AGE OF 14 WILL BE EVACUATED. ALL CIVILIANS REMAINING IN THE MILITARY ZONE WILL BE UNDER MILITARY LAW.
#4. DURING THE STATE OF EMERGENCY, THE NATIONAL POLICE WILL BE CONSIDERED AN EXTENSION OF THE MILITARY POLICE. LOOTERS, DESERTERS AND INDIVIDUALS FOUND WITH WEAPONS WITHOUT PROPER ID AND AUTHORIZATION WILL BE SUBJECT TO IMMEDIATE EXECUTION.
Signed:
General Sung Chung Tam, C.O.
Republic of China Army

In his fifty-two years, Major General Yan Sheng had never doubted the Party. He had not doubted the Party during the cultural revolution, when he was ordered to relinquish his rank to avoid elitist tendencies. He had not doubted the Party when some of his best officers were marched off with dunce caps on their heads as "Counter-revolutionaries". Through a thousand readings of Mao's Red Book, through a hundred thousand self-criticism sessions, he had not doubted the wisdom of the Party in bringing China into the modern world and making her a great power.
Now, he looked at Premier Li Wolan and contemplated dragging the man behind his command tank. The man was the General Secretary of the Communist Party as well as Premier, the philosophical inheritor of Mao's thought. Yan contemplated strangling the man.
It wasn't simply that the man was an arrogant civilian. Yan Sheng had dealt with many of those. It wasn't the fake Beijing accent the man affected. Yan knew for a fact the damned steamed-bun eating bastard was from some pig wallow outside Harbin, no matter how many times he added mandarin "-er"'s to the ends of his words. It wasn't even the fact that the man was a screaming fanatic who, in his icebox of a soul, held Mao as God, with Li Wolan as his prophet.
The pig's ass was taking away his tanks!
"Comrade General, you should understand that it is important for the spirit of our militia to see the products of their work!" Premier Li was, for him, being sweetly reasonable. "Surely you are conscious of the political requirements of this operation. For that reason, each brigade of Party Militia will be supported by a company of your tanks during the landing on Kinmen."
General Yan folded his broad hands together, conscious of how easily they could wring this Party chicken's neck. "Comrade General Secretary, the 246th Division has been preparing for this operation as a unit for nearly twenty years. Our soldiers are eager to go in!"
The Premier's hands make a dismissive gesture. General Yan contemplated them. They were soft and elegant. Uncallused. ""That shall not be necessary. The People's Militia must do this. We need only your tanks, evenly distributed among my brigades. General of Militia Xiao Gongquin will coordinate."
A beaming man in the uniform of a General stepped into the room. Premier Li turned to go. "Remember, each brigade must have it's share of tanks leading them to victory."
Scattered so as to be useless, thought General Yan.
The 246th Armored Division (Amphibious) of the People's Liberation Army was a product of the PLA's best minds. Taking the island of Kinmen was a necessary first step in crushing the Nationalists. So the 246th was equipped with amphibious vehicles capable of crossing the few thousand meters between the mainland and the Nationalist outpost. The 246th Division's tanks were Type 63 Amphibious Tanks, a copy of the Russian PT-76 with a more powerful 85mm cannon. Their armored personnel carriers were improved copies of the Russian BMP, also fully amphibious. Since it's inception, the division had trained to be the spearhead of an amphibious assault.
Now the tanks were being taken away to be decorations in a victory parade, while his infantry were expected to sit on their hands. Worse, scattering his three hundred tanks among a hundred thousand militia would violate every tactical doctrine he'd ever been taught.
But the Party was commanding this operation and he had already been told to cooperate. He looked at the Militia General and wondered if the Party hack had any idea what he was getting himself into. The Militia General smiled. He knew he held all the cards in this game. "I look forward to working with you in harmonious cooperation with the Party."
Enemy attacks, we retreat, thought the Army General. "I too wish harmonious cooperation," he answered. "There is a problem, however. The rubber seals on the tanks in my third brigade have been found to be defective. They cannot be used for amphibious operations."
"What?" The militia General seemed outraged. "Sabotage? Arrest the brigade motor officer immediately! He's probably a Nationalist Agent!"
"Please, we need to stay calm here, Comrade Xiao." General Yan held out his hands in a placating gesture. "It is only one of three brigades. Your militia will still go in with two hundred tanks. Come, let us plan this."
An hour later, the militia General left the office. Yan sat back and opened the drawer on his desk where he hid his rice wine. He poured a small glass and slugged it back. His aide, who had been assisting during the planning session, shook his head. "I did not know the third brigade had such problems!"
Yan looked at him, raised one eyebrow. "They'd better, Major. Or you'll soon be guarding Yak barns in Tibet."
"Oh, but they do, Comrade General. I spoke on the phone with Third Brigade's motor officer half an hour ago. Terrible about those seals. We think it was Nationalists sabotaging them at the factories."
Yan Sheng nodded, smiling. Good help was so hard to find. "Major, we should have the rest of the division stand by tomorrow morning. Just in case. Put on a show of strength for the Militia, let them know we support them, that sort of thing."
"An excellent idea, Comrade General."
* * *
"No, you stupid pig's fart of a peasant, on your belly!" Comrade Tian punctuated his curse with a boot to the rump of Comrade Huan. The girl flopped to the ground, despite her efforts to hold herself up on knees and elbows. "Stick your pretty little rump in the air like that and it will get shot off! Mother Earth is the only thing protecting you right now! Embrace your Mother Earth! Clasp her to your bosom!"
Tian, stripped to his t-shirt in the cool air and with a sweatband around his head, glared at the Militia around him. They were low-crawling across the stubble of a millet field. Each of his students was dirty and getting dirtier. Around the field, the militia encampment bustled with life. Militia from other sections clustered around the edges of the field. They giggled and made jokes under their breath as Tian hammered his lessons home with profane, brutal competence. The giggling and jokes stopped when the stubble-headed old soldier glared at the idlers.
The squad of militia volunteers flopped to the ground and began low-crawling, their entire bodies hugging the ground as they moved.
Comrade Li attracted Tian's attention next, raising his head to look around. Tian gave him a fairly gentle kick in the head. "Don't look around, shit for brains! You can hear your enemy! Never stick your head up to look around! I had a squad leader in Korea who did that! A Yankee bullet blew his head off. It popped like a rotten pumpkin! I got his brains all over me! That made me angry!"
Tian was having a wonderful time.
"Admit it, old man," he muttered to himself. "You volunteered because it's the only thing you enjoy doing any more."
Then he went back to whipping his trainees into shape. They were only Militia and they thought all you had to do was know how to field strip your rifle, read Mao's Little Red Book and be brave. Comrade Tian intended to educate them further.
For the last few days, he’d wondered why he volunteered for this. He'd felt lost after his discharge from the Army. He'd returned to the village of his youth. The commune of his youth had been broken up into independent farms, but he still had family there. Joining the Party Militia had almost been a reflex, as had volunteering for the assault on Taiwan. But ever since they got here, it had been an unending round of lectures on Mao, self-criticism sessions, political discussions, singing and singing and singing. He could only train his people now because Zheng had been called away to some group leader's meeting.
Tian had been in Korea. He'd seen how much good self-criticism sessions had been when you had to assault a fortified position.
He'd tried to tell Zheng about it, but the boy was too caught up reliving his youth as a Red Guard. He was intelligent enough, Tian knew. He'd seen how Zheng kept their backwater village going back in Gansu province. The wealth of the new economic zones hadn't reached Gansu yet. But the boy used incentives and inspiration in equal doses, somehow getting a fair amount of work out of his people when so many were leaving for the cities. The boy actually still believed in Mao. Tian couldn't bring himself to hate the young fanatic.
That was helped by the way Zheng looked after Soo Ling, Tian's niece. Zheng and Soo had both been party members, had married at the Party-approved age of 25 and had two children and two abortions. Tian had seen Zheng's anguish over the abortions and the way he doted on his children. Pain and love had bound them together.
But, Tian thought, the boy had better pull his head out of his ass and learn infantry tactics, or some Nationalist was going to plant him real soon now.
"Third Gansu, over here!" Zheng's voice, loud and joyful. The militia leapt to their feet, happy to see Zheng and to get out from under Tian's heel (literally, for most).
Tian shrugged, went with the rest. They gathered around Zheng, who spoke excitedly. "As you know, not all the Militia will take part in the coming assault. Only one in five of the volunteers gathered here will go in the attack."
The assembled Militia groaned. They all wanted to be in on the fight before it ended. Comrade Tian was silent, knowing what was to come.
"I have just returned from a meeting. We are part of the Red Storm Brigade of the People's Militia. We will be in the first wave to liberate the capitalist stronghold of Kinmen!" The militia cheered, pounding each others backs, jumping up and down with excitement. Tian noticed that Comrade Huan was sticking closer to Zheng than he liked.
He would have worried about it, but he knew Zheng was too caught up in his revolution to notice a pretty girl. Besides, he had other things to worry about now. Like surviving the next few days.
* * *
Night was setting on Taipei as Lt. Tang Soo-minh escorted Shannon's news crew onto the streets of the city.
She drove their vehicle, a sport-utility wagon in military colors. She was fuming with anger, hidden beneath an impassive face. Of course none of the big-nosed Americans noticed her mood! The tall, bearded one looked at her as if she were a piece of meat. The short, chubby one, Hammond, had already suggested a liaison in his hotel room. The blue-eyed one, who was not too ugly for a big-nosed foreigner, babbled on endlessly. Ancestral spirits! These fools were her responsibility? Worse, Major Wei had implied that she should use "All possible means" to make them sympathetic to Taiwan. Did he think she was a whore?
She wished she was back at Sun Yat Sen University completing her degree in foreign relations. Instead, she'd spent the day explaining to the stupid Americans how they couldn't go traipsing around in a restricted military zone!
That anger submerged fears that had been eating at her. She had a brother on Kinmen, two more in the reserves on the coast and a brother-in-law on a destroyer. Her parents refused to leave their home at Yuanli on the west coast. Yet she had to show these Americans around!
She found a parking spot and pulled into it. Then she turned to face her charges. "This is Hua Hsi street, one of the night markets. If you wish to film local color, it is here."
* * *
Shannon had to agree. The street swarmed with vendors and shoppers. Carts and stalls were lit by hundreds of flashing neon lights. Vapors from the steam grates mixed with smoke from food vendors cooking and badly-tuned motor vehicles. "Thank you Lieutenant. John, what do you think?"
Hammond looked unhappy. He pulled Shannon aside. "Mike, look. We want shots of a city preparing for attack, not a travel documentary, remember? We need terrified civilians, retreating troops, martial law, bombed buildings, all that."
Shannon nodded. "John, nobody's throwing bombs yet. Soo-minh's not going to show us anything negative. Besides, Kathy Spencer's crew are doing the deep background. Let's get the lay of the land." Hammond shrugged, nodded. Shannon turned to face Lt. Tang, trying to focus his concentration. It had a tendency to shatter at the sound of her voice. "Sounds great, Lieutenant. Could we get something to eat? We missed dinner back at the hotel."
Soo-minh led them through the streets, past various booths. Snatches of music, animal noises, the sing-song tones of Chinese and other background noise formed a haze around them. Eventually the aromas from one booth drew them in. Soo-minh ordered, ignoring Coleman's request for Nuoc Mam sauce. The Lieutenant used chopsticks while the Americans stuck with spoons.
Shannon watched her as he ate, fascinated still further by the way she handled the chopsticks. "I thought the Japanese used chopsticks?"
That got a real smile from her. A small one, but it was a start. "Chinese use them too. Formosa is like that, a mix of many things. When Chiang's army came, it brought families from all over China. Now you find Hunan living next to Shandong, or Beijing accents at a Yunnan restaurant. Formosa is a miniature of all that is China."
Shannon nodded as he chewed, trying to figure out what he was eating. Flavors were unfamiliar. Some of the spices in the food reminded him of colognes he'd smelled. Finally, he gave up trying to figure it out. "Fascinating. What the hell am I eating?"
"Shark's fin stew and rice dumplings." She finished with her chopsticks, slurped up the rest of the stew. "I'm getting a diet coke. Do you want something?"
At the mention of "Shark", Hammond stopped eating. He looked a little queasy as he looked at the contents of his bowl. Shannon thought for a second and shrugged. "Could I have a coke, please?"
"Beer" gasped out Hammond.
"Beer for me too," said Coleman. He slurped up the contents of his bowl, burped in satisfaction. "Sure hope that shark didn't eat anybody I know."
He patted Hammond on the back in a friendly manner. "Don't sweat it, John. At least they didn't try to feed you dog."
Soo-minh went for their drinks. Shannon looked up at the cameraman. "John, do you have to act like an animal? This isn't a frat party! There aren't any belching contests here!"
"Cool it, man. It's how you show you appreciate a good meal here." The cameraman was unfazed, his eyes lighting up as the Lieutenant returned. He snagged a tall can of Ki-Rin beer.
Shannon had just started on his cola when he saw a familiar face, a red-headed man in an unfamiliar uniform. Journalistic instincts kicked in. "Dale, grab the camera! Follow me!"
He took off through the crowd, going down an alley that had a single open shop on it. In front of the door was parked a small pickup truck in Air Force colors. Not waiting for the others to catch up, he plunged in.
The shop was full of machine tools, drill presses and other machines. Two men in military fatigues were working at one machine in showers of sparks. Just inside the door stood the pilot Shannon had talked to on the plane, sipping tea. Now "Daniel Day" was wearing green military coveralls, combat boots and an unidentifiable patch. He also had a pistol belt, complete with pistol. As Shannon entered, a third Taiwanese in fatigues was speaking. "We'll have the clamps ready in half an hour. I told you my brother's shop had the gear! But you have to sign the expense voucher."
Day nodded. "What grade of steel are you using?"
"It is soft steel, good for only one flight. We'll make several and discard each one after it’s used."
"Okay. Just remember Wing, you'll be in the co-pilot's seat. This stuff breaks at the wrong time and it's both our asses on the line." "Day" looked at the new arrivals. "Shannon! Hey, how you doing?"
Shannon looked at him and at the leather jacket he'd dumped on a nearby table. "Not bad, Dan. You're doing okay. Got a gun and everything!"
Recognition nagged at the back of his mind, something about the silk panel on the back of the leather jacket. He'd seen that before somewhere-
"Yep. The ROC's gave me my own plane and all the ammo I can shoot."
Soo-minh had stayed behind when Shannon ran off, torn between keeping an eye on two of her charges or catching up with the third. Now she, Hammond and Coleman came through the door of the machine shop. Coleman already had his big TV camera rolling. Soo-minh saw the two Americans and her eyes went wide. "Captain, you should not be out here! This is classified!"
"Day" took a look at the woman's uniform and nodded. "Right! Okay, Mike, out of the pool! Nice talking to you, say hi to the kids!"
He put one hand against Shannon's chest and shoved him out the door. Soo-minh wedged herself into the door, preventing Hammond or Coleman from getting in. That didn't stop Coleman from filming.
"Wait a minute! What are you doing here? What uniform is that? What-" A final shove and the reporter was ejected from the building.
"Day" looked out the door, stared into the camera, waved and shouted "Hi Mom!"
Then he slammed the door in their faces.
The Americans shouted questions, first at the door, then at Soo-minh. She answered no questions. "Mr. Coleman, this is a restricted matter. I must confiscate your disc please."
The camera man shrugged. "Sure, babe. Hope you got something that plays my format."
He took the camera off his shoulder and fumbled with it until he could hand a disc to Soo-minh. As he did so, he whispered to Shannon. "I palmed the real disc. We gotta get back to the hotel, pronto!"
Shannon nodded as Hammond argued. Americans flying for Taiwan would be a major scoop, especially caught on video. He turned to Hammond, who seemed adamant on the matter. "John, drop it! They're in charge. I'm sorry, lieutenant. We'll try to be more careful."
Soo-minh nodded frostily. Hammond kept speaking. "Dammit, Mike, this is a major story! That tape is ours! I'm the director, not you!"
"John, we're under martial law here. Drop it, okay?" Hammond kept arguing, all the way back to the hotel. There, they retreated to their rooms and Soo-minh left. Shannon explained the situation. They went out on the balcony and filmed a final word for the video, with the lights of Taipei in the background. It was a great shot, with Shannon asking his audience why American pilots were flying for Taiwan. The video was sent out over the satellite feed, then quickly erased.
After a frenetic half hour, Shannon watched his story go out. Shannon noticed his hair looked perfect in the shot. It was just disordered enough to make him look “street”. Then he turned to Hammond. "What do you think?"
Hammond grinned. "Mike, when this hits the morning news, things are gonna go crazy. Have your stuff packed. They might throw us out."
"What? Throw us out?"
"You just revealed a classified military secret, Mike. This is a war zone, remember? Hey, it could be worse. Our little Suzy-Wong travel guide is going to be in deep kimchee over this one."
Shannon had no response to that. Had they gotten Soo-minh in trouble? He was subdued the rest of the evening.
* * *
In the monitor room, Major Wei smiled as the feed went out. Beside him, Lt. Soo-minh was furious. "Those lying pigs! Why did we not stop the video feed?"
"Lieutenant Tang, they have done precisely what we wished. We will need American support in the days to come. This American Volunteer Group will get it for us. The Americans like to see themselves as saving the world, coming to the rescue like heroes in a movie. So we shall pique their interest, then show them the heroes they are looking for. Let the American reporters praise each other for their cleverness."
He had worked public relations in both the US and Taiwan for years. He knew the value of a good teaser.
* * *
The command center beneath Taipei was as quiet as it ever got. Closing another sixteen hour day, General Sung was handling just one more call. He rubbed his eyes in exhaustion, promising himself at least two days sleep when this was resolved. "General Liang, the order I gave you two days ago is not subject to discussion. Move your brigade into the beach defenses."
"You are locking us into place!" Brigadier General Liang Congjie had spent most of his life planning to lead an armored thrust across China. He did not want to scatter his forces among the beach defenses. "The power of Armor is maneuver, not positional defense!"
Sung shook his head. He kept his voice calm with effort. This was the third time in two days he'd had this conversation with Liang. There would not be a fourth conversation. "Brigadier, you are relieved of command. Put your executive officer on the phone."
Sputtered protests over the phone line. "You can't simply-"
"Liang, must I have you arrested?" That brought silence.
Five minutes later, Sung finished instructing Liang's successor as commander of the 4th Armored Brigade. He hung up the phone and rose to leave. He saw President Ch’iu enter the room.
"General Sung!" The President seemed disgustingly energetic. "I must talk with you."
Sung sat, briefly considered a coup before he discarded the notion. He didn't have the time. Besides, he liked the politician.
"What is it, Mr. President?"
The President looked at some notes. "The Navy reports a communist submarine is submerged off Tungchiang. That could blockade Kaohsiung! How did this happen?"
Oh, that. "We have known that sub is there for three days, Mr. President. Normally, their nuclear submarines are easily detected. We believe the one at Khaioshung came in under a merchant ship's wake. Our listening devices had a programming problem in the computers — they were interpreting reactor noises as normal background noise and filtering it out. The problem was only corrected three days ago."
It was wonderful what you could do by drafting computer engineers, Sung thought.
"Why haven't we warned them off or sunk them?"
"Mr. President, PLAN submarines and aircraft are shadowing all of our naval units. The difficult part up until now has been avoiding collisions. But if we do sink them, war is inevitable."
The President nodded approvingly. Trust a politician to approve of deception, thought Sung.
Ch’iu sat down. Now he just looked tired. Sung could see that his previous appearance had been a carefully maintained front. “I’ve just spoken with Xiao. He asked me what it would take for me to have the legislature approve a motion of reunification with the Mainland. I told him it would be very simple. Dissolve the Secret Police, end press censorship and permit other political parties in China. The day after that was done, I’d submit a motion for reunification myself.”
Sung shook his head. “I am sure his response to that was most interesting."
“He laughed. He thought it was hilarious. Then he asked if I seriously believed I could win an election on the mainland. He told me the mainlanders would never elect some island provincial as President.”
Sung frowned in concentration. “You told him you intended to try to take his job?”
Ch’iu shook his head, chuckling. “No. But that’s all he can comprehend. That I would want his power. He understands power and force and intimidation. He understands bribes. He does not understand Freedom. That people would fight and die for freedom is an alien concept to him. I was in the pro-democracy movement, even as a middle aged man. I had to live in fear of the old secret police. I saw friends taken away, people I never saw again, because we were trying to make Taiwan a free nation. He can’t understand that I’d rather be a provincial official in a free China than President, Premier and head commissar of the largest dictatorship on earth.”
General Sung gave a chilly smile. “I was a junior officer then. We thought you were all a bunch of traitorous fools who were going to sell us out to the Communists. I could not understand why our commanders didn’t let us shoot you all. I must admit, this whole free elections thing has worked out better than I thought it would.”
Now the President chuckled. “I’ll try to make you glad you didn’t shoot me then."
Sung actually found himself smiling. Would wonders never cease? But even after that, Ch’iu's next words surprised him. "Those mainlanders shadowing our fleets, go ahead and sink them. The attack is impending. If those submarines strike first, we could lose much of our fleet."
Sung's respect for Ch’iu went up a notch. His next question was spoken as teacher to student, knowing the answer but wanting to know if the student knew it. "How do you know the attack is impending?"
"After he laughed me off, Xiao said I had won. He told me the attack is canceled and that he will address the party congress in a week to move for recognition of Formosa as an independent nation. If his lies are that big, he must plan to move soon."
Sung had learned the same from interrogations of defectors, men who'd swum across to Kinmen. Different methods, same answers. "Intelligence says the communists will attack at dawn, the day after tomorrow. The Navy will sink those subs 24 hours from now. That gives us one more day."
"Will you have our artillery batteries on Kinmen and Matsu open fire too? They might hurt the forces preparing for the landing."
"No. They would be smothered by return fire. I have stripped the islands of artillery, pulling the heavy guns back to the main islands. Only the most heavily armored gun positions are still on the islands, along with the mobile rocket batteries."
"I suppose you're right. Besides, it would make it appear as if we were the aggressors, not that propaganda seems to mean much anymore." The President of Taiwan looked at the map. "One more day of peace, then. I shall visit my son. He's sending his wife and children to stay with me, you know. What will you do?"
Sung got up, stretched. Bones popped and crackled. "I am going to sleep. My wife called a few hours ago and asked if she still had a husband."
They left the room. The President's security detail fell in behind them. Sung's bodyguards followed.
* * *
It was the hour before dawn when false dawn lit the sky. Lt. Zhu Guo Hua left the farmhouse at the only time he could do so safely, before the farmers or even animals woke. He looked east, to the mountains overlooking Kaohsiung and inhaled deeply of the fresh night air. With the reservists called away, many of Kaohsiung's factories were shut down — not all of them, but enough that the air was clearer. He still could have found the industrial city by the noise and smell of it's factories.
Some factories still went day and night, manufacturing anti-landing obstacles, munitions or equipment. He'd reported back to Xiamen about the trainloads of munitions heading north to the beach defenses. From where he was he could see Kaohsiung harbor, crowded with ships. At the harbor breakwater, two old destroyers the Taiwanese had planned to scrap were being turned into forts instead, their moorings filled with cinder and waste stone. Made unsinkable, their weapons would be part of the city defense.
He could do nothing about that. He put thoughts of that from his mind, cleared his head. His hands moved in the gestures of Tai Chi, his spirit — his Chi — balancing with the world. Bringing that world into harmony. The Nationalists were disharmony and must, therefore, be destroyed. He would be part of that.
He heard a cough from the farmhouse behind him. One of his men, afraid to disturb his exercises. He stopped, turned. The farmhouse was a gift, belonging to a Taiwanese who was more realistic than most, who had contacted State Security years before. The owner was long gone now, hoping to return to his home when this was over. Perhaps he will, thought Lt. Zhu.
Sergeant Cheng motioned the Lieutenant to come into the farmhouse before they could speak.
Inside the farmhouse, the half-dozen commandos slept, studied maps or watched television. The windows were shuttered so no light escaped. They stayed close to their weapons — Type 64 sub-machineguns, silenced weapons firing special subsonic rounds. Explosives and diving gear were neatly stacked in the farmhouse. "What is it, Comrade Sergeant?"
"Comrade Lieutenant, the signal has been broadcast. We begin our mission plan tomorrow night."
Despite years of training for this, Zhu's heart beat faster. "Are you certain?"
"The news on the radio from Yunnan Province said Red Lightning Farm set a new record for rice production. Was that not the signal?"
Zhu nodded, calmed himself. Centered his Chi on what he was doing. "Very well. Continue listening for the Abort command. I had been afraid these damned rice-eaters would surrender before we had a chance to practice our skills!"
Zhu was from the northeast, from Manchuria. He saw himself as tough as manchurian steel, not some effete southerner.
Sergeant Cheng was not so centered. He grinned with excitement. "These island slugs are soft and spoiled. Once they see their ships exploding in their own harbors, they’ll get the proper idea."

CHAPTER 5

The hammering on the door wouldn't go away.
Mike Shannon buried his head under the pillow. It didn't do any good. John Hammond threw the door open, came in and switched on the TV. "Wake up, Mike! You made the network news!"
His mind still befogged from the night before, Shannon heard his own voice from the TV. He looked out from his sanctuary. "What?"
"You made the morning news! They asked the President about Americans flying for Taiwan on C-Span! We've hit the big time! Oh, and they'll probably throw us out of the country before noon."
Worried about his story's effect on Soo-minh, Shannon had hit the bar the night before. Now he was learning the joys of a Ki-Rin and Tanqueray hangover. Still, seeing last night's shots of "Day" waving at the camera, then the cutaway to him on the balcony let him smile through the pain.
Hammond clapped him on the shoulder, painfully cheerful. "Get rolling! The morning press briefing is in fifteen minutes! At least get a cup of coffee. This place brews the only decent cup of coffee in Taipei."
Agony as he slammed the door shut. Hammond was gone.
Fifteen minutes later, still a little shaky, Shannon stepped out of the elevator and walked into the briefing room. Five people congratulated him as he walked. General Chen, at his podium, looked stern as reporters shouted questions.
Chen banged a gavel. Relative silence ensued. "Members of the press, I have been informed some of you are sending unauthorized messages. For military security reasons, this must stop. As to Americans flying for the Republic of China, those who desire the full details will please join me in the press busses waiting outside. Colonel Lei Feng will handle the morning briefing for those who remain. He will answer no questions concerning American pilots."
Without another word, the General left the stage and strode out of the room. A Colonel took his place at the podium, waiting for questions. None came. The audience was a sea of confusion.
Shannon's news team met Kathy Spencer's team at one side of the room. Kathy didn't look happy. "Shannon, network says this story's your baby. Listen to Hammond. John, get that story. I'll stay here for the morning briefing."
They split up.
Correspondents flooded outside to find eight charter busses waiting, with General Chen standing in a jeep. Despite the overcast day, the General wore mirror shades.
"Make yourselves comfortable," he called, making himself heard without the aid of a bullhorn. "We will be on a military reservation. Please do not take pictures without the permission of your guides."
Shannon looked for Soo-minh. She was nowhere in sight. He boarded his bus. Each bus had three Taiwanese officers on board. Shannon sat, still looking for their guide as three more correspondents congratulated him.
"I'll bet Kathy's ticked as hell that you scooped her!" said Tom Simmons, a reporter from another network. "You really pulled one over on the ROC's!"
Shannon turned to the man. "Rocks? What rocks?"
Hammond, sitting behind him, spoke. "Slang for the Taiwanese. Republic Of China — ROC, get it?"
Shannon nodded. "What do you think they have for us?"
"Some lame-ass cover story," guessed Simmons. "I guess they won't want to admit they need American pilots to fly for them."
The Le Monde reporter sitting across the aisle laughed. "Then they should have gotten some real pilots and gone to France!"
"Nah," said Simmons. "They'll surrender to the Chinese, not the Germans."
Shannon kept looking out the window, ignoring the shouting match behind him. Something about "Daniel Day's" uniform nagged at his memory. A brown leather jacket with a flag on the back.
They passed through streets no more than normally chaotic. Shannon spotted a train going south once, with triangles of welded steel beams piled on flatcars. Anti-invasion obstacles. He recognized those from movies of D-Day he'd seen as a kid. Placed below low tide, they'd rip out the bottoms of landing craft. He'd loved to watch war movies as a kid, back when he'd thought the military was cool. Before he'd gone to college and been set straight.
Movies. That same jacket, worn by John Wayne in "The Flying Tigers".
Oh no.
He turned to his news director and spoke quietly. "John, how hard would it have been for our ROC friends to stop the live feed last night?"
"No problem, if they'd known. We got it out before they could respond."
Shannon turned to face Hammond, pitching his voice low. "Sure we did, John. Sure we did. We're too fucking smart to get suckered into helping them pull off a publicity stunt, aren't we?"
Hammond got really quiet.
The busses took them to a bustling ROC Air Force base next to Taoyuan International. They drove by ground crew, missile batteries and rows of jets in concrete-and-sandbag revetments. Anti-aircraft guns had been set up around the airfields. Attempts to take pictures were politely, but firmly, stopped. Finally they neared a row of aircraft next to a podium.
The journalists left the busses, herded by a blue line of Air Police. Cameras rolled as a band struck up the US Air Force anthem. Bemused by it all, the journalists neared the podium. Standing in front of each jet was a man or woman in flight suit, bomber jacket and flight helmet. On the nose of each plane was painted a grinning, jagged-toothed shark's mouth and eyes. On each plane and on a banner hung over the podium was a leaping tiger wearing an officer's cap and the words "SECOND AMERICAN VOLUNTEER GROUP". Below that, in even bolder letters, was "FLYING TIGERS".
The song ended. A caucasian man in a leather bomber jacket took the podium.
"Ladies and Gentlemen of the press, I am Colonel Zac Fleming. In 1941, General Claire Lee Chennault of the US Army Air Corps recruited a squadron of American pilots to fly in defense of the Republic of China. They were the American Volunteer Group. They came to be known as "The Flying Tigers". Welcome to the unveiling of the Second American Volunteer Group. We're only one squadron in a much larger Chinese Air Force, but we aim to fly and if necessary, fight in the tradition of the original Tigers. I will now take your questions."
From the middle of the group, Shannon couldn't tell who asked the questions. They came at a rapid pace. "Is this an admission by the Taiwanese that their Air Force is inadequate?"
"No. The ROC Air Force is one of the world's finest, but when you face ten to one odds, you need all the help you can get."
"Are your pilots mercenaries?"
"No more so than you. You do cash your paycheck, don't you?"
Shannon knew he'd better get into the fray. "Colonel Fleming, isn't it against the law for US citizens to fight as mercenaries?"
Fleming grinned at that. "You're Shannon, aren't you? Captain Day told me about you. Yes, we are violating US law. That's why many of us fly under aliases. Some of us have chosen to fly under our actual names in the hopes that we may be pardoned later."
"You see, Shannon, being an American means fighting Tyranny." He said it that way, thought Shannon, as if it was capitalized. "To be American is to love Freedom and to want others to be free. When we forget that, we forget who we are! We are here to fight for the freedom of the people of China. Not money! There are always other ways to make money. Not because they can't do without us. The last time they tangled with Red Chinese jets, the ROC's handed 'em their commie butts on a platter! We're here because this is a free nation battling against Tyranny! That makes it our fight!"
"Merde," muttered the reporter from Le Monde. "He must have written speeches for Reagan!"
"This guy'll have 'em marching in the streets in Hicksville." John Hammond grimaced as he spoke. "We'll really have to edit this or he’ll get every tea party yahoo in the US banging the drum for a war against the commie reds!"
"Whatever you want," answered Coleman. He kept filming as he spoke. "But I talked with the dude from C-Span. He says the ROC's hooked 'em up with a live cable feed. Back in the USA, they're watching this around the dinner table."
After the press conference, they took pictures of the planes and talked with the pilots. Through it all, Shannon had a growing conviction. Soo-minh wasn't the one who'd been suckered last night.
* * *
The Board of Inquiry had been brief.
"Lieutenant Colonel Ch’iu Peng Chen, step forward." He did so. The Premier of the Board, an Air Force General, looked at him sternly. "Lieutenant Colonel, your actions resulted in the destruction of an aircraft of the Republic of China Air Force, being flown by a pilot who was attempting to defect to the Communists. Without clearance, you fired a missile in close proximity to communist air and sea forces." "This board must express reservations of actions done without proper clearance, dangerously close to the enemy. However, your quick action prevented the loss of vital intelligence to the communists. No charges will be filed. You are hereby returned to flight status. This board of inquiry is closed."
The tension in the room broke. Ch’iu heard murmured conversation from the other officers in the room. Not that there were many. A bare minimum of people had been allowed in. No press had been invited, in an incident the Republic did not want made public. Ch’iu did an about-face and marched back to his chair. There he shook hands with his Squadron commander, a leather-faced General who's first flying had been in dogfights with MiG's over the very same straits.
"Congratulations!" General Wu grinned as they shook hands. "I told you it would only be a formality!"
Chiu's wife came up to him then. She was tiny and dark, her japanese ancestry showing in the structure of her face. That face was currently torn between relief and disapproval. "Those desk pilots! They said no charges would be filed as if they were doing you a favor! You should get a medal for what you did!"
Ch’iu smiled for the first time that day. "Blossom, they aren't going to give me a medal for shooting down one of our own planes, no matter who was flying it." Behind her, he saw their children waiting respectfully. He waved them forward, bent down to hug them.
His son, five years old and very serious, looked at him from dark eyes. "Can you come home now?"
"No. I have to go to another base. You will stay with your grandfather in Taipei. He's coming here. Obey him and be brave. Make me proud!"
A Master Sergeant at the door barked "All rise!"
The room came to attention. In walked the President, followed by a wedge of bodyguards. Their dark suits contrasted with the bemedalled dress uniforms of the officers. The President walked up to his son and shook hands. "Am I too late to speak on your behalf?"
Ch’iu junior smiled. "Father, you always were late to my recitals."
"If you weren't so stubborn we could have avoided this and been on a beach in Hawaii right now."
The Premier of the Board of Inquiry approached, smiling broadly. "Lieutenant Colonel, congratulations. I am happy we could clear you. Mr. President, you should be proud of your son. He saw the situation and reacted while everyone else was still trying to figure out what was going on. He has the reflexes of an ace!"
"Thank you, General" said the President. Ch’iu wondered how much of the General's emotion was genuine and how much was joy at a chance to play up to the President. He knew his father was wondering the same thing, but his father had never been above using such things to his own ends. "General, I would like to have a few private moments with my son, in the Judge's chambers. Then perhaps lunch in the officers mess with my daughter in law and grandson?"
Five minutes later, Ch’iu Senior and Ch’iu Junior sat down across from each other in the judge’s chambers. There was a moment of silence.
"They tell me you reacted well."
Ch’iu nodded. "I have gone over it a thousand times in my head. Tommy Joong gave me no choice. I gave him a chance to come back. If I'd waited five seconds longer, we'd both have been in Communist airspace. I know I was right."
Silence, as the father waited for the son to continue. The son thought for a moment how nice it would be for this to all be over. Eventually his father spoke. "So why the long face?"
"I killed someone, father. I knew him. He wasn't just a blip on a radar screen. I blew him out of the sky. It was easy. Far too easy."
"It's what you've trained to do. Can you still do it?"
"Yes father. But it bothers me."
The President of China looked at his son and smiled. Not his politician's smile. Ch’iu had learned to hate that smile years ago. This was the smile of the father who had shown him how to ride a bicycle and coached him in reading. "That is good. It should bother you. Killing anyone is nothing to be proud of. But you did your duty. That, you can be proud of."
His son nodded, silently. The silence dragged on. "So can I talk you into flying away with me now?"
The son laughed, a sudden relief of tension. He laughed until he cried, shaking his head. The son suddenly recalled how much he'd missed these sparring sessions with his father. His father looked relieved. "Father, you are incurable!"
"As well I should be. Silly boy, flying around on jets when I could get you a government job at four times the pay!" They both laughed then, a relief of tension both needed. When the father spoke, he was calm again.
"So, I will take your wife and children back to Taipei. They'll be as safe there as anywhere. You will return to your squadron?"
"No, I have been reassigned. To the Special Squadron."
The President made a hissing noise of shock. "Son, flying jets is one thing! The Special Squadron is-"
"The best pilots we have and a chance to hurt the Communists badly." Chiu's doubts went away. It had to be done.
His father shrugged, gave up. He'd always known when he could persuade and when he couldn't. "Very well. It isn't necessarily a suicide mission. Why do you put me through these things, boy?"
"I'm still getting even with you for all those baseball games that you missed. Speaking of missing things, what have you heard from my sisters?"
“Your youngest sister is at Stanford and sending me daily emails imploring me to leave Taiwan. Middle sister is in Taipei with her christian group. They are organizing local volunteers and nurses for emergency clinics, in case Taipei is bombed. She tells me that a surprising number of overseas volunteers are coming in, even professional doctors and nurses. Also, that many chinese who have emigrated overseas are donating money and medical supplies for the clinics. Your oldest sister is in Manila doing very useful work arranging for weapons purchases from independent contractors. We are currently concentrating on getting more body armor and man-portable SAMS. She reports regularly and repeatedly claims I could do our nation more good if I was in Manila. Even better if I had her lunatic brother with me.”
The son chuckled. “She is good hearted, but wrong. You being in Taiwan tells the people this is real. That this isn’t just some negotiation by the politicians as they try to get a better deal.”
“Oh, it’s much too late for that.” The elder Ch’iu shook his head ruefully.
The younger Ch’iu grinned. “You remind me of someone I used to know.”
“Who is that?”
“You. When I was a boy. It’s been fifteen minutes and I haven’t yet seen one person run up to you with a phone call that you absolutely have to take, or complaining about someone going back on a deal you’ve made.”
The Father chuckled. “I must admit, the latest editorial in the Times, or getting funding for my latest bridge project doesn’t seem quite as important just now. “
“But saving your nation does.” The Son beamed at the Father with pride. “Like when I was a boy and you were out at your clandestine meeting with the pro-democracy people. Before you became a politician.”
“I was a politician then too! No one could get out the votes for the Taipei city council like I could. The democracy movement was just a hobby. Of course it also could have gotten me killed…”
“Mother stayed up late every night, waiting for you. She knew what you were doing.”
That stunned the elder Ch’iu into silence. “She knew?”
“She swore me to silence. That what you were doing was very important but dangerous and I must never tell anyone. She was very proud of you.”
The President of the Republic of China smiled then, his face lost in old memories. Then his expression became more alert as his mind went back to the present. “Enough. Time runs short for all of us. You need to spend some time with your son. Let us go eat.”
They rose and went to lunch.
* * *
Flight Sergeant James Hong fitted the JATO clamps to the rear of the Learjet, screwing them on tight. The fittings were raw metal, as gashes he'd picked up on his hands showed. From inside the jet, he could hear banging and cutting as extra equipment was removed. Two days ago it had been an executive jet, a shorter-than average version of the Lear jet with control fins on the ends of the wings and a corporate logo on the side. Now, it was painted in air-superiority grey. James Hong had been working on this plane with the red-haired American pilot for a day. He'd decided the man was either insane or a genius. Or both.
The seats and interior pressurization systems, along with most of the commercial electronics, furnishings and a gold-plated wet bar, had been pulled out. When the American had arrived, James had already mounted two .50 caliber machine guns in the nose. Reinforcing the airframe to take the recoil of the guns had been a neat trick, the kind of work he'd never have gotten a chance to do getting his engineering degree. The American had seemed impressed. For about twenty seconds. Then he'd asked for more.
Now a jamming pod poked out of the roof of the cabin. The rear cargo hatch beneath the tail had been pulled and replaced by bare metal with two openings. One was for a flare launcher, the other for a 7.62mm minigun, an electrically driven gatling gun that fired 6000 rounds per minute. Aimed to fire to the rear. Damned crazy American.
Craziest of all was what he was mounting now. Lieutenant Wing, damn his eyes, had suggested that they could mount JATO units on the back of the jet to give it extra thrust. JATO — Jet Assisted Take Off — units were rockets, strapped on to heavily-laden cargo aircraft to assist them in takeoffs, either for heavy loads or to lift off on short runways. The American had, of course, loved the idea. Being able to double your speed for thirty seconds might make the difference between life or death.
The requirements had been considerable. They needed some way to mount the JATO units on their converted civilian plane. Wing's brother owned a machine shop, so they'd been able to manufacture clamps to hold them on and bracing to reinforce the airframe. But since Wing was an electronics engineer, it fell to trusty Sergeant Hong to make it work.
The American stuck his head out of the plane. "Sergeant Hong! I need your help in here!"
Hong put away his tools, cursing under his breath. He and Wing, both college students mobilized for the war, were the only members of the crew who spoke english. The American, of course, spoke no Chinese. Damned arrogant big-noses! He looked over to where, in the distance, a podium had been set up and the real combat aircraft were on display. Then he looked at the improvised plane he was in charge of and sighed.
Hong went through the door into the cabin of the plane. It was a mess of wiring, machinery and improvised fittings, scarred with weld marks. The back of the cabin was cramped by the flare launcher and the minigun with it's enormous ammo bin. Next to a piece of electronics gear was Corporal Loo, swearing furiously. The American looked relieved when Hong entered.
"Sergeant, could you tell the corporal this jammer is no good? We need modern equipment! This thing's got vacuum tubes in it!"
Hong listened to what the corporal was saying, in between comments about the American's mother and sexual acts that he thought the Yankee did with various house pets. Hong did a quick translation. "Corporal Loo says that it is the latest gear, from the Navy. He says that jammer needs to use tubes. Microchips can't put out the power you want. He says microchips would melt. Tubes just get hot and put it out."
The American's eyes widened in surprise. Loo kept cursing. Hong turned to the Corporal, switching to Chinese. "Shut up, you mating worm! He understands! Just hook the damn thing up!"
For a moment he wished Lieutenant Wing hadn't left to scrounge more electronics.
"Thanks, Sergeant." The American was smiling again. A grown man, yet since Hong had met him he hadn't stopped smiling. Like a child with a new bunch of toys. "Tell the Corporal that once we get this stuff mounted, I'll buy the beer!"
Well, maybe the American wasn't that bad.
* * *
It was late afternoon by the time the press busses returned to the Grand Hotel. ROC officers helped everyone file reports on the Flying Tigers, then shooed them off when they started asking questions about the other jets at the airbase.
Ready for dinner and a beer, Mike Shannon stepped off the bus. A few yards away stood Soo-minh, her expression cool. "Good afternoon, Mr. Shannon. Did you enjoy your visit to Tung Shan?"
He looked at her, shook his head. "You used me."
"You lied to me about the tape. We are even."
He grimaced, nodded. "Yeah, we're even. I shouldn't complain. It's the first big scoop of my career." He wondered what was going on behind that china-doll face.
"Mr. Shannon, I have arranged for us to tour the coastal defense zone. Do you wish to go?"
Before Shannon could argue, Hammond spoke from behind him. "Yes! We wish to go! Mike, get cleaned up. Scheduling is my job. Lieutenant, let's have a look at your itinerary…"
Hammond stepped forward to speak with Soo-minh. Shannon went on into the hotel.
* * *
General Sung had always believed in sustaining the body, that it might sustain the mind. Knowing he would be living at headquarters for the next few months, knowing all the decisions he needed to make had been made, he told his staff he would come in after the evening meal and not to disturb him unless something exploded.
It was the first time in weeks that General Sung had been home for a full day. His wife laid out a special meal, doing much herself because most of their servants had fled. Only the Army valets remained.
Liling Zhang looked at her husband, put away the tension she felt and smiled. He ate with gusto. He had rested, swum laps s in the pool, done an hour of Tai-Chi and spent the day with her, talking of small matters and watching a movie on television. It had been years since they had been able to simply be together this way.
He looked up at her and smiled, the smile he gave only to her. "Flower petal, this has been wonderful. I am sorry I cannot stay."
"I know," she said. "The life of a soldier's wife. It took me back years, fixing this meal for us. Do you remember that shack we lived in when we were first married? Your father was so angry you married a farm girl from Taiwan! He expected me to murder you in your sleep!"
"Well, the girls from Beijing were already trying to murder me in my sleep, so I thought I would take a chance with you instead." He smiled again. "Thank you for not killing me in my sleep."
A moment of silence. He broke it first. "Flower petal, you should leave. Go visit your family in Hualien. It will be safer there and I will not have time to come home for many days."
She nodded. "You're right. This house feels so empty without the servants." A moment's silence. "Tell me — Do you ever wish we had children?"
He sipped his tea, thought about his next words carefully. "We did not have any choice, after the difficulty with our first one." Her first pregnancy had miscarried. In saving her, the doctor had rendered her unable to bear children. He had claimed it was necessary.
"You could have divorced me. You could have found a wife who could give you sons."
His face took on that stern look that always frightened her. Thirty two years of marriage and it still frightened her. "You are the only wife I have ever wanted. Children — well, I have never been good with children. If things had been different, I would have learned, but…"
He stood and walked to her end of the table. He took her hand and kissed it in the formal european way, the way they'd both seen in the movies as youngsters. "You are the only companion I have ever needed."
She looked up at him. At moments like this, when his stern front stripped away to show the man she loved, her chest still felt tight. Like her heart would burst from joy and sadness, intermingled. She smiled, a tear in her eye. "And you the only companion I have ever needed."
She looked into his eyes and had an errant thought. "My love, how soon do you have until you must leave for headquarters?"
"An hour. Why do you ask?" She smiled at him and stood. His smile grew different, earthier.
They walked upstairs.
* * *
Night was falling over the South China sea. The weather was changing to springlike warmth, the interval between winter storms and the June summer monsoons. Warm breezes blew from the south, seeming to fan the sun into orange fire over the mainland. On the east coast of Taiwan, in the narrow strip of land between the mountains and the sea, night had already fallen as the mountains to the west cut off the sunlight early. One strip of darkness appeared almost as a starry sky of it’s own from above, the great rift valley of eastern Taiwan. It was a fertile strip of land wedged between the coastal mountains and the interior mountains, perhaps the world’s greatest natural fortress, the lights of small towns and farms breaking the sea of darkness.
The brightest spot on that coast was the port city of Suao, a city pushed up against the mountains with nothing but the Pacific to it’s east, as far as they eye could see, open ocean stretching away. It’s naval base was the home of the 168th Fleet and the Naval Command Center. The command center was yet another complex dug into the stone of the mountains, buried deep yet on a mountain that overlooked the city. Practicality might have dictated combining command facilities with the command center at Taipei, but interservice rivalries dictated that the Navy have it’s own command center. Of course the Army and Navy each generously offered to share the facilities with the other service, but always found good reason to operate out of their own.
Admiral of the Navy Guo Feng looked at the message from General Sung and smiled. He was outside the command center, on an open air balcony built for officers to get a breath of fresh sea air after too much time in the command center. He was looking at the eastern horizon, where the last rays of sun coming over the mountains to the west created a brief false dawn to the east.
“What did General Sung say, uncle?” The Admiral’s nephew, a commander in his own right and the Admiral’s aide, had waited politely as his uncle read.
Unlike the imposing (and sometimes terrifying) General Sung, Admiral Guo was of average height and, though fit, had a tendency to get a little thick around the middle. “The General has very kindly given me the authority to initiate hostilities against the mainlanders at the time of my choosing. His intelligence has confirmed the mainlanders are going to begin their attack tomorrow.”
“Why didn’t he order the attack? He has insisted on the army taking the lead so far!”
Guo nodded. “He has. But I believe our good General does not trust himself. He has been preparing for this war for so long, he is afraid he might begin it prematurely, too eager to begin. He knows I am more contemplative. And, of course, my units are the ones closest to the mainlanders.”
“It is not by our doing! The damned mainlanders are harassing every ship and plane we have. There have been a dozen near collisions just this last week!”
His nephew, Guo thought, looked very good in his Commander’s uniform. He had earned his rank honestly. Well, mostly. It hadn’t hurt that his uncle was a senior officer. But Guo had never done anything more than ask a friend to consider the boy for a job.
Guo nodded. “Like a schoolyard bully. They are so powerful, so much more numerous than us, they do not believe we will dare to strike back. They must rub our faces in how badly we are outnumbered, to try to get us to surrender to them.”
“We are outnumbered. Badly. If we let them strike first, even with our units on alert, we could still take heavy casualties. Do we have a chance?”
“If I didn’t think we had a chance, I wouldn’t have spent my life trying to build this fleet. Go to fleet command and relay to all units: Open sealed orders coded: Han Solo. Set time for 0200 hours.”
“Han Solo? From Star Wars?”
“It was popular when I went to college, in the United States. I had seen many American movies. Cowboy movies. I loved cowboy movies. But one thing always bothered me. The bad man always rode into town and the good man didn’t want to fight. Even when the bad man beat him, attacked his friends, burned his farm, simply awful stuff. Of course, sooner or later the bad man would go too far and the good guy would kill him. But it always occurred to me that if the hero had simply killed the bad man at the start, those around him would not have suffered so much. Then I saw “Star Wars”. I saw the scene in the cantina, where the bounty hunter was talking with Han Solo. He was obviously going to kill Han Solo. So Han didn’t give him the chance. Han shot first.”
Admiral Guo’s nephew shook his head. “But they’ll tell the world we shot first. Won’t that make us the aggressor in the eyes of the world?”
“They’d accuse us of having shot first anyways. We are fighting a liar and a bully, nephew. The thing about fighting a liar is that when he tells the truth, no one believes him. And when you are fighting a bully, when that bully has knocked you down and is standing over you, confident that he is bigger than you, that you will not dare strike back, that is precisely the best time to kick him in the privates.”
His nephew laughed at that. Then he grew sober, thinking. “Uncle, it does not mean the bully will not beat you up when he recovers.”
“Just relay the message, commander.”
His nephew rushed off. Admiral Guo breathed the evening air and looked west. The false dawn had faded. The next light to the east would be true dawn. He went over his plans in his head, step by step, trying to think of anything he had missed.
* * *
East of Taipei, the ROC Navy played hide and seek with Chinese subs. Outside Kaohsiung, a nuclear submarine waited.
Captain Kwan, commander of the HAN-class submarine "CHANGZHENG 6", looked at his watch. Four hours to go. He thought of the thirty-six mines in his torpedo tubes, waiting to be ejected to block the main southern harbor of the Nationalists. He liked thinking about those mines, sealing this harbor and destroying Nationalist warships. It distracted him from his situation.
Submarine operations are an eternal balancing act between silence, power and air. Submarines need to be silent. Conventional submarines are silent when they run on batteries, with an absolute minimum of moving parts. But they must surface to recharge their batteries by running diesel engines and to take on fresh air. Nuclear submarines can stay underwater indefinitely, manufacturing their own air, but their nuclear reactor cannot be shut down. Pumps must constantly be running, cooling the core, conveying steam to the turbines, powering the ship. Making noise.
Captain Kwan knew all this. Fleet command normally used conventional subs to get close into Taiwanese waters. But the timing of this mission required a long wait underwater, so his sub had been sent instead. "CHANGZHENG 6“ had crept in beneath a supertanker, it's sonar signature masked by the massive ship above it. Since then, for two days, they had waited.
Kwan looked at his clock again. Four hours until the attack began.
When he had begun his service, he had been in the People’s Liberation Army Navy. That had been changed to simply “The Chinese Navy" years ago, a change he’d welcomed. It was not a big thing, but it was certainly better than being just an extension of the People's Liberation Army.
He thought for a moment of the YUAN-class diesel boats tasked to mine the northern harbors of the Tanshui Ho, the arm of the sea that led to Taipei. A submerged run in, then out through Nationalist waters. Running on batteries, which enabled them to be silent, but needing speed, which generated noise. A tricky problem.
He'd have traded places with them for a bowl of boiled millet and let them keep the millet.
"Comrade Captain," his Executive Officer signalled him from the sonar panel, speaking in low tones. Any bit of noise could give them away. "Comrade Captain, come quickly!"
Kwan moved to the sonar station. "What is it, Commander?"
"Helicopter noises. It could be a sub-hunter, dipping for us." A light helicopter, hovering above the water, dropping a sonobuoy to listen for his submarine. Invulnerable to anything he could do. "We should be safe. The current is holding steady."
Kwan nodded. Their submarine was on the bottom, beneath a cool current of water floating out of Kaohsiung. It should conceal them from scanning above. A pity it could not protect them from scanning by the hydrophones planted outside the harbor. "Instruct the mine crews to arm their weapons. We will begin laying mines two hours early."
A sonar ping rang through the hull. Then another. Then a rapid series of sonar pings.
Kwan gritted his teeth in fury as his bridge crew jumped. "They've spotted us! Light off targeting sonar! Open tubes! Jettison mines! Engine room, all engines aft, set speed for fifteen knots! Helm, five degrees right rudder, stand by to shift heading!"
The crew of "CHANGZHENG 6“ leapt to Battle Stations, reactors going to full power, the propellers spinning. If they could have seen into the water, they would have seen the submarine lurch from the bottom in a spray of silt and sand.
"Tubes 1 through 4 empty, mines deployed!" called the weapons officer.
Kwan watched the track, wondering why the sonar operator was silent. There, they were clear! "Helm, left fifteen degrees rudder, engine room, all ahead, flank speed, set rotations for twenty knots! Sonar, where is our target? I need a firing solution!"
The XO, operating as sonar officer, shook his head. "No target! Whatever's pinging us is three hundred meters to port, but there's nothing big enough for us to see there!"
The submarine lurched as the engines stopped and reversed, the huge bronze propellers churning the water, engine noises building as the reactors went to full power. Kwan thought of the noise they were making and cursed in fury. They'd been tricked into exposing their position! Probably the seeker head from a torpedo, attached to a sonobuoy. Well, the Nationalist bastards could see them now!
Sonar spoke. "Screws in the water, two sets — torpedoes tracking, range, two hundred meters!"
Captain Kwan had time to swear sulfurously before the two seeker torpedoes homed in on his ship. By great good luck, one of the torpedoes detonated just outside the conning tower, killing him almost instantly. He was spared the fate of most of his crew, who drowned or were flash-fried when the reactor melted down.
* * *
It was 2 in the morning, Taipei time, when the Republic of China’s Navy opened fire.
Admiral Guo had chosen the dog watch, the middle of the midnight watch when sailors are most tired and the greatest proportion of the crew of every ship is asleep. Most of the PLA Navy ships were on partial alert, intending to wake their crews at 4am in time for the attack on the Nationalists, in concert with the attack on Kinmen. Some of the PLA captains had kept their crews on full alert since the previous day. Which, given that they were human beings rather than machines, meant they were mostly exhausted and concentrating more on staying awake than watching their radar screens.
The ROC sailors, on the other hand, had been able to get a few hours of sleep before their alert was sounded. They were tired but prepared and, with a few more hours of sleep, more functional. For several thousand of them, it would spell the difference between life and death.
Targeting radars were the first warning many of the PLA sailors had. Some of them stared blankly at their screens, their minds too fogged by exhaustion to respond. For one Type 52 destroyer whose captain had been playing chicken with the ROC Navy destroyer KEE LUNG (formerly the USS SCOTT) there wasn’t even that warning. The bridge crew was congratulating themselves on having made the KEE LUNG veer wildly off course to avoid a collision. Then someone noticed that both the 5 inch gun turrets on the KEE LUNG were pointing squarely at them.
Then the guns fired.
Even over iron sights, at a range of less than 500 meters, every shell slammed into the Type 52. Each shell blasted holes deep in the 144 meter long ship. Seconds later, the 20mm CIWS, the gatling gun on the KEE LUNG designed to shoot down incoming missiles, fired on manual control. The 20mm slugs poured out at nearly a hundred rounds a second, shredding the superstructure of the PLA destroyer. Hot rounds penetrated the tubes for the YJ8 antiship missiles on the Type 52, shredding the solid rocket motors at the same time as they tore apart the fuel tanks for the liquid-fueled sustainer rocket. The resulting explosion was much large than anything the KEE LUNG’s five inch shells had done. Other secondary explosions began tearing apart the Type 52 as KEE LUNG steered away from her tormenter. Even as she did, her radars were powering up, scanning for more targets for her Standard Missiles. Meanwhile, Gunner’s mates on KEE LUNG wheeled out carts of 20mm to reload the CIWS.
As they did so, their work was lit by larger and larger explosions from the PLA Navy destroyer, now dead in the water. The bloom of flame and secondary explosions lit the sea for ten kilometers.
The seas around Taiwan were suddenly dotted with the flare of rocket motors as missile batteries on Taiwan engaged planes and ships they had been tracking for hours. Shore based “Hsiung Feng" antiship missiles launched at supersonic speeds, joined by air attacks against any PLA Navy ship within a hundred kilometers of Taiwan. Chinese missile batteries on the mainland responded quickly, Silkworm missiles shooting towards any ROC ship within a hundred kilometers of the mainland coast. The seas around Taiwan were soon dotted with burning ships as the missile war escalated.
* * *
The sentries were bored as they stopped the truck.
Zhu noted they were reservists, out in the dock areas as security. He was briefly glad they weren't the Marines who guarded the Naval Base, or the increasingly jumpy National Police.
Zhu stopped the battered pickup truck he drove and shifted to neutral. The reservist, his pistol in a holster at his belt, stepped forward holding a clipboard. Behind him, two more reservists waited in a jeep that mounted a belt fed machine gun. It was past midnight, fifteen minutes after guard change. The knowledge that they would be guarding empty docks for the next four hours did nothing for their alertness, Zhu noted. Their post was an area of warehouses, dimly lit and quiet.
"Papers." The reservist seemed at least somewhat correct. Zhu handed him their travel permits, papers identifying him as a shipyard electrician. The reservist nodded at the papers, handed them back. "I need to look in the back of your truck."
Zhu nodded, pulled out a cigarette. "Go ahead, soldier." He pushed in the cigarette lighter, waited.
The soldier went to the back of the trucks. Zhu listened, his hand sliding beneath his seat, pulling out the silenced pistol. Beside him, Cheng waited also, opening the glove box and putting the papers back in, then fishing around for something.
They heard the reservist open the back of the truck, then a metallic rattle. A gasp of pain. The other reservists had just begun to notice when Cheng and Zhu brought their hands up, holding silenced pistols. A series of pops. The reservists died, each "double-tapped". One round to the forehead, one to the chest.
The cigarette lighter popped. Lt. Zhu Guo Hua, People's Liberation Army, pulled out the cigarette lighter and lit his cigarette.
They opened their doors quietly, jumped out and shoved the bodies into the back of the jeep. By then, the men who'd been in the back of the truck had dragged the body of the third reservist to the jeep and threw it in. That man was considerably bloodier — they'd shot him in the face with a Type 64 submachinegun. With an integral silencer, firing special subsonic rounds, the only noise the weapon made was the rattling of it's bolt as it fired.
Sgt. Cheng drove the jeep into a dark alley, left it there. Before he left, he took a small grenade from his pack and wrapped a thick rubber band around the grenade, pinning the spoon to it. Then he pulled the pin and shoved it into the jeep's gas tank. The gasoline would dissolve the rubber bands slowly. Once the rubber was dissolved, the pin would fly off and the grenade would detonate. The jeep was now a time bomb, waiting to go off.
Zhu popped the clutch. He had the truck moving before Cheng was done. His Sergeant leapt in as they moved and shut the door. The whole operation had taken less than two minutes.
As they rolled towards the docks, a grinning Cheng whispered, "We did it! We're through!"
Zhu nodded, still too tense to smile. "Well done, sergeant. But the mission is just starting. Discipline!"
"Yes, Comrade Lieutenant."
They arrived at the waterfront minutes later, parked in the shadows. All was quiet. The other four People's Liberation Army commandos jumped out of the back of the truck, stripping off civilian clothes to reveal wet suits, scuba gear and sacks for weapons and demolitions. The weapons and demolitions they could not take were left in the truck, booby-trapped against investigation. They pulled out three underwater "Sleds", driven by electric motors. Lieutenant Zhu finished putting on his scuba gear and checked the others. All were ready. No observers.
They ran to a nearby boat ramp and slid into the water, staying close to the surface to check their bearings. Navigation would have been difficult enough at night, but in the filthy harbor waters, it was almost impossible to navigate below the surface. The wet-suit let a thin film of water into the suit, to be warmed by his body heat. Zhu thought for a moment of the infections he'd probably develop from the polluted brew he swam in. He forced that thought from his mind.
They kept close together, entered the military section and saw their targets. One ancient GEARING-class destroyer, now being stripped for spare parts to be used on newer ships. 2 CHENG-KUNG class Taiwanese-built missile frigates. A single KNOX-class frigate, leased to Taiwan by the US.
There were other ships — a small fleet oiler, a Landing Ship, Tank (LST), patrol and missile boats. But it was the big ships that could engage aircraft or submarines, whose missiles could devastate any invasion fleet from 80 kilometers. Unless they never put to sea.
The commandos split up, each going to one dock, staying underwater as they approached their target. Inside the harbor the ships were lit, giving a dim illumination for Zhu to work with. In the harbor, many of the ship's watertight doors would be open, making it more vulnerable to flooding. His sled bumped the dock. He cut the engine, felt the barnacle-encrusted pilings, tapped his partner. They moored their sled and split up.
Zhu swam until he touched the ship — a smooth wall of steel, hard to grip. Struggling to hold his place in the water, he fished in his bag and pulled out the heavy, pie-plate shape of a limpet mine. A quick yank and the anti-magnetic cover was removed. He placed the mine against the hull, powerful magnets locking it in place. He armed the mine, then swam further down the hull. He had three more to place, as well as two charges, timed to go off five hours after the mines.
Five minutes later, he was waiting at the sled when his partner returned. Together, they swam to the rendezvous point. Sergeant Cheng and his partner waited there, the Sergeant grinning at having beaten him on time. He'd never managed that during training. Minutes later, the third team arrived. The six men headed back for their truck.

CHAPTER 6

Group leader Zheng Yiguan looked east as the sun rose. Around him, sitting on trucks and buildings, or in their boats, thousands of Party Militia waited for the show to begin. They were standing shoulder to shoulder, many of them finishing breakfast.
Zheng crumbled boiled peanuts into his steaming porridge — a special treat this morning! — and sipped his tea. Real tea today, no Bai Cha for loyal Party Militia!
A cool wind blew off the sea made Zheng huddle deeper into his jacket. In the distance, Zheng saw the lines of jet contrails turned to orange fire by the rising sun. The jets of the People's Liberation Army Air Force, daring the Nationalists to interfere.
"We're coming for you too." Zheng thought. "Plenty for you. Just wait!"
"Why are they taking so long?" whined Huan, huddled under a blanket.
The first gun fired, a cannon shot echoing across the waters, a sound like tearing cloth as the lone shell crossed the sky. They saw a puff of smoke from Kinmen. Heard the detonation a second later.
Everyone watching cheered, tension releasing.
Then the barrage began.
Almost 5000 guns fired, located within a 12 kilometer wide, three kilometer thick belt. Guns were set up on sports areas, in farm fields, by roads, wherever there was an open space back from the waterfront. Every gun fired within a few seconds.
It was a wave of noise, a roar of thunder, a wall of sound that drowned out the cheers, unlike anything they had ever heard. The militia loved it. There was silence for a moment as crews reloaded their weapons. The observers had been shocked into silence. The thunder of the guns kept echoing away. Then began the thunder of shells landing on Kinmen.
The gun crews went to work, serving their weapons with shells and propellant, pouring out a torrent of fire. The smallest gun there, the 122mm cannon, could throw a 47 pound shell 16,000 yards. The bigger 152mm and 155mm guns added their weight to the barrage, backed up by the true heavies, 8-inch howitzers firing shells that weighed over a quarter of a ton. They started firing at a rate of 3 rounds per minute but after the first few minutes physical exhaustion forced them to slow to one round per minute, per gun.
Zheng watched it all, pride swelling in his chest to be a part of it. The distant island seemed to be erupting with shells, long columns of smoke rising away, carried inland by the sea breeze. Then Zheng heard a growing roar from the sky. Comrade Tian glanced up, grabbed him and pulled him under a truck, bellowing "Take cover!"
A moment later, there was a massive explosion in the harbor, a geyser of water and mud that splattered over them all. Zheng rose from cover, looked at it as brown rain spattered them. "How can the Nationalists be firing back under all that?"
Tian stayed under the truck, avoiding the water. He spoke in disgusted tones. "They can't. That was a short round. One of our own gun crews didn't load enough powder, the stupid monkeys!" He crawled out once the spray had stopped, brushed himself off. Then he pointed out to the harbor. "One of our batteries is off. Look!"
Three hundred meters south of the island, geysers of exploding shells were erupting in empty water.
"Why don't they correct it?"
"They don't know who's firing it. There are too many guns to spot for individual rounds. They'll have to check battery by battery." They watched for the next few hours. One by one, barrages of shells landed north of the island as each battery was told to shift fire. The shells didn't always land north of the island. Kinmen was several kilometers across, easy to hit even if you were a few hundred meters off. After two hours, the shells stopped falling to the south.
By then, many of the Militia had gone back to sleep, or were singing or giving speeches. Zheng had not tired of the show. He watched patiently, wishing he was one of the gunners. He hummed along as he heard familiar words sung by the Militia to their left.
"There are girls like beautiful flowers,
boys with strong bodies and open minds.
To build our new China,
We are happily working and sweating together…"


"My Motherland", one of the old Party songs. It had been years since he'd heard it. On this morning, it was magical. Even the stink of cordite and explosives, drifting over from the island, was magical.
Behind him, he heard Comrade Tian cough. "Here boy. They had some porridge left. Eat up. You never know when you'll get to eat next."
Zheng took the porridge thankfully and ate as Tian sat down. The old man looked into the rising sun, the sea breeze causing his eyes to water. "Glorious, isn't it, Comrade Tian?"
"I'm your uncle, boy. Call me uncle. If I hear one more "Comrade" this morning, I'll puke!"
Zheng stopped in shock, looked at him wide-eyed.
Tian looked at him and laughed. He fell over laughing. He stopped after a few minutes in which his laughter drowned the noise of the guns. Then he sat again, still grinning. Not knowing what else to do, Zheng went back to eating. "Boy, do you know how stupid you looked? Gaping at me with a spoonful of porridge in one hand?"
Zheng put the porridge down, confusion raging in his head. "Comrade Tian, you are a Party Member! You joined when you fought the Yankees in Korea! How can you talk that way?"
Tian grinned wickedly as he added some salt to his porridge. When he spoke, his voice was pitched lower. "I'll let you in on a little secret. I joined the Party when they sent me to Korea because Party member's families were notified if their sons died. I didn't give a rat's shit about Mao!"
The sudden blasphemy silenced Zheng for a second. Emotions warred with everything he had been taught. "But you were a volunteer!"
"For someone who is so smart, you can be a real donkey's ass at times." Tian shook his head. "Yes, I volunteered. By being born. The commissar came to our unit and told us that we were volunteers. Things were different then."
They sat there and watched the barrage, confusion churning in Zheng's mind. Tian watched the explosions as he ate. "I did a few figures. That's two thousand rounds per minute hitting that island. One-hundred and twenty thousand rounds per hour. How many hours did they say they'd be firing?"
"Six hours." Zheng cleared his mind. It was no matter. Tian was loyal and worked hard. He was old and did not have long to live. What point would there be to reporting him? Besides, Zheng thought in rare self-examination, he really did care for the crusty old fart. "Six hours of barrage."
"Seven-hundred and twenty thousand shells, on one island." Tian nodded. "Not bad."
* * *
The artillery started with point-detonating fuses on their shells, making them explode as soon as they hit anything solid. They detonated on houses, trees, wires, barracks, exploding all across the island. Within five minutes, every building on the island had been smashed. Within an hour, there was nothing left on the surface of the island that was recognizable as a building.
After an hour, the artillery shifted to base-detonating fuses, setting off the shells a fraction of a second after they landed. Shells, some of them steel-capped to penetrate armor and concrete, slammed deep into the island before they went off, blasting enormous craters. The big 8-inch shells blew holes the size of small ponds. As they worked their way deeper, they began to shatter the bunkers ringing the island, where the ROC troops waited out the bombardment. The older bunkers went first, where sea breezes had weakened concrete and rusted steel reinforcing rods.
One 8-inch shell penetrated an artillery magazine, punching through concrete and steel weakened by earlier hits. It went off amid stacked 105mm and 155mm shells, causing sympathetic detonations. The explosion from that rose above the roar of the bombardment. The huge blast threw a mushroom cloud into the air, starting a brief panic in the assembled militia.
* * *
The news of ships exploding in Kaohsiung harbor hit Taipei at the same time as news that the Chinese had begun shelling Kinmen. Shannon's crew was sent to Taipei to cover the story, while Kathy and the main network crew stayed in Taipei.
During the drive down the Sun-Yat Sen Highway to Kaohsiung, Shannon learned two things. One, Soo-minh was still upset. The frosty air of the wagon had nothing to do with the air conditioning. Two, her driving became more typically Taiwanese when she was in a bad mood.
After the first couple of near-accidents, Shannon buried his nose in the briefing pamphlets. Hammond chattered on the cell phone, making arrangements. Coleman slept.
After an hour of the silent treatment, Shannon decided loud hostility would at least be a change from silent hostility. "Lieutenant, how much longer should this take?"
"One more hour to Kaohsiung." Her voice and expression were cool and correct, distant. The only emotion she displayed was a brief frustration as she steered them past a long column of army trucks. It was cloudy and humid — a typically Taiwanese day. They'd already driven through a brisk drizzle.
Hammond looked up from his phone conversation. "Hold it down. I'm getting another call. There's been another explosion at the docks, something about a car bomb."
Shannon shook his head, spoke in lower tones. "Look, Soo-minh, if this is still about the video, I'm sorry we lied to you. We went way overboard to get that story out. But it worked to your benefit! The good publicity you got-"
"I do not care about the stupid story!" She snapped out a stream of liquid, musical syllables. Shannon was certain that whatever she was saying, it sounded better in Chinese. She grew silent.
He watched the emotions on her face. Her control over her expression cracked, briefly. Then she calmed herself. "I have a brother on Kinmen."
Every instinct Shannon possessed as a newsman told him what an opportunity this was. He didn't listen. He couldn't, if he wanted to be able to live with himself. "I didn't know. I'm sorry to hear that. I'm sure he'll be alright."
"The island has never been taken." She struggled with her emotions. "He told me about it, the last time he was home on leave. They have bunkers there, very deep bunkers."
They went on in silence, Shannon not knowing what to say. Finally, he asked "Can you do this? Do you want us to get someone else for liaison?"
"It is best that I keep busy." Her voice grew calmer. They drove on in silence for a few minutes. Then she started speaking again. "He is not my favorite brother. We fight a lot when we were children. Our father fought in Chiang's army on the mainland. He wanted us all to become soldiers, to go back and free China. My brother did not want to go and had to be drafted. That made my father very angry."
Mike Shannon nodded, remembering some of the arguments he'd had with his older brother. Only a couple of years older, Pat Shannon had joined the Army for three years, then gone to college on a National Guard scholarship. "I'm that way with my brother. He was in the Army. We fought all the time about politics when I was in college but we get along better these days. He even loaned me his camouflage fatigues."
She looked at him oddly. "You were never in the Army?"
"No. It isn't required back in the States."
They spoke more, about family and inconsequential things, until they arrived at Kaohsiung Naval Yard. They were let through the gate by harried ROC Marines, dressed in combat fatigues and bristling with weapons. Inside the base was chaos. Ambulances and emergency vehicles ran back and forth. ROC sailors and Marines and civilians worked frantically to treat the wounded and fight fires. Soo-minh got them close to the area. They walked the rest of the way.
The scene was incredible. One warship had smoke and flames pouring from it. Firefighting crews swarmed over it. It and several other ships were tilted to one side, one at a nearly 45 degree angle. One of the biggest ships was awash at the pier, pointing straight up but with filthy harbor water splashing over the decks. Another one had smoke stains on the superstructure. Shannon could see portable pumps set up near some, spraying water into the harbor. He'd seen his share of emergencies working the city beat, but this dwarfed them all.
Hammond put away his cell phone and called out. "We've got clearance! Mike, Dale, get on top of that building — it'll give you the best view!" He pointed to a nearby flat roofed, one story building.
As Shannon and Coleman climbed onto the building, Hammond read off a list he'd been jotting down during his cell-phone conversations. "Okay, here's the spin! This happened five hours ago. The ROC Navy isn't talking, but our Washington bureau thinks it was done by commandos. The military consultant says it was probably demolition charges planted against the hulls. ROC Navy says there have been "Light Casualties", unquote. Start the story with `Explosions at dawn woke this Taiwanese naval base today, explosions that experts say may cripple Taiwan's southern fleet…'"
"Our fleet is not crippled!" Soo-minh's eyes flashed. "We have many other ships!"
Hammond cocked an eyebrow at Shannon, shrugged. Shannon nodded back, checked his face in his compact. It was one of the first rules you used in TV news. Skip the fine points, go straight to the good pictures and the dramatic statements.
Dale Coleman finished adjusting his camera, aimed it at Shannon with the burning frigate in the background. "Okay man, tape rolls in 4, 3, 2…." The camera blinked red as it began to film. Shannon looked slightly above the lens, pitched his voice to it's "Serious Journalist" tone and began to speak.
"Explosions woke this Taiwanese Naval Base before dawn today, in what looks like a commando raid or sabotage. Casualties have not-"
WHAM!
Shannon froze, stunned by the sudden explosion.
The first explosion was directly behind Shannon. The commando had planted his timed charge on a fuel line — JP4 jet fuel for the turbine engines of the ROC frigates. Fuel sprayed onto the waters of the harbor, ignited from the burning ship.
WHAM! WHA-WHAM! More explosions, right after one another, bursting in the middle of the rescue crews, shattering piers, throwing bodies and equipment into the air.
Shannon dropped to the roof, ruining his suit as protective reflexes finally kicked in. Coleman just kept filming, catching the series of explosions. Docks collapsed, corpses and equipment and wounded personnel spilling into the water.
The only coherent thought in Shannon's mind was that the explosions didn't sound like they did in the movies.
"Damn!" shouted Coleman. "Fire in the hole!"
Shannon rose, dusting himself off as his mind tried to sort itself out. Reflexes kicked in as Coleman pointed the camera back at him. "As you can see behind me, there have been more explosions! I can see casualties — a lot of casualties, the Taiwanese have a lot of ambulances here — there's an ambulance burning!"
The horror of it suddenly hit Shannon. There were people dying out there. He looked for Soo-minh. She was nowhere in sight. He concentrated on his job. "Those could be more explosives planted by the same men who…."
He went on, speaking to the camera, realizing that the film, with actual explosions on camera, was guaranteed to make it to the network. He stopped speaking for a moment — and heard screaming.
That distracted him. He turned to look.
Burn victims and other casualties were being taken to ambulances. Some screamed, others moaned and sobbed. For a second he wondered why someone was dripping red paint on the docks, before he realized that it was the blood of passing casualties. A thickening spatter of red on the filthy concrete of the docks.
Near the waters edge, two people had just dragged a body from the water. A sailor, from the looks of his dungaree slacks, with a white t-shirt stained from the harbor water. His body dropped limp, to the concrete. They put an ear to his chest. Shannon looked past the camera and pointed. "Dale, get a camera on them! They'll be doing CPR on that guy, it'll look great-"
Then he turned and saw them stepping away, pulling a thrashing man with burnt clothing out of the water, helping a casualty who wasn't obviously dead.
"Hey, wait a minute!" Shannon shouted as loudly as he could. It didn't carry over the noise of disaster. "Hey, you can still save that guy!"
Busy, they didn't hear him.
Afterwards, Shannon couldn't recall jumping off the roof, though he got to watch it on video playback several times. He only came to himself when he was crouched over the body, out of breath from his sudden sprint. The lessons he'd learned in CPR class as a Boy Scout came back to him as he worked. Check for pulse. No pulse. Check for other wounds. No other wounds, no burns, swelling at a shoulder, probably dislocated — No blood, just dirty water. Clear the airway, elevate the head, check for blockage, pinch nose shut, mouth to mouth-
Momentary revulsion was a footnote in his mind. This kid really needed to start brushing his teeth more often. He began giving CPR. Breath three times, pump three times, check. Breath three times, pump three times, check.
It only took a minute until the kid spasmed, coughed up harbor water and rolled over. Shannon kept the sailor’s face clear and made sure the kid could still breathe. Somebody gave him a blanket. He wrapped it around the young sailor. That done, he looked up.
Soo-minh stood there, shock on her face. She'd handed him the blanket. She had blood on her hands and shirt. He jumped up, looking at her. "What happened? Are you-"
"I am not hurt. This is other people's blood." She looked at her hands absently, then wiped them off on her ruined dress uniform.
"Yo, Mike!" Hammond was yelling for him, standing clear of the confusion. "Great shot! Now get over here and give us the closing statement!"
Outrage swelled in Shannon for a second, before Soo-minh shook him. "He has been yelling for several minutes. You should go."
His head whirling in confusion, he walked back to the camera.
* * *
The bombardment was in it's fifth hour when the tanks came.
Group Leader Zheng Yiguan had not yet tired of watching, seeing a sublime beauty in the steady pattern of explosions on the island. He continually looked to the east as the sun rose, hoping to see air combat as the Nationalists attacked. Instead, he simply saw more and more contrails, hundreds of them crossing the sky.
The roaring of diesel engines pulled him away from that as a long line of amphibious tanks came down the road. Every few minutes, the lead tank in the column would pull off the road and work it's way to the waterfront, moving slowly through masses of cheering Party Militia.
As the column passed his position, one of the tanks split away, trundled down to the beach. It's 85mm cannon seemed enormous, set in a turret that seemed strangely small atop the long, boat-shaped hull. The tank stopped and delirious Militia swarmed over it. One girl from another detachment hugged the tank commander and kissed him.
"Disgusting emotional displays!" Comrade Huan spoke behind him. He turned to look at her. She gripped her rifle, frowning. "And to someone not in the Party. I could never do that!"
Zheng looked at her. "Do not worry, Comrade. You will find a suitable partner." The girl stood very close to him. He was suddenly conscious of how long it had been since he had lain with his wife.
She gazed up at him with rapt adoration. "But Comrade Group Leader, I could die today fighting the Nationalists and never have found that partner." She inched closer.
He jumped up suddenly, called to Comrade Tian. "Assemble our comrades! We must be prepared!"
* * *
On the bridge of the old Missile Frigate "CHENGDU", General of Militia Xiao Gongquin beamed. He faced the carefully selected reporters with him. "Members of the world press, the capitalists on that island now face the unbridled fury of the People's Republic. Our militia will now storm the island."
He made a sweeping gesture towards the explosions. An Englishman who Security said was very reliable spoke. "General, isn't this rather a large operation for militia? Can your people do it?"
Xiao nodded. "The People's Militia are the strong arm of the Party, the armed embodiment of the will of the People. Resistance is unlikely after such a bombardment, Comrade Fiske, but I assure you, if there is resistance, our forces shall triumph!"
* * *
The signal was passed to begin loading.
Thunderous cheers swept over the waterfront, drowning out the distant guns and the roar of engines. A human tide of militia swept down to the boats, swarming aboard the ships, waving red banners, cheering, shouting cheers of glory to Premier Li and the memory of Chairman Mao. In the chaos, units broke up, militia loaded aboard the wrong craft, plans were lost or confused. Despite strict orders, unit leaders quickly jammed every available frequency with requests for instructions. Thousands of militia who had not been selected to be in on the assault squeezed forward in the confusion, packing even more tightly on the boats.
More than a few craft sank under the extra weight. Everything that could float on the waterfront was taken, whether it had been assigned for the landing or not. The luckiest militia boarded small LCM's (Landing Craft, Men) belonging to the border patrol or coastal militia. The fishing villages that lined the water had been stripped of their boats. Lines were passed from barges and rafts to boats that would tow them to the beaches. Group Leader Zheng Yiguan and his company of militia boarded one of three barges being pushed in by a tug. Zheng became upset during the loading when the normally efficient Tian botched the job so they were the last ones on, boarding the barge farthest from the front.
During the final five minutes of shelling, the gun crews went at it with a final burst of fervor, cramming shells into their guns as rapidly as they could. The tide of explosions intensified. At least one more magazine was hit on the island, a tremendous eruption of an explosion. One last thundering barrage and it was over.
Silence settled over the waterfront as the echoes of the shelling faded. The grumbling of boat engines grew. Mortars fired colored smoke rounds to mark landing zones, their sound toylike after the massive bombardment. The noon sun shown down, warm even against the cold sea breeze, blocked only by clouds of smoke and fumes.
The order came.
Cheering began again as engines raced, ships slowly moving forward. In front were the gunboats of the Naval Militia, pulling strings of rafts and barges. Eager to be the first, they raced ahead. Then came fishing boats, barges, tugs, amphibious tanks wallowing into the water, splash boards shoved forward to create lift in the water, track commanders riding head and shoulders out of the turrets.
Here and there, Militia fell from their boats, splashed laughing in the water. Over-enthusiastic militia fired bursts of machine gun fire into the air. They were quickly silenced. The boats passed the two old frigates serving as command ships, flowing around them like a tide of red banners. Then, echoing over the waters came the sound of tens of thousands of voices, singing "The East is Red!". Tuneless but enthusiastic, they passed the halfway point to Kinmen.
On their barge, Tian and Zheng argued.
"Get down, you idiot!" Tian's nerves were frayed by the joyful atmosphere. He yanked Zheng off the ladder he'd climbed to look ahead. "Damn it, in Korea, I saw Americans survive barrages worse than that! The soldiers on that island are Chinese! They will dig deep!"
Zheng shoved him back. "You presume too much, comrade! There's nothing left on that island!" He climbed the ladder again to get a look. He had dreamed idle dreams of being the first on Kinmen, but he could see that others with faster ships had the same dream. Two gunboats without boats in tow were surging ahead of the landing force, flying huge red flags, eager to be the first.
Zheng grinned, unable to be angry today, looking to the left and right. Less than half a kilometer to the beach and as far as the eye could see, the water was covered with boats, rafts, barges and militia.
* * *
The water was covered with boats. Major General Pan Ze Ling looked at the monitors in awe. The Communists had filled the ocean!
The video system on Kinmen had been some boondoggle, a favor by some politician to some business dealer, allegedly to give commanders a better tactical view. Pan's tactical view was from the map. His people had charted as each bunker was hit, as each magazine was blasted. The mine fields had disintegrated under the barrage. So had two thirds of the cameras, though they were beneath armored covers. His beach fortifications were now broken concrete blocks, shreds of snapped concertina wire and shattered metal obstacles. Half his land lines were gone too, though that wasn't such a loss. Plenty of spare lines had been set up. No one was using radios, of course.
He understood his situation quite well without the cameras. He didn't believe it. Couldn't believe it, really. But there it was. The water was full of communists, coming at him, thousands of them. He looked at his map and tallied the units he still had left.
"Relay to all units," he told his aide. "Fire on my signal." As he heard the command relayed, he fought a sudden sense of unreality.
* * *
In the turret of his command tank, General Yan Sheng watched the assault wave move against Kinmen. What was left of his division waited around him, on landings prepared long ago for his division. For a moment, he considered waiting. The water was still full of small craft, a display of manpower and boats that took his breath away on primal level. Then he shook off his awe and signalled his track commanders. Around him, hundreds of engines roared into life. A second signal and they were moving forward. The tanks he had pronounced unusable entered the water twenty minutes after the end of the barrage, driving through the waves. After each tank came 3 infantry fighting vehicles, their stubby 100mm guns elevated. Also amphibious, they bobbed slowly up and down in the waves kicked up by the tanks. Each carried a squad of infantry.
* * *
On their barge, Tian had given up trying to talk sense to Zheng. He slouched against a heap of fire-fighting gear. The barge was vibrating as the tug pushed it to ever greater speed, caught in the moment. Zheng, who'd produced a set of binoculars, peered eagerly ahead as songs and cheering erupted around them. "The boat on the left is going to get there first — No! Somebody beat them to the beach! Someone is already on the island, on the dunes overlooking the landing zone! How did they get there so fast?"
Tian punched his nephew in the groin, caught him as he fell from the ladder and threw himself on top of the boy as he writhed in pain.
Two seconds later, the Nationalist Garrison of Kinmen opened fire with 8,237 automatic rifles, 2097 belt-fed machine guns, 520 recoilless rifles of various calibers, several dozen mortars, 49 rocket launchers, twelve fieldpieces ranging from 105mm light guns to 8 inch howitzers, and 217 anti-tank missile launchers.

CHAPTER 7

The killing began as a sheet of bullets sprayed out from the island. At thousands of weapons, men held down triggers and emptied their magazines at the mass of targets before them. Many of the ROC troops would have had difficulty not hitting someone.
The lightest weapon being fired was the Type 91 assault rifle. It's 5.56mm bullets, fired from a thirty-round clip, were lethal at over a thousand meters. Fifty-caliber machineguns fired streams of thumb-sized bullets that passed easily through entire boats, slamming through packed bodies, killing a dozen men or more each. Most of the ROC gunners linked several belts of ammunition together. The 7.62mm machine guns, copies of the American M-60, were nearly as deadly, their bullets often skipping over the waves until they hit something. The 5.56mm bullets from the rifles and light machineguns rarely penetrated more than one body but still filled the air with a whining sound of death.
The recoilless rifles and mortars blasted out high explosive shells fused for contact against their unarmored targets. The big 106mm recoilless shells could blast apart entire boats. The smaller 90mm "bazooka" recoilless rifles blew holes in the sides of boats that a man could crawl through. Mortar shells plunged down out of soaring trajectories. Detonating below the water, their blasts shattered boats, flipped amphibious tanks or killed men already splashing in the water. Bigger boats were targets for laser-guided anti-tank missiles. They sailed over the sea of dying militia. rocket engines sputtering, to slam into the superstructures of anything that rose above the wreckage.
Kinmen had a garrison of two divisions of troops plus support personnel. The inhabitants of Kinmen had their own reserve units, to increase that force. Non-combatants had been evacuated a week before, but there had still been nearly forty thousand men in their bunkers awaiting the bombardment.
The bunkers ranged from pillboxes just above the tide-line to company-sized, multi-level structures beneath several feet of steel-reinforced concrete, logs and steel beams. Still deeper bunkers had been sunk into the granite hills at the center of the island. Kinmen had never been truly secure for the Nationalists. The ROCs had, therefore, never stopped fortifying it. Roughly a third of the bunkers had taken direct hits from weapons heavy enough to crack them, or to jam gunports and exits shut.
Two thirds had not.
* * *
At the center of Kinmen, Major Feeman Ong supervised as the rocket launchers took final aim. The heavy bombardment rockets were mounted on the backs of trucks and aimed by moving the trucks. Ten had been in bunkers carved from solid stone. Only one had been destroyed in the bombardment. Four more were buried in their bunkers, unreachable. The Major had ordered crews to disable the weapons, then go to reinforce the beach defenses. The other five launchers aimed, gunners adjusting the mounts as target data was called in.
"Captain, you are certain of the target fix?" asked Ong.
"Affirmative, sir. Radio intercept places the artillery command center at-" A rapid string of coordinates. Ong checked his own map, his field phone nestled between chin and shoulder. Fourteen kilometers away, just the other side of Xiamen. Satellite photos showed the area to be in the middle of an artillery brigade. Fools! "Inform the General that we have target fix, await orders to fire."
Over the hills came the sudden roar of gunfire. Feeman smiled. Like his men, he had hated being buried alive in his bunker as a storm of high explosives blew apart his island. If the communists were stupid enough to put their artillery control center only fourteen kilometers from him…
"Kinmen commander says fire all tubes, then withdraw to reload."
"Firing in twenty seconds!" He slammed down the phone, picked up the firing switch gang-wired to all the trucks. "Fire in the hole! Take cover!" Gunners finished their adjustments, ran to cover, put hands over their ears. The major jumped into a convenient hole and bellowed. "Fire in the hole! Fire in the hole! Fire in the hole!" He hit the switch.
bombardment rockets per truck ignited with a shrieking roar. They launched on tails of searing white flame, scorching the trucks, emptying their racks in 22 seconds. Ong watched the 117mm rockets arch across the sky, then bellowed. "Into the tunnels! Prepare to receive counter battery fire!"
* * *
Major General Chang, commander, 471st Group Army Artillery Corps, People's Liberation Army, looked out from the top of his command building at his gun crews. They were breaking out hoarded beer and vodka, toasting each other, dog-tired and half-deafened as they were. Chang smiled. Let the boys have their fun. He could see the resupply trucks trundling down the long, straight roads between the rows of artillery, carrying more ammunition. He knew it would not be needed.
Then he heard the screaming of rockets.
The shells rained down, rocket motors expended, the only noise they made the shrieking of wind against their vanes. They were not very accurate. They didn't have to be. They blew apart artillery crews, detonated stacked ammunition, destroyed anything not protected by earth and concrete. The Chinese gunners had not bothered to dig in. Now they died by the hundreds, from concussion, blast and shrapnel. Three 117mm rockets punched through the roof of headquarters and detonated, slaughtering the central artillery command staff. Major General Chang was crushed to death as the building collapsed under him.
At other points, the few carefully-hoarded heavy guns of Kinmen fired rocket-assisted rounds at targets up to thirty kilometers away. Tempting targets like ammunition and fuel dumps. Explosions and fire began to ring the city of Xiamen. Gun crews, suddenly under fire and without orders, panicked. Most froze up. Some abandoned their weapons. Some fired wildly, dropping rounds on friend and foe.
* * *
Group Leader Zheng had finally fought free of his uncle. He stared at the sky, filled with tracer bullets, at the screaming and the roar of gunfire around him. "What's going on?"
"The damn Nationalists are shooting back!" An anti-tank rocket shot by. Zheng saw it slam into the bridge of a fishing boat. Bodies flew everywhere. The boat heeled over to one side, burning furiously. As his head cleared, a tide of bodies hit him, rammed him against the rear of the barge. The militia who'd crowded forward now fled back, away from the guns. Zheng lost sight of Tian as he was crushed against the ladder. He could feel the metal as the prow of the tug slammed against them, shoving them towards the beach. He could hear the engine throttling down, slowing them for the landing. A sandal rammed into his face. It was Comrade Huan, panic in her eyes, scrambling over him in an effort to get onto the tug.
Another missile hit the bridge of the tug. The bridge exploded in a deafening blast, sending shattered window, bodies and superstructure flying through the air. A second later, a 106mm shell hit the superstructure of the tug and exploded. Comrade Huan's body, between the explosion and Zheng, caught the blast. She came apart in a spray of red.
Zheng heard the engines rev up again. Through terror, he realized two simple things. First, the throttle must have been jammed forward. Second, if their string of tugs hit the beach at full speed, half of them would be crushed by the collapsing string of barges, whatever the Nationalists did.
The crowd that had crushed him momentarily fled forward, trying to get away from the explosions. Zheng looked at Tian. The old man, a snarl on his face, had just levelled his rifle at the mob. "Don't bother with that, old fool! We've got to slow this boat down!"
Tian glared at him for a second, then nodded.
Both the men scrambled up the ladder and rolled over the rubber fenders between the barge and the tugboat. Bits of superstructure were still raining down on them. The decks were covered by bodies and slick with blood. Tian signalled to Zheng, low-crawled across the bodies. "Get to the rear of the superstructure! We'll have some cover there!"
They crawled over the bodies of the wounded and the dead to find a mob of terrified militia hiding behind the superstructure of the tug. They screamed when they saw the two blood-covered men. The two men ignored them and scrambled up the ladder to the pilot house.
The pilot house was in shreds, the roof blasted off, bits of wood and plastic still burning, bodies everywhere. Zheng saw the tug's throttles, rammed forward by a corpse that had fallen against them.
Random bullets hit the superstructure, bouncing off remnants of the pilothouse. From their elevated position, Zheng and Tian could both see their barge was now in the lead. Behind them, roaring through waters thick with bodies and small boats, the surviving gunboats of the Naval Militia fled. Most of their weapons swung unused at their mounts. The boats they'd been pulling lay unmoving in the water, packed with corpses as Nationalist fire riddled them. Bullets were kicking up hundreds of waterspouts.
"Uncle, we have to get those controls," snapped Zheng, preparing to jump.
Tian nodded. "Take good care of my niece, boy. Or I'll haunt you!" Then he jumped at the console, crouched low.
Zheng hadn't meant for Tian to try. He jumped at the console a second later, just as a spray of bullets hit the pilothouse, ricocheting off metal, punching through wood. And flesh.
Both men made it to the console. Tian grabbed the throttles, pulled them back. Zheng killed the engine, then dropped to the deck, hoping the superstructure would protect them. Tian dropped beside him a second later. Zheng laughed as he shook his head. "Old fool, I meant I was supposed to jump!"
Tian grimaced back at him. "Shut up, boy! Get a first aid kit. Some Kuomintang dog nicked me!"
Eyes widening, Zheng saw fresh blood on the old man's forearm, where a bullet had passed through. He grabbed a first aid kit. Zheng had never had to patch a bullet wound, but he'd kept people alive after accidents with the commune's farm machinery. He figured it out.
The tug lurched as engines cut out. Zheng looked. Slowed by the barges, they were still gliding toward the beach. From other boats, surviving militia fired rifles and machine guns inland. More artillery shells dropped from the sky, landing at random.
A jolt! The lead barge hit the beach, was driven up on the sands by the tons of metal behind it. The shock almost threw Tian and Zheng off the superstructure. Then the superstructure of the tug shook as something blew up against it's base. Metal creaked and groaned. Tian cocked an eye at the mass of bandages on his arm. "Good enough, nephew. Let's get the hell off this boat!" They scrambled down to the lower decks.
* * *
Bloodied, panicked, confused, the Militia assault finally hit the cratered beaches of Kinmen. They had no other place to go and there were simply too many of them for the defenders to stop. Militia came on through water littered with bodies and burning fuel, on bullet-riddled boats and landing craft or swimming, knowing that to stay out in the water was to die. They hit the beach and there, they stayed.
They huddled in the wrecks of boats and barges or behind rocks, their ranks thickening as survivors of follow-on waves landed. Any boats that stopped were riddled with bullets. Anyone who charged the defenders met a storm of fire. ROC grenadiers fired their rifle grenades aimed high like small mortars so that their grenades would drop onto the enemy from above, behind their cover.
The amphibious tanks hit the beach, one every hundred yards or so. Engines snorting, they clawed their way out of the water, their coaxial machine guns hammering steadily, their cannon blasting at dug-in troops as return fire came in.
Scattered as they were, the tanks were obvious targets, sucking in every anti-tank weapon around. ROC troops fired bazookas, rifle grenades and heavy machine guns in a rain of explosive and armor-piercing slugs that ripped apart the thin armor of the amphibious tanks before they were ten meters from the water. In minutes each tank was burning, columns of thick black smoke boiling out into the sky. Some militia made the mistake of hiding behind the burning hulks. They died as fires set off ammunition stowed inside the vehicles.
* * *
On the flying bridge of the old Missile Frigate "CHENGDU", General of Militia Xiao Gongquin stared in horror at the distant beach. On the hills over the beaches, he could see a solid line of muzzle flashes. Boat after boat exploded in front of him. Comrade Xiao had never been in combat before. This was not as he had dreamed it would be.
There was a sudden roar nearby. He saw the frigate's 100mm guns aim and fire at the island. Then the frigate's antiaircraft guns cut in, their steady hammering counterpointing the roar of the bigger guns.
Over the noise, Comrade Xian suddenly realized that the reporters were crouched down on the deck. One of the skeleton crew of Navy sailors assigned to this ship came onto the signal bridge and saluted. "Comrade General Xiao, the Captain requests you go below immediately!"
Xiao, his mind beginning to work again, nodded. "Yes, that would be-"
Three laser guided anti-tank missiles hit the flying bridge a second later, blowing Comrade General Xiao, the friendly reporters and the unlucky sailor to oblivion.
* * *
General Yan Sheng watched from the turret of his command tank. As spray from occasional waves hit him, he saw the sudden eruption of orange tracer fire on the landing force. He heard the radio frequencies suddenly jam with panicked calls for artillery support, medical evacuation and Mother. His tank was in the second row of Type 63 Amphibious tanks moving towards the beach, followed by swarms of ZBD-97‘s. They were the PLA’s copy of the Russian BMP with a bigger gun and improved missiles. Dozens of the slower militia craft still bobbed around beside them, apparently having missed what was happening ahead because they were still heading to Kinmen. The General could see the winking muzzle flashes of automatic weapons on the island. Occasionally he saw the green tracer fire of PLA weapons go inland.
"Loader!" he barked through the helmet intercom. "Is the division push clear yet?"
"Negative, sir!" Panicked voices babbled from the radio, background noise on the loader's intercom. "All frequencies are jammed."
The General shook his head in disgust, spat into the water. Every damned idiot with a radio was screaming for help! "Shut it off. Pass me the flare gun." He had made provision for this.
A Militia gunboat, it's panicked crew nowhere to be seen, tore through his formation at top speed. The General cursed as the bow wave from the boat collapsed the splash board on one of his tanks. The vehicle slid below the surface of the water as if it had been pulled under. Only the track commander got out.
They were on the outskirts of the mess now, pushing through waters choked with wreckage, bodies and oil. Tracers flew overhead. Mortar rounds began landing among them. One huge explosion blew apart a ZBD. Another flipped a tank, sinking it instantly. Columns of oily smoke rose from the beach. All around them, panicked voices screamed for help. Some bodies thrashed as they approached and swam to the tank.
"No, you idiot!" screamed the General as one reached his tank.
It did no good. The panicked man reached out, was sucked underneath by the churning treads. He vanished with a scream.
The General cursed as he aimed his flare gun, hoped the fool hadn't fouled his tracks. He fired a red flare, then grabbed the spade grips of the 12.7mm DshK machine gun mounted near his hatch and flipped off the safety. All his track commanders did the same.
"Gunner!" he bellowed. "Fire two rounds, smoke! Then load high explosive and wait for my order!"
Over a hundred Type 63's had successfully made the crossing. Now, according to the pre-set fire plan, each elevated it's gun and fired two 85mm smoke rounds inland. Each tank jumped back in the water as it fired, then lurched forward again. The guns barked in a long, rolling barrage. Where they hit, the explosions resembled chrysanthemums as they burst, spraying burning fragments of white phosphorous. They generated a thick smoke screen. Within the smoke, choking men screamed as flakes of burning white phosphorous burned holes in them.
Which was also part of the plan.
Tank commanders opened fire with their machine guns, one bullet in five a green tracer round, filling the sky with green fireflies. The barrage of bullets and cannon shells forced the defenders to take cover, suppressing their fire. The General, all his orders given for now, aimed his heavy machine gun above the beaches and held the trigger down. His world became the stench of cordite, the hammering of the gun, the steady tinkle of brass and links being kicked out by the machine gun. Just short of the beach, his machine gun clicked empty. He dropped into the turret, slammed his hatch shut and dogged it.
The tanks hit the beach, diesels roaring, water pouring from their flanks, coaxial machine guns chattering, guns seeking targets. They rolled forward, crushing wreckage, obstacles and whoever wasn't fast enough to get out of their way. The defenders used anti-tank weapons, but now, instead of one tank every hundred meters, they faced a hundred tanks massed on half a kilometer. Further, many gun positions had been knocked out or were blinded by the smoke.
A few tanks died. Most rolled forward behind steady streams of machine gun fire, 85mm cannons booming whenever they saw a target. Militia survivors gathered in clumps behind them, using the tanks as moving cover, firing their rifles at anyone they saw. The boldest and nimblest climbed onto the backs of the tanks and fired from behind the cover of the turrets. Then the ZBD’s hit the beach. Their 100mm guns elevated and fired HE rounds inland while their back doors opened and infantry jumped out. The attack moved forward, a wave of steel, guns and vengeful men.
* * *
At Nanjiang Military Region HQ, Marshal Zhou Laijiun looked at the map of Kinmen and watched as units were moved or eliminated. Most units simply stayed wherever they had been when the Nationalists started shooting back. Many no longer responded to radio queries. The Marshal had assigned a number of PLA helicopters to observe and report back. They had all been shot down by Stinger missiles seconds after the shooting started. Judging from where the units were and reports that the Nationalists held the hills overlooking the landings, the Marshal was certain that what the Militia were doing mostly was, well, dying. So everything was going according to plan.
Premier Li Wolan was not taking it so well.
"Get your damned guns firing!" Premier Li 's carefully cultivated Beijing accent was gone now, not a single — er added to the end of any word. To be honest, the Marshal liked him better this way. "My Militia need artillery support!"
The Marshal nodded. "Unfortunately, Comrade Premier, my guns need to be told where to aim. None of your forward observers are calling for fire. Apparently General Xiao did not make provision for backup observers." The CHENGDU class missile frigates had both been sunk by missiles and recoilless rifle fire from the island, eliminating their forward communications hub and all their artillery observers.
"Also, we have not yet re-established Group Army artillery control."
Premier Li grew silent, his expression venomous.
At that moment, General Deng, who'd been supervising communications, stepped up behind the Marshal. "Comrade Marshal, the commander of the 246th tank division is requesting artillery support. He reports he has landed on the island and is proceeding inland."
His voice had been pitched low, in an attempt to keep his words confidential. Premier Li heard, nonetheless. "Was his division not the one selected to provide armor support for the landings?"
The man must have ears like a cat, thought the Marshal. "Yes, Comrade General Secretary. It would appear he has gone in himself. But Group Army Artillery command has still not been established."
Premier Li 's eyes narrowed. When he spoke, his Beijing accent was back, as pure as a Mandarin's. "Then assign an artillery regiment to him. The Nationalist running dogs cannot have destroyed all the regimental command posts."
"Of course, Comrade General Secretary. An excellent idea."
* * *
“You don’t get paid by how much ammo you are carrying, you know!”
Gripping his T-65 assault rifle, privateTang Minh winced as artillery shells impacted nearby. Around him huddled the men of his transport company. Some of them seemed to be trying to hide inside their newly-issued flak vests, like some camo-spotted turtles. Since they were artillery, their personal weapons were the older T65 rifle. Others, formed as teams, hauled around the big .50 caliber Brownings normally mounted on their trucks for air defense. Their trucks were safe and ready to roll, in their bunker. But Kinmen was so thoroughly cratered that no truck could move 20 meters. Tang's company had become infantry.
Tang looked over at who was doing the shouting. When they’d emerged from their bunker, they’d all walked past open crates of grenades and ammo. Everyone had drawn enough to fill their ammo pouches and magazines. Private Bao, on the other hand, was putting extra grenades in his backpack and stuffing his pockets with more ammunition. Corporal Ling was doing the shouting, giving him a hard time about it. “How much ammo do you need? You planning on fighting the communists all by yourself?”
Bao looked up, not at all disturbed by Ling’s mockery. “We all carry machine guns. They use up bullets really really fast and we don’t know when we’ll be relieved. I’m taking everything I can carry.”
There were some jeers from the waiting soldiers. But several others got up and began taking more ammo and grenades. After a moment’s thought, Tang joined them.
When he finished, heavy with ammunition, Tang Minh sat down and lit a cigarette. He puffed it thoughtfully. How proud his father would be! His wayward son, fighting the Communists after all!
The Captain and First Sergeant emerged from the command bunker. The First Sergeant carried one of the older M-14‘s, a rifle firing the heavier 7.62mm bullet.
"51st Transport, follow me!" called the Captain. NCO's relayed orders. The First Sergeant stayed at the rear of the formation, catching stragglers.
Tang Minh rose, picking up two boxes of .50 caliber ammunition he'd been assigned to carry and grunting from the weight. He wished now he'd done what his sister did and gone for an ROTC commission. Too late.
The company struggled over the cratered landscape. They passed the deep craters where bunkers had been hit, scrambling over mounds of earth and wreckage thrown up by the barrage. Occasional shells dropped around them, but never on them. They passed the armored position of a battery of 155mm howitzers. Chiang saw only a single gun still firing. Then they arrived at the narrows.
Kinmen is shaped roughly like a figure "8". They were east of the middle of the island. The narrows between the hills would be a good defensive position. The Captain, winded from the fast walk, turned to face his company. "Dig in here! Set up the .50 calibers to cover the narrows, but watch your flanks! Check headspace and timing as soon as you set up."
Chiang wearily dropped his ammo boxes with the nearest machine gun, picked a spot, dropped his gear and pulled out his entrenching tool. He chose a convenient crater and began deepening it and carving out sides. To the north, he heard a tempo of battle that seemed heavier than the distant beaches. To either flank, other units moved up and dug in.
* * *
"Driver, halt!" General Yan Sheng looked forward through his vision blocks and spotted the Nationalist recoilless rifle as it fired. The oversized bazooka kicked up a huge cloud of dust in it's backblast.
"On the way!" barked his gunner. The gun fired, rocking the tank back. When the muzzle flash cleared, the General saw the gun position exploding furiously, spare ammo going off. He smiled, eyes stinging from propellant fumes that now formed a haze in the tank's interior.
"Gunner, cease fire. Loader, set radio to division push. Then get on the brigade push and order all units to halt."
The loader, who doubled as radioman, worked the controls of the two radios assigned to the command tank. As he spoke, the General keyed his microphone to the division frequency or "push". Thankfully, the Nationalists had killed most of the militia idiots who had radios, so the frequencies had cleared. "Golden Dragon to Jade, Golden Dragon to Jade, come in, over."
"Jade to Gold Dragon, over." "Jade" was his command ZBD, somewhere behind them in the mass of APC's supporting the tanks.
"Status of request for fire, interrogative. Over."
"Call for fire being cleared now. Recommend you return to my position, over."
"Affirmative." He looked out his vision blocks again. While they had halted, the tanks and APCs to either side moved forward and around. Now they stopped. Militia and mechanized infantry took cover beside the APC's. Tanks slid into the smaller craters, leaving only their turrets exposed. "Driver, turn us around. Gunner, traverse the turret to the rear and put the main gun on "safe"."
The amphibious tank turned as tightly as the driver dared in the loose soil. Turning too tightly in pulverized soil was asking to throw a track and the amphibious tank made an unsatisfactory pillbox. As they turned, the gunner slowly hand-cranked the turret around, keeping their main gun pointing at the enemy. For the thousandth time, Yan Sheng wished the Type 63 had a powered turret.
As they drove back to the command track, the General finally felt safe enough to un-dog his hatch and poke his head out. After the interior of the tank, the outside was heaven, fresh air flowing over his face. They drove past the butchers bill for the advance — knocked out ZBD's and tanks, dead men. But many of the dead were Nationalists, in gun positions reduced to smoking wreckage.
He spotted his command APC easily. It was a ZBD with the turret removed and an enlarged troop compartment, sprouting radio aerials. A second command APC was parked nearby. Colonel Woo was standing nearby, looking at a map held against the APC's side and speaking into a radio. Around them, the Battle Police assigned to division HQ had cleared a security area. Several other APC's were parked nearby, while columns of militia passed to both sides, moving up to the front.
The General's driver parked them close to the Command APC, jolting to a stop as he showed off. The General ignored it. He had more important things to worry about. He took off his tanker's helmet, put on his kevlar helmet and dismounted.
Colonel Woo saluted. "Comrade General! We now have an artillery regiment for fire support. Battalion commanders are standing by."
"Excellent, Comrade Colonel. I'll hold off on the artillery until we meet some opposition worthy of it. Put Sergeant Ling in my tank." He looked at the map, considering.
The classic armored maneuver would be to go on a rampage behind enemy lines, destroying their support base and lines of communication. His tanks could flank the defensive lines, take the bunkers from behind and save the Militia pinned down on the beaches. But if he split his armor up too much, it would be destroyed in detail.
"Comrade Colonel, how many of our tanks are still moving?"
"About 75 sir, plus several hundred ZBD's."
The Major in charge of his Battle Police marched up. The first thing Yan noticed was that all the battle police had body armor, heavy flak vests. None of the militia he’d seen had any body armor, an absence he hadn’t noted until the Major walked up. He was suddenly very glad his armored infantry had also been issued the vests.
"Comrade General, we cannot expect reinforcements soon. Too many transport craft have been destroyed. Large numbers of militia are gathering behind us. My men will keep them moving in the right direction."
Colonel Woo spoke. "Comrade General, they have Navy landing craft all over Xiamen harbor! Why not use them to bring the Militia over?"
The General listened and studied the map. Finally, he spoke. "Contact Navy command and try to get them off their fat asses. Also, see if the Militia have any surviving commanders. Inform our battalion commanders that we shall attack on three axis. 2nd Battalion will attack to the right, 1st Battalion to the left. 3rd Battalion, with us, shall proceed down the middle to seize the narrows before the Nationalists get organized."
"Sir, the tank companies have all taken heavy losses!"
"Then the ZBD's shall have to serve as tanks. We can't afford to wait for reinforcements. Give the orders! Colonel, stay here with your command APC and get me some reinforcements. I don't care if it's street people with brooms! We move in five minutes!"
* * *
Private Tang saw the first Communist tanks approach over the hills and hunkered deeper in his foxhole. As his unit had dug in, small groups of other soldiers had come from the battle area, fleeing east. The soldiers on the line stopped them and put them into the defenses. Many of them had lost their weapons and gear while fleeing. The First Sergeant cheerfully told them they would no longer have that problem. If any of them fled, he would shoot them in the back. Weapons were shared out and the new men took their places.
The first tank was followed by a skirmish lines of infantry and APC's, then a few more tanks. Gunshots rattled along the line. A wire-guided missile launched, buzzing towards the distant tanks. They fired back. The fight was on.
Tang heard the slow hammering of the .50 calibers and the chatter of the light machine guns. The smaller weapons fired in longer bursts, strings of orange tracer that seemed to float across to the distant hills. Bullets began kicking up the ground around him. The Communist APC's fired their anti-tank missiles and cannon. Tang aimed his rifle and began squeezing off single shots. His father had always drilled into him that you fired single aimed shots, not wild bursts that hit nothing.
Amazing, he thought. He’d hated the crazy old man by the time he left home, yet all the lessons he’d been taught were still coming back to him. He had a sudden fierce desire to see his father again, if only to say “Look, I’m doing what you told me now. Are you finally happy?"
Even stranger, he wanted to hug the old fool.
A nearby blast at a machine gun position. Tang felt like a hammer had slammed into his chest. He closed his eyes and spat out grit. When he could see again, he realized that the machine gun crew was dead. There was a jagged chuck of metal embedded in his flak vest. It had punched halfway through. The First Sergeant was yelling at him. "Tang, get on that machine gun! Private Ho, load for him!"
Tang scrambled across the blasted ground into the gun position and heaved the dead bodies of the gunners out to act as sandbags. Then he checked the machine gun. The big Browning seemed none the worse for wear. He heaved back the massive bolt, chambered a round and fired.
He rode the hammering recoil of the gun, watching where the tracer fell, walking them towards a distant Communist APC. His stream of fire hit the vehicle. Some of the heavy bullets bounced off. Some punched through the thin armor. The vehicle careened into a crater, smoking. His weapon clicked empty.
Tang looked for Private Ho. The man hadn't budged from his foxhole. Tang yelled at the man. "Get over here, you toad!"
The First Sergeant had been sniping at the advancing Communists. He looked over and shouted. "Ho, get moving!"
Ho stayed in his position. Grinning, the First Sergeant produced a "pineapple" fragmentation grenade. "Ho, get moving or you get this!"
Ho shook his head. The First Sergeant shrugged and lobbed the grenade into Ho's refuge. The private leapt out of the hole and scrambled over to Tang. The grenade went off, blasting a spray of gravel out of the hole. The First Sergeant went back to sniping.
Tang grinned and fed a fresh belt into his weapon. "Load for me, Ho!"
He held down the triggers, sending out fire.
* * *
The 3rd Battalion's assault ran out of steam at the narrows. Vehicle after vehicle was hit and burned. Supporting infantry were massacred on the open ground. ROC troops retreating from the western half of the island kept hitting the Communists in the rear.
The battle was hard for the Nationalists too. The scratch force received a trickle of reinforcements, but ammo was running low. Artillery fire called in from the mainland hammered the defenders, crumbling their foxholes and killing anyone in the open.
Water ran out by noon. Both sides began stripping the dead for water and ammunition. General Yan halted the attacks when he was down to less than a dozen tanks, laagered the APC's in an all-around fighting position and called for reinforcements.
* * *
Group Leader Zheng Yiguan huddled against the crumpled hull of the burnt-out tank. He could feel vibrations as bullets hit the armor. Around him, dozens, perhaps hundreds of militia huddled in whatever cover they could find, while dead bodies rocked slowly in the waves. The stench of death, burnt diesel oil, cordite and the sea mixed in their nostrils. When there were lulls in the gunfire, Zheng could hear the moans and screams of hundreds of wounded, bleeding to death, hanging on to life, calling for medics. A chorus of suffering. Zheng began to understand what Tian had meant when he said the Militia weren't ready.
Cold, wet, angry, Tian looked at his pack of cigarettes. Sometime this morning it had gotten soaked with water. He threw it away in disgust, shook his head and peered over the remains of one shattered tank bogie. "Damn! Won't that pillbox ever run out of ammo?"
The nearest ROC pillbox mounted a pair of machine guns. It fired at anyone who moved. Cover fire from ROC troops on the ridges had wiped out three attempts to flank it. The concrete was pockmarked from a dozen hits by Type 69 rockets, none of which had silenced it.
Zheng shook his head, looking out over the water. A few boats still burned. Most had sunk. Many bodies, lungs punctured by bullets, had also sunk. "It'll never run out of ammo. We're all going to die here. Where's the Army? Where's our artillery? Where are the medics?"
Tian nodded, infuriatingly calm. "Those would have been good questions to ask before we started this, boy. What we need now are Pioneers with satchel charges and flamethrowers."
There was the growling of engines from the distant hills, the roar of machine guns, the barking of cannon in the distance. The old soldier shook his head and gripped his rifle. "Here they come to finish us off. Surprised it took them this long."
The two men peered cautiously around the side of the wrecked tank.
Up on the ridges, the storm of fire was no longer being directed at them. Green and orange tracer crisscrossed. Explosions burst among the ROC positions. With a sudden snarl of it's engine, a ZBD came over the hill, it's gun tracking, it's coaxial machinegun chattering. Half a dozen ROC's ran down the hill and were cut to pieces by flanking fire.
The survivors huddling on the beach managed a weak cheer.
From the back of the pillbox, someone fired a rifle grenade. The grenade hit the APC and blew off a tread. It responded with it's cannon, firing shell after shell into the rear of the pillbox. Each time it fired, the militia cheered. Then it was over, with no one but PLA soldiers on the ridge.
Tian levered himself up with his rifle and shouted. "Off your asses you stupid peasants! We have a war to fight! Get the chicken feathers out of your hair and pick up some weapons!"
Other militia began to rise from cover, still shocked from the morning, only now realizing they were going to live. Tian went along the line, kicking, swearing, shouting. "I'll kill any man I see on the ground! We're going to fuck these Nationalists! Then we're going to kill them! Then we're going to fuck them again! Get up!"
Zheng rose, checked his rifle. "On your feet, comrades! It is time for vengeance! Let's pay these capitalists back!"
Working together, they rousted the militia from cover and marched to the sound of the guns.

CHAPTER 8

General Sung looked at the video feeds from Kinmen, at the reports before him and swore. Beside him, the President was looking at the same reports, the same pictures. The horror of what he saw had overwhelmed him at first. By now he could think, but he couldn't see what the General was unhappy about. "General Sung, our forces on the island are hurting the Communists badly. What is wrong?"
"They aren't using their landing craft!" Sung swept aside the papers angrily. "I counted on destroying a large percentage of their landing craft. These idiots attacked us in fishing boats and junks!"
"Our garrisons are still making them pay," pointed out the President. "The first assault on Matsu was completely repulsed. We still hold half of Kinmen. From what these reports say, we've killed thousands of them."
General Sung shook his head. "We could kill millions. These are only Militia. President Xiao isn't exposing any of his specialist troops or landing craft. The Militia are being massacred, but he has an unlimited supply of those poor fools. We may be doing his work for him. Everything he needs to cross the straits is still intact."
Danny Huang stepped up behind the President. Ch’iu had been surprised when his aide had showed up the day before, but had been glad the boy had returned. The middle of a war was a bad time to have to assemble a staff. "Mr. President, we have a…situation."
"What is it, Danny?"
"Someone is putting the video feed from Kinmen onto the Internet."
Shocked, the President looked at the video feeds. Less than a dozen cameras still worked. One showed an exploding boat and men huddled under machine gun fire. Several showed only bodies. One, apparently ignored by the Communists but still functioning behind their lines, showed a beach where APC's and militia marched past wrecked boats and bodies. Someone had finally gotten them organized. Boats and rafts shuttled over a steady stream of militia. "How is this possible?"
"Someone must have hacked into our computers. The video feeds from Kinmen come in through the secure cables, along with communications."
"Find that immediately." Danny Huang nodded, ran off.
"Watching a war as it happens," Sung muttered. "Wonderful. Be glad it isn't someone who works for Communist intelligence."
Neither Sung nor his staff ever referred to their enemy as Chinese. They, the Nationalists, were the true Chinese. The Communists were just another Mongol horde, ruling China until it absorbed them. Then Sung grunted. "What is this?"
He leaned forward, studying the video feed from behind the Communist lines. "Colonel, turn up the light level on camera 29."
It was nearing evening. As the screen brightened, Sung cursed, his worse fears confirmed. "Damnit. PLA Navy is finally getting into the act. Now that all our gun positions are out, they're exposing their landing craft."
A PLA Navy landing craft was gliding into shore. It's ramp dropped and a tank came out. Not an amphibious tank, but a long, low shape, studded with blocks of applique armor designed to neutralize the shaped charges of bazookas and rifle grenades. Poking ahead of the tank was an impossibly long gun. The tank roared out of the surf, followed by a second and a third. Other landing craft hit the beach and dropped ramps. The General spoke tonelessly. "Type 99 Main Battle Tank, mounting a 125mm smoothbore cannon with autoloader. Crew of three. Armor a mix of composite and face hardened steel, combat weight, 42 tons."
Sung opened his desk drawer. In a society where smoking was routine, he had given up tobacco decades ago. Now he looked at a pack of cigarettes someone had left, grimaced and opened it. "Colonel, inform Kinmen Commander that heavy armor is being landed. Instruct Kinmen and Matsu Headquarters to initiate stage two."
* * *
On the west coast of Taiwan, the Captain was lecturing his tank commanders when the Brave Tigers came.
The lecture was underway outside the command bunker, a concrete bunker built during the tensions of the 1950's, neglected during the 1980's and refurbished again at the turn of the century. The Captain shared the bunker with the heavy weapons platoon. They had a recoilless rifle sandbagged in on the roof and heavy machine guns in the firing slits of the bunker. The 60mm mortar squad was dug in to their rear.
In the front row sat Sgt. Soo, listening as the Captain spoke. "This is the first time many of us have been deployed this long, so we are going through stress we have not had before. Some of you may have difficulty getting along with your crews."
The Captain glared at Soo. He wilted, felt shame mixed with bitter resentment. The Captain went on. "I want my tank crews to get on harmoniously together. Listen to your crews. Now, as to the Orders of the Day we just received: Each tank will receive it's ammunition, as soon as it can be brought up. Find a secure location to store it. Make sure the platoon leader for your supporting infantry posts a guard on it. Also, all tanks are to prepare secondary firing positions. From this point on, there will be communications checks on the land lines every two hours. As Sergeant Ken told you, do not use the radios for any purpose."
A growling roar came over the hills, echoing back and forth. The Captain tried to keep speaking, gave up as the noise increased. The noise became more distinct, until they could tell it was coming from the coast road. All the reservists looked to see what the noise was. They were tanks, but not Walker Bulldogs. They were to Soo's tank what the Empire State building is to a corner grocery shop.
Huge, solid metal shapes of sloped armor and gunsights, everything on them dwarfing their crews. Main turrets which sprouted long 105mm high-velocity cannons that made the 76mm gun on Soo's tank seem like a popgun. Smaller machine-gun turrets set on top.
Soo grinned. "Brave Tigers! We're playing in the big leagues now!"
The tanks were ex-US M-60's and M-48A5's, rebuilt in Taiwan with laser rangefinders, state-of-the-art night vision gear and blocks of chobham armor bolted on outside shells of four-inch-thick face-hardened steel. Loaded for combat they weighed fifty-two tons, driven by a turbo-supercharged V-12 1100 horsepower diesel engine. Soo ached to be in one of them. Academically, he could accept that his tank was still an effective combat vehicle. But he wanted one of these monsters! The Captain grinned and shook his head. "Men, stay out of their way. I must talk with their company commander over where they'll be positioned. Return to your tracks."
The men stood and put on field gear they'd taken off. Sudden dread fell on Soo. It seemed like his crew resented every order he gave them, something that was getting worse every day as they stayed on the tank. He was new in the company, while Corporal Huang was an old hand and a cousin of Sgt. Ken, chatting casually with the Platoon Sergeant. Soo had tried to make suggestions, only to have Sgt. Ken slap him down. Now it appeared the whole company knew of his problems. After only two days in the field, the young Sergeant was at a loss what to do.
He looked over at Staff Sgt. Zhang Mei. The ex-National Policeman ran his tank easily. He considered asking Zhang for advice but was stopped by shame. He was a Sergeant! He should be able to run his own tank without anyone holding his hand!
His confidence wilted as he went back to his tank. Corporal Huang and the others were standing up, watching the tanks pass on the road. Scattered among the tanks were armored personnel carriers, a few anti-aircraft tracks with 20mm gatling guns mounted on the top, jeeps and trucks. As he watched, three tanks and a jeep turned off the road and drove up a wooded hill to their south, about 100 meters away. The tanks disappeared into the trees with a crashing of wood and brush. They were followed by four of the boxy armored personnel carriers.
Huang whistled. "That's going to be one happy farmer! The government will have to pay him a lot for all those dead trees."
"If we have a government when we're done." The young sergeant climbed onto the tank. "They've never put the heavy brigades on the beach before."
"It's going to be a mess!" Huang shook his head. "It was complicated enough with us having to draw rations from the infantry platoon. Who's going to be feeding those Regulars?"
Soo thought a moment. As he watched, a reservist recoilless rifle jeep came off the hill, it's ammunition trailer bouncing behind it. As the gun crew struggled to hang on, the jeep scrambled onto the road and drove towards the command bunker, wheels flinging clods of mud. "They are staying together as platoons. They'll probably feed themselves."
"Huh!" snorted Huang. "Too good to be with us reservists! Sounds like your kind of people, Soo."
Huang laughed. Soo tried to think of a retort and couldn't. He clenched his teeth in silence instead as the other crew laughed with Huang.
“Sgt. Soo!” It was Staff Sergeant Zhang “The platoon sergeant told me to collect a detail to dig a new latrine and fill in the old one. Corporal Huang sounds like he’s volunteering for that detail!”
That silenced Huang. When he spoke, his voice was suddenly much more polite. “I, I’m not on your crew, Staff Sergeant.”
“No, you’re on mine.” Sgt Soo pulled a shovel off his tank and handed it to the older corporal. “Here you go. Remember to fill the old latrine in completely.”
Zhang grinned at Soo. “I’m sure the corporal’s sense of humor will be helpful in keeping up the spirits of those who have that job.”
Soo nodded his thanks to Zhang, who nodded back. As Soo walked back to his tank, his cell phone rang. He checked. Yes, it was his mother.
“Hello mother.”
“The communists are attacking at Kinmen! There’s fighting everywhere! Are you safe?”
“It’s very boring here, mother. Nothing is happening.”
“Well, we’re on the other side of the island and they just mobilized your father’s home defense battalion! And now your younger brother wants to join the Army. You need to talk to him!”
Soo was silent for a moment. “What does father say?”
“He’s proud, the old fool!”
It was too much for Soo. He needed time to think this out. “Mother, they are calling us for a formation. I have to get back to my tank.”
He put away his cell phone but it still felt like his mother was sitting in his uniform pocket, waiting for his reply.
* * *
Night fell on Kinmen, darkness broken by muzzle flashes, flares and burning vehicles. Private Tang blew on his hands as the air grew colder and warmed them on the metal of his machine gun. By now, his foxhole had a floor carpeted with shell casings. He and Private Ho had filled empty ammo cans with sand and brass, then stacked them around the position as extra protection. Ho huddled in the bottom of their foxhole, puffing on a cigarette and sitting on their last two cans of ammunition. Beside him was a rifle and a half-dozen rifle grenades he'd scrounged. Tang watched the show. Every few seconds, artillery shells landed nearby, harassing fire from the mainland.
"I never thought battlefields would stink so bad," said Ho. "It smells like we got dropped in an outhouse."
"People's bowels release when they die," said Tang. "My father told me about that. How many do you think we killed today?"
"Thousands. Stupid peasants." Ho finished his cigarette, let out one last breath, looked up to the sky. Somewhere behind them, a flare went off, lighting his face. "What's the difference? We're going to die here if we don't surrender."
Tang shook his head. "You saw what they did to those prisoners."
"But that was just militia." That afternoon, they'd seen one group of ROCs try to surrender. Militia in faded green uniforms had machine-gunned them where they stood.
"Then walk down there and surrender!" Ho laughed at that. Tang saw a series of muzzle flashes across the valley, ducked. A few seconds later, there was the banshee scream of shells overhead, explosions, and the sound of distant gunfire. Explosions burst all over the hill. He heard more shrieks, more shells going overhead. The artillery barrage had started again. Between explosions, Tang heard the rattle of equipment around them, men taking their positions. "Fire a flare. Let's see what they're doing now."
Ho mounted a rifle grenade on the end of his rifle, switched it to single shot, aimed upwards and fired. The 5.56mm bullet slammed into the bottom of the grenade, arming it and carrying it several hundred meters into the air, where it burst as a parachute flare.
The light exposed advancing tanks. Bigger tanks than the Type 63's and APC's he'd been firing at all afternoon. In the fitful light of the flares, he saw one tank fire, then raise it's gun to a steep angle. A shell casing flew out of the turret. The tank moved again.
The defenders cut loose with a storm of missiles, recoilless rifles, bazookas, rifle grenades. A hail of explosions burst among the tanks. Tang joined in with his .50 caliber, firing off a full belt.
His bullets bounced off the new tanks in sprays of tracer. Other antitank weapons burst against the new tanks, brief, ineffective explosions against their bulk. A wire-guided missile hit one. That tank exploded with a thundering roar, the turret blasting skyward like the cap of an erupting volcano. The rest came rolling forward, their machine guns spitting fire. Behind them were the shadowy forms of infantry. Tang fed another belt into his weapon, trying to get some infantry or maybe one of the lighter armored APC's-
— the 125mm HE round blew him into very small pieces.
* * *
"Good shot, gunner." General Yan Shang complimented the Sergeant, happy to finally be in a real tank. The Type 99 was the People's Liberation Army's newest MBT, intended to be able to slug it out with any other tank in the world. The night vision gear was incredible. He'd spotted the ROC gunner from the overly-long bursts he'd been firing, followed his streams of orange tracer back to their source.
He'd already heard one shell burst harmlessly against his armor. He grinned even wider. That grin stopped as the turret stopped responding to his control, rotating to face perfectly ahead. With a whine of hydraulics, the barrel of the main gun elevated. "Gunner! What's going on?"
"It is the automatic loader," explained the gunner. "It takes over for reloading the main gun." The mechanism cranked down the breech, ejected the empty casing, slammed a 125mm shell into the breech of the gun. Suddenly his turret controls responded again.
"How long does that take?"
"15 seconds," answered the gunner.
The General gazed at the weapon in shock. "Fifteen seconds! A good loader is three times as fast!" The gunner nodded. Yan Sheng thought about it for a moment. "Very well. Gunner, fire only the coaxial machine gun unless I give the order. Driver, advance."
He'd taken over this tank when the reinforcements arrived, ordering the tank commander off and taking command of the reinforcing battalion. They rolled forward, followed by mobs of militia who had been ferried across with them. Now he listened to the radio chatter and watched. The storm of fire from the defenders did terrible damage to the supporting infantry, even if they didn't stop the tanks. Soon, each tank had a small clot of infantrymen following close behind, sheltering in it's bulk. They were advancing up the hills now, firing their main guns as fast as the autoloaders would feed.
The center of the islands were rugged hills, dotted with the remains of villages. Wonderful cover for the infantry and a tanker's nightmare.
In front of him, one tank fired. The turret rotated to loading position and the gun elevated. While it's weapons and sights were aimed skyward, a shadowy figure darted from a foxhole to heave a package under the main gun, between turret and chassis.
The General grabbed his controls and tried to traverse to catch the man. The figure darted away in the darkness. The satchel charge exploded, trapped between turret and chassis, blowing the turret clean off. Ammo detonated as the 15-ton turret slid off the tank and onto the men behind it, crushing them.
Horrified, the General keyed his microphone. "All advance units, this is Gold Dragon. Do not use main guns against anything except hard targets! Use only coaxial weapons! Over!"
* * *
The wave of heavy armor crushed the defense line without slowing. Only a few Type 99 MBT's were lost, mostly to track hits or land mines. Once they had cracked the crust, the artillery bombardment ceased and tanks and militia poured over the narrows, rampaging across the western half of the island. The Nationalists fought furiously, their backs to the wall, but once the defense lines were flanked, it was only a matter of time.
* * *
In the pilot's bunker of his airbase, Lt. Col. Ch’iu Peng Chen tried to stop thinking about what was going on and concentrated on his reading. It was a book in english, written by an Englishman with the odd name of Tolkien, "The Lord of the Rings". He'd loved it since he was a child, read it a dozen times or more. Now, with the might of the mainland bearing down on them, the story of a few champions of Good battling against an overwhelmingly powerful Evil seemed too real.
One of his pilots in the Special Squadron stormed into the room and angrily threw his flight kit onto his bunk. "Bastards! They refused to give us permission to aid Kinmen!"
Ch’iu nodded, put his book down. "You saw the radar plot. The Communists have dozens of frigates and hundreds of planes in the air waiting for us. If we poke our nose in there, they'll bite it off."
The other pilot sat with head in hands. "I have a cousin on Matsu. I wonder if he's still alive."
* * *
The last shot from the guns echoed across the artillery park as the 871st People's Army Artillery Battalion completed it's fire mission. Colonel Mao Jianhua had stepped out of the command tent a few minutes ago to watch the last rounds fired. The 152mm guns pointed skyward, barrels shimmering with heat in the fading light.
Mao was half deaf from the firing of this day. He took a minute to wish he'd brought some ear protection, then shrugged. Old artilleryman were supposed to be half deaf.
It had been quite a day. Who'd have thought the Nationalists on Kinmen would chew them up so badly? He'd been down at the waterfront just before dusk. He’d seen the landing craft and boats shuttling across masses of Party Militia. He wished them good luck. They would need it. Word was, every man who'd gone across in the first wave was dead.
Now he looked over to the gasworks. They were only now beginning to get the fires under control. Twenty-three kilometers from Kinmen and the Nationalist guns had dropped four incendiary rounds in the middle of it. He was ten kilometers away from the fire, yet he could still see it's illumination in the sky.
"Comrade Colonel!" Lieutenant Chai, intelligent, hard-working and just a bit too eager, ran up behind him. "We have a new fire mission!"
"What?" They'd been told no further fire missions tonight. He ran to the tent.
Over the radio, he could hear a man calling, the sound of gunfire and explosions in the background. The signal faded, then grew stronger. The Nationalists had been trying to jam their communications all day. They were trying now, judging from the amount of static.
"Fire Storm, this is Red Guard Advance, requesting fire support immediately! We are being overrun by-" Static, a babble of gunfire and other voices. The voice came back. "-ist troops and armor overrunning our position! Request fire, following coordinates!" The voice on the radio rattled off the location, stuttering and missing a few of the words.
The Colonel could recognize panic when he heard it. From the gunfire in the background, that panic might be warranted. Still, if his guns could catch the Nationalist troops in the open, outside of their bunkers — "Red Guard Advance, this is Red Fire Storm. Where is your artillery officer? Authenticate!"
"Artillery officer is dead! The CO is dead! This is senior private Deng Pufang! We are being overrun! There are thousands of them!"
Mao nodded. No wonder the boy was having trouble calling in fire. He checked the position on the map. It was at one of the flanking columns. He turned to Lieutenant Chai. "Lieutenant, have battery #2 fire a marking round on that location. We'll have to walk it in."
He looked at the rest of his staff as Chai ran to the nearby battery. "Prepare the battalion for an emergency fire mission, four rounds per tube. Alternate high explosive and smoke."
He grabbed the microphone just as he heard a cannon fire. Battery #2 was his ready battery, standing by for something like this.
"Senior Private, listen! We will fire a marking round! White smoke! Tell me where it lands! Over!"
"I understand, Red Fire Storm. Over." The boy's voice was frightened, but steady. A good man, the colonel thought, as the signal faded in and out. Babbling voices rose and fell as background. Idly, Mao wondered who else was trying to use the frequency now, of all times, just when it was needed. Next to their clock, one of his officers counted down the time until the shell would land.
"Red Fire Storm, round is direct hit! Fire more!"
Colonel Mao grinned, shouted out in his own voice. "Fire for effect! Repeat, repeat!" The order was repeated over field phones to the gun batteries. The crews fired off every tube within seconds, began to reload.
Colonel Mao picked up the radio microphone, spoke. "Red Guard Advance, report your situation. Over."
More static, voices just on the verge of comprehensibility. Mao decided to switch to the alternate frequency as soon as he reestablished contact. Whoever else wanted to use this frequency, they were clogging it up with static. He kept trying to get an answer, jumped as his guns fired their second volley, this one more ragged. Then the field phone to Group Army Headquarters rang. His executive officer answered it, grinning over the thought of how many tons of explosives and steel they'd just dropped on Kinmen.
Mao noticed the man's expression change to horror. He bellowed out "Check fire! Check fire immediately! All batteries, cease fire!"
Any artillery officer had the authority to call a cease fire in peace time, for safety reasons. Peacetime habits were still in effect. The telephone operators called their batteries, passed the order to cease fire.
Mao suddenly realized what it meant. As he took the phone from his second in command, his stomach grew queasy. He could hear the voice screaming from the phone when it was half a meter from his ear. A man lost in fury, his scream distorting the signal.
"Cease fire! You're dropping shells on our advance guard! The damned Nationalists have infiltrated the radio net! They're jamming our signals and putting in their own! Cease fire, damn you!"
* * *
Group leader Zheng Yiguan watched the long files of militia moving past. Every few minutes, some group would pass in lock-step, singing. The group leader stared at them vacantly. It was as if they were from another world. He remembered how, that morning, he'd thought the Militia's uniforms and weapons made them look battle ready. Now his fatigues were oil-stained and he was carrying a scavenged Nationalist rifle because they were running low on ammunition for their own. The militia marching by in their clean uniforms reminded him of children playing at being soldiers.
At least he was dry and well-fed. After they got off the beach, they'd followed the tanks working their way through the beach defenses, flanking them and taking them from the rear. One bunker they'd taken had been a two-story affair, well stocked with blankets, food and water. Zheng had called a halt to the advance, ordered bonfires built and passed out the captured rations. It had held them up for an hour, but at least now the thirty-two militia following Zheng and Tian were not asleep on their feet, or so busy shivering with cold that they couldn't fight. Even better, most of them had taken flak vests off the bodies of dead nationalists.
"You were like them this morning," said Tian, looking at the unblooded militia marching past. He took a swig from his canteen.
"I was never that stupid, old man." Zheng managed a grin and pulled out a pack of cigarettes he'd taken off a dead Nationalist. He lit it, puffed. Heaven!
In the distance, the rattle of small arms fire and the booming of heavy weapons was a constant noise, rising and falling like the sea. Tian grinned. "Comrade Group Leader, I believe we've done our work this day. Let us permit our comrades in the militia to have the satisfaction of crushing the Nationalists. I saw an abandoned bunker a few hundred meters back that we could all sleep in."
Sudden temptation pulled at Zheng. He forced it down, stubbed out the cigarette after one final puff. "Comrade Tian, do not mock the Party! We cannot rest while our comrades battle the Nationalists!"
Tian shook his head and stood. "Of course." Then he started shouting orders.
* * *
The lights of Kaohsiung glittered in the night. Mike Shannon watched them from his hotel balcony and sipped his drink. With his suit ruined, he'd put on the camouflage uniform he'd borrowed from his brother. It was surprisingly comfortable.
There was a knock at his hotel room door.
"Come in!" He'd been expecting Hammond to come by. His director had gone to the local TV station to send their day's video back to the network. It had looked good on playback, despite the corny touch of his giving the ROC sailor CPR. Hammond had said he had a good chance of hitting the networks again. He spoke without looking. "So John, did we make the morning news?"
"I do not know," said Soo-minh.
He turned around, surprised. The Lieutenant had changed uniforms and was impeccable as always. "Hi! I didn't expect to see you until tomorrow morning. Thanks for arranging these rooms, by the way."
"It was nothing. Tomorrow we go north, touring the beach defenses." Her voice seemed musical just then. "The hospital called. That sailor is doing well. The doctors say you saved his life."
Shannon grinned. Her voice was showing some real emotion. He guessed saving someone's life might impress a girl. "Glad to hear it. I was just looking at the city — do you want a drink?"
"A diet soda, please." She took a diet soda, joined him on the balcony. They looked out over the lights of the city, white lights above, a furious tangle of neon colors below. In the distance were the red fires of the steel mills.
"I've been wondering," Shannon said. "This skyline looks exactly like the Taipei skyline. I can't put my finger on it, but-"
"Until a few years ago, buildings could only be as high as 20 stories," she finished. "This is an earthquake zone."
He nodded, pointed. "But that building's over twenty stories."
She smiled, briefly. "This is also Taiwan. Things can be arranged."
He chuckled. Then he grew serious as he looked at her. "Have you heard about your brother?"
"No. The government says the Kinmen garrison is holding. They stopped the video feeds from the internet, finally. I think I saw him in one of them." She stared out over the city, lovely, inviting — vulnerable.
He moved closer. "No one knew what to make of them. Your government made no comment, first the Chinese said they were fakes, then they screamed about censorship — How do you feel?"
"I want this to be over. I want to go back to college. Why can't the Communists leave us alone? We are one little island!" She blinked back tears. He smelled her perfume.
He put his drink down, put his arms around her in that embrace that women found so reassuring-
She shoved herself away from him, slapped him. "Animal! Dah-Betza!" Sobbing, she ran from the balcony. He followed, trying to apologize. She ran out of the room, slammed the door in his face.
Fearing he was making things worse, Shannon stopped, listened as she stomped down the hallway. He finished his drink and poured another.
* * *
"Flying Avro Lancasters at zero-zero feet,
Flying Avro Lancasters at zero-zero feet.
Flying Avro Lancasters at zero-zero feet,
Look away, beyond the blue ho-ri-zon!"
At the controls of the armed Learjet (he hadn't been able to think of it as a fighter yet) "LADY DIANE", Captain Daniel "Day" O'Reilly of the 2nd American Volunteer Group hummed a song that had been old before he was born, dating back to the war the original AVG had flown in.
"We've got tiny ammunition,
teeny, tiny ammunition,
Teeny tiny ammunition AND A GREAT BIG BLOODY BOMB!
As we go fly-ing on!"
He grinned, stopped singing as his copilot gave him a look. The expression was unreadable, as the man was wearing night vision goggles. The Lear handled well, given the low altitude, barely a hundred feet above the waves. East of Taiwan, that was safe enough. To get over these waters, ChiCom jets would have to pass through the Patriot/Hawk missile batteries on Taiwan and the Pescadore islands, the ROC Air Force, and the Taiwanese fleet, which fielded a wide variety of SAMS.
He keyed his throat mike. "Aft lookout, anything to report?"
One of the two lookouts in the back, using borrowed thermal sights and peering out the windows, spoke in excited Chinese. The Copilot translated. "Heat plume, relative bearing, 270."
"Roger. Closing for a look." He dropped lower and banked, almost skimming the wavetops. For about the tenth time that day, he wished he was flying a real jet. Real jets had sticks. This bus he was flying had a steering wheel! He pulled the arming lever for the nose guns. Beside him, the copilot blurted something in Chinese, then switched to English. "I see it! Dead ahead!"
"Day" saw it himself on his night vision goggles, a big plume of heat shooting up from the diesel engines of a submarine. Then they were over their target. Barely time to drop a flare and they were gone. But not before he saw green tracers float past his jet. That settled it. Whoever they were, if they shot at him, he could shoot back. "A wise guy, huh?"
Lt. Wing hit the arming switches for his tail minigun, fired a six second burst as they twisted away from the antiaircraft fire. The minigun roared, spit out 600 rounds of 7.62mm in a wide spread. A few hit the sub, more to scare them than anything else. "Day" put the plane into the tightest turn he dared.
The seas east of Taiwan were safe for ROC planes. ROC ships were another story. At least a dozen ROMEO-class subs were operating in the broad Pacific. They'd bagged two dozen ROC freighters and one LST. That had been the worst, the ancient LST simply coming apart after multiple torpedo hits, losing half the men aboard. Silent on batteries, the diesel boats stayed under during the day, surfacing at night to run their engines and recharge batteries. Their low profiles made them difficult to spot on radar, but heat was hard to hide.
By the time O'Reilly had his jet turned around, the AA fire had stopped. The flare still marked the area and the sub was on the surface, but the thermal plume was fading fast. "Cut their engines and diving!" O'Reilly said. "Hang on, Wing, this baby's meat on the table!" He slowed the plane to stall speed, to get the most time on his target, fired both .50 calibers low and walked the storm of tracer fire and water spouts into the target. Then, stall alarm flashing, he was over the sub again. He hit the engines, boosted away, used the sudden climb to whip the plane around.
When he looked again, the sub was gone. A long plume of white foam marked where it had been. "Think we got him, Wing?" asked O'Reilly.
"Don't know," said Wing, looking down. He'd been ROC Naval Aviation, so he knew a little about subs. One of the reasons they were out here. "The water's a half-mile deep here. If they dived and kept going down — Sorry Captain. You don't get a bonus for that one. No way to confirm it."
O'Reilly nodded, then had a thought. "Suppose I put a few holes in their hull, not enough to sink them but enough to do some damage?"
"They would plug the holes, if their damage control is any good. If not, they'd have to come up pretty quick."
O'Reilly nodded. "Okay. Let's hang around here for a while, see what comes up." They climbed to 2000 feet, circled the area.
After ten minutes of circling, one of the aft lookouts started chattering. Again, Wing translated. "Foam in the water, just came up! Bearing, 175." O'Reilly banked the plane and saw it, a big white plume of spray as the submarine surfaced. He put the plane back into a dive, aimed and fired, walking the bullets in again. This time, the sub belched smoke. He passed over it. Wing switched on a TV camera slaved to the rear-firing minigun, lined it up and gave the boat another blast of 7.62mm as it receded in their rear view.
On the next pass, thick smoke poured from the hatches, while the emergency lights of life preservers had begun to flash in the water. O'Reilly grinned, switched the gun cameras back on and did a low pass over his first kill. He wanted good video when he collected his bonus.
* * *
On Kinmen, the defense was no more than isolated pockets of resistance now, cut off and beginning to surrender. Because they now faced fresh militia, not the survivors of the massacre on the beaches, many ROC's actually survived the act of surrender.
A tank blew the door to the command bunker off it's hinges as PLA troops waited. Potato-masher grenades were heaved in, followed by a squad of troops. No response.
They sent in Sappers and intelligence personnel, who found the bunker complex littered with booby-traps. Some were detected, some were not — until they killed someone. A hidden computer with a kilo of explosive wired inside of it cost Yan several specialists. Ashes from burned papers were everywhere. What they did not find were bodies. The bunker complex had been abandoned.
Yan contemplated that as his intelligence officer spoke. He could see muzzle flashes out to sea.
"We found a wrapping for an assault raft," said the intelligence colonel. A fragment from an exploding fire extinguisher had gashed his forehead. "The roster said several were kept here. The command staff may have used those to escape."
"If they did so, our gunboats certainly caught them on the open sea." The General rubbed his eyes in exhaustion. "Well done, Colonel. Take your time. The Nationalists aren't going anywhere."
The colonel left. General Yan Sheng listened to the gunfire in the hill. Bands of holdouts were all over the island, harassing the reinforcements as they came up. Militia casualties had been horrendous. His tank battalions had been decimated. Casualties among the Pioneers, the combat engineers tasked to take out fortifications, had been particularly heavy. They'd also lost many men to timed demolitions left behind in "captured" ammunition and vehicles. The 246th Tank Division no longer existed as a combat formation. But his mission had been accomplished. As to the militia, well, there was no shortage of them.
He wondered about his own survival. He had technically been within his duties in bringing across his division. With the Militia commander of the operation conveniently dead, he could claim any excuse. Otherwise, the Army might be angry with him for helping the militia succeed, while the Party would be looking for someone to blame it's horrendous casualties on. This called for subtlety.
As the sun rose over Kinmen, General Yan Sheng planned his next battle.

CHAPTER 9

Dawn at Kinmen meant dusk in Washington, D.C. The President was in his office, studying reports from the war when the Vice President walked in. Ike Walton looked up from his desk, nodded and pushed forward a folder of satellite photos and maps. "Take a look at those, Monica. The NSA says that the Chinese lost eighty thousand men in the assault on Kinmen, another sixty thousand on Matsu, and they haven't taken Matsu yet."
Monica Campbell sat down, ignoring the folders. After a day of keeping the Senate in line, she didn't feel like looking at photos real experts had already analyzed. "So it's over on Kinmen?"
The President nodded. "Bill Kandel says the Chinese produced a new Patton, a fella named Yen Shang. Blitzed the defenses when the militia bogged down. They're still way behind on the point spread though."
The VP stared at Ike Walton, not believing what she'd heard. "The point spread?"
Ike Walton nodded. "140,000 casualties for the Chinese versus about 30,000 for the ROC's. Bill Kandel says it'll even up a little if the Reds use their brains about Matsu. If they use Militia for another assault, expect the Republic of China to improve their score. The ROC's are already doing pretty well in the PR department, thanks to the Flying Tigers. That move was genius!"
Campbell nodded. “They’re all over the news. The Taiwan trade mission here is apparently being swarmed with more pilots trying to volunteer. Including a former US president.”
“Yeah, the Chinese Ambassador is bitching up a storm, accusing us of illegal intervention, blah, blah, blah. He’s accusing us of having set it up covertly, that Taiwan could never have done that on it’s own. Seriously, I don’t know what he’s bitching about. It isn’t like some handful of fighters is going to improve the box score much.”
"Improve the score? Ike, those are human beings!"
The President shook his head. "Tell President Xiao that, not me. I'm just watching the show. These people have been killing each other for thousands of years and there's nothing we can do to stop it."
"Actually, Ike, we did stop it for about fifty years." The VP thought for a moment, asking herself how a man so completely without beliefs had ever become President. Then she realized she'd answered her own question. "Ever since World War Two, we kept the peace there by threatening to beat the hell out of anyone who started a war. It worked pretty well, too. Oh, they might massacre a few million of their own people, but at least they had to confine their violence to within their own borders. Then, you decided to pull us out of there and gave them the go-ahead."
The President's famous smile was nowhere in evidence. "Monica, we have been over this a dozen times. They were going to take Korea!"
"They threatened to take Korea!" She stared back, her own temper flaring. "So what will they do after they've taken Taiwan? What's to stop them from sending their troops into Korea after they've finished off this fight? Or will they keep South Korea hostage?"
"So should I get us into a war with China? Lose the west coast defending a few million people who should be fighting their own battles?" Ike Walton stood suddenly, leaned over the desk, glared at the Vice President. She glared back. Then, as suddenly as his temper had come up, he turned it off, shrugged. "Well, it's too late now. The shooting's started. I'll let the history teachers figure it out. I don't have to worry about getting reelected any more and I have two years left on this term. Then I can tour, giving speeches at a half million a pop as the president who kept us out of a land war in Asia."
Monica Campbell leaned forward, her face appealing, every bit of skill at persuasion she had put into her words. "Ike, we can still stop this. We have three carrier battle groups in that area! The Japanese will back us up. If we tell Beijing to quit now, we can still stop this!"
The President sipped his coffee. "What about Korea?"
"Bring the Japanese in on that too! We already know the South Koreans will fight! Tell President Xiao we'll hit them with everything we've got, the second they step over the border. Leave no doubt in their minds that they'll have a fight on their hands. It'll work, Ike! These are dictators, bullies who think they're the biggest kids in the schoolyard! They'll back down from a fight!"
"What if they don't back down? Then we've got a war on our hands."
"Damnit, Ike, we've already got a war on our hands! We'll have a bigger one a few years down the line, once they've soaked up Taiwan and Korea. Hell, maybe sooner with all the ships and planes swarming around there. Accidents happen. Even without accidents, Beijing will want more and we'll have told them they can take it with military force!"
The President tried his best disarming grin. It didn't work. He shook his head, exasperated. "Monica, the decision has been made. You will toe the party line on it. As to what happens a few years down the line, that isn't my concern."
"Look, for the last thirty years, everybody's said we have to have free trade with China, don't interfere with business. Well, they got what they wanted. Every minimum-wage retail store in the country bought half their merchandise from China, the Chinese used that money to build a modern army and I am not the man who's going to get stomped trying to stop that modern army."
The Vice-President thought a moment. "Ike, I can fight you on this. I can take this to the Senate!"
Now, she saw a truly honest expression on his face. Completely honest, venomous hatred. This was the Ike Walton she'd come to know since winning the Vice Presidency, the one she'd wished she'd known before she threw her support behind him.
"You do that, Monica. Nothing will change. The Chinese have a lot of friends of their own in this town, people who are bought and paid for! And me? I'm the man who won the Presidency for our party! Cross me and I'll make sure you never hold office in this country again."
They glared at each other then for a moment.
Monica Campbell knew she had just crossed a line. It felt good. She left without another word.
Ike Walton watched her go and swore as the door slammed behind her. As his anger faded, his political skills told him she might be right about what the Chinese would do in Korea. Perhaps it was time to mend a few fences with Japan and Korea. Put together some contingencies. One thing he was sure of. Monica Campbell was no longer part of his team.
* * *
The hotel dining room was nearly empty as the newsmen came down for breakfast. Their suits had been cleaned and pressed overnight. Shannon was still wearing the camouflage fatigues. If they were filming beach defenses, he thought he'd better look military. Glad he'd skipped anything harder than soda the night before, he sniffed the air for any familiar food aromas. No luck. Not even coffee. A few tables were occupied by well-dressed locals, eating and talking quickly.
A nervous waiter met them at the door. "Good morning, gentleman. I apologize, but the breakfast buffet has been canceled this morning. Our kitchen is open. I have told the chef to start coffee."
John Hammond staggered to a table and sat. "Thanks. Coffee's great."
"I'll take a coke," said Colemen. "But there's a breakfast buffet over there!" He pointed to a table covered with various dishes.
The waiter grinned and nodded, guiding them to their table. "That is a Chinese breakfast. You would not want that. I will be back shortly for your orders."
He left menus and went into the kitchen.
Shannon's stomach rumbled. He made a decision. "What the hell, breakfast is breakfast."
He went to the buffet. As he did, Soo-minh came into the dining room. He tried to speak, to apologize for the night before. She passed him without a word. He shrugged and went on.
There was tea, something that looked like watery grits and smelled like rice, a couple of different varieties of noodles and tofu, a lot of dishes he didn't have the faintest idea what they were, and a big plate of crullers. He took a few samples of each and two of the crullers, happy that at least donuts were universal. Then he returned to the table. Soo Minh had picked up tea and a bowl of the "grits".
He looked at the other two journalists. They looked towards the kitchen, waiting for the waiter. "Guys, take a few risks, ok? Some of that food doesn't look bad." He took a bite of the cruller.
And gagged.
Choking the thing down, he noticed that Soo-minh was giggling. Shannon tried to wash the taste out of his mouth with tea, burned his tongue. She laughed out loud then. Coleman and Hammond joined in, making them the merriest table in the dining room.
Shannon choked down his mouthful of pastry, sipped his tea again. "We've got to talk to the cooks here. They salted the donuts!"
The ROC lieutenant grinned and Shannon got an idea of how she must have looked as a girl. "They are called You-Tiao. They are supposed to be salted. In China we season our food where you would use sugar."
Coleman grinned as the waiter approached. "Man, I'm sticking with scrambled eggs and coffee."
Shannon took another bite, ready for the taste this time. "Can't say I like it much."
She nodded. "If you have to use the buffet, I will pick out things for you. I was an exchange student to the USA while I was in High School. I know what you will like."
Shannon grinned. "Thanks. What American breakfast did you like?"
"Macaroni and cheese."
* * *
Group Leader Han Liqun, Fourth Coastal Collective, Hainan Province Naval Militia, walked along the road, leading his crew. The crews of militia boats which had fled the fighting on Kinmen had been stopped at their moorings by the People's Armed Police, who had surrounded their docks. The naval militia had been nervous. Han knew better. He explained it to them in a low voice as they walked.
"Look properly apologetic, comrades. We've got a demon of a self-criticism session ahead of us, that is all. We are Naval Militia, not infantry. We took those boats to the beach. So we chose to preserve our craft, rather than support the landings with gunfire. We had no orders to do so!"
His first mate, a lanky man with a peanut-shaped head, seemed unconvinced. "Comrade Captain, are you sure? The People's Armed Police said we were accused of desertion under fire!"
"The Party will take care of us!" Group Leader Han clung to that certainty. "The Party back in Hainan owes us too much!"
The mob of Naval Militia were marched into a small stadium, it's seats packed with people. Cameramen filmed it all. Ringing the field were Party Militia armed with rifles. On a stand at the far end stood a man they all recognized.
"The Party General Secretary!" burst out the First Mate. "Comrade Li Wolan!"
Han smiled more broadly, nodded. "You see? They are here to chastise us. We must admit we were wrong in departing the beach! That is what self-criticism sessions are for! Let me speak for us, Comrades!"
He knew the game. He knew how it worked. He would take all the blame on himself — for listening to some cowardly member of the crew, who had taken them away from their duty. He considered who he would blame it on. He decided on Comrade Qian. He owed Comrade Qian a great deal of money.
The Naval Militia stopped in front of Premier Li 's podium, which had a line of armed Militia in front of it. Premier Li glared at the silent group before him and spoke. "Your cowardice shamed the tradition of the Militia! If you had been Nationalist Spies, you could not have done more damage! You abandoned your comrades to death, you cowardly backsliders!"
"I beg forgiveness, Comrades!" Group Leader Han threw himself on his knees in front of the podium, screaming his apology. "I am a disgrace to the Spirit of Mao and the Long March! I let myself be tricked into abandoning my comrades! The blame is mine, for listening to a Capitalist Wrecker at the heart of my crew! Forgive me Comrades, for being fooled by the spy Qian Xuesen!"
Qian squawked at that, the accused man as surprised as anyone. The only one who didn't appear surprised was Premier Li. His expression, Han thought, was that of a cat playing with mice.
He also heard boots behind them. He looked quickly.
The militia behind the prisoners was getting out of the way.
Wuer looked forward again, as the Party militia brought up their rifles. There was the clacking of rifles being set to full automatic. "No, Comrades, I confess-"
The rifles roared. At this close range, the stubby bullets punched through two or three bodies at a time, tearing into the mob. The men screamed, tried to run, tried to beg for mercy. Then they died.
Premier and General Secretary of the Communist Party of China Li Wolan looked at the dead bodies as the echoes of the gunshots faded. In the cool morning air of Xiamen, the bodies were already starting to steam. The militia encircling the stadium grasped the spike bayonets built into their rifles and locked them into position. Then they advanced to finish off the traitors.
"Apology accepted," said Premier Li.
* * *
Groggy from a day and a half of fighting, the survivors of Zheng Yiguan's group stepped off the PLA Navy landing craft back onto the docks at Xiamen. There to greet them was Comrade Li Hong. The Party official seemed overjoyed at their survival. "I knew my comrades from Gansu Province would come through. It is good to see you, Comrade Zheng!"
Zheng looked at the man dully. "Hello, Comrade Li. We are going to our tents now."
Li shook his head. "You have new billets! I supervised the movement of your belongings myself. Get into these trucks please, comrades." Zheng had enough energy left to grimace. The twenty-six Militia following him didn't even have the energy for that. They climbed onto the trucks and promptly went to sleep.
Zheng didn't even remember getting on the truck, just Comrade Li shaking him awake. "You are here, comrade! Welcome to your new billets!"
Zheng rolled out the back of the truck and looked. They were still on the docks, in a section where a dozen gunboats were moored. HUXIN-class patrol gunboats, mounting two pairs each of 14.5mm heavy machine guns. "They will do 30 knots, or so I'm told. The People's Liberation Army's Navy is sending over a couple of officers to help your crew, but you are the captain of this ship! We heard good reports from the first mate of that river tug you saved!"
Completely dumbfounded, Zheng looked at the craft. It was huge! Then he saw the markings. Hainan Province Naval Militia. "Where are the crew?"
"Party justice is dealing with them. Everything on that ship is yours now. They will not be coming back for it. I spoke with the flotilla commander. He wanted you at sea immediately, but I persuaded him to give you a day to rest." Actually the flotilla commander had not expected the new militia crews to put to sea for a week, but Comrade Li had assured him that, if Comrade Li supervised things, they could put to sea after only one day. Comrade Li still smiled at the memory of the flotilla leader's praise for his devotion to the Revolution.
Zheng shrugged and turned to his people. "Follow me, comrades."
They went to their boat, walking past the squads of militia who'd been posted to guard the piers. Their belongings had been dumped in untidy heaps at the end of the piers and looked as if they'd been rummaged through. Zheng looked at the guards. They shrugged. He sighed and picked up his knapsack.
Beside him, Tian scooped up his belongings as he cursed the guards. "Lazy bastards. Probably rifled through our stuff themselves."
That was when Zheng noticed that the old man had a Nationalist pistol and holster around his waist and a Nationalist knapsack on his back, bulging with items. Tian looked back at his nephew’s sudden realization. "Just taken from dead Nationalists, boy. They no longer had any use for this stuff. I got six watches!"
Despite himself, Zheng chuckled as they went up the gangway to the boat. It seemed very quiet, the upper decks clean and bare of equipment. The boat needed a coat of paint. Then they went below, Zheng in the lead.
When he saw what was there, he kept walking from sheer momentum, feeling suddenly disembodied. As if he had stepped into a dream. The others, coming behind him, froze in place when they saw what was there, until the ones coming behind shoved them out of the way. Tian was the first one to speak of what they saw.
"These fools were all richer than Shanghai pimps!"
Each cabin — Each one! — had a television in it! Bunks and hammocks had sheets and blankets in them of a dozen varieties, thick and warm. Fancy clothes, wall hangings and every manner of luxury was everywhere in sight.
Stunned, Zheng entered the room marked "Captain's Cabin". He noticed in passing that some odd machine was sent into the bulkhead, whirring quietly. When he entered, the room was cool and scented with incense. The TV had a video player tucked into it and a dozen tapes! Zheng thought for a moment to the black-and-white TV in the meeting room of his village, the only television their village had.
A small refrigerator in the corner opened to reveal sodas, beer and ice. Beside it was a case of oddly-shaped bottles of an amber liquid. The writing on the bottles was in english, but once he'd opened one, he knew what it contained. He kept the small purple bag the bottle had come in and took the bottle to Tian.
He had already remembered the boasts of the militia captain the other night. They had been robbing ships coming into the waters of the People's Republic. Probably squeezing a share from each ship, like a corrupt rural policeman extorting vegetables from passing peasants.
Out in the passageway, shock had given way to joy. The militia were rummaging through the riches they'd found, whooping with joy. Zheng saw his uncle puffing on a cigar as he opened a can of beer. Militia he'd seen bleed and kill at his command were now capering like children, in wonder at the treasures surrounding them.
"Silence!" he barked. "Silence, everyone! Everyone out here, immediately!"
A few more laughs. "Immediately! Silence!"
The militia gathered in the passageway, their joy irrepressible. Zheng looked at them in disgust. "You should all be ashamed of yourselves! Last night you fought the Nationalists like the heroes of the Long March! Now you act like children with new toys! I should take all this capitalist trash and burn it! It has polluted your minds!"
Horror on some faces, shame on others. Good, he thought, he was getting through to them.
Comrade Tian spoke up. "Group Leader Zheng, our comrades are tired! They were not thinking straight. Set their minds on the right path, Comrade Group Leader!"
Zheng looked at his uncle. Those were exactly the right words to say. Why, then, did the old man saying them make him feel suspicious? For a moment, he wished he was back at the commune, away from decisions like this.
"You are correct, Comrade Tian. I need right-thinking comrades, not fools besotted by the wealth of thieves! The dogs on this ship before us were Pirates! Traitors to the revolution! They extorted these things from capitalists and kept them for themselves instead of using them to benefit the Party! If I thought any of you intended to do that, I would shoot you as a traitor to the revolution myself!"
The passageway was completely still.
Zheng knew he would have to appeal to their baser natures to start with. Really, it was just like motivating work gangs with incentives. "There is much here our families back home can use. We will probably find money here that we can send back to our homes. Bring all money and jewelry to me. We will divide it evenly and send it home. I will also see that we get to send packages home, with such items as would be useful. If you wish to keep some items for yourself, I will permit that. But I don't want to see this capitalist trash strewn about our ship! Whatever is not stowed away will be thrown over the side like the trash it is! I expect you all to think of your families and send them whatever you can. We have a war to fight. We will not have time for such trinkets!"
"Bring all alcohol to me and all food to the galley. Comrade Xu, you will be our cook." A chubby Manchurian who'd joined them the night before nodded. "Drinking will be allowed only after work hours! Anyone I find drunk on duty will be shot! Now clean this mess up!"
They went to work.
Zheng smiled. They were still the same Party Militia who'd volunteered for the assault on Kinmen and fought their way off the beaches. They'd just been distracted for a few moments. He looked at Tian. The old man had sucked down the entire can of beer. He belched furiously, grinned and tossed the can into a trash bin. "Capitalist trash disposed of, comrade group leader!"
Zheng grinned, shaking hiis head. "Let's check out the engines. Engines I know. A little."
The two men poked around until they found a door marked "engine room".
The engine room was as filthy as the crew cabins had been clean. The engines were two big diesels covered with oil. They looked solid enough to Zheng's critical eye. But heaps of cotton waste and trash were everywhere, along with rusting tools, half-empty boxes of parts and discarded oil cans. Most of the light bulbs in the space appeared to be burned out. Zheng saw a body in the shadows. He poked it. Sudden thrashing. A smell of wine over the stink of diesel. A small, skinny man in the filthy remains of a militia uniform got up, rubbing his eyes with oil-stained hands. "Comrades?"
"Who are you, sailor?" barked Tian.
The man went to attention. "Comrade Yang Chunmao, ship's engineer, comrade! I was just resting for a moment!"
Zheng's lip curled in a sneer. The last of the pirates. Well, he might be useful. "Listen you stinking sot! Do you know engines?"
"Y-Yes, comrade captain!"
"You'd better, because if you don't, I'll shoot you in the head myself and save the Party the cost of killing your worthless ass! Comrade Tian!"
"Here, Comrade Group Leader!"
"Clean up this man! Find whoever else on the crew knows engines. These things moved fast enough fleeing the Nationalists! Let's see how fast they can move attacking them!"
They left the engine room.
* * *
Driving up Taiwan's west coast, the news crew had pulled over where the main road was within a mile of the ocean. Now they observed ROC troops digging in among cedar trees, farm buildings and rice paddies. Shannon could even see a couple of rather sad-looking palm trees.
Mike Shannon looked at the vehicle in front of him, shook his head. "It looks like a tank that hasn't been finished yet."
"It is an M-18 tank destroyer." The ROC Major seemed pretty proud of it. "Your army called it the "Hellcat" during World War Two. It is armed with a 76mm cannon."
The thing looked like a tank until you got to the turret. The cannon was set in an open-topped gun shield with armor to the sides, but none on top or in the back. The crew had rigged an overhead tarp for shade from the sunlight burning through the clouds overhead. The thin canvas was their only protection versus shrapnel from above.
Hammond didn't seem too impressed with the vehicle. "World War Two? This thing's that old?"
The ROC Major nodded. A solidly built man, he wore mirrored glasses and starched fatigues with razor-sharp creases. His boots, Shannon noted, were shined to a mirror polish. Not an easy thing to keep up around all these rice paddies. "We have all manner of weapons. We waste nothing in the defense. This tank destroyer is old, but it still shoots. My troops use recoilless rifles that your army stopped using many years ago. But during the fighting in Panama, your army discovered it needed those recoilless rifles again and had to take them out of storage. Many of our older weapons are used by the Home Defense Battalions.”
The Major pointed to a group of soldiers working nearby. Now that they’d been pointed out, Shannon noticed that they many of them were older, including a few who were pretty close to being senior citizens. They were dressed in older uniforms, with a different camo pattern, or plain olive-drab fatigues that looked a lot like a US Army uniform from the Second World War. Their rifles looked like M-16s with a full stock, rather than the stubby rifles with collapsible stocks that the regular army carried. Shannon could swear one of them had an actual bazooka leaning against a tree.
“But not all our weapons are museum pieces!” The Major led the group to a sandbagged position that a jeep had been moved into. Four dull-green missiles were mounted in a rack on the rear of the jeep. "These are the KUEN-WU antitank missiles. Wire guided, with a range of five kilometers. Designed and built here in Taiwan."
The ocean stretched away to the west, slightly hazy in the mild warmth. Taiwan, Shannon was discovering, was nearly tropical, more like Florida than what he'd expected. It was beautiful, despite the smell drifting over from the rice paddy. As he listened to the Major, Shannon glanced over at Soo-minh. She seemed pensive, looking out over the ocean and leaning against a cedar tree. He walked over to her as he tried to figure out what to say. "I'm sorry about last night. I didn't mean to, uh,-"
"Do not talk of last night." Her voice was quiet, still. Musical. "It does not matter what you meant to do. You are here and you take your pictures and make your reports. My brother on Kinmen is probably dead now. Or a prisoner of the Communists. What does it matter to you? This will end and you will go back to your home in America."
There are some times, Shannon thought to himself, that there are no correct things to say. What could he say? `Well, gee, it's tough luck, you living next to the worlds biggest Marxist dictatorship, but you're all a bunch of relics from the cold war and we really wish you'd roll over and die because we don't like to think about you?'
He didn't think that would go over very well.
"Mike, get over here!" John Hammond had finally broken away from the ROC Major. Coleman was lining up his shot with the tank destroyer in the background, it's crew preening for the camera. Shannon reminded himself he had a job to do and went over to his news director. Hammond checked notes he'd taken. "Okay Mike, our angle on this is the Taiwanese using obsolete weapons and overage civilians to defend their island."
"What about those antitank missiles he was showing us?"
"Mike, we've got a "David versus Goliath" thing here. Half these guy's weapons are out of the history books. That's the angle we're playing. We want to get people's interest. Ask the crew a couple of questions too, where they're from, what they do here, what they think their chances are, that stuff. It's pretty unlikely we'll get anything good from them, but maybe they'll say something we can use."
"Anything good?"
"Yeah, you know, see if they realize how hopeless their situation is, that sort of stuff."
Shannon nodded. He had his doubts. He could see the weapons dug in on these hills overlooking the ocean. He could see how much space an attacker would have to cross. He looked over at another ROC weapon nearby. It looked like a long pipe mounted on a tripod, dug in on three sides but with the area behind it cleared out. Shells mounted on long, perforated tubes were stacked near it, with more in foxholes to one side of it. Around the thing, a crew of men were stripped to the waist, digging it in deeper. "Major, what's this thing?"
The Major bounced over, full of energy. "That is a 106mm recoilless rifle. It is like a giant bazooka. It can shoot over 8 kilometers."
"Those babies are some cool shit, man." Coleman had finished adjusting his camera, waited. "A guy I knew from Vietnam said Charlie hated 'em, especially when they fired Beehive, flechette rounds. Like big ole' shotgun shells. Saw one guy hit with 'em, the flechettes went clean through his body, pinned him to a tree and they peeled-"
Hammond cut him off and spoke in a hushed voice to Shannon. "More old equipment. Mention that we used those things in Vietnam. Stick with the program. I'll have Coleman pan over to it with you after you talk to that tank destroyer crew. Now let's roll some tape!"
Shannon checked his hair, adjusted his uniform. He spared a glance over to Soo Minh. The female lieutenant was looking out over the ocean again. He looked back at the camera as the light blinked on.
"Armed with weapons straight out of the history books, the outnumbered Army of Taiwan prepares to face invasion. Following the sudden fall of Kinmen-"
* * *
The situation room in Nanjing Military Region headquarters was buzzing with activity as Premier Li Wolan entered. Staff officers and clerks relayed messages and reports while a pair of huge maps, one of Kinmen and one of Matsu, were displayed on overhead screens. When he had seen this room before, the organization of it had filled Premier Li with admiration. Now it infuriated him.
"What did all this do to help our Militia on the beaches?" he snapped to an aide. "Toy soldiers running around, as if sticking pins in maps will win battles! This place needs revolutionary discipline!"
The aide nodded assent. The Premier was not in a mood to receive suggestions. They walked to where Marshal Zhou Laijiun was looking over the situation. "Comrade Marshal! What is happening at Matsu?"
The diminutive Marshal looked up at the Premier. "We are shelling the island again. It is farther from the mainland than Kinmen was, so the bombardment is more difficult. The Nationalists attempted to escape the island last night, after the amphibious assault collapsed. Our naval cordon stopped that. When will your militia be ready to attack Matsu?"
Premier Li choked back his anger at this arrogant soldier. "Our militia are gathering boats now. We need real landing craft for the second attempt. With your landing craft, this island will finally fall. Then I can root out the traitors who sabotaged our first attempt!"
The implied threat seemed lost on the Marshal. "You wish only our landing craft? I have a division of Marines standing by. Perhaps your militia are not yet ready."
The sarcasm in the voice drove the Premier into a fury. "My militia don't need a bunch of military slackers! Just give us the landing craft and we will show you what the Militia can do! Liu, stay here and coordinate!"
The Premier whirled and stomped out of the room, leaving one of his assistants behind.
Liu was a southerner in an impeccably tailored, old fashioned Mao Suit. He smiled at the Marshal. "You must excuse Premier Li. He is under a great deal of strain. Now, about those landing craft…"
* * *
On the west coast of Formosa, the reservists dug in along the beaches and listened anxiously to the news of the war. What most had thought was simply another alert had now become very real. Support units were flooded with requests for replacements, more supplies, equipment. The first mines were laid. Barbed wire was strung. Bunkers were repaired and reinforced.
South of Hsinchu, where Sergeant Soo Kuo-K’ang was stationed, the Company Commander had called his track commanders together after lunch. Everywhere, the conversation was about the fall of Kinmen. Some claimed it had been treason, some said it was the beginning of the end. Others laughed it off. The Captain was not laughing.
"I have just spoken with Battalion. There is no word yet when we will receive the concertina wire and land mines for the beach defenses. They are on their way. Until they arrive, everyone will keep their vehicles combat ready. Matsu will probably fall today or tomorrow. When that happens, this whole coast is open to the Communists. Do all vehicles have their extra ammunition issued?"
There was a murmur of assent at that. Sergeant Soo Kuo-K’ang agreed along with everyone else. That pleased the Captain.
"Keep in close contact with your supporting infantry. From now on, all vehicles will maintain a 25 percent alert, 24 hours a day. At least one person is to be awake at all times, on all vehicles! Is that understood? The Communists may try to land commandos, or come in close to shore to shell us." More agreement at that. "Now, does anyone need anything?"
Soo Kuo-K’ang delayed for a second, then raised his hand. The Captain called on him. He stood, suddenly nervous, suppressed a sudden tremble in one knee. "Sir, until the beach defenses arrive, could we improvise some defenses ourselves?"
Sergeant Ken Ni Ti snorted derisively. The Captain looked more closely. "What kind of defenses?"
"Sharpened stakes, called punjii sticks, can be planted in the ground, above the tide line. If we planted enough, they would be almost as effective as barbed wire. We could use explosives to make our own claymore mines. There are also things called fougasse — barrels of gasoline with explosive charges set on them. When the explosives are detonated, they spray burning gasoline."
Sergeant Ken spoke then, derisively.
"You've watched too many movies, Soo! Besides, we are tankers. That is the infantry's job!" The Platoon Sergeant shook his head and spoke to the Company Commander. "Sir, we should concentrate on having our vehicles ready for action."
Soo's confidence went away. He'd known it was a mistake to speak.
"One moment, Platoon Sergeant," said the Captain. "Sergeant Soo has a good idea. We have plenty of time. I want each track commander to coordinate with his supporting infantry. Maybe we can make this work."
Staff Sgt. Zhang Mei spoke then. "We'll need to requisition extra fuel and explosives. Sgt. Soo, I've heard about fougasse. We'll need thermite grenades too, to ignite the fuel as the explosive sprays it out. Otherwise the blast will snuff out the fire."
Now the other reservists spoke up with their own plans, exchanging ideas. Sgt. Soo found himself answering dozens of questions about his suggestions, including a couple of questions from Sgt. Ken. The Platoon Sergeant was actually friendly as he spoke. Many of the reservists worked at their own shops, some of the thousands of cottage industries that Taiwan specialized in. The idea that they could use their own skills appealed to them. When the meeting broke up, they went to work.
* * *
The second assault on Matsu started that evening. This time, PLA artillery hammered the island until the landing craft were within half a kilometer of the beaches. Army artillery observers and Navy gunboats escorted the landing in.
When the ramps dropped, the Party Militia hit the beach screaming, firing their weapons as they ran across beaches still carpeted with the dead. The survivors of the ROC garrison had only begun deploying from their bunkers. The waves of fresh troops caught them unprepared. The firefights were savage, bloody and brief.
Gunboats and artillery fire pounded any strong points. A few gunboats took damage from shore fire, but none were sunk. Most of Matsu's heavy weapons had been destroyed in the previous day's fighting.
The last stand of the garrison was a room-to-room fight for the command bunker, the support troops defending it at close quarters with pistols, grenades and submachine guns. Over and over again, they blasted the Militia attempting to take the bunker, then fell back. Soon, the entire bunker complex was filled with the choking fumes of cordite. Each passageway was littered with dead, mostly in the off-green uniforms of Militia. More Militia poured in, eager to avenge the previous day.
The final assault on the lowest level met an armored door. The last survivors of the Nationalist staff were obviously hiding behind it. The corridors filled with Militia eager to be on the final kill, crowding forward as the call was sent back for satchel charges. Grenades were used against the door, exploding harmlessly against it's steel. Finally, a pair of Type 69 rocket launchers were brought up. Two volunteers agreed to fire them. The assault troops slowly moved back, out of the backblast area.
Finally, everything was ready. The volunteers fired their rockets. The two shaped-charge warheads blew the armored door from its hinges. By the time the volunteers had picked up their own rifles, a screaming wave of militia were charging forward, shoving them into the final level.
The final level seemed to be one large room, a warehouse filled with pallets and plastic-wrapped bales. The charging troops fired off a few volleys wildly, but there was no one in sight. Instead, a human tide of exultant militia poured into the room.
One of the first men into the room pushed free of the mob, laughing, seeing no place for the Nationalists to have hidden. Then he spotted it — a crawlway between the bales. He threw himself against the side of the crawlway and readied his grenade.
That was when he noticed that the bales were solid. With the bayonet of his rifle he dug into the plastic bale to gouge out what was inside. It was a white, doughy substance. He sniffed it, knowing he'd seen it before-
The timing device hit zero. The blasting caps detonated.
One hundred and three metric tons of C4 High Explosive went off.
The eruption blew the entire bunker complex sky high. Along with the hundreds of militia inside it. Chunks of concrete sailed hundreds of meters, a column of smoke visible ten kilometers away and heard on the mainland.
Afterwards, the crater that remained was eight stories deep. The after-action reports guessed that about 800 militia had been vaporized in the explosion, with hundreds more killed by concussion and falling debris.
The report was kept secret. Here, as at Kinmen, the Militia who had survived the assault were kept separated from the others and reorganized into their own units. Party leaders had already decided that much of what they might report could be bad for morale.
* * *
The next few days saw only limited sparring in the air. Neither side wanted to deal with the other side's air defenses, so they stayed over their own territory. Occasional flights clashed north and south of Taiwan as PLA strike aircraft and patrol planes sparred with ROC aircraft. In the few times that flights of fighters clashed, the ROC aircraft achieved a three to one kill ratio. Colonel Fleming scored the Flying Tiger's first air-to-air kill, shooting down a PLA recon flight over the Pescadores.
Most action was at sea, as the ROC Navy hunted subs and convoyed in supplies. The seas east of Taiwan became dangerous for both sides. Losses were high among the old submarines in the blockade, not least because many of their crews were reservists or Militia. For now, only Taiwan-flag ships were targeted, but few shipping lines dared to send their ships into Taiwanese waters anyway.
Taiwan conducted it's own campaign with it's four submarines, taking advantage of the vast length of China's coast. Mines dropped by subs claimed several ships off the big Hainan naval base. Beijing accused Taiwan of sinking a civilian ferry, but had to cancel the propaganda blitz when all the video of people being pulled from the water showed they were in uniform. Two of the huge Hong Kong ferries survived the trip up the coast to join the invasion fleet assembling near Xiamen.
* * *
Marshal Zhou had flown into Beijing to clear his final plans with the President. On the way from the airport to the city, once his Mercedes limousine left the vast, six-lane highway that had been built to impress foreigners, he was amazed how little was different. The air was even more polluted, the skyline even more crowded with skyscrapers under construction and the cranes perched atop them. Zhou noticed there were far fewer bicycles and motor scooters and many more cars. He wondered if much of that was because the swarms of cars would have simply run over anyone on a bicycle. The "Miandi" — the little yellow taxi vans — still thronged in the street, their drivers eagerly extorting every Fen they could from their customers.
There were more Army trucks on the streets than usual. The winter air was still polluted, the buildings still grey. At Tiananmen square, mobs of Party faithful were holding one of their daily rallies to support their "Heroic Militia Comrades". The Marshal wondered what they would think if they knew that over a hundred thousand of their "Heroic Militia Comrades" had died taking those islands, with another sixty thousand wounded. Plus about ten thousand Army casualties.
Zhou's limousine, the limousine of his staff and their motorcycle outriders entered the forbidden city with minimal formality. Zhou was ushered into the President's office before the meeting with the Central Committee, which would be a pro forma affair.
The Smiling Man was smiling now, the Marshal noted. The President waved him to his seat and offered him cigarettes. "Thank you for coming, Comrade Marshal. Congratulations on your victory."
The Marshal took a cigarette and lit it. It was a "Golden Panda", special cigarettes made for only the highest elite of China. It had been a decade since he'd had one. "Congratulations are not in order. The issue was never in doubt. Had the Army been in charge from the start, casualties would have been a third of what they were."
The President beamed at that. "Make sure your comrades in the Army know that. How go preparations for the main effort?"
Zhou laid out the papers on the President's desk. "The proper forces are coming together. But I will need your support for two efforts. One is the airborne operation. We will need the civilian airlines to be placed under our command — secretly. This cannot become public knowledge until we have made the landings. The second matter is in preparation. The Nationalist Air Force is not going to let itself be lured out. We can crush them — we must crush them utterly, if the landing is to succeed — but it will be expensive, in lives and aircraft. I must have your total support in doing what must be done."
The President's smile grew smaller as he nodded. "You have it. But I don't think this will go on much longer. The Nationalists have to see how hopeless their situation is now. One more good hard blow will surely make them surrender. Then your veterans can begin work training the new draft. The Central Committee has authorized the army to recruit a quarter of the young men available through the draft.”
The Marshal's eyes narrowed in suspicion. "Our land forces are already adequate for Taiwan. A draft that size will give us half a million men. Why?"
The President smiled and went to his desk. He flipped open a map book and laid it before the Marshal. The map was of Russia. "We shall strike soon, Comrade Marshal. Eighteen months to absorb this draft and another and replace equipment lost in Taiwan. Then Siberia becomes ours. I am thinking of creating a post appropriate to the force this will require. Have you heard of the title of Supreme Marshal?"

CHAPTER 10

Roughly 70 kilometers south-west of Taiwan lie the islands of the Penghu Leihtao, known in the west as the Pescadores. They are low, windswept islands, home to fishermen and farmers, the traditional base for invasions of Taiwan.
Taipei had long realized the importance of the Pescadores, making them the linchpin of their southern defenses. To guns placed by the troops of Chiang Kai Shek had been added command-detonated mine fields. TIEN KUNG (Sky Bow) and HAWK/PATRIOT SAM missile batteries swept the sky. The sea was covered by HSIUNG-FENG anti-shipping cruise missiles that could hit targets 160 kilometers away. Beach defenses were manned by reservists and Marines. Flotillas of missile boats and patrol craft cruised the waters around them.
After a week of hostilities, the Pescadores had become a major nuisance to the mainland. Their missile batteries had claimed numerous coastal craft, a dozen aircraft, two frigates and a destroyer. Their small craft had dropped off raiding parties on the mainland. The raids were pinpricks, but each one panicked local commanders, jamming communications nets and tying down thousands of troops. Two Communist subs had been destroyed in the shallow waters around the archipelago. Chinese coastal shipping was forced to huddle in a narrow corridor close to the mainland. When ROC radars picked up dozens of small craft leaving the mainland before dawn and assembling off the coast, they thought they knew what was happening.
* * *
At Central Command, Taipei, General Sung watched the situation develop. The situation map showed counters for several hundred small craft gathering off the mainland. An Air Force Colonel reported. "Makung reports heavy radar jamming over the mainland."
Defense Intelligence reported next. "Realtime observers report numerous aircraft from all bases."
The General thought of what that meant. Frightened men and women on the mainland, hiding under cover, reporting back with satellite transceivers. The signals, bounced directly off satellites, were undetectable. The persons making those transmissions were not.
"Instruct Makung to boost signal strength on electronic counter measures. Scramble all tactical aircraft, loiter over Kaohsiung. If they're hitting us with a strong airstrike, that gives us a chance to punish them. Not a single Communist plane is to return to the mainland."
The President came into Central Command out of breath, rolling up his sleeves. "Good morning, General. Have I missed anything?"
"No, Mr. President." Sung concentrated again on the forces, lecturing from force of habit. Several of his most satisfying years had been as an instructor at the ROC Military Academy. "The Communists are making a major strike at the Pescadores. We will engage them with missiles at forty kilometers. Then, at my signal, all anti-aircraft missiles will cease firing and every plane we have will attack."
The President looked at the displays. “When did we get satellite feed back? I thought ours had been hacked and shut off.”
Sung nodded. “It was. And the Americans say they can’t let us use theirs. The Japanese too. The Russians, on the other hand, are being most cooperative. These are from their satellite nets.”
“The Russians? Why?”
“Well, it’s not cheap. But it’s not nearly as expensive as I thought it would be. I believe our Russian friends are playing their own game. What matters is that we have real time satellite imagery.”
“I thought I was supposed to be the cynical politician." Ch'iu pursed his lips, considering what he'd heard. "Why aren't we hitting their boats with our missiles now? I thought the HSIUNG had a range of a hundred kilometers."
"We cannot achieve sufficient fire density," explained Sung. Then he realized he was lecturing a civilian. "Their antiaircraft weapons can be used against our HSIUNG-FENGs. Massed as they are, they would shoot down the few missiles we could fire at them before they get through. But if we wait until they are closer in, we can hit them with enough missiles to penetrate their defenses. It is called fire density."
"What about them shooting their missiles at us?"
"That's why we're hitting them at 40 kilometers."
The counters moved closer together, seeming to creep across the map.
* * *
At the bridge of GANSU REVOLUTION, once Group-Leader, now Captain Zheng Yiguan looked to port and starboard. Torpedo boats, missile boats and patrol craft skimmed across the open ocean. They had been told they were the first wave of the attack on the Nationalist strongholds. Overhead, helicopters of the Navy's Frontal Aviation hovered, keeping pace.
Zheng checked his crew one more time. In addition to the twin 14.5mm guns fore and aft, they had two Army specialists with shoulder-fired anti-aircraft missiles. The PLA Navy Sub-Lieutenants who'd reported aboard were manning the radar and helm. They seemed competent enough, Zheng thought, if a bit intimidated by the battle wounds many of his people still showed. Zheng liked that, though the extra visitors did crowd the small gunboat to capacity.
"Range to target, 38 kilometers!" The ensign on the radar was also monitoring the radio. "Message traffic — Nationalists are launching missiles!"
A roaring noise from their own missile boats as they launched YJ-1 "Strike Eagle" missiles in retaliation. The missiles took off, skimming low over the water at just below the speed of sound.
Then there was another roaring, first from behind, then overhead. Jets! Hundreds of jets flying overhead! Zheng's crew cheered, seeing yellow stars on their wings. Zheng recognized the huge tail sections and blunt noses of Chengdu J-5's, a plane improved from the MiG-17 flown by Soviet Revisionists. Others were Harbin H-5's, their twin engines hanging below wings bristling with missiles and rocket pods. The number of planes flying overhead took his breath away.
"Long live the glorious People's Revolution!" he shouted from sheer joy. Nothing would stand before them now!
* * *
In Central Command, there was a gasp from one radar operator as the PLA planes emerged from the haze of jamming over the mainland.
"Air defense command estimates 500 aircraft, type identified: J-11‘s, Q-5's, Chengdu J-10's-"
"Cease reports." General Sung observed the aircraft plot.
"Five hundred planes!" The President was more demonstrative. "What will we do?"
The Air Force Major General who was representing his service spoke quickly. "We must attack with all aircraft. This is an opportunity to inflict serious damage on them, if we call in enough planes to finish them off! If we send in less than our full force, the PLA planes will swarm over them."
General Sung nodded. "Call them in. But no attacks until I order the missile batteries to cease fire."
"Makung reports batteries free, engaging aircraft now!" The officer maintaining contact with Makung Defense Command eagerly watched the plot.
Radar plot spoke again. "Aircraft launching additional missiles, range 25 kilometers and closing-"
* * *
Once the commander of the Pescadores saw what was coming at him, he'd decided there was no point in using his missiles against the swarms of incoming Chinese missiles. There were simply too many to stop. At his order, the SAM batteries swivelled skyward, locked on and launched. Within a minute, every launcher on the islands had fired off every missile it had, against a field of targets so thick it would be impossible to miss. Then the missile crews dived for cover, as did the radar operators.
The gun crews of the island defense made a valiant effort, throwing up a curtain of fire, everything from .50 calibers to 5-inch guns taken off old destroyers. The proximity-fused 5-inch shells exploded and filled the air with shrapnel, damaging the sensitive missiles. Jamming killed other missiles. Then they were through.
Some missiles quickly vaporized the island radars, homing in on their signals. More missiles hit transmitters, dummy transmitters, radio towers and ships. Even the missiles that were shot down were a threat, the crashing rockets blasting the islands at random.
Seconds later, HAWK and PATRIOT missiles began to hit the inbound Peoples Liberation Air Force (PLAF) jets. Intercepting their targets at closing speeds five times the speed of sound, any hit was deadly. Among the packed formations of jets, some dodged missiles only to ram each other.
* * *
In the seat of his F-104 Starfighter, Colonel Zac Fleming, 2nd AVG CO, checked his controls. Everything running smoothly. All lights green. Lead plane in a "finger four" formation, he checked his rear view mirrors. The formation was holding, followed by a dozen ROC F-16's. Above them, the single flight of FlyingTiger F-4 Phantoms was at 50,000 feet, taking high cover. Below them, Fleming could see more jet contrails than he'd ever seen in his life. Planes loitering over southern Taiwan. There were F-5's and F-16's from the US, the locally built Ching Kuo's, French Mirage 2000's, everything that could fly.
Even ROC jet trainers and his own Tigers in armed civilian craft were in the air, albeit west of the island, ready to bat cleanup. Their planes were nimble enough, but gun-armed planes in a missile battle tended to die real fast.
The signal came. Hundreds of planes turned towards the Pescadores and opened up their engines. Hundreds of pilots scanned hundreds of heads-up displays. Hundreds of arming switches were thrown.
"Ding Hao, Tigers!" shouted Fleming into the radio. "Let's pay some bills!"
He went to 100 percent power, the big GE J79 engines pouring out 17,900 pounds of thrust. Sudden acceleration rammed him back into his seat. Fleming started looking for targets for his long-range Sparrow missiles. He found them. Radar showed planes everywhere. Even as he watched, planes began cartwheeling out of the sky. Those ROC's on the islands must be pretty good after all! His own threat warning radar began to warble. He was being scanned, but no lock on yet.
He had lock on! "Engage! Tigers, engage!"
He launched his Sparrows, saw his wingman launch a second later, then more missiles from the other Starfighters. Below them, ranks of planes fired volleys of missiles.
Fleming armed Sidewinders. He saw the first targets. He'd always been far-sighted, a visual condition that gave a pilot an edge in air to air combat. He who sees first, shoots first. Ahead, below him, he could see puffs of flak dotting the sky, trails of smoke from dying planes, missile trails and jet contrails and hundreds of planes.
Tone again! Lock on with Sidewinders! He fired one Sidewinder, jettisoned his drop tank, armed his gun and went in, followed by his flight. A brief vision of his missile blowing a plane out of the sky, then they were in the middle of it.
Planes were everywhere, twisting, diving, dodging, guns roaring, green and orange tracer crisscrossing. He spotted a plane diving, identified it by reflex — MiG-21, an old bird but nimble — came in behind it, HUD targeting displays bouncing across his field of vision. He fired a burst. His 20mm gatling roared, a spray of fire that crossed the plane in a classic snap shot. The plane exploded.
Pumpkin-ball sized bursts of green fire flew past him. 37mm shells, he'd recognize them anywhere. He chopped engines, let the plane overshoot him. Classic amateur's trick. The planes roared past, old Il-28 Beagles, way outclassed in this fight. His wingman fired a burst, smoked one. They did a wingover, fired another burst, lost the other Il-28 in the confusion. Another MiG-21 — no, wait, the Chinese called them the J-7 — flew across his vision. Too close for missiles, but he hit his targeting radar by reflex, just to rattle the guy's cage.
The MiG's ejection seat burst out, the untouched plane diving earthward.
Then they were through the battle, formation lost in the confusion, laughing in exhilaration at their own survival. "Man, did you see that MiG driver?" called his wingman. "He must have punched out the minute his threat alarm went off! These guys are real rookies!"
Alarms started going off in Fleming's mind. He began looking around. On their hell-dive through the vast air battle, he'd seen a lot of old Chinese jets, one step above museum pieces, but — "Cappy, this is Tiger One. Did you see any of those J-11‘s we heard about?"
The J-11 was the current PLAF fighter, reputed to be a dangerous customer, built with technology bought or pirated from the West.
"Just old crap. Those pilots flew like a bunch of first-timers. The ChiComs haven't gotten any better in twenty years."
"Tiger One, this is Tiger Central." Their base command, responsible for vectoring them in on target and keeping track of wayward children. This made it different from the rigid base command of the PLAF, which literally guided their planes in and out. "Radar track confirms, your targets squawk as J-11's. Over."
"Bullshit! We smoked three birds back there and every one of 'em was older than dirt! Over!" Fleming checked the area around them, banked his Starfighter sharply. They were down at 10,000 feet now, the South China sea spreading away below them.
Tiger Central spoke next, the voice strained. "All Tigers, new contact, hostiles, bearing 275, 20,000 feet, estimate four-zero-zero aircraft.."
Fleming suddenly felt a cold chill.
* * *
In Central Command, the Air Force General had gone from exultation to sudden tension. "They sacrificed those planes to lure us out."
"Withdraw your aircraft," said General Sung. "They are attacking us with nearly as many planes as we sent in originally. Those planes are fresh. I assume your jets carry a limited number of missiles?"
The Air Force General nodded, his hands twitching. Eager to be at his planes' controls, Sung thought. "Have Makung resume anti-aircraft fire. I will have our planes withdraw east."
He went to the officer who'd been maintaining contact.
Sung motioned to the Commodore representing the Navy, who had been watching silently. "Instruct the southern squadron to move forward to support the islands."
The Commodore nodded and went to pass on the orders.
The General and the President watched the radar screens as the air battle spread out around the Pescadores.
* * *
In the War Room beneath the White House, the National Security Council was watching the same situation. President Ike Walton took a second to ponder that, given the 8-hour time difference, this war was very convenient for US audiences. That thought vanished as the General of the Air Force received a phone call. He blanched and looked over at the President. "Mr. President, SAC-NORAD reports multiple missile launches, Fujian province."
The loudspeaker in the War Room, put in to circumvent any tangle in communication, fed in the raw data. "Recon Sat KEYHOLE V reports heat signature for multiple launches, Fujian Province."
The President felt queasy for a moment. "Missiles?"
"Yes, Mr. President. NORAD says… 217 missiles launches, plus about thirty heat blooms, probably from misfires. Missiles exploding on the launch pad. Conforms to M-11 and M-15 mobile missile launcher profiles."
The National Security Advisor spoke. "Those can carry nuke warheads!"
"No way. Too many missiles." General Kandel watched as the missile tracks began to appear on the display screens.
Air Force nodded. "That many nukes would vaporize Taiwan."
CIA spoke. "What if they've got a few nukes among the conventional warheads? They might be throwing in the conventional warheads to draw off ROC defenses. The latest Patriot missiles can target the M-11."
There was a sudden buzz of furious discussion around the table. General Kandel spoke. "Mr. President, we've got to contact the Chinese. Tell them to abort those launches!"
The President had been afraid someone would notice he was there.
NSA was speaking to him. "My people are on the line to Beijing now, Ike. We've got to let them know they can't use nukes!"
"Or what?" State Department this time. "Do we threaten to nuke them if they use nukes on Taiwan? What will they do then?"
The Chief of Naval Operations spoke. "They've got their missile subs west of Hawaii, in range of the West Coast. We've got two Seawolfs shadowing each one. You give the word and they’re gone."
Ike Walton looked at them, looked at the boards. Thousands, perhaps millions of people would soon be dying. It wasn't as if he lacked options. He had too many options. He wished the VP was there.
"Six minutes to impact. KEYHOLE reports five additional launches."
"Mr. President, we've got to do something!"
Ike Walton pondered the situation.
* * *
Fleming throttled back and watched the swarm of approaching PLAF jets grow larger. His 20mm roared. Beside him, Cappy fired his last Sidewinder, following up the heatseeker with his own spray of 20mm. Threat detectors screamed as their enemies made lock-on, green tracers shooting past. Then they were through. "Hit it, Cappy!" He gave the engines 100 percent power and afterburners, stood his Starfighter on it's tail and headed for orbit.
Cappy followed, sticking to him like a good wingman should. Fleming felt a sudden shuddering. He chopped power fast. He glanced left, hissed. Catlike reflexes had saved him again. One 37mm shell had blasted a hole in his wing. The Starfighter was a testy bird to fly on the best of days. With a damaged wing dragging, it was just no fun at all.
Cappy shot past him, then chopped power. "Tiger One, let's get the hell out of here! I have zero missiles, zero guns. Over."
"Best idea I've heard all day. But take it slow or the wind'll peel my wings like a banana." They kept climbing, trying to get away.
The threat detector warbled, then hit solid tone.
"Split roll!" barked Fleming. The two planes rolled away from each other, just as a pair of radar-guided missiles sailed past. Torn between two targets, the guidance systems chose neither.
That only helped a little though. Fleming could see the approaching planes, Chengdu J-10's, very modern-looking. They were launching again. He twisted his jet in evasive maneuvers, hearing every creak of the metal, every groan of a plane that was old enough to vote. His threat detector warbled, went on and off. He finished the split roll. The J-10's were dogfighters. The F-104 was not. Worse, he was looking right at Cappy's plane when the missile hit it.
No time for that now. He heard tone, saw the flash of missile launches in his rear-view mirror. Heat-seekers this close, had to be. He launched flares, hit jamming, chopped engine power and dove.
The missiles detonated at the flares, the jets overshooting him at full power. He rammed his engines to full throttle again, brought his nose up, went for target lock on from below. Now it was their turn to do a split roll. He called it perfectly, the jet coming across his sights just as his finger stroked the firing button.
Hits! The plane's wing burned furiously, dirty black smoke as it fell out of the sky. He looked for his next target. The threat detector warbled again. It was a broken hydraulic line that saved him. It tore loose, lighting up his board like a christmas tree. He hit the ejection button. Punched out.
A heat-seeker came in from directly behind a second later. The concussion tore his plane apart. Colonel Zac Fleming watched it crash, felt the jolt as his chute deployed and looked downward at the sea.
He hoped there was somebody friendly down there.
* * *
In Central Command beneath Taipei, General Sung stood by the phone, linked with all the commands of his nuclear strike force. They were ready to go. The F-104's were loitering east of Taiwan, their nuclear weapons armed. President Chiu, horror written all over his face, could only watch.
"All stations, if there is a nuclear blast, you will lose contact with me immediately," Sung said into the phone. "EMP will kill this signal. If that should happen, launch immediately."
Reports came back, confirming the order.
So, Sung thought, we get to watch the missiles that might annihilate us. At a bargain price.
Central Command's radar operator was the first to see it. The radar operators close to the battle zone had to identify specific targets, guide in specific planes. His task was to get the overview. Several different radars fed into his screen.
He had been the first to see the initial wave of aircraft, had watched as the ROC Air Force tore it to shreds. Then he had seen the second wave pounce on the now-scattered ROC planes. Hundreds of dogfights had filled his screens, spreading out past the borders, supersonic jets chasing each other across an ocean that suddenly seemed very small.
Now he saw the third wave.
They came in from the west, rank after rank of planes, filling the screen. The computers counting them buzzed steadily, the sheer size of the battle overwhelming their programs. Transponders on the planes identified them as PLAF Chengdu J-10‘s, Shenyang J-11's. The oldest plane being spotted were J-8‘s, their copy of the MiG-21, along with Q-5 ground attack aircraft. He wondered if the beacons were honest this time. Then, as he looked at the number of planes coming at him, he wondered if it mattered. "Third wave of aircraft coming in, estimate nine-zero-zero aircraft, various types, altitude 35,000 feet-"
* * *
The M-11 and M-15 missiles impacted on Taiwan minutes into the air battle. They came in on suborbital trajectories, dropping out of the sky far faster than sound, aimed at Taiwan's airfields. Despite claims to the contrary, they could not be counted on to hit within fifty meters of their target. That was why the Chinese launched hundreds. As the missiles came in, the warheads on many split, turning single warheads into four or six warheads.
PATRIOT missile batteries launched, intercepting some. The impacts were spectacular. Explosions blew warheads into scrap, deadly only to those unlucky enough to be where they fell. But there were too many for the missile defenses. Most got through.
Each airfield on Taiwan was the target of twenty missiles. Single warheads carried over a ton of explosive, plunging deep into the ground before they went off, blasting huge craters. Submunitions hit as rains of bombs, blasting smaller but more numerous craters.
The final stage of the air battle was the longest. Marshal Zhou had stripped the coast of every plane he could get, bringing over a thousand older planes and former pilots out of retirement to sacrifice them in the first waves. Now the ROC pilots were spread out, low on ammunition, many of them out of missiles. The PLAF jets pounced on them.
The ROC pilots fled for the shelter of Taiwan. PLAF jets followed them in. Air defenses on Taiwan engaged, but many missile batteries were still reloading.
Desperate battles raged over ROC airfields. Many ROC planes that survived the air battle crashed because their runways had been cratered by the missile attack. PLAAF strike aircraft split off from the main battle to hit runways with cratering charges or cluster bombs that scattered mines across the runways. Air combat spread across the island, PLAF jets pursuing ROC planes deep into the interior. Plane by plane, the ROC jets were hunted down and blasted from the sky.
* * *
On the bridge of GANSU REVOLUTION, Zheng was peering through his binoculars when he spotted the rings. Dozens of them on the horizon, bright blue rings with black dots in the center, just above the water.
"What are those?" he asked, pointing. The Navy Sub-lieutenant at the helm looked and blanched.
"Missiles! Missiles inbound!"
The rings were the flares of rocket motors, burning unbelievably hot. The dot in the center was the missile and the reason it looked like a dot was because it was coming directly at them.
The guns on the boats fired, spraying out a storm of green tracer, joined by volleys of shoulder-launched AA missiles. Some of the missiles exploded as they hit the wall of fire.
Most didn't.
The Taiwanese-built HSIUNG-FENG III ship-to-ship missile carried a 75 kilogram warhead. They impacted with the boats at just under the speed of sound, with half their rocket motors still burning.
A wave of explosions battered at Zheng's vision. Smaller boats vanished. One of the big SHANGHAI class patrol boats broke in half. The ships were thrown into sudden chaos, twisting in the water to dodge explosions and each other. Then a plane roared across the confused formation, it's guns roaring, adding to the chaos. Many gunners fired into the sky. Zheng's own aft gunner tilted his twin 14.5mm machine guns upward and blasted away in helpless fury.
Zheng grabbed the loudspeaker that was mounted on the bridge, screamed into it. "Cease fire! Cease fire! You are shooting at nothing!" Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Comrade Tian knock the aft gunner away from his weapon. The Navy officer beside him, teeth gritted in fear, was steering them around other boats as all formation was lost. Zheng watched as a missile boat rammed a torpedo boat, cutting it in half.
* * *
Captain Daniel "Day" O'Reilly, flying the "Lady Diane", checked his controls one more time. In the rear view, he could see the armed jet trainers flown by the ROC Air Cadets, as well as his own wingman, the red-haired female pilot he'd met the first day, with the unlikely name of Tucker O'Bryan, from Hilton Head, Virginia. As per instructions, the other planes were hanging back about two kilometers. Just right, if he'd guessed the abilities of his equipment.
If he'd guessed wrong, they were all dead meat, but then, from what he'd heard on the radio, they were all dead meat anyways. "Okay Wing, kill the radios and unplug. Get set for Operation Gangbang!"
Wing nodded, went back and physically unplugged their radio. The naval jammers and emitters were already warmed up — literally. The unpressurized cockpit was still uncomfortably warm. Wing strapped back in just as "Day" spotted his targets — The Jian-10‘s he'd heard about, the very latest in Red Chinese technology. He turned to Wing and grinned. Wing didn't seem happy. "Okay, Chewie, we're going in!"
He hit the bus bars, triggered the JATO units and held on.
The JATO rockets went off. Suddenly it got fun.
The plane jumped ahead like a rabbit, pushed by tails of flame from twin rockets, the overstressed frame creaking and groaning. As it shot forward, the electronics hummed, the tubes glowing, pumping out radio emissions on every frequency with every erg of power the plane could generate, flooding the air with emissions. Doing the best imitation of electromagnetic pulse he could at Mach 1.6, O'Reilly threw his plane through the PLAF formation. Just barely in control, wishing his plane had a stick instead of a steering wheel, for lack of anything else to do, he sang.
"Flying Flying Fortresses at forty thousand feet!
Flying Flying Fortresses at forty thousand feet!
Flying Flying Fortresses at forty thousand feet!
Look away, beyond, the blue horizon!"
They shot through the PLAAF formation. Two jets exploded as their missiles detonated. The rest spun out of control, one crashing, the others trying to recover as the ROC cadets bounced them, cannons blazing. O'Reilly saw missiles incoming, threw his plane into their path. The missiles homed in on his plane, hit the massive jamming it was putting out and detonated, or flew out of control.
The JIAN-10 was the latest technology, electronically controlled. Which made it vulnerable to electronic interference. O'Reilly wasn't sure he could have pulled this trick on an older plane with fly by wire controls. But then, the massive jamming his plane pumped out was doing nifty things to the PLAF missiles, too. He was fairly certain they could see him on radar screens all the way to Beijing.
"We've got great big ammunition! Great big nasty ammunition!
Great big nasty ammunition and an itty-bitty bomb!
As we go flying on!"
He rammed his plane through the attacking formation, his .50 calibers roaring, hitting one plane in a spray of fire before it's pilot could dodge. As he shot past another plane, it's own missiles detonated, set off by the deluge of radio waves he was pumping out.
That flight's survivors died as the ROC pilots and Tucker O'Bryan tore through a moment later. O'Bryan had mounted .50 calibers to fire broadsides to port and starboard, for ground attack missions. Now she corkscrewed through the PLAF formation, all guns firing. O'Reilly wasn't sure she got anybody, but it sure looked good.
The JATO units cut out, exhausted. There was a sudden lurch as the plane began to slow. Then there was a pop from the breaker panel as overloaded electronics cut out.
"Oh no you don't!" shouted the pilot. "Wing, gangbang!"
Lieutenant Wing shoved the breaker panel back closed, physically held the breakers down, powering up the overloaded electronics again. More electronics spit and sparked, ozone and smoke beginning to build up in the cabin. The American waggled his wings in the signal to head for home, then pointed his jet in what he was pretty sure was the right direction, wishing his jamming hadn't fragged his own controls and navigation.
* * *
Reports were pouring into Central Command now, reports of bombings, planes crashing, missiles fired. Sung gritted his teeth in fury, knowing that the situation had spun away completely out of his control. Beside him, the Air Force General wept as the force he had spent his life building was clawed from the sky. From the radar console came the final report. "Last missile impact recorded. Conventional warhead. No further missiles tracked."
The President was in a state of shock. Moments ago, his only concern had been whether the incoming missiles had nuclear warheads. None had. That knowledge had ceased to matter the minute he'd known it. He observed other's reactions, but for him there was only a numbness. He simply couldn't believe what he was seeing. The Republic's Air Force was dying before his eyes, taking a heavy toll of the enemy but dying, nonetheless.
The Communists hadn't used nuclear weapons. They hadn't needed to.
Sung snapped out orders. "Have all nuclear units stand down."
When the President spoke, he felt disembodied, as if someone else was speaking his words. "General, didn't we expect this? We knew our planes were outnumbered."
Sung's voice was choked in fury. "We expected some tactical dance, some subtle strategy where they would try to wear us down. We expected them to hit us a few at a time. We were fools! We had planned to last until the monsoons preclude invasion, in June. Now, the Communists have ten weeks of good weather and our air force is gone."
A sense of inevitability settled into the President's mind. Shock was wearing off. A sense of tragedy began to set in. "So it is over."
"No!" Sung barked out the word, stood and began pacing as he marshalled his ideas. "We still have an air defense net! We still have an army! The Communists have taken out our air force, but they're losing half their own air force to do it! We still have a fleet! We will bleed them on the crossing and smash them on the beaches! I haven't lost yet!"
The Air Force General shook his head slowly. "No. It's-"
Viper-quick, General Sung grabbed the man, heaved him from his chair and slapped him. "No! No you cowardly worm! We will fight them every inch of the way! If they want to cross the straits, we'll let them cross it on a carpet of their own dead! My grandfather fought the Japanese with a bamboo spear! My father fought the damned Communists his whole life! He died fighting them! We still have an army and I'll kill any man who tries to make us quit now! I am not losing to a gang of stupid mainland sheep waving red books! Now get ready to fight, or go outside and kill yourself to save us the trouble of shooting you!"
Sung shoved the man away, glaring at him. The Air Force General straightened his uniform, looked into that burning gaze and saluted. "Please forgive my weakness. If you wish, I will resign."
"I don't want your resignation! I want you to kill Communists! Now go and find out what we have
left!" The General left.
Interesting, the President thought. Others had told him that Sung was slightly mad. Now he saw that the man had a core of fanaticism others might call madness. But they needed that kind of madness on their side, if they were to have any chance at all. He watched as Sung sat, trembling with fury. He would need to counsel this man. This was the kind of dedication that made men into Legends, or consumed them and all those around them. He was needed here. "General Sung?"
Sung did not turn to face him. "Yes, Mr. President?"
"I will leave now. I have to address the people. I must warn them of what is to come. If I might ask a personal favor, could you inform me of the status of my son, as soon as he returns?"
Sung nodded and went to work.
* * *
Two thousand aircraft had taken off from the airfields of Fujian province, flying from airfields prepared for this day years ago. Slightly fewer than a thousand returned, many of them damaged, low on fuel, out of ammunition. Over #5 Forward Airfield, gaggles of Q-5 attack aircraft and Chengdu J-8's, J-10's and J-11's straggled back from Formosa. Their pilots were exultant, the radio frequencies jammed with congratulations and requests for aid. Several jets had crashed already. Bulldozers shoved the wreckage from the runway to make room for more. Damaged aircraft were cleared to land first.
One of the flights approaching the airbase were the survivors of three squadrons. The flight leader, a veteran of twenty years service in the People's Liberation Air Force who had been recalled from retirement, looked back at the planes following him. Most had been loaded for ground attack. Their hardpoints were empty, their rocket pods scorched from launching. The flight leader couldn't see any two planes with the same markings, but the pilots were flying well. He noticed the last plane in his flight lagging behind, a battered looking J-11, and called him on the radio. The pilot tapped his helmet. Dead radio.
"Lucky bastard" thought the flight leader. "He doesn't have ground control yammering in his ear all the time."
Like the old Soviet Air Force, PLAF pilots were constantly controlled from the ground, a rigid tactical structure that had disintegrated in the confusion of the air battle.
The flight leader had been retired from the PLAAF because he had a bad habit of not worrying about the details. Things he didn’t deem worth his attention had the tendency to bite him in the ass.
He called the tower, requesting landing instructions as they came over the field.
* * *
The last plane of the formation was not a Chengdu Aircraft Company J-11, though it looked like one. It was a Soviet-built SU-27, the plane the J-11 had been copied from. It had been sold to Ethiopia over two decades before, then re-sold when the Ethiopians could no longer keep it flying. Sold as scrap, it had become the property of the Republic of China Air Force. The ROC Air Force repainted it, updated it's electronics, painted on battle damage and trained a man to fly it. The man, currently, was Lt. Col. Ch’iu Peng Chen.
He listened to the radio chatter, lined his plane up on the flight and looked down at the airfield, fixing targets in his mind — fuel trucks, control tower, radar dishes. He hit his arming buttons.
His flight went into a shallow bank as he lowered landing gear.
Ch’iu chopped engine power, took a final second to aim at the line of planes in front of him and stroked the firing button. A 30mm automatic cannon roared a short burst, a line of fire and explosive that ripped through the dense formation. Then he did a wingover as three jets crashed and burned behind him. In a shallow dive, he fired a volley from the four rocket pods slung beneath his plane. The 57mm rockets leapt out into parked fuel trucks, followed by a second volley. The third, fourth and fifth volleys went towards the control tower. Two volleys of rockets into the radar station and then he left the air base behind him, the explosions already blooming.
A pair of planes ahead! He took the shot, firing another burst from his 30mm, mindful that he only carried 60 rounds per gun. He wished he had some air-to-air missiles, but questions would have been asked of a plane returning from combat with unexpended ordnance hanging off it's wings.
One target exploded, the other spun away. Then he was skimming the treetops, feeling pure joy as he flew his plane like he had always dreamed of. Ahead, he spotted the tank farm they'd flown over on the way in, after he slipped among the returning planes. He fired two more volleys of rockets into that, hoping to hit something good, found himself flying over ranked antiaircraft guns set up to defend the tank farm from the east. His sonic boom rattled the gunners. Then he released his fake drop tank, which was filled with explosives. He felt the whump of the detonation behind him. The gunners opened fire wildly, at him and every other plane in the sky.
Next, he was over the hills, coming down on the ocean. Ahead, he saw PLA landing craft and transports moored off the coast. He hit all his firing buttons, all four rocket pods emptying in a few seconds, his 30mm spraying into the ships. Two ships were hit, their explosions speckling the water. A final frantic dodge of a ship's mast and he was past them. The roar of his passing broke windows. The PLA sailors and soldiers opened fire in fury and anger.
Ch’iu hit afterburners and headed for home, dropping his rocket pods to streamline his plane a little more. Praying fervently that the Communists would keep their heads up their ass just a little longer, he hit the transponder frequency that identified him as a ROC plane and hoped his own side's gunners would pay attention to it.
* * *
Marshal Zhou was reviewing the casualty reports from the air battle when General Xu Yuanzhang came in. General Xu had cut his teeth flying MiG's against the Americans in Korea and again in Vietnam, posing as an NVAF pilot. He was a small man, slightly built, as was Marshal Zhou. That didn't stop him from trying to overawe the Marshal. "Are you the murderous idiot who just killed half the planes in the People's Air Force?"
Zhou looked at him impassively. "The Nationalists killed them. I simply gave the order that sent them into combat."
General Xu was not impressed. "We've lost over a thousand planes! It will take us a decade to replace these losses!"
The Marshal remained calm. "They have destroyed the Nationalist air force. That is what I desired."
"Not in a bloodbath like this!"
The Marshal's voice suddenly changed, whipcrack-hard, furious. "Then in what? In small battles where they'd whittle you down a squadron at a time? Their planes are better! Their pilots are better! This was the only way to neutralize them!"
"Our planes can match anything they-"
"Tell those lies to someone else!" The Air Force General and Army Marshal glared at each other. "I crawled in the mud and ate rotten millet for two years in Korea while you pilots flew overhead, clean and warm! So I know about dying! If every pilot you have must die to put my Army on Taiwan, you will have done your job!"
General Xu had not been intimidated by the Americans in Vietnam. He was damned if he'd be intimidated by this overage mud soldier. "Watch your back, `Marshal'! You are making ever larger bets in this game. But it was you who the Army retired. And you who the Army brought back for this gamble. Remember that some gambles fail!"
He turned and left.
The Marshal watched the departing Air Force officer, smiled thinly.
An hour later, he was working in his office when there was a knock at his door. He spoke. "Enter."
General Deng came in, escorted by Lieutenant General Tian, the commander of the 1st Airborne Corps. Deng was eager, as always. Tian seemed nervous. Both men saluted.
The Marshal nodded. "As you were. Sit and have tea." They sat, poured themselves cups of tea. It was strong and heavily sugared, the way the Marshal liked it. As they drank, the Marshal opened his notes to the airborne section. "Comrade General Tian, what is the status of the airborne corps?"
"Spirits are high and all units are fully equipped. The second airborne division is practicing helicopter air assault tactics."
"That will end immediately. All of your troops will be delivered to the combat zone by airdrop." The Marshal studied the paratrooper's reaction. Like most paratroopers, Tian was relentlessly eager, but even eager commanders can be tactically rigid. Tian simply seemed confused.
"Comrade Marshal, we do not have sufficient numbers of appropriate aircraft to use all three division. At best, we can deliver three brigades by airdrop, if we minimize the support equipment."
The Marshal nodded. "I know this. But you assume that we only use turboprop aircraft. Suppose we were to use transport jets, or converted civilian airliners?"
Tian's nervousness was increasing to stratospheric levels, the old Marshal noted. As was wise. He was about to disagree with a Marshal of the PLA. Not something lieutenant generals did lightly.
"Comrade Marshal, jet liners could carry the men. But they would have difficulty flying low enough to deploy our troops. Further, their minimum speed is so high that soldiers deploying from them are scattered so widely as to be useless."
General Deng spoke. "So the problem is the rate at which the paratroopers leave the plane?"
"Yes, Comrade General. From a jet, parachutists have to depart from the rear cargo bay door or they will be pulled into the engine. This limits how fast they can jump without entangling each other."
Marshal Zhou nodded. Good answers. This man was no political appointee. "Comrade General, I need your airborne forces dropped in sufficient strength to secure my beachhead. We will be using infantry as helicopter assault troops. I want all thirty thousand of your men on the hills around my beachhead, preventing counterattack!"
He saw Tian prepare to argue further. Then he began his surprise. "Comrade General, I have a suggestion. This was considered for a time, back during the 1970's, but no one used it." The Marshal gave him a file with rough sketches and plans on it. The paper had yellowed around the edges in twenty years, but it was still legible.
The paratroop General read for a few minutes. Then he smiled.

CHAPTER 11

When the final tally was made, the ROC Air Force was left with less than fifty fighters, facing a force twenty times that size. Support aircraft had been devastated in the raids too. Now, PLAF planes ranged up and down the island, targeting bridges, air fields, dams and tunnels, trying to chop the island into it's component pieces.
Most surviving ROC aircraft withdrew to the West Coast. There, shielded by the air defenses of the island, they clung to a tenuous existence. They were aided by the Special Squadron planes, the disguised Sukhois and MiG's that slipped into PLAF formations over and over again. Deadly as they were, even more damaging was the paranoia they engendered among the PLAAF pilots, causing more than a few "friendly fire" kills in the PLAAF. Chinese ground control responded by trying to control their planes even more rigidly, which lessened their effectiveness even further.
In the straits, the aftermath of the battle of the Pescadores was the Shiao Chuan Tzan, the "War of Little Ships". Missile boats, torpedo boats, mine sweepers and assault craft from both sides sallied forth, raiding each other's shipping, laying mines and sweeping minefields, scouting the coasts. Here again, the ROC boats were outnumbered. But operating close to their own shores, they had the support of the coastal defenses. Time and again, PLA Navy missile boats and frigates strayed too close to Formosa and were hit by the tank guns of the "Brave Tigers", artillery fire or missiles.
Another menace to the raiders from the mainland were armed civilian aircraft. Propeller driven planes operating from grass air fields and straight lengths of road did not generate enough heat to be targeted by most missiles. Their small bomb loads or improvised rocket launchers did not do a lot of damage but their harassment kept the invaders on edge. Flying low, under cover of darkness, they were a constant threat. Still, they were vulnerable to the AA guns of the small craft. They took their toll, but they took their losses too.
As the weeks passed, the situation actually got worse for the PLAAF. They kept overall air superiority but the Taiwanese always seemed to be able to come up with a few more planes, a few more missiles. The big air battle had burned through almost all their reserve aircraft. Now, even though every aircraft factory was working around the clock, even though they were buying jet fighters from the Russians at inflated prices, still they kept losing planes faster than they could replace them. The number of planes they could put in the air crept downward. The PLAAF had never decided on a really modern ground support plane, instead doing upgrades on the old Q5. Now the casualties of the older plane climbed so high that they were withdrawn from service over Taiwan, so there would be sufficient numbers to support the invasion.
* * *
It was past midnight when they emerged.
A week after it had been taken, Kinmen was peaceful again. It still stank of dead bodies, though bulldozers and labor battalions had buried most of the corpses. Militia and visitors from the mainland had picked over the wreckage of the battle, stripping brass and metal, or trinkets for souvenirs. After that, without the Nationalist troops, it was just an island.
Six brigades of Militia had been bivouacked on Kinmen, but it was a large island. So no one saw the men when they emerged.
Their faces were daubed with camouflage, their pistols and submachine guns sprouting long, tubular silencers. Their exit was barely a hundred meters from the main entrance to the Kinmen command bunker, so they had to move quietly. Eventually, thirty men emerged from the concealed hatchway. The last man out triggered the timing device and left the hatch open.
Lieutenant General Pan Ze Ling, Commander of the Kinmen Garrison, looked at the survivors of his command and gritted his teeth. When the defense lines collapsed, they had crept into bunkers concealed years before. For the last week they had huddled in their hidden refuge, listening to the Communist transmissions and planning what they would do. Now they dragged five packed "zodiac" boats, self-inflating rafts, with them to the shore.
Lieutenant General Pan staked his men out in a perimeter, eager to avoid contact. Some of his officers had advised staying under cover for a longer time. They had a week's supplies left. But this was the pre-planned night when the Kinmen and Matsu staffs were supposed to leave cover. If they didn't move and Matsu command did, the Communists on Kinmen might start looking for them. Besides, Pan thought to himself, he couldn't let General Zhai show him up. The chubby commander of the Matsu garrison was insufferable enough already.
"Sir," His naval aide seemed out of place in camouflage and face paint. "I scouted over the dune. There is a gunboat waiting there, an old SHANGHAI class. Just a hundred meters from shore. It could get us back to Formosa more quickly than these rafts!"
The General thought about it. "It could also get a missile put into us. No, Commander, we're staying in the rafts. They don't show up on radar." He checked his map for a moment, recalled what the first scouts out of the tunnel had said. A glance to one side. The rafts were ready. He looked back at the map.
To their right, a battalion of Army and military intelligence troops were bivouacked around the command bunker. To their left, several hundred meters away was the sprawling camp of the nearest Militia brigade. His own group was in a low gully, masked by hills on both sides.
Sitting in the bunker while his command was destroyed had grated on him. Now he saw a chance to erase that shame. He spoke to his waiting men. "I have a plan. It will require five men besides myself. Commander, your raft is tasked to plant charges on that Communist ship. I need volunteers for one last chance to hurt these Red dogs!"
He got his volunteers. The other four rafts loaded up and headed out to sea, black rafts on a black sea. Once they were a few more miles out, they'd start their engines, but now they needed silence.
General Pan took his place with his group, looked across to his other three men. They signalled readiness. He turned around to see the Army bivouac and took his rifle off safety. The men on either side of him did the same. One slipped a white phosphorous rifle grenade over the muzzle of his rifle and aimed at the parked vehicles.
The six men fired simultaneously, volleying grenades and bullets into the sleeping men. The Chinese troops woke under fire and grabbed for weapons.
General Pan emptied his second clip, then dove for the bottom of the gully as he barked "Go!"
Sentries from the army camp were already firing. The ROC’s rolled back from their firing positions under a hail of fire from the Militia sentries. In the valley, the six men each loaded their last rifle grenades. Three were fired towards each group of mainland troops. The popping noises of the grenades was lost in the growing din of gunfire. The grenade's explosions added to the noise as they paddled out to sea in the darkness.
On Kinmen, the Army troops returned fire, aiming at the swarm of muzzle flashes in the darkness. The Militia returned fire too, blazing away in the panicked fire of half-trained troops with automatic weapons. Neither camp realized they were shooting at their own side. Their bullets crossed over the now empty gully, sailing on to hit each other's camp.
The fratricidal battle went on until dawn, not even interrupted by the explosion of the gunboat anchored offshore.
The final casualties of the battle of Kinmen came that morning when the bunker exploded, vaporizing a squad of Pioneers sent in to check it out.
* * *
The line was a fairly new addition to the Presidential Office, put in after Chiang had died. The old Generalissimo would never have tolerated it. Maybe he had been right, thought Ch’iu Wang Chen. Leaving lines of communication open with such an enemy was a temptation to surrender.
The phone flashed insistently. The President of Taiwan picked it up. "Good morning, President."
"Good morning, President Ch’iu. How are you today?"
Wishing you were burning in hell with Mao and Deng, thought the President. "Fairly well. Yourself?"
"Not bad. Beijing is miserable as usual. I look forward to coming to Taipei someday, under better circumstances."
The President looked out the windows of his office. The Tamsui river was a muddy, raging flood, partly from the spring thaws in the mountains, mostly because PLAAF planes had blown up every dam upstream. "If you keep bombing everything we have built here, there will not be much to visit. Couldn't you tell your planes to be more careful?"
The President's laugh was brash and full throated. To Ch’iu it sounded a little forced. "I shall miss these exchanges, Chiu! It is a shame I can no longer offer you a position in the People's Government, but too much blood has been shed. You should have taken me up on my offer before this all started."
Ch’iu restrained his temper with difficulty. The Smiling Man had always been able to enrage him. "I'm afraid I don't believe your promises, Xiao. Are any of the fools who believed you in Hong Kong still alive?"
"Yes, and doing very well, so long as they remember who to obey."
The President nodded. He briefly contemplated living his life at the mercy of whatever Communist leader he decided to accept the protection of. Until the next purge. It was not appealing. "I tire of these exchanges, President. What did you call me for?"
The Smiling Man's voice grew less cheerful. "I will be blunt then. Ch’iu, your little air force is gone. Your Navy does not dare enter the straits, so there is nothing left to stop an invasion. Your people do not have the will to continue this war. The People's Air Force is finished with your reservoirs, which means in a month, your cities will all be short of water. We can invade at any time."
"Then do it. We've got quite a welcome prepared for you."
Xiao's voice seemed angry. Now Ch’iu smiled. "Fool! All you will do is get more people killed! The Americans will not rescue you. Do not hope for aid from other nations, either. I have grown tired of these inflammatory lies spread by the foreign press. I am issuing a declaration that any foreigner found in Taiwan without approval from the State News service will be arrested and shot as a spy. Your foreign press will flee."
The President shrugged. "I have spoken with many of them. I doubt they will have the common sense to flee."
The voice on the phone grew angrier still. "I am offering you one last chance to leave, with whatever you want! From this point on, any plane near Taiwan will be shot down!"
Ch’iu picked up a cigarette and looked at it. Crumpled it and threw it away. "I have a counter-offer, Xiao. Keep the islands. Pronounce a victory and send your armies home."
"That is not an option! It might have worked if you had surrendered the islands without a fight. My own military is hot for vengeance now! So is the Party! They want your head on a spear! Ch’iu, from this point on, every death will be on your hands!"
"President, you are the one continuing this war. Why can we not simply go on-" The line cut off. Ch’iu thought he could hear the phone being slammed down. He smiled at having finally made the Smiling Man lose his temper. Then he looked at his suffering city and his own smile went away.
* * *
At Sungshan Airport, Taipei, Shannon checked his hair in the mirror. The wind instantly blew it out of place again. He grimaced, gave up. One of the disadvantages of filming near airports, he guessed.
Hammond checked his clipboard, spoke above the sound of jets. "Okay, Dale, you film the plane coming in, then pan over to Mike. Mike, you take over from there, but be careful. Your microphone is live the minute the camera rolls. The sound engineers at the network will try to clean it up."
Shannon nodded, had a thought. "Hey John, could we face the other way, make sure the wind doesn't ruin my hair?"
Hammond shook his head. "Mike, the planes are that way, remember?"
Sudden embarrassment silenced Shannon. He nodded ruefully, checked his script. A Japanese relief flight was coming into the airport today, one of a steady flow of flights in and out of Sungshan. The municipal airport had not been hit since the first air raids a week ago. Shannon wondered whether that was humanitarian, or the fact that no ROC military aircraft were operating out of the field.
He looked over at Soo-minh. She was waiting, coldly polite, near their wagon. In the last week, she had been correct, helpful and distant. Every attempt to talk with her about her brother had met with stony silence. Shannon had glimpsed her once, from a distance, speaking into a phone with tears in her eyes, but she had not let the Americans see any of that. Shannon had finally given up.
"Here it comes!" Hammond pointed. Shannon looked. A big Japanese Airbus, loaded with water purification gear and medical supplies. There were hastily applied red crosses on the wings. Coleman started filming. Shannon spoke. "Red Cross relief flights have been the only planes in or out of this municipal airport for three days now, a policy which the Taipei city government has said will be maintained, despite requests from the Taiwanese military to use this airfield. The planes, chartered by the-"
A different sound of jets, roaring, a shriek of missiles. Shannon whirled as Coleman yelled "Incoming!"
A flight of PLAF jets swept across the airport, rockets firing. One sailed in neatly behind the Red Cross plane, twin streams of green tracer fire streaming from it to the red cross plane. The stream of cannon shells blew off the plane's left wing. It flipped over into the tarmac, exploding in an orange fireball.
The explosion was lost in the torrent of destruction the jets rained on the airport, firing rockets, strafing and peppering the runway with cratering bombs. In the middle of it all, Shannon stood dumbfounded. Beside him, Coleman caught it all on tape.
Someone kicked Shannon's legs out from under him. He fell down, shock getting his brain working again.
"Get down, stupid American!" snapped Soo-minh. She low-crawled across the tarmac towards Coleman.
Coleman danced away and kept filming. "Stay away from me, babe! I got filming to do! Shannon, you gonna talk or what?"
Now Shannon could hear antiaircraft guns going off, more missiles and rockets firing. A series of explosions drew his attention. "Dale, the terminal building!"
Coleman whirled, caught it on tape. "Got it! Now say something, damnit!"
Rockets were exploding all over the civilian airport terminal.
Shannon spoke, holding his throat mike close to his mouth to shut out the noise of the air raid. "The Chinese jets are strafing the airport terminal, just one more senseless piece of destruction in a senseless attack on a civilian target! We just saw Chinese jets shoot down an unarmed relief flight."
He was shouting to be heard over the rain of explosions around him, rolling on the ground trying to see everything. The sound quality would be hell, but he didn't care. He was in the middle of it all, horrified and terrified and exultant, all at the same time.
He spotted a ROC anti-aircraft tank with twin cannon mounted on it, firing at the planes. The guns boomed steadily, kicking out brass as they tracked across the sky. "Dale, get a shot of that tank!"
"It's called a "Duster", man!" Coleman followed instructions. By now, in a gesture to safety, he was down on one knee.
Duster. Right, thought Shannon. Books he'd read as a boy began coming back to him. What was it they'd called it? "That isn't to say the ROC's aren't fighting back. A twin-forty millimeter antiaircraft tank, called a "Duster", is part of the ROC defense, shooting back in the middle of…"
The raid eventually came to an end. After the planes left, the noise of sirens and burning buildings seemed subdued. Almost quiet. The news crew and their guide picked themselves off the concrete and dusted off gravel and trash. Coleman was exultant as he took the camera back to their wagon.
Hammond pulled Shannon to one side. "Mike, we have to talk."
Shannon brushed himself off, nodding. "Okay, John. What's up?"
They began walking as Hammond spoke. "Mike, you're losing your detachment. We're just here to report. We're not here to win points for the Taiwanese. We're neutrals, remember? We just report the news."
Shannon was floored. "What?"
"We have to stay balanced. The ROC's have their flaws-"
"John, we just saw the Chinese blow a fucking Red Cross plane out of the sky! How are we supposed to be balanced about that?"
Hammond whirled on Shannon. "Get over it. Shannon, this is your first time out of the States, so I'll give you the benefit of a doubt! But we are neutral here. I am the news director, you are the on-air talent. You're a talking head! You don't have a degree in International Relations and neither do I! So we don't choose sides! If you can't handle that, then go the hell home! Do you understand?"
Shannon choked down his reaction, thought about it. Hammond could send him home. He was a neutral. He noticed Soo-minh, watching them from a distance, out of earshot. He reined his temper in, spoke contritely. "Okay John, okay. I'll keep it cool. Does that mean we can't use any of the footage we just shot?"
Hammond relaxed. "Nah. Let the network people clean it up. What did you call that thing, a "Duster"? When did you become a military expert?"
"It was kind of my hobby when I was a kid. That thing carries twin Bofors 40mm anti-aircraft guns. They're ancient."
"Okay, let's use that, the angle is how outmoded the ROC's equipment is, why one of the richest countries in Asia hasn't been spending it's money on defense. How about…"
As Hammond spoke, Shannon looked at Soo-minh.
* * *
The coast of Taiwan was a dim, brown line on the horizon. On GANSU REVOLUTION, Zheng Yiguan paced the boat's tiny bridge and waited for reports. The engines of the gunboat were silent, ever since they had died an hour out of the harbor.
They had been part of a coastal raid, ten gunboats tasked to scout out the Nationalist coast at night. Zheng was almost glad the engines had broken down. His boat had gone on four such raids in the last week. Only half the boats sent on those raids returned. The distant shore was defended out to fifty kilometers, when the deadly HSIUNG FENG's of the Nationalists began to strike. If you survived to get close to shore, the Nationalists had plenty of guns. A fist-sized hole in the superstructure showed where a dud 105mm shell had passed clean through their gunboat.
Tian came onto the deck, wiping his hands on a rag. "Good evening, nephew. Have you heard anything on the radio?"
The radio was on, tuned to the frequency of the raid. Stalled where they were, Zheng had given the rest of his exhausted crew permission to sleep, standing lookout himself. "Nothing yet. I suppose that is good. What about the engines?"
Tian's face was unreadable in the darkness. "Comrade Yang Chunmao, ship's engineer, doesn't know his head from a hole in the ground! We're out of this raid for tonight. That Navy boy officer is helping him repair the engines now."
Zheng nodded. "They needed us on that raid. We have let down the Party and our comrades."
Tian laughed bitterly. "Zheng, the only reason they needed us on that raid was to stop a missile. This boat costs less than one HSIUNG-FENG and every missile the Nationalists waste on our pathetic ass is one they won't be able to fire at the invasion fleet. We are being expended."
"Comrade Tian, I cannot permit you to speak that way!" Sudden anger flared in Zheng, anger and fear. Fear that Tian was right.
"Zheng, open your eyes! They've got militia camps all across Xiamen island, thousands of Militia who haven't heard a shot fired yet and we're the ones who keep getting shoved in!"
"Comrade Tian, you need Mao Tse-Tung thought! It is an honor to…" Zheng began, then grew silent. He was too tired for this. "Very well, uncle. Believe what you wish. Just get those engines going."
"Of course, comrade captain."
The radio squawked, sudden panicked cries, orders, reports of missiles inbound. Zheng scanned to the east with his binoculars. He saw a distant flash. On the radio, the others reported one of their number destroyed.
"Poor bastards," muttered Tian. "I'm glad we're not out there."
Suspicion gnawed at Zheng's mind. He glanced at Tian, then went below suddenly. Tian followed him belowdecks, into rooms lit red to preserve night vision, towards the gunboat's small engine room. Tian spoke far more loudly than was needed. "Comrade Captain, what are you-"
Zheng threw open the door to the engine room. The Navy sub-lieutenant and Comrade Yang were sitting on toolboxes, mugs of tea close at hand, cards on an improvised table before them. The Lieutenant leapt to his feet in panic, gouging his head on an overhead pipe. Yang made a pathetic grasp for a tool. Tian darted in past Zheng, barking angrily. "You worthless waste! Yang, you are corrupting one of the officers of the People's Government! You traitorous slackers! I-"
"Stop shouting, uncle." Zheng felt enormously tired. Tian grew silent, looking at him. The other two men in the room waited. "We have missed the raid. Get the engines going. If we have to miss another mission because of engine failure, I will report all of you to Commissar Li."
Comrade Li Hong had become Commissar Li Hong, for his hard work commanding the militia boat squadron. Zheng couldn't help but recall that Commissar Li had done all his commanding from safely ashore.
Zheng turned and left the engine room.
* * *
"Something's definitely up in Wuhan." Six stories below the White House, NSA shoved a folder of pictures at the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. "The airborne divisions there have been on alert for a month. Now they took a 747 over there."
General Kandel looked at the pictures and checked the map. "Why the hell are they doing that? What do your satellite photos have them doing to the plane?"
Around them, the War Room was quiet. Representatives from most of the National Security Council were around the briefing table in what was a glorified bull session, less formal than the official sessions. The President and VP weren't there. Nobody really missed the President.
"We don't know. They took the plane into an airport that's been socked in by clouds. They probably chose that airport because the clouds would kill our satellite recon. Must have been a real nail-biter of a landing. That airfield isn't supposed to be big enough for 747's. Could they be planning to use it for an airdrop?"
Kandel shook his head. "Nope. ChiCom airborne doctrine is cribbed from the old Soviet book. They go in low and fast, pop chutes at under 2000 feet and deploy in battalion-strength groups. Flying a 747 that way is a particularly spectacular form of suicide. Besides, you can't put the troops out fast enough. They wind up scattered all over the place. You can only use the rear cargo door. Use the side doors and you're likely to be cut in half by the tail section."
NSA nodded, checked his papers. "Most 747's don't seem to have rear cargo doors. This one does. But why one plane?"
Kandel grinned. "One big plane. Suppose they don't go in low and slow. Suppose they deploy HALO troops?"
"What?"
"HALO. It stands for High Altitude, Low Opening. You kick men out at fifty thousand feet, with breathing gear. From that height, a good parachutist can control their drop, fly a few miles towards their targets. Then they pop the chutes at under 5000 feet and drop out of a clear blue sky. Be a hell of a way to deploy a light battalion."
The CIA director, who was sitting in on this session, shook his head. "That sounds a little unconventional. I can't see the Chinese trying something like that."
Kandel laughed, leaned back in his chair. "That's what the Israelis said in 1973. They piled up sand dunes right on the Suez Canal, called it the Bar Lev line. Sand's a real pain to move through. They thought it would make any crossing so slow that the Egyptians could never dig their way through. They didn't expect the Egyptians to be unconventional. Until the Egyptians brought up high-pressure fire hoses and washed away holes in those dunes in a couple of hours. Let's not assume the Chinese can't pull a fast one."
"They already have." NSA seemed to be having a bad day. Kandel knew it was because he was cheering for the ROC's. Most of them were, actually. "Do you remember Moscow telling us they would not sell any more amphibs to the Chinese? According to this report, that big shipyard south of Vladivostok just sold the Chinese three old ALLIGATOR-class tank landing ships."
Kandel shrugged. "What the hell are they thinking? They know they're next on the menu after Taiwan."
"Yes, well, somebody apparently doesn't mind being next on the menu. Those ships left port three days ago. With Chinese crews already on them. This is not something they put together on the fly. This is policy."
The CNO toyed with an unlit pipe as he thought out loud. “That's bad. Their heavy sealift capacity is the choke point in their planning. The Chinese have plenty of small craft for troops, but if they're going to take and hold a beachhead, they'll need to put heavy weapons ashore, fast.”
CIA nodded sagely. "Maybe we’re looking at this the wrong way. What do the Russians need tank landing ships in Vladivostok for? They’re not about to invade Japan, or anybody else. Those tank landing ships don’t help the Chinese against them. The PLA just has to march across the border to attack Russia. Those LST’s only help the Chinese attack other people.”
NSA shrugged. "So Moscow’s playing the Chinese?"
Kandel nodded. “Maybe the Russians figured out that every Chinese soldier killed invading Taiwan is one less they’ll have to kill if the Chinese invade the Holy Rodina.”
* * *
In Beijing, on Jingshan Front Street, is the "Three Doors Building", an ancient, heavily guarded structure that belongs to the Central Military Commission of the People's Republic of China. The original Military Commission for the PLA had met there, but years before the CMC had begun meeting in the Ministry of National Defense compound, the “August 1st" building in western Beijing. Now it had been moved back into the “Three Doors Building" by Premier Li Wolan, General Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party and, by grace of the 1975 Constitution, Supreme Commander of the People's Liberation Army. In it's meeting hall, the Military Commission now heard the reports, taking over much of the power that was normally given to the Central Committee.
He looked at the squabbling men of the Commission and shook his head. These were not the men who had built the People's Republic, with fire and blood and steel. The survivors of the Long March were all dead now, even their iron wills defeated by time and human frailty.
Li reflected that most of the members of the Commission were the children of the Long March survivors. Their parents had given them all the privileges they could. Brought up in wealth and power, here they strove against both the newly wealthy enterpreneurs who sought to open up the economy and the Old Guard: veterans of the period after the Japanese war, canny survivors of Civil War, Cultural Revolution, purges and power struggles. Li was one of the latter. Though he affected cultured accents, he sneered at the Princelings, shallow dilettantes in power that they were. Yet the power they wielded had to be dealt with.
A case in point was the Commander of the Border Guards, the son of a Marshal and hero who'd joined the military because it offered quick advancement. "I need to know when my helicopters will be returned! All of my patrol units have been stripped to provide helicopters and gunboats for this war! I cannot properly secure the border until they are returned!"
You cannot skim your share of smuggling bribes, you mean, thought Li. The Premier had heard of the younger man's lavish lifestyle. "Comrade General, surely you do not want to deny our forces on the Nanjing front adequate support? I am sure Comrade Marshal Zhou will not be overcautious."
Premier Li faced the Commission.
"Comrades, I know that our coastal trade is suffering due to the situation. But remember, we are unifying the Motherland. Is there anyone here who does not totally support the goal of unifying the Motherland?" He glared at them. They were silent.
Premier Li smiled. "Excellent. They will be returned when the situation is resolved. I am also informing you that a further mobilization of the Militia will be called for. We had hoped that the rebels on Taiwan would see logic, but they have not. Therefore, we will need one million more Militia volunteers."
There was an intake of breath around the room. A General of the PLA rose and haughtily looked over the committee. "Comrades, this mobilization is a mistake. The disasters of Kinmen and Matsu were the result of Militia incompetence. The Militia still have a role in defense, perhaps, but an operation as complicated as an invasion requires professional troops. Filling the Xiamen area with a million more mouths to feed will only complicate our logistics. They will divert resources that the People's Liberation Army needs."
Premier Li choked back fury. "Incompetence! Comrade Marshal, is it Militia incompetence that your own artillery could not destroy a few cowering Nationalists? The courage of the Party Militia was the only thing that made up for the incompetence of your Marshal Zhou!"
The Marshal who had spoken gave Premier Li a cold look. "The time for the Militia is past, Comrade Chairman. This last round of fighting shows it. If you insist on using Militia in this invasion, it will only result in more needless bloodshed."
"Comrade Marshal, you are relieved!" Premier Li was furious. He was also shocked that a Marshal of the PLA would speak so to him. "The mobilization will go ahead as ordered. This meeting is adjourned."
The Premier banged his gavel and left the meeting room, furious. As he left, one of his aides came up behind him. Chiang Ma-chou was the man who had replaced the late General Xiao as his military advisor. A veteran of the suppression of the Tibetan revolts, he was a thin, nervous man who nonetheless had an uncanny ear for information. The man followed him into Li 's office and waited for the door to shut before he spoke.
"Premier, I have been consulting with the provincial Party Chairmen about our mobilization."
The Premier stopped and, pulled out a pack of Golden Panda cigarettes, the special cigarettes reserved to the elite of the Party and the government. He lit the cigarette and took a quick puff. "Go ahead. Are those old women worried too?"
"Comrade Chairman, stories have begun to get back to the provinces of the fighting at the islands. Stories that have been very bad for morale. The Provincial Chairmen think there will be difficulty assembling sufficient volunteers."
Li scowled. "The Ministry of State Security is not doing it's job! Who let that information get out? I haven't even authorized Xinhua to release the casualty figures yet!"
Xinhua, the state news service, was something Li considered his own personal domain.
"We don't know. I suspect unofficial channels through the Army. Even some of the Provincial Chairmen are saying that the Militia has outlived it's usefulness."
Li 's anger had gone beyond fury now. It had become an icy thing, forming a deceiving calm. Like thin winter ice covering chill black waters. When he spoke, his voice was thoughtful. "You will listen to what they are saying, Comrade Mao. You will be their friend. Let me know who says such things. Further, during the mobilization, many Militia will be passing through Beijing at any given time. Arrange it so that ten thousand Militia, with weapons and ammunition, are camped near the railyard. Make sure they are from one of the outlying provinces, unfamiliar with Beijing. Keep them from any contact with local people."
Comrade Mao nodded and left. Li puffed his cigarette, thinking. Then he hit a button on his intercom. His secretary answered. "Yes, Comrade Premier?"
"Get me the Commander of the People's Armed Police in Beijing."
* * *
It was evening in Taipei, the end of a day of filming bomb damage, wounded civilians and ambulances. Sitting in the lobby bar of the Grand Hotel, Shannon mused that the People's Liberation Air Force seemed to be less choosy about their targets these days. Apparently tired of bombing bridges and dams, they now dropped the occasional bomb into Taipei. When that happened, the Taiwanese President was doing his best imitation of Winston Churchill, touring the bomb sites and comforting the victims, always with a confident grin on his face.
"Why have you stopped wearing your camouflage uniform?" asked a musical voice behind him. He turned and looked at Soo-minh. She was, as always, in uniform and perfectly in order.
"It didn't feel right. I'm not a soldier. All the soldiers are fighting. I just make reports." He sipped his beer. He'd discovered the old asian tradition of preserving their beer by adding a touch of formaldehyde to it. After the first three or four, you hardly noticed the taste. "Of course, that doesn't mean I can't be shot as a spy. Go figure. What brings you here? I thought we were done for the day."
"I just checked the travel plans for tomorrow. Here they are." She handed the papers to Shannon. "Would you please give them to Mr. Hammond? It would save me a trip."
"Sure." He sipped his beer. Yep, formaldehyde. Tangy. "I'd like to thank you for yesterday. For saving my life."
She smiled, sat down. "I was happy to do it. It gave me a chance to hit you and call you bad names."
Shannon laughed then, choked on the beer, snorting some through his nose. He struggled for a moment, got himself under control. Sudden relief relaxed the tension in his shoulders. Now he could smile. "Speaking of bad names, what does "Da Beetza" mean?"
"You mean Da Beitza?"
"Yeah, that. What does it mean?"
She looked away quickly, suddenly embarrassed. "It is not important. Do not worry about it."
"Y'know, it'll be a lot more embarrassing if I have to ask somebody else to translate it. What does it mean?"
"Childish, big-nosed foreigner." She sat there, her hands in her lap, eyes downcast. She looked up again when Shannon laughed, her expression outraged. "It is a bad insult!"
He smiled, felt his nose. "I don't have a big nose!"
"All westerners have big noses!"
He felt his nose again, looked in the mirror behind the bar. A normal anglo-saxon nose. He shrugged. "So do you think the Chinese will shoot us as spies?"
"The Communists shoot many people, Mr. Shannon. Many reporters believed them and have left. Why do you stay?"
Shannon shrugged. "Maybe I've decided to be a real reporter. Do you want something to drink? I've got a hell of a bar tab here."
"Thank you, Mr. Shannon. Tea, please." Giving them a few odd looks, the bartender brought tea. She sipped it.
"Have you heard anything about your brother?"
She shook her head. "No. After the landing, when we were in Kaohsiung, I heard from relatives that he had been evacuated. But he was not. He is not on the prisoner lists that the Communists sent."
"I'm sorry. I wish I could help."
"Some things cannot be helped, Mr. Shannon. I will mourn in time. My parents are sad, but they are very proud of him."
He nodded, looking down at his beer. Empty. He decided not to order another. "I'm also sorry about the other night. I didn't mean to-"
He tried to think of what to say.
"Do not worry, Mr. Shannon. It was not important." She finished her tea, stood. "Thank you very much for the tea."
She left.
* * *
As March turned into April, the fury of the air campaign against Taiwan increased. Tomb-sweeping Day, celebrated at the start of April, seemed horribly appropriate. Hundred-plane raids bombed all over the island. Bridges and tunnels were targeted, then fuel storage sites, warehouses and power stations. After a month of war, half of Taiwan had no electricity. Food began to run short in the cities.
Other targets were hit. The great blue-roofed Chiang Kai-Shek memorial was pounded into rubble by repeated raids. The Generalissimo's body was buried under tons of marble. In the process, PLAF planes also destroyed the National Theater and National Concert Hall. The top ten stories of the Shin Cong Life tower in Taipei were blown off. The owners of the skyscrapers had refused to let the government put anti-aircraft guns on the roof of their buildings, fearing they would draw fire. Now, realizing they'd be bombed whether or not they resisted, most owners opened their buildings to the military.

CHAPTER 12

South of Taiwan, the open waters of the Luzon Straits were a milky, coral blue beneath blue skies dotted with clouds. The straits had been the site of many battles over the centuries. It’s bottom was spotted with wrecks of everything from ancient Chinese War Junks to the wrecks of Japanese and American warships from World War Two.
There would be many new wrecks added at the end of this day, thought Admiral Hou Hsiu-Tien. Looking out from the flag bridge of the PLA Navy aircraft carrier LIAONING, he gazed proudly at the ranks of frigates and destroyers that stretched away as far as he could see. The combined South and East Fleets of the PLA Navy were about to bring this war to an end.
China had traditionally not been a naval power. Confucian philosophy, in tradition enduring through many dynasties, despised and distrusted merchants and most nations originally build fleets to protect their merchants. Zheng He, the greatest admiral Imperial China ever produced, had only been supported by the Emperor so that he could search out possible enemies. Despite bringing home enormous wealth, after his death the bureaucrats of the Emperor had ordered that the fleets be burned at their piers. Two hundred years of humiliation and defeat at the hands of modern naval powers had been the result.
But no more! Admiral Hou Hsiu-Tien commanded a Chinese fleet that could face any other fleet in the world. Fifteen destroyers and twenty frigates protected China’s first aircraft carrier, with a fully trained air wing aboard it. Behind them, a support fleet of oilers and supply ships kept pace with enough fuel and supplies to enable Admiral Hou’s force to stay at sea for months if necessary.
Ahead of them was a force of four destroyers and fourteen frigates. The KEE LUNG destroyers were old, but powerful. His latest Type 52D destroyers, the LUYANG III, were certainly a match for them. Better yet, from his point of view, the ROC frigates were a mixed bag, mounting a bewildering array of incompatible systems. The oldest were the ex-American-built KNOX class, called CHI YANG’s by the Nationalists. The CHENG KUNG’s were the ROC copy of the American OLIVER HAZARD PERRY class. Best of all, the KANG DING’s, bought from France. After their purchase, the ROC Navy had discovered that other than their vaunted stealth characteristics, they simply could not do very much. Fatal for a frigate, a class of ship which is typically called on to do everything. Then it had been revealed that bribes had been paid by the shipbuilders for the ROC Navy to buy them. The scandals over that had provided great entertainment in the wardrooms of the PLA Navy.
Modern ships, but not a real challenge, thought Admiral Hou. The true purpose of the ROC Navy in this scenario was to serve as validation. A chance for the PLA Navy to demonstrate it’s true power. Once it had been destroyed, the PLA Navy fleet would cut the sea lanes into Taiwan. Totally blockaded, even the madmen in Taipei would have to acknowledge their cause was lost.
* * *
“Range to Target Group Alpha, 60 kilometers and closing.”
Admiral Guo Feng, Republic of China Navy, breathed deeply of the sea air. He smiled. He’d spent too much time in stuffy command centers and map rooms. Two days ago he had shifted his flag to the bridge of the KEE LUNG, formerly the USS SCOTT. It was one of four identical KIDD-class destroyers Taiwan had purchased from the US. When built in the 1970’s, they had been the four most powerful destroyers in the world. Mounting a variety of missiles and guns, they were capable of fighting ships, planes or submarines with equal deadliness. Now, over forty years later, they were still deadly, with updated weapons and electronics from both Taiwan and the US.
The question, Guo Feng asked himself, was whether they were deadly enough.
They had certainly never been intended to serve as an admiral’s flagship, Guo thought. But one had to make do. Reluctantly, he put his flash hood back on and stepped back into the darkness of the bridge. Every man on the bridge wore the same type of flash hoods, of fire resistant cotton. In addition, Guo wore a flak vest, at the insistence of his officers. He had only agreed to do so if vests were also provided to the helmsman and lee helmsman. He adjusted his own vest as the armored doors to the bridge wings were shut and latched. Now bright sunlight came in only through narrow slits in the armored shields that had been lowered over the windows.
“Hold formation. Have the fleet shift ten degrees to port.”
Keep coming after us, thought Guo. Deeper into our waters, farther from yours.
Around him, the bridge crew and his own staff monitored the other ships in the fleet and the aircraft and other ships in the seas south and east of Taiwan. In addition to the four KEE LUNG’s, he had fourteen frigates and four other ships in his immediate force. On the high seas of the Pacific, away from the coasts, the smaller missile boats that both fleets possessed were of limited use. Still, hugging the coasts, his own missile boats waited. So did the few aircraft remaining to him.
“The weather is perfect for the PLA today.” Captain Sun Honglei spoke thoughtfully. “No clouds, no storms, nothing for us to use as cover. Probably why they came after us.”
“Indeed, Captain. They’ve been waiting for this weather. I could fault Admiral Hou for leaving his missile boats behind, but I understand his logic.”
“Admiral, do you realize that this battle has historic significance? The first fleet action ever between two fleets of missile-armed ships. We are of the same historical significance as Trafalgar, Kirishima or Midway. This battle will be studied for years.”
Admiral Guo shook his head. “So all my decisions will be second-guessed by naval cadets for the next hundred years, eh? Wonderful. Let’s see about surviving this day before we worry any more about our historical significance. Hou has the advantage of overwhelming strength and more modern ships. He believes he can play a cautious game. I do not think he intends to fire on us first, but the longer he pursues us, the worse his position becomes.”
As if in response to the Admiral’s words, a call came up from the Combat Information Center, the CIC. “Multiple targeting radars now detected from Group Alfa.”
Target Group Alfa. The enemy. The PLA Navy.
Guo’s heart began hammering in his chest. A lifetime of drills and preparation were now going to
be tested. He fought down a sense of unreality about it and forced himself to think of it as a drill.
“Affirmative. All fleet units, select targets in Group Alfa following fire plan Cricket. Prepare to engage. Special squadron, begin station keeping.”
Guo could almost feel the air grow heavier as dozens of powerful targeting radars began pumping energy into the air. Every ship in the fleet had a variety of radars. Some were to achieve lock on for weapons systems, others to jam the frequencies of the PLAN fleet’s radars. But to the naked eye, outside the windows all was still sunlight, sea, sky and perfect grey ships cutting across the ocean.
A young Lieutenant reported from the radio room. “All ships report ready to initiate Fire Plan Cricket.Special squadron on station.”
“Acknowledged. Have any of Group Alfa launched?”
“Negative, sir. They are targeting us but negative on launch.”
Adrmiral Guo nodded. “We start the dance then. Initiate fire plan Cricket.”
All but four of the ships in Admiral Guo’s fleet launched two HSIUNG-FENG missiles each. Launched by rocket boosters, each missile stabilized as it’s own ramjet engine kicked in, accelerating them to Mach 2 a hundred meters or so above the waves. Each missile went towards a separate target on a flight path that gave the target vessels approximately 45 seconds to react.
The PLA Navy crews reacted as they had drilled. Each ship launched chaff pods. They burst in the air, spewing strips of aluminum foil designed to break a radar lock. Most of the PLA frigates were the newer Type 54’s with 32 Surface to Air (SAM) missiles in vertical launch cells. Each launched a pair of missiles at each missile targeting them, the rockets erupting from the decks in dense clouds of smoke and blinding flame as their rocket motors ignited. Most of the PLA destroyers were the Type 52 which used a 24-shot FL3000 close-in missile system. Guided by radar, these pivoted and fired out their own short range SAM’s.
The wave of missiles coming in lost three of it’s number to electronic warfare and chaff interference. Eight more were destroyed by PLAN missiles as proximity fuses set them off in the path of the Hsiung-Fengs. Closer in, the 130mm and 100mm guns of the PLA ships opened fire, their own proximity-fused shells set to detonate if they passed within range of an incoming missile. Each burst was a grey cloud, spraying out lethal fragments. Striking the missiles with a combined speed of Mach 4 they gouged craters in sensors or deep gashes in the rocket motors. Concussion from one near detonation flipped a HSIUNG into the water where it exploded. As the last few missiles closed in, the 30mm gatling guns of each ship’s Close in Weapons System (CIWS) opened fire. Each sprayed out a radar-guided stream of 30mm shells, one hundred rounds a second. They shredded the last ROC missiles three kilometers short of their target.
“Negative on hits, Sir. Zero hits.”
“Special squadron in position, sir. Holding station.”
Admiral Guo went over the plan one final time in his head. If this failed, he might very well be the man who lost the war for Free China.
Well, no changing that now. For a moment, he wished he could stand out on the bridge wing again for one last look at the special squadron. But there was no time. This was war.
“Repeat Fire Plan Cricket.”
Another volley of HSIUN’s launched, glaring rocket flares that faded off into the distance. Even the noise of their destruction was too far away to tell him anything. Only the vanishing radar signals told the story. Those were clouded by massive jamming.
“All missiles destroyed. Negative hits.”
“Target Group Alfa continuing lockon. Zero launches.”
* * *
On the flag bridge of LIAONING, Admiral Hou Hsiu-Tien tried to restrain his elation and maintain a serene appearance for the benefit of his staff. It simply would not do for them to see him jumping up and down in excitement, however much he wanted to.
The HSIUNG-FENG had been a frightening prospect for the PLAN. Unlike their own missiles, it was not Russian technology, which tended to come with unpleasant surprises baked in. Neither was it second-hand, stolen by espionage or exploiting trade links. The Taiwanese got their technology straight from the Americans and they got all of it. Then they added their own twists. So far, the HSIUNG-FENG’s had been deadly but rarely used. When the ROC’s had launched a full spread at his fleet, Hou’s heart had been in his throat. But his ships had plenty of firepower and they had used it all. Every missile had been stopped without a single hit on his fleet. Twice!
His subordinates called up from his own CIC.
“Comrade Admiral, targeting radars lighting off from the south shore of Taiwan. Range approximately 110 kilometers. Radar is also detecting four pairs of aircraft, 100 kilometers south. Identify as P3 Orion patrol aircraft.”
Admiral Hou dismissed the report. “Anti-submarine aircraft are no threat to us. Why are they even there?"
His weapons officer spoke. “Sir, the Orions can carry Harpoon antiship missiles as well. They could be planning to attack us from the flanks to distract us from the enemy fleet.”
Hou nodded. “Very clever. Engage with long range SAM’s.”
“Yes, Comrade Admiral. Shall I have my combat air patrol engage?”
“Not yet.”
Outside, the roar of long-range SAM's launching was a distant thunder.
* * *
Admiral Guo heard the discussion in the air detachment before his aviation officer spoke. “Enemy is engaging our P3 aircraft. Request permission to launch Harpoons and disengage."
Guo nodded. “Granted. Commence Fire Plan Mantis."
* * *
“Enemy patrol aircraft launching Harpoons, two missiles per aircraft. Also dropping chaff and ECM. Shall aircraft intercept the Harpoons?”
Hou calmed himself, thinking of what he knew of Harpoon missiles. Subsonic sea skimmers, slow but capable of flying almost at the wavetops. Old technology but still deadly. His carrier aircraft could deal with them easily but so could his SAMs. The Orions, on the other hand, had destroyed many PLAN subs. “We’ll have no problem stopping a few subsonic missiles. Have your aircraft pursue the Orions.”
“Change in radar frequencies from the enemy fleet.”
“Something different now, Guo?” Admiral Hou leaned back in his captain’s chair, trying to look confident. He peered intently at the armored splinter shields on the windows, wishing his gaze could penetrate them.
“Missile launch! Multiple! Portside center of fleet, range 30 kilometers, HSIUNG-FENG signature!”
There was a gasp from all over the Flag Bridge at that. There had been no targeting radars from that close, just from the south shores of Taiwan, eighty kilometers further away.
“Missile launch from enemy fleet, signature of Standard missiles!”
Outside the flag bridge, the roar of guns firing and missiles launching as individual units fired at missiles coming from their flanks. Hou felt a moment of pride. He’d always tried to make sure his captains could take initiative at the proper time. They were not waiting the few fatal seconds it would take to get permission. They simply launched defensive fire against this new attack.
Then a massive explosion in the distance rattled even the splinter shields of the mighty LIAONANG.
* * *
The missile attack from the port side of the PLAN fleet had been launched from seven KUANG HUA missile boats. Unlike most of the ships in this battle, they were smaller, stealthed craft with a crew of less than twenty, carrying four HSIUNG-FENG’s each. They carried no targeting radars to give away their location. Instead, they held remote datalinks with distant radar stations and bigger ships and tracked using their radars. That let them get in unseen, far closer than larger ships might have. Now, tracking off the shore-based radars behind them, they launched four missiles apiece, a volley that gave the PLAN fleet less than twenty seconds to react.
The PLAN fleet reaction may have looked panicked, but in some situations, panic is the best response.
Every ship fired multiple chaff pods, shrouding the fleet in clouds of gleaming foil ribbons. Only the smaller FL3000 SAM launchers had the time to lock and launch. They sprayed out their missiles like lethal roman candles, while the 30mm CWIS on two dozen vessels all roared, filling the air with slugs. The thunder of rapid-fire naval cannon was like the beating of war drums, shells fired off in all directions. Within seconds, the fleet was ringed with the smoke of rocket trails and shellbursts.
Of 28 HSIUNG’s, only two made it through, impacting on a pair of frigates. On each one, 180 kilograms of explosive detonated, forging a penetrating lance of metal and energy plasma that cut deep into the lightly built frigates. One Type 53 frigate, SHAOTONG, took a hit directly amidships, the blast penetrating into an engine room in a spray of fire and molten metal. Half the engine room crew died as fires broke out, diesel fuel lines rupturing while wrecking one of the big 14,000 horsepower diesels. The other missile hit a new Type 52 destroyer, detonating atop the vertical launch missile tubes that filled the foredeck. The lance of energy set off three missiles in their tubes and the explosions began.
Nearly thirty STANDARD missiles came in next at Mach 3.5, loaded with contact fuses and smaller warheads. The KEE LUNG destroyers could launch four at a time from their fore & aft twin rail launchers, while the CHI YANG and CHENG KUNG launched one apiece from their single rail “One armed bandits”. Immediately after launching, the launchers swiveled to line up with the armored loading doors beneath them. The doors opened, fresh missiles slid up on the rails, the doors closed and the missile launchers swiveled back into position, ready to launch again.
Every PLA ship saw them coming in and poured out a storm of fire and jamming. The sky was filled with the green fireflies of 30mm tracer while the smoke trails of dozens of SAM missile seemed almost like dark threads weaving a tapestry in front of the fleet. Proximity fuses began detonating as missile flew past missile, powerful explosions churning the rocket motor fumes and the clouds, the thunder of a deadly storm.
A single Standard made it through the hail of defensive fire and the clouds of chaff. It impacted on the superstructure of another Type 54, the explosion gouging out a crater and starting several fires, but doing little real damage.
The Harpoons came in last, fast and low. The remaining planes of the Air Detachment tried to engage from above, while the mix of antiaircraft guns and missiles on the fleet engaged them as well. Flanking weapons which hadn’t fired yet now added their noise to the battle. Only one Harpoon made it through, striking the PLAN fleet oiler POYANGHU. It hit low, rupturing one of the main diesel storage area. Fragments of burning solid rocket motor ignited the fuel as it poured into the ocean, a blazing orange fire spewing black smoke into the sky.
On LIAONING, Admiral Hou grimly held on to the chart table as he heard the reports come in.
“Destroyer JINAN reporting fires in the forward magazines. Damage control parties away.”
There was a distant explosion, more powerful than the last.
“Destroyer JINAN no longer responding. Lookouts report a large explosion followed by secondary explosions. JINAN is settling in the water. Frigate SHAOTONG reports fire contained, requests permission to retire to rear of fleet.”
“Permission granted." Admiral Hou looked at his staff. “I told them the missile cell bulkheads on the Type 52‘s weren’t thick enough. One cell detonates, they all start going off. Now we know what Guo’s plan was. I’m certain he’s disappointed that he only killed one of our ships."
His executive officer spoke. “Comrade Admiral, there could be more of those stealth missile craft to either side of us."
“Indeed. Air Wing Commander?”
The officer commanding the two dozen jets flying off LIAONANG stepped forward. “Comrade Admiral?”
“Launch a strike at those missile craft. I don’t want them to have a chance to reload. Extend combat air patrols fifty kilometers to port and starboard, looking for groups of small craft. Continue having our planes keep clear of the main enemy force.”
As the Air Wing Commander attended to that order, Admiral Hou faced his other officers. “Configuration of enemy fleet?”
“Combat Information reports no visual identification. Radar is being jammed but we can clearly identify four destroyers out front, leading the enemy fleet. Bearing is 15 degrees port.”
The Admiral smiled with anticipation. “Placing his own destroyers between us and the rest of his fleet. How noble. Comrades, let us demonstrate for Admiral Guo what a real missile attack looks like.”
* * *
On the bridge of KEE LUNG, the reports had already begun pouring in. Admiral Hou gazed at the four destroyers leading his fleet as he heard the alarms go out. An errant though occurred to him. He spoke to his nephew, who was nervously watching the charts. “So many years of my life were spent on those ships out there. Now they are almost certainly about to be destroyed. Tell me, Captain, do you think that ships have souls?”
“Wouldn’t those ships have American souls then, Sir? They were built in America.”
Guo nodded. “Yet most of their lives were spent in service to the Republic. Chinese crews, chinese captains, guarding free china. I would like to think their souls are at least partly chinese.”
The call from Fire Control cut across his thoughts and all musings of souls were forgotten.
“Multiple launches, all Group Alfa ships!”
“Radar lockon! Multiple AESA radars!” Phased array radars and fire control systems, the PLA’s version of the American AEGIS fire control system. Which, Guo mused, his ships did not have.
“Missiles inbound! Vampires, multiple, bearing 240! Vampire count forty — Fifty — One hundred plus, incoming."
Hou barked out in a command voice he had not used since his last days as a destroyer commander. “All ships, weapons free! Engage incoming missiles! Fire plan Turtle!"
The Captain of the destroyer spoke. “Sir, I must insist you go below to CIC! It is safer!"
“Captain, there isn't a single space or man in this fleet that is safe. Fight your ship, Captain."
Captain Sun nodded, then spoke to someone standing behind the Admiral. “Master at Arms, follow your orders!"
Guo looked at Captain Sun. “What did you-”
A pair of brawny sailors grabbed Admiral Guo’s arms, lifting him clear of the deck, while the Chief Bosun’s Mate of the ship undogged the armored door leading down to the rest of the ship.
Guo shouted as the sailors hustled him off the bridge by main force. “Captain! Have these men put me down! I will have you all court martialled!"
The Captain’s face was set in a grim smile. He went to attention and snapped off a perfect salute. “I hope you have a chance to, Sir. It has been an honor!"
The Bosun’s Mate Chief slammed and dogged the door to the bridge as the sailors carried Guo down the narrow ladderwell towards CIC. Furious, the Admiral ceased speaking and bowed to the inevitable. “Oh, put me down. This is ridiculous. I will walk.”
* * *
The ships of the PLAN fleet looked like they were exploding as missiles blasted from their launch tubes. Most of the destroyers carried eight C802 antiship missiles each, while the four SOVREMNY class ex-Russian destroyers had eight Sunburn missiles, larger missiles with much larger warheads. The latest Type 52's, the LUYANG III’s, carried antiship missiles in their 64-cell vertical launch systems. Volley after volley of those missiles erupted from the tubes and joined the swarm of missiles already launching. Nearly 300 missiles were launched in the space of less than two minutes.
The ROC ships had already begun responding. The STANDARD missile launchers on every ship steadily pivoted, launched, reloaded and launched again over and over, sending a stream of missiles straight at the swarm of incoming missiles. Explosions began 40 kilometers out from the ROC fleet, blasts from the proximity fused missiles spotting the sky. Fired into the vast swarm of missiles, every Standard destroyed at least one target. Concussion from the blasts rammed some of the lowest sea-skimmers into the sea to explode.
Jamming threw off some missiles. Guidance systems lost their lock on, then re-aquired. Sometimes jamming detonated their warheads early.
At 20 kilometers, they began hitting the 5-inch gun shells fired to intercept them. More shellbursts, more fragments and concussions to damage the missiles. Now the missiles were also trying to track through clouds of chaff fired by the ROC fleet. But directly ahead, four targets were unclouded, Their masts glittered, reflecting radar signals strongly and clearly. Over half the surviving missiles locked on and closed in on the four easiest targets.
Through a television monitor on the bridge of the KEE LUNG, Captain Sun watched four ships that had been such a part of his life as they sailed to their destruction.
The old GEARING class destroyers had been built for World War 2, to fight men named Hitler and Tojo. Built too late for wartime service, they had first been put into storage, then upgraded with electronics and missiles. Serving first in the US Navy, then the ROC Navy they had been the mainstay of the ROC fleet. A decade before, their ancient hulls had finally been retired. But these four had been saved from the scrapyard. False radar and radio emitters had been placed on them, as they were modified to be run by remote control. Huge sheets of reflective mylar were put all over them and on their masts, to give them a larger radar signature. A final modification had put two 20mm CIWS systems on them, both firing to port.
Now, their long, low, graceful hulls cutting through the sea, all their banners flying, they pulled in more than half of the remaining PLAN missiles.
Their CIWs made one final defiant roar of gunfire, as if the gallant old spirit of the ships was defying their fate. Their guns claimed two dozen missiles. Every other ship in the ROC fleet was firing and launching missiles as well, a storm of tracer, missiles and gunfire that filled the sky with smoke and fumes.
The missiles hit. The Sunburns, at Mach 3, hit first. Each strike blasted deep into the old steel of the ship, shattering bulkhead as they tore into it. Even the fuel oil on the GEARINGS burned, clouds of dense black smoke as they shook from blast after blast, chunks of superstructure flying into the air. Streaming flame, their flags still flying, their final task completed, the shattered destroyers plunged beneath the waves.
The Special Squadron gone, the remaining missiles chose other targets. The ROC Navy ships kept up a hail of defensive fire, chaff and jamming even as the impacts began. Missile strikes were scattered all over the fleet, over half of the ships taking a hit. The frigate NING YANG was the most unfortunate as it’s chaff system locked up. Six missile strikes hit it, three sea-skimmers that blew holes in the waterline, three dropping from above to punch into the superstructure and deck. It dropped from the fleet, streaming thick clouds of smoke from it’s burning fuel bunkers. The destroyer TSO YING caught four missiles, including one that punched into the aft missile magazine. The secondary explosion blew off the stern of the ship in a massive detonation. Two Sunburns that had launched late with a hangfire came in to hit the WU CHANG, it’s stealthing not up to the task here. The massive blasts shattered the frigate, breaking the keel in two places.
Admiral Guo had just gone into the CIC of KEE LUNG when the ship jolted as if some ancient sea god had struck it. In the dark, crowded space, there was little light except for the monitors of the ship systems and the illuminated radar screens. Sirens blared, lights flickered and the smell of burning filled the ship as the jolt threw everyone to the floor.
Guo barked out an order. “Damage control! Status!”
Word came up from Damage Control Central, deep in the guts of the ship. “One missile hit, believed to be a direct hit on the bridge. Bridge is not responding! Leaks reported aft of Frame 62, damage control parties investigating. Primary telephone lines out, using backup lines.”
The XO of KEE LUNG looked over at the Admiral. “We are steering from Engineering. All fleet units requesting instructions!"
Guo nodded. “Guns, what do we have?”
The Gunnery Officer, or “Guns” called out. “Forward CIWS is out! All other weapons systems green! Targeting radars out, we are doing remote datalink from Frigate CHI KUANG. No additional incoming missiles!”
The horrifying thing, Guo thought to himself, was that this was all more or less going according to plan. “All fleet units, commence and sustain Fire Plan Mantis. Ten repetitions!”
* * *
On the bridge of LIAONING, Admiral Hou clasped his hands behind his back as the reports came in. All four of the ROC destroyers were gone. Totally destroyed! Dozens of other hits reported. The bridge crew cheered with each new report as the extent of their victory became apparent. Admiral Hou felt a twinge of disappointment that the fight had not been more challenging. Then he buried that twinge as an idiotic impulse. Winning was winning.
“Enemy fleet launching missiles! Signature of Standard Missiles, tracking twenty launches!”
That silenced the bridge. Admiral Hou cocked his head, doing the math. With their destroyers gone, how could the Nationalists launch so many damned missiles? “All fleet units, commence defensive fire! Status of antiship missiles?”
His gunnery officer spoke. “Comrade Admiral, we have no remaining anti-ship missiles. All were expended in the primary attack.”
Outside, Admiral Hou heard the sounds that were becoming familiar. The banging of ships cannon, the roar of SAM missiles launching, the popping and banging of chaff pods.
“Second flight of Standard missiles coming in!”
“Unidentified aircraft spotted by combat air patrol. Small aircraft, believed to be naval drones, range 30 kilometers and closing from port side.”
“Air search, why is radar not picking them up?”
“Stealth drones sir. We’re getting a very weak signature on them. SAM batteries are having difficulty getting a lockon.”
Outside, there was a steady drumbeat of explosions as SAM missiles volleyed off to intercept the incoming Standards, as missile warheads and cannon shells detonated ever closer.
“Third flight of Standards coming in!”
“Combat air patrol, engage drones!”
Outside, there was the louder, deeper blast of a ship being hit. One missile had gotten through.
“Comrade Admiral, frigate YANGTAI reports all chaff expended, all SAM and CIWS expended. Requester permission to withdraw from battle line to reload!"
“Destroyer CHANGCHUN reports all CIWS and chaff expended!”
Admiral Hou felt a twinge of panic. “How can they already be out of ammunition?”
The Gunnery Officer shouted out. “Belay all reports! Sir, we cannot have our ships pulling out of line now!”
Hou nodded. “Have all units use SAM’s to engage incoming missiles at maximum range! What is the report on those drones?”
Outside there was another, larger explosion. Another missile hit. Thankfully, the STANDARD was designed as an anti-aircraft missile with a smaller warhead.
* * *
In the Combat Information Center of KEE LUNG, Admiral Guo watched the steady stream of missiles go out as he tried to follow the damage control reports. He still had three destroyers and nine frigates, some damaged, but all able to fight.
“Sir, another hit on Target Group Alfa. Radar signature reports chaff has decreased by 80 percent and multiple radars for their close-in weapons systems have shut down. They are probably reloading.”
“Drones being engaged by enemy fighters. None are in engagement range for Target Alfa.”
Guo closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Time for the final roll of the dice. If this failed, there was nothing left.
“Institute Fire Plan Locust.”
At that order, every ROC ship fired it’s remaining pair of HSIUNG-FENG missiles, in addition to the steady launching of the STANDARD missiles. The three remaining KANG DING’s carried eight Exocet missiles apiece. Now they launched, a new challenge for the already overloaded jamming and ECM systems on the PLAN fleet. Over forty missiles, at different speeds and different altitudes, streaked across the ocean, through the smoke trails of the missiles that had gone before. They closed on a PLAN fleet on which most of the ships had expended all the ammo in their CIWS gatlings and had no more chaff pods to use.
Explosions erupted all along the PLAN battle line, almost half the ship killers making it through the depleted defenses. Destroyer XI’AN took a hit in the forward missile magazines and exploded. The entire ship shattered in a blast heard for miles. The Sovremny-class destroyer TAIZHOU did the same when an Exocet punched through to a magazine crammed with ready 130mm shells.
* * *
On the bridge of LIAONING, damage reports were pouring in. Admiral Guo tried to make sense of all the reports. “Why are so many missiles striking? Only five of our ships report their SAMS and CIWS exhausted!"
The Captain of the LIAONING spoke. “Some ships may be empty but trying to reload without notifying us. No one wants to admit they panicked and fired all their ammunition off too early.”
“Port lookout reports missiles inbound!”
Guo felt a brief surge of panic before he clamped down on it. “What missiles? From what?”
The ECM officer spoke. “Two to five of the incoming drones appear to have evaded interception. Launching from range of eight kilometers. Believe missiles are Hellfire air to ground missiles.”
The gunnery officer spoke. “We’re trying to engage but the missiles are too small! CIWS is failing to engage!”
Admiral Guo heard the blasts begin, seven explosions impacting all over the carrier. Even as they hit, reports came in of more and more of the STANDARD missiles penetrating the air defenses of the fleet. More and more hits on his ships.
His executive officer spoke. “Comrade Admiral, we must withdraw! We are taking more damage every second! We have no more missiles to strike back at the ROC fleet!”
The Captain of the LIAONING spoke. “The Hellfires did only light damage, but we have been damaged. I have a fire on the flight deck. Comrade Admiral, we need to preserve the fleet so it may provide support for the invasion! We must withdraw!”
Guo’s mind seemed to grip that concept like a drowning man clutching at a rope. He had to preserve his fleet! “Signal all fleet units to withdraw! Maintain defensive fire only! All planes to assume combat air patrol over the fleet until we have left the engagement zone!”
Still being pegged by volleys of Standard Missiles, half a dozen of it’s ships streaming smoke from fires, the PLA Navy fleet came about and set course for it’s home port. Behind they left a sea spotted with oil slicks and four ships so badly damaged that they were being abandoned.
* * *
The Chinese missile had detonated on rigging just above the bridge. It’s blast had still torn a huge gap in the roof of KEE LUNG’s bridge, blasting open all the doors and hatches. Killing the entire bridge crew.
Admiral Hou moved slowly through the wreckage of the bridge as damage control parties cleaned out the debris and the bodies. Until the bridge was repaired, the ship would be steered from auxiliary control.
KEE-LUNG’s gunnery officer reported. “Sir, all remaining ships report ten STANDARD missiles per launcher remaining. All fleet units now withdrawing.”
Admiral Hou sat on the wreckage of the chart table, now smashed down. He looked at the burned corpse of Captain Sun. The man had died following all but one of Guo’s orders. The Admiral breathed in the clean sea air that blew in through the shattered windows and doors. He tried to ignore the scent of burned bodies. Slowly, his hand went up in a final salute to the Captain.
“Free China survives this day, as do I. Thanks to you.” Guo found himself whispering the words. He couldn’t shake the feeling that, if this ship did have a soul, it was now very much like Captain Sun. “Thank you, Captain. You will be remembered.”
* * *
Like most things Chinese, it all revolved around family.
Liang Pu was the youngest son of a Nanking merchant who'd fled to Taiwan in 1959. His earliest memories were of the crossing to Taiwan in a leaking junk, crowded in with his three older sisters. His older brother had stayed behind, captured at the last minute by the Secret Police.
Liang had joined the ROC army as a teenager, his father using all his influence and much of the family's money to get him into the Military Academy. Always, the visage of his older brother, bravely battling the Communists, had been held before him. His early career had been meteoric, including a trip to the US Army Armor School at Fort Knox, Kentucky. Specializing in armor, he earned a reputation as an officer who was headed for General's rank. Promotions came steadily as the ROC army modernized.
His personal life was the reverse of his successful career. He had graduated Military Academy three days after his mother died. He married young, only to lose his wife and their child in an auto accident. His older sisters resented the money and time their father had lavished on him. Their relationships were distant and cold. He made Lieutenant Colonel the same year that his father died.
Then had come the eighties and the gradual thawing of relations between Taiwan and China. Contacts began. He had visited his father's old shop in Nanking, turned into a bicycle shop long ago.
There, wandering the streets, he had met his long-lost brother.
Later he thought he should have suspected something from his brother's tale. His older brother had been captured. Desperate to escape the prison camps, he'd joined the Communists and been "rehabilitated". Until the Hundred Flowers campaign, when he'd been singled out for re-education as a counter-revolutionary influence. He'd been sentenced to a labor battalion, toiling on the railroads and dams being built all over China.
He was no longer the brother Liang remembered, certainly not the tall, heroic figure he'd been told of by his family, or the handsome boy who looked out of their single photograph of him. His back was bent, his skin creased, his teeth yellow and cracked from bad diet and neglect. But things were not so bad now, he'd told Liang. He'd been rehabilitated a second time and permitted to move back to Nanking. He lived in a cubbyhole of a room that he shared with another veteran of the Laogai — the Labor Camps.
Those had been happy years. Liang had visited as often as he could without attracting the attention of ROC Security. He'd sent money so that his elder brother could get his own room, living in relative comfort. Much time and money had been spent trying to get an exit visa for his brother, but somehow it had never worked out. Now Liang could see it had been no accident.
With the Nineties had come Tiananmen Square and the chilling of relations between Taiwan and the Mainland. One day, Liang had been contacted by a man he knew only as Qian. Qian brought him a letter from his brother, telling him that the Ministry for Public Security was threatening to send him back to the Laogai as a Nationalist agent. Only Liang could keep his brother out of the camps.
The decision had been painful, but quickly made. Having lost his elder brother for so many years, he could not abandon him now. He had become an agent for the Communists.
Over the next few years, Qian had appeared at irregular intervals, in a variety of guises. Sometimes months went by without a sight of him. Other times, letters from his brother would appear on his desk, with Qian's constant reminder neatly printed on it — "We are always watching you both". A week after Liang was promoted to Brigadier General, a picture of his brother and Qian, standing together, was left on his doorstep.
Now, Qian stood before him in the uniform of a Major of the ROC Army. Brigadier General Liang Pu looked at the envelope across the field desk from him, kept himself from opening it. They were in the General's command tent, alone. From outside came the noise of the men and vehicles of 3rd Independent Armored Brigade HQ, south of Hsianshang. Liang Pu’s brigade.
"Congratulations, General." Qian seemed calm as always. "I have been looking at the dispositions of your forces. Your brigade has been assigned a smaller frontage than most of the heavy tank brigades. Why is this?"
Liang restrained thoughts of killing this man. Doing so would not have killed his brother, which he might have been able to tolerate. It would have condemned his brother to live out the rest of his years in cold and starvation. That, he could not do. "This is considered a vulnerable section of the coast. My brigade has been assigned to support a fifteen-kilometer area between Hsinchu and Chunan. Along with other units. We are not the only forces holding this coast."
"Indeed, but your brigade is a key part of the defense. Is there not confusion, with units intermingled? How is morale?"
"My men are angry at the bombing of the cities," answered Liang, happy to tell the truth. "So are the other units. They are eager to fight. Command is somewhat confused. But set in their position, they will fight. Even if I told them not to."
"As loyal soldiers of China should." The statement didn't seem to phase Qian. Since he arrived, he had not broken character, acting as a messenger from the General Staff. "A drill has been announced. Tomorrow night, without notifying any other units, your brigade will pull out of it's positions and move twenty kilometers south. The movement shall be conducted at night, to protect against air raids from the Mainland. I and my assistants will remain with you to observe. Here are the authorizations."
He shoved a pack of sealed orders forward. Liang opened them, shocked. The orders all looked authentic. Anyone might be fooled by them. Great work had gone into this forgery. Including orders attaching Qian and his two assistants to Liang's staff.
Sudden knowledge of what he was about to do hit Liang. He held the future of his nation in his hands. He looked up at Qian.
The spy leaned forward, speaking in a whisper. "If you do not follow the orders, your brother will live out the rest of his days in a labor camp on the Gobi desert, making toys for foreigners and starving to death. The invasion will only be shifted to another area. Your entire family will be disgraced by this, all for nothing! The war will go on and millions more shall die! This is a chance for you to end this war now, quickly! With little bloodshed. Look in the envelope." He sat back.
Liang looked at the envelope. His fingers twitched. His service .45 was loaded. A single swift movement would pull it from it's holster, a single shot would end all of this.
Dooming his brother. Dooming him. Letting the war go on.
Opening the envelope would be treason. He knew nothing good could come of it. Damning his own weakness, he opened it.
A picture of his brother, standing by the lake they'd fished at on his last visit. A letter — one of the letters he'd come to dread as much as he desired them. A heavy piece of gilt-edged paper, with the seal of the People's Liberation Army on it. The commissioning certificate for Lieutenant General Liang Pu of the People's Liberation Army Tank Corps.
"Now put those away," said Qian, his voice calm, soothing. "Only key members of Brigade Staff may be told of this exercise. Absolute radio silence must be maintained. It is in your written orders."
Liang put away the letter, the photo and the commission. Then he got on with his job.
* * *
The airport in the Wuhan Military Region was vast, designed to support fleets of bombers or transports. It was crowded today as a dozen Boeing 747's of the national airlines parked on the tarmac. Other transports crowded the sides of the runways and the hangars.
Major Dong Yintao of the People's Liberation Air Force (Reserve) usually flew his 747 as a civilian, on a trans-pacific route. That had been changed since the start of the war. But he had never expected to be landing his plane at a military airstrip. Further, he could see the big transports were being guarded by elite troops of the Military Air Transport Service's 100th Regiment, 34th Division. They were the unit that Beijing entrusted for special operations. Two of them were escorting him and his flight crew to a large hangar. Glancing behind him, he saw more troops setting up tarpaulins to hide the rear of his plane, as they had done on the other 747's. What were they doing to his plane?
He didn't like this one bit.
The hangar was a cavernous, empty space, dwarfing the pair of Y-7 transport planes that ground crew were working on. In one corner were assembled the 747's flight crews. In front of them was a covered bulletin board and a Lieutenant General wearing paratrooper's wings. The general had one arm in a cast. Beside him, in PLAF uniform, was a man Dong recognized as another 747 pilot he'd flown with.
The General seemed to be in a hurry. "Take your seats! We have very little time!"
They sat. The General smiled. "Comrades, welcome! You have been honored to be part of a crucial military operation, which will break the power of the Nationalists permanently. Is there anyone here who is reluctant to do their patriotic duty?"
Dong Yintao choked back a groan, gritted his teeth. An appeal to patriotism and an implied threat. They were in for it now!
* * *
Sergeant Soo looked over the beaches and pursed his lips in thought. What had been salt marsh and beach was now a stretch covered with punjii sticks and landing obstacles. Local farmers had donated barbed wire. It was civilian barbed wire, not as viciously barbed as military barbed wire or concertina wire, but good enough. Soo had a plan to make it better, but Platoon Sgt. Ken wasn't listening. "But Sergeant, if we took our grenades and set them up above the tide lines with trip wires, we could have a belt of them behind the defenses! It would be almost as good as having mines!"
"No!" The Platoon Sergeant had been saying that to Soo a lot lately. "The locals would steal the grenades, or blow themselves up on them! We are not going to scatter our equipment all over the place! And don't take this up with the Company Commander either! I'm tired of you trying to win favor with the Captain! Just do as you are told, College boy! Keep your grenades on your damn tank!"
He stomped off.
Soo sat down and watched as he left. Corporal Huang climbed out of the turret and sat beside him, shaking his head sympathetically. "You tried. Don't be angry. He's worried about his family in Keelung."
Soo nodded. "Those grenades aren't going to do us much good sitting in the lockers on the tanks."
Huang chuckled. The older man had been friendlier in the last week, since the fortification work had been done. Soo actually had begun to like the man a bit. Now he turned to the young Sergeant. "Stop thinking so much about this. You aren't a General, no matter how smart you are. I can tell, you're just trying to do a good job, but to some of the men it looks as if you're trying to be a General. Relax. You have done your job. Why don't we play some cards?"
Soo shrugged. "I don't know how to play."
"Good, then I'll take all your money." The older reservist looked at him for a moment, grew serious and spoke quietly. "Look, Soo, when you don't even try to join in, it looks as if you think you're too good for us. That makes the men resent you. Do you understand?"
Soo suddenly realized the man was right. He simply hadn't thought about it before. "Thank you. You're right. Could you teach me?"
Huang smiled, broke out a deck of cards. "The game is called…"
* * *
It was morning in Washington. The National Security Advisor was going through his reports from the night before. Reports on China were comprehensive as, due to the time differential, there was enough time between the end of the day in China and the beginning of the day in Washington to organize all the information. The Advisor liked that. Now he skimmed the information, picking out changes.
Every coastal port from Shanghai to Hong Kong was packed with loaded transports and shipping. Every airfield was crammed with helicopters and aircraft. The Chinese had stripped their country of helicopters to support the assault. Their aircraft factories were running 24 hour days and they'd broken out all their reserve aircraft to replace their horrendous losses in the air battles over Taiwan. Even then, their air strength was half what it had been before the war started.
Then he noticed the item about the 747's. He immediately phoned the Premier of the JCS. After a few minutes of getting past secretaries, General Kandel picked up the phone. The NSA got right to the point. "Bill, check page sixteen of the morning intel report. It says the Chinese government has requisitioned every 747 they own. They've got them parked in Wuhan province."
There was a moment of quiet as Kandel checked the reports. "I see it. Have you spotted them on your satellites yet?"
"We've spotted them, but there's overhead cloud cover. We don't know what they're doing to them. Bill, remember that guess we had about HALO insertion? Could they plan to do that with all of them?"
Kandel laughed over the phone. "Sorry, Tom, no. HALO drops are the toughest kind of airdrops to do. I could believe the Chinese had five hundred paratroopers qualified to do that in one spot, but those are enough planes to lift nearly six thousand men. The Chinese can't have that many HALO qualified paratroopers. They'd wind up with men scattered all over Taiwan. Those who survived the drop, that is."
The National Security Advisor nodded. "They're doing something with it, though. Could they be planning to fly in troops with them, once the landing goes in?"
"That would mean they think they can capture one hell of a big airfield, really quickly. You don't want to land a 747 at a grass airstrip. What are they doing with that first one they had?"
"It's been commuting between their airborne units."
"So we're back to the airborne angle. Let's think this one over."
* * *
It was almost morning when the commandoes arrived at their rendezvous. Lt. Zhu Guo Hua, People's Liberation Army, led the three survivors of his original squad through the foothills, checking their location carefully. They were twenty kilometers in from the coast, well out of the restricted military areas, but it seemed as if half the population of Taiwan was wearing uniforms these days. Worse, the reservists seemed to be realizing that there was a war on. Their last mission, to destroy a key radar installation, had cost them two men and achieved nothing.
Ahead, they saw the farmhouse that was their goal. It was blacked out. Zhu switched on his night vision gear, scanned the area. No one hiding. No IR searchlights illuminating the area. Which didn't mean there wasn't an ambush waiting, simply that if there was, they had the sense to stay back from the house.
He looked back at his squad. Morale was low since Sgt. Cheng had been killed. A month of waiting, interspersed with risky missions, was taking it's toll of them. Further, they knew they were one of the last commando units still operating. Several units had actually gone over to the Nationalists! When Zhu had seen the face of a fellow team leader on Taipei television, broadcasting a plea to his comrades to surrender, he'd been so enraged that he'd almost ordered the unit to attack the television station and kill the traitor. Another team had tried that and been wiped out.
He made his decision. "Senior Private Hu!" Hu came forward silently. The man was a short, wiry mongolian with a penchant for knives, his best close-in man. "Hu, check out the farmhouse. You know the signal." Hu nodded and trotted off into the darkness.
The other commandoes set up to cover him. Corporal Dong took aim with his SVD sniper rifle, watching the cabin. Lt. Zhu and Senior Private Chai set themselves up with their Type 64's, laying captured Nationalist rifles beside them. They'd fired off most of the special ammunition for the silenced weapons on their last mission. It was one of the paradoxes of these operations that, the less successful you were, the more ammunition you burned up. So now they carried captured Nationalist weapons as well.
Hu gave the signal. Contact made. They moved in.
Inside the farmhouse, a dozen people waited, most of them young, all of them scared. They carried a variety of weapons and wore no uniforms. An older man with saturnine features and a goatee stepped forward, saluted Zhu. "Greetings, Comrade! I'm Comrade Moon, the leader of this cell. We have tea prepared."
The exhausted commandoes went to sleep as Zhu spoke with the cell leader. Only Senior Private Hu stayed awake, on sentry duty. Comrade Chen had the eagerness of an unblooded fanatic, making him seem younger than he was. He led the band of student radicals from Sun Yat-sen University. "The college cells had been infiltrated by the Kuomintang years ago," said Moon. "We had no idea how badly until the state of emergency was declared. Then, suddenly, the National Police and Defense Intelligence Agency were everywhere, arresting everyone. Those who weren't already mobilized into the army. All the professors were captured."
No great loss, thought Zhu. In his experience, College Professors did poorly when confronted with reality. Of course, most of his experience with that had been against college professors in Beijing after Tiananmen, but he wasn't going to tell this man that. "Then you aren't a professor?"
"No, I am a student. We survived because I was ruthless with party discipline. It has been rough, comrade. I have personally had to execute several ideologically weak individuals." There was a gleam in his eye at that. Good, though Zhu. This man was a killer. If there had been more like him, perhaps the student resistance could have done something. "So what is our mission?"
Zhu broke out a map, pointed out their target. "Tomorrow night we are to attack an artillery battery at Sanwan."
"Why?"
"You do not need to know that, Comrade."
Moon nodded, opened a pack of cigarettes and lit one. Zhu normally disliked cigarettes. This one smelled particularly acrid. "What in the hell are you smoking?"
"Clove cigarettes. They help me think." He studied the map.
* * *
It was late afternoon of the next day when Lt. Tang Soo-minh watched the American news crew interview the reservists. With most of the bridges on Taiwan blown up, vehicle travel around the island was slow, but the Americans had wanted to talk to troops in the field, so they'd come out here. She watched as Shannon spoke with the young Sergeant commanding an M-41 "Walker Bulldog", the reservist swelling up with pride as he spoke. She had tried to get them to film the "Brave Tigers" dug in on the next hill, but the oldest American, Hammond, had insisted on filming these tanks. As he always insisted on filming the worst-looking sights.
Soo-minh recalled how Hammond had been disappointed there were no student protests. According to the other media liason officers she'd talked with, most of the foreign reporters had expected to film rioting students. They'd seemed disappointed when they found out that the students had all been mobilized for the war. Sometimes, she wondered if Hammond was a Communist agent himself, the way he always insisted on finding the worst in everything.
Shannon — She was confused about Shannon. One minute the classic, bumbling American, the next minute getting her to speak of things she'd only discussed with her family before. She still remembered the way he had saved that sailor's life, not talking, not wondering, just going ahead and doing it. He also fought a lot with Hammond, which she liked.
Like all the American reporters, he'd seemed completely ignorant of everything military when he started. She remembered how he had tried to call a recoilless rifle a flamethrower, or thought some obsolete armored car was a tank when he started. She'd wondered then why the American networks would have sent someone who knew nothing about military matters to cover a war. According to the other officers, all the American reporters were the same way. But at least Shannon was trying to learn what the military terms were, something for which Hammond constantly chided him. Another reason she liked Shannon.
Then she'd caught herself looking at him, noticing how broad his shoulders were, or how his brown hair looked so soft, almost like fur. Or how his blue eyes sparkled in the sunlight.
Worse yet, last night she'd had a dream about him.
She'd heard of this happening. People thrown together in wartime, becoming intimate. She'd just never thought it would happen to her. She'd had a boyfriend in college, an arts student she'd fallen madly in love with. He'd spent months persuading her to sleep with him. Then, a week after they'd become lovers he had left her for another art student. That had taught her all she wanted to know about romance.
It was no matter, she reminded herself. When this ended, he would go back to America and she would go back to the University and that would be the end of it. If there was a University to go back to, when all this was over. If this ever ended. She had a sudden sense of her world slipping out from under her and wished there was something she could hold on to.
Hammond walked up to her, checking a notepad. "Lieutenant, I've been talking with some of the men. They say that they've been waiting for land mines for these beach defenses for a month. They were told the mines were stockpiled in war reserves, but that somebody sold them off on the black market. Do you have any information on that?"
Her attention came back to the Here and Now. All the Liason Officers had been instructed to keep this matter confidential. News that government officials had stolen and sold crucial supplies before the war would be a tremendous disgrace to the government. "No, Mr. Hammond. You know how rumours get around. They have not received land mines in this sector because other sectors need them more. This is a long coast to defend, Mr. Hammond. Which men told you that?"
Hammond smiled when she said that. With sudden shame, she realized she might as well have confessed her lies openly.
"Oh, just some of the men. Why do you want to know?"
A scandal! A national scandal, revealed to the world! Because of her! "It — It is important that we stop rumours which are bad for morale, Mr. Hammond."
Hammond nodded. "Thank you, Lieutenant."
He went back to their cameraman AND took a cell phone out of his pocket.
Soo-minh retreated to their vehicle and pulled out her own cell phone. She dialed Major Wei's emergency line, getting through in a few minutes. "Sir, the Americans are asking about the land mines. I told them there is nothing wrong, but I don't think they believe me. What should I do?"
The Major was silent for a moment. When he spoke, his voice was distracted, as if he was looking at something else. "Lieutenant, it is very important that this news does not get out. We cannot expect others to aid us if our own people are selling out our efforts. Hold the Americans there — tell them the bridge is out and keep them there overnight. Tomorrow, take them to, uhm — Take them to the coast at Hsinfeng. Minefields are being planted there."
* * *
"Dammnit John, it's bad journalism!" Mike Shannon looked at the tank crew he'd been talking with a few minutes ago. The sergeant in charge reminded him of his brother. He tried to tell himself that had nothing to do with his feelings. "We've heard a rumor of corruption. Fine! Let's check it out. Get some information to back it up. Bounce the story up to network and let them investigate it. This whole story is based on what one corporal said."
"Have you seen anybody planting mines?" asked Hammond. "Have you seen any markings for minefields? Or beach obstacles, or anything else? This fits what we've seen! Mike, this is the first honest scandal we've come across since we arrived. We're going for it."
Coleman spoke, his voice pitched low. "These people had thirty years to get ready for this, Mike. Why are punjii sticks and barbed wire the best they can do? I didn't notice before, man, but John's right. These beach defenses are all improvised. It's just like South Vietnam, all the high-ups selling their equipment to the enemy."
"This isn't South Vietnam, damnit! These people are outnumbered three to one and they're still willing to fight!" Shannon stopped and shook his head, wondering where his sudden anger was coming from. "All I'm asking is for some time to check this out. Make sure we get our facts straight."
Hammond shook his head. "Mike, if you won't go with this, Kathy will. I just got off the line with her and she is hot for this story! Now it'll get Lieutenant Suzy Wong over there mad, but that's the breaks. Believe me Mike, you weren't going to get anywhere with her anyways."
Shannon's mind went blank. The next thing he knew, Coleman was holding him back. His hands were balled into fists, his forehead prickling with heat. The world had taken on a reddish tinge. Hammond was jumping back.
"Chill out, man!" said Coleman, intensely, struggling with him. "Just chill the hell out!"
"Shannon, you have lost it!" Hammond shook his finger at Shannon from a safe distance. "You have gone native, Mike! You have lost all perspective on this! You are going back to L.A., my friend!"
"John, shut the fuck up!" growled Coleman.
Shannon stopped struggling against the bigger man, his fury coming under control. Thoughts of smashing Hammond's face kept recurring. "It's okay, Dale. I can handle it."
The cameraman cautiously loosened his grip. Shannon stood back and took a deep breath. He thought a moment about what he was going to say. Then he said it anyways.
"Okay John, give the story to somebody else. I'm not going to report this unless I get some facts."
Just then, Soo-minh came up. She seemed nervous. Shannon wondered for a moment whether it was because the Americans had looked like they were about to come to blows, or something else. "Gentlemen, is something wrong?"
Hammond spoke first. "Nothing, lieutenant."
She nodded her head quickly. "Very well. The bridge north has been bombed again, so we shall not be able to return to Taipei tonight. I have spoken with a local farmer and he will let us stay the night at his house. Please follow me."
They followed. It wasn't the first time they'd had to do this, over the last two weeks. They'd taken to packing overnight bags in the wagon wherever they went.
* * *
Night fell over the South China Sea.
Ships began to slip their moorings and put to sea from a hundred ports and anchorages. On each ship were men, guns, tanks. Some were military ships, others civilian vessels pressed into military service. Tramp steamers sailed beside tank landing ships. River ferries crammed with men paced minesweepers and attack transports. On the outskirts of the long lines of ships putting to sea were the frigates, missile boats and destroyers assigned as their escorts.
There were the fast JIANGHU-class attack transports, loaded with Marines and assault craft whose troops would be first on the beach.
There were the Russian ALLIGATOR-class LST's (Landing Ship, Tank), streaked with rust and on their last legs. The slowest landing craft, they had been stationed closest to Taiwan. Tugs pushed them to get them to their assigned areas on time.
There was the training ship ZHENGE, normally used by the Naval Academy at Shanghai. Now it's classrooms were filled with plotting boards and staff officers, the billets normally used by students and instructors now filled by Marshal Zhou and his staff. All it's weapons were manned, while more soldiers with shoulder-launched antiaircraft missiles stood watch on it's upper decks. Two JIANGHU-class frigates escorted it, while the YUAN WANG III, a satellite research vessel followed it, pressed into service as a communications hub.
There were specialized landing craft for men and tanks, fleet oilers, impeccable oceanographic vessels and rusty freighters pressed into military service. They cut through the waters steadily, all lights extinguished save for three running lights on each vessel. From the bridge of ZHENGHE, Marshal Zhou watched the strings of lights crossing the ocean.
Onboard the ship, the new sensation of being at sea combined with pre-combat jitters to produce a rash of seasickness. Soldiers and Marines took dramamine or concoctions of Ginseng and herbs to deal with that. For almost all the soldiers, this was their first time at sea and would end in their baptism of fire. The Political Officers worked their way through the troops, giving speeches and trying to inspire them with the glory of what they were about to do. They spoke of the old example of Lei Feng, the Ideal Communist Man, the truck driver who also battled the Nationalists. They repeated the stories all of them knew, of how Lei Feng would stay awake while his comrades slept, to wash their clothes, and donated his pay to feed orphans. They reminded the men of Lei Feng's famous quote, "I will be a screw that never rusts, and will glitter anywhere I am placed."
The People's Republic Army's Navy had never attempted a movement of this magnitude. There were accidents, due to inexperienced men or overeager ship handling, or just bad luck. Men walked off the sides of darkened ships in the night and were lost in the night seas. One of the brand new YUKAN class tank landing ships had a massive fire and left the convoy as an engineering casualty. In the darkness, several ships collided. When it was a larger ship colliding with a landing craft, the landing craft usually disappeared without a trace. The worst incident was when the old LUDA-class destroyer CHOU EN-LAI heeled hard over to avoid one of the ALLIGATOR LST's, only to plow into a fleet oiler at 12 knots. Both ships jammed together in a flaming mass of metal and men.
At the helm of GANSU REVOLUTION, Captain Zheng Yiguan looked at the columns of ships and tried to feel the pride he knew he should feel. Instead, he simply felt tired. Empty.
* * *
On Taiwan's west coast, the invasion alert had been sounded. All units were ordered to keep half their people awake at all times, with weapons loaded and orders to shoot first, ask questions later. On the tank commanded by Sgt. Soo, that meant he commanded one watch, Corporal Huang commanded the other. Huang took over the watch just after 1 AM.
The roar of diesel engines woke Sergeant Soo. He stayed still a moment in his sleeping bag, set up underneath a shelter half on the back of his tank. Then he checked his watch. One-thirty AM. He rolled out of his sleeping bag, feeling the night chill on his bare legs. He walked to the tank-commanders hatch, where Huang stood watch. It was a clear, cold night, the stars bright over the darkened land. A quarter moon shed light through patchy clouds. The reservist was looking at the distant hill, where the "Brave Tigers" were set up.
"What the hell's going on?"
The corporal shook his head. "All the Army troops started their engines a few minutes ago. I heard somebody yell something about them being ordered to move out. Maybe they're jealous that the American news crew paid all the attention to you and none to them."
Soo chuckled, looked over. Sure enough, after a few minutes, the narrow, cat's-eye slits of blackout lights came on, vehicle headlights taped over to avoid making the vehicles visible while driving at night. Trees began crashing to earth as the iron elephants began coming off the hill and trundling on to the road. Tanks and APC's formed up and headed south on the road.
"Somebody screwed up," muttered Soo. "This is a piss-poor time to move troops around, with the invasion alert on."
Corporal Huang grunted assent. "They must know something we don't know. Hey, do you think the High Command pulled them out and sent them to where the invasion is? That would mean we aren't in the area where the Communists will be landing."
"I hope you're right." Soo kept imagining the fire charts of this section of the coast. The absence of those tanks created a gaping hole in the defenses. "I hope like hell you're right."
* * *
Coming on the heels of the invasion alert, the midnight movement orders had thrown the 3rd Independent Tank Brigade HQ into complete chaos. Light and noise discipline disappeared as tents and equipment were packed up and loaded into trucks. Given the strict orders for radio silence, it had taken longer to get the word to the brigade units scattered along fifteen kilometers of coast, but they'd done it. Like all soldiers, the tankers of the 3rd Brigade hated the very idea of a night road march, but keyed up by the alert, they reacted quickly.
In the middle of the chaos, Brigadier General Liang watched it happen numbly, asking himself over and over what he was doing. Always, he thought about his brother.
"Major" Qian walked up to him, saluted. For the last two days, he'd delighted in being elaborately formal to his "commander". Liang had put him in charge of brigade communications that day, following Qian's "suggestion". "All units confirm they are moving south to the assembly point south of Chunan. Radio silence will be observed until they arrive. There have been several inquiries from neighboring units. I told them of our orders."
A square shape ran up to them in the dark. It was Colonel Yao, Liang's second in command. "Sir, all HQ vehicles are loaded. We can move out in convoy whenever you give the word."
Liang felt as if someone else was giving the order, using his mouth. "Move out immediately. XO, take the lead. I will follow and pick up any stragglers."
It seemed unreal. The real world seemed far away.
Colonel Yao disappeared into the night. Qian's smile was visible in the darkness. "We had best move out, General."
They climbed into the General's Hum-vee. Liang's driver was a Private Cheng. Qian sat beside Liang, while Qian's assistants took their place in their own vehicle. Qian spoke. "Driver, follow the other vehicle.”
They drove off on a side road, moving inland. Qian and Liang had discussed this, Qian explaining they could hide in the hills until they had a chance to join up with the landing force. They drove past abandoned sentry posts into the wooded hills of the interior, only the dim red taillights of the vehicle ahead visible. Then it pulled to the side of the road and stopped. Private Cheng stopped their vehicle and asked for instructions.
Liang didn't even see the silenced pistol in Qian's hand until he shot the driver in the back of the head. Private Cheng collapsed.
Suddenly, it all became very clear to the General. He lunged forward, hurling Qian from the hum-vee, wrestling for the man's pistol with one hand, reaching for his own pistol with the other.
Sudden impact, blinding pain, flashes of light in his skull.
One of Qian's men had kicked him in the head.
He recovered his wits to see Qian levelling his silenced pistol, taking careful aim. Qian's words were uttered with the first honest joy Liang had ever heard from the man. "I killed your brother just this way, five weeks ago. Goodbye."
Stabbing pain in his chest, once, twice, three times.
The world went away.

CHAPTER 13

Looking at the artillery, Lt. Zhu Guo Hua, PLA, had two thoughts. One: this would not be easy. Two: trust the artillerymen to fix themselves up comfortably.
Two batteries of 155mm howitzers were set up near a hotel, which the artillery personnel had taken over for billets. Once catering to tourists and mountain climbers visiting Lion's Head Mountain, now the hotel was filled with soldiers. It's parking lots held no vehicles — they were parked in nearby woods and fields, under camouflage netting. The guns themselves were dug in under more camouflage netting. Sharing space on the roof with the satellite dish were men with Stinger missiles and machine guns. In opposite corners of the parking lot were two Hum-Vee’s with twin boxes carrying four stinger missiles each,the “Avenger” system. Two boxy M113 Armored Personnel Carriers, each mounting a 20mm vulcan AA gun. Capable of firing 6000 rounds of 20mm in a minute, they were sure death on low flying aircraft. They were equally effective against ground targets.
Zhu could see why the PLAAF didn't want to attack this site. He wasn't too eager to attack it himself. He could tell that several other units were sharing the hotel, eager to use the shelter and warm beds available there. That meant a lot of people. But checking the perimeter with his night vision scope, he could tell that very few of those people were on the sentry positions. Their very numbers made them feel safe.
Zhu nodded and checked his weapon. He'd stripped and cleaned the silenced weapon that afternoon, while they waited. Now, a dozen men and women waited around him, including Private Hu and Moon, the radical. Privately, he was beginning to think the man was a bit mad. Yet he'd accepted Zhu's orders well and his own people seemed to obey him, so that was good. Zhu was still glad these people wouldn't be behind him.
The commando checked his watch. Almost time. He signaled the radicals. A few safeties clicked off. Zhu was fairly sure that a few safeties were clicked back on, too. The radicals were far from expert with their guns. He was amazed no one had accidentally fired their weapons yet.
On the far side of the perimeter, three automatic rifles fired.
That was the diversion. If the troops had not already been on alert, he would have skipped it, but since they were already awake, he wanted to give them something to look at. His men and one student radical were under strict orders to blast off three clips apiece of wild fire at the hotel, then withdraw. It made a hell of a racket.
Half the sentries opened fire, even on the side of the perimeter away from the attack. It was only nervous men firing at shadows. That was fine with Zhu. He took aim with his borrowed SVD at one sentry, who was quietly looking into the darkness while his companion blazed away into the night, firing at nothing. Zhu stroked the trigger.
There was the soft crack of a supersonic bullet, a jolt in his arms as the silenced weapon fired. The watchful guard died instantly, a 7.62mm hollowpoint round punching through his chest. Zhu shifted aim, fired again. The sentry who'd been firing died without ever realizing his companion had been shot.
Now two of the machine guns on the roof were firing into the night. Zhu grinned and gave the signal.
Moon's radicals leapt to their feet, running towards the perimeter in a crouch. Private Hu went with them, carrying what was left of their explosives. Zhu went to work firing into the perimeter, methodically killing anyone who seemed to be inclined to think rather than fire blindly.
The firing died down just as Moon's group hit the hole in the perimeter. Most ran for the nearest door, eager to get inside and start killing. Some split off from the main group. An armored car came around the corner of the hotel, it's 20mm cannon scanning into the woods while it's commander rode head and shoulders out of the turret, looking. Zhu took aim with his SVD. Squeezed the trigger. It fired and jammed.
His first shot missed the target.
Zhu yanked on the bolt of the rifle, cursing the triple-damned idiots who'd decided to use rimmed cartridges in an automatic rifle. The old-fashioned bullets always gave problems. Meanwhile, his shot had ricocheted off steel, alerting the car's commander. He dropped into his turret and slammed the hatch shut. The driver panicked, floored the engine. The armored car leapt forward and ran over one radical. Guns began going off.
A spray of bullets glanced off the steel hide of the armored car. Someone inside the hotel switched on the exterior lights. Suddenly, the radicals were fully illuminated, in the open, two of them struggling to open the locked door.
The resulting firefight was short, bloody and confused. Sentries fired into the perimeter, catching the radicals in a crossfire but also firing into the hotel. Sentries in the hotel fired back. The armored car backed up, tires screeching, it's machine gun spraying fire, riddling the dying radicals with bullets. Zhu cleared his jam, kept firing.
The last of the gunfire died out after several minutes. Nationalist soldiers moved in to check the bodies. Zhu stopped firing and waited.
Private Hu came out of the darkness, wiping blood from his knife, his submachinegun slung over his back, unused. "The charge is planted, comrade Lieutenant. The diversion was a success. A shame about our allies."
They both chuckled at that as they slipped back into the night. A few minutes later, the charges Hu had planted during the confusion went off. He'd placed them in the improvised ammunition bunkers, against stacks of 155mm shells and propellant. They went off, spraying explosives and bits of masonry everywhere. The blast shattered every window within a thousand meters.
Zhu had never expected to wipe out the battery. But it was crippled. Zhu was satisfied.
* * *
The airborne phase began at 2 a.m. Surviving radars on Taiwan knew that something was afoot when jamming began again. Then columns of aircraft emerged from the jamming. By now, ROC radar operators knew to ignore the transponder signals and actually look at the radar signatures. Most of the planes were at 10,000 feet and doing about 200 mph, crawling speed in this war of jets. Turboprop-driven transports, twin engines Y-7's and Y-12's, or the huge four-engine Y-8's. They had a strong jet escort, weaving back and forth in front of them. Electronic warfare planes leapt ahead too, playing cat and mouse with the ROC air defenses.
They were halfway across the straits when the big boys emerged. Huge aircraft at 10,000 feet, moving more than twice as fast as the smaller aircraft, pacing their jet escorts. Two columns of them, five planes in one, six in the other.
* * *
General Sung had watched the intelligence reports all day. He'd given the invasion alert after careful consideration. You could only do so a few times before the men lost their edge. He'd acted when he became morally certain this was it. Then he'd given his final orders, notified the President and gone to bed. It wasn't that he didn't care. He simply knew that he had done all he could for now and that sleep would be in short supply for the next few weeks. He went to sleep in his office, on an army cot he'd had set up. He felt almost elated, knowing that the battle was finally going to be joined, confident in victory. He left orders for them to wake him at 3:30.
They woke him at 2:35.
"General!" His aide was, understandably, nervous.
Sung woke, looked around his office. For a moment, a stray thought occurred to him — when was the last time he'd left the bunkers of the command center? Then he concentrated, rubbing his eyes to wake up. "What is it, Captain?"
"It's the commander of the 12th Infantry division. He wants to know why you pulled the 3rd Tank Brigade out of the beach defenses."
An almost physical shock. Sung felt a chill run down his spine. Suddenly, he was very much awake. "Who gave the order to pull 3rd Brigade out of the line?"
"No one, sir. But we can't reach General Liang and the brigade HQ is still observing radio silence."
"Break radio silence, damnit! Get me 3rd Brigade HQ, now! Get on the radio and tell every unit on that section of the coast! Get moving! I'll be in the command room in five minutes! Run!" His last words were barked, a note of panic entering his voice.
The Captain left. The General calmed himself. He did a few breathing exercises. Panic was his enemy now. At a time like this, there was no such thing as a good surprise. He could not let events paralyze him.
He dressed quickly, fighting to suppress a sudden tremble in his hands. When he arrived in the command room, chaos ruled. The night watch and the day watch were both there, taking in hundreds of reports, plotting movement, discussing, arguing, filling the air with smoke as dozens of men chain-smoked their way through the emergency. A dozen officers shouted for his attention when he entered. He ignored them all, went to where his aide was arguing with the colonel in charge of communications. His aide turned to him. "Sir, Colonel Yuheng says that we cannot break radio silence."
Sung choked back fury, spoke in a level voice. "Colonel, get me 3rd Brigade on the radio in five minutes or I will have you shot for treason!"
The Colonel looked at him, sputtering words about procedures. Sung made a decision. He drew his .45, jammed it's barrel between the eyes of the Colonel. "You now have 4 minutes, 45 seconds."
The colonel shut up and picked up a phone.
Sung turned to face the confusion of his headquarters, holstered his pistol. He barked out the command in his best parade-ground voice. “Silence!”
The level of noise dropped. He repeated the command. "Silence!"
It grew quiet, only the communications officer voice breaking the silence, countermanding his previous orders. That satisfied the General. "The next 24 hours will determine the fate of the Republic of China. Invasion is imminent. It will be in the area formerly occupied by the 3rd Brigade, just south of Hsinchu. Inform all units to expect diversionary attacks and sabotage. Any commander who moves his unit without my specific order will be shot for treason. Those of you who are religious may take a moment to pray. The rest of you — Find out where 3rd Brigade is! Make sure every soldier of the Republic is ready to fight! Move!"
They moved, going to their stations with new purpose. Sung looked at them, feeling renewed confidence himself. His aide spoke. "What if we are wrong? What if this is not the invasion?"
"Pray that we are wrong, Captain. What is the air situation?"
* * *
The first planes hit the beach defenses at 2:25 a.m.. They came in waves of hundreds of strike aircraft and electronic warfare planes. Their targets had been chosen weeks before. The defenders threw up curtains of flak from machine guns and antiaircraft guns. SAM missiles which had been carefully hoarded for just this event went streaking into the sky. Burdened with heavy ordnance loads, plane after plane exploded in the sky over the strait, a chain of explosions that rapidly came into the skies over Taiwan. Planes dropped cluster bombs loaded with mines on roads or napalmed, bombed and rocketed the defenses, often guided in by the storms of flak. Most units were dug in and took few casualties. The 3rd Tank Brigade, caught on the road, was trapped in the open and decimated as planes strafed and bombed the exposed targets.
Close on the heels of the air strikes came two dozen of the Y-7 turboprops, flying at under a thousand feet. They flew inland, dropping sticks of paratroopers who opened their chutes at absolute minimum altitudes. They were the Pathfinders, assigned to lead in the other airborne troops, as much an elite above the airborne as the airborne were elite among the infantry. Many Pathfinders died on the low-altitude drop, from fouled chutes or mis-guessed altitudes or inconvenient trees. Some who made it to the ground died instantly, shot by ROC troops. The lucky ones, who landed healthy and far from ROC units, set up beacons and flares to guide in those who would follow. Then they waited.
* * *
In the red-lit cargo bay of the 747, Senior Sergeant Pak felt the plane level off and heard the engines throttle back. They were nearing the drop zone. He'd felt the plane climb for the last fifteen minutes, taking them from 10,000 feet to 25,000. The warm, humid air of Fujian had been replaced by the chill air of high altitude. The "Jump Warning" light came on. Time to get to work. "Stand up!"
The paratroopers crowded onto the pallet, goggles over their eyes, oxygen masks strapped on. Throughout the huge 747, five hundred paratroopers did the same at the command of their jumpmasters. "Hook up!" Each paratrooper checked the hook on the guide cable. The five lines of men went the full length of the 747. It’s interior had been stripped of seats at the same time that a cargo door had been cut in it’s rear, wide enough for five men to jump from at a time.
The "Jump Warning" lights went yellow.
A dozen explosive bolts detonated, blowing the patch off the rear of the 747, leaving an open rectangle ringed by sharp-edged, freshly cut metal. The chill air at 25,000 feet shrieked past the opening. Metal creaked and groaned as the airframe adjusted to new stresses. Unknown to the paratroopers, one 747 broke up, the tail ripping loose from the airframe, the huge jet spiralling down to earth. It was the only jet lost. The ROC missiles had been expended on other planes while the 747's flew too high for the anti-aircraft guns.
Green light!
Senior Sergeant Pak unlocked the belaying strap that had kept him from accidentally flying out the hatch when it opened. Now he threw himself out the back. The blast of the jet engines hurled him backwards, the jet going faster than any other plane he’d ever jumped out of.
Pak felt icy air hit his body. He barely heard the other troops jumping after him, felt the troopers to either side of him for a moment until they pushed away from each other. At this altitude, they would have plenty of time to get properly spaced, before they opened their chutes.
He ignored the cold, ignored the whoops and cheers of the other paratroopers, ignored the stars around him.
How far below him the earth was!
He gave himself a moment to contemplate it. Then he was back to business. All he cared was that he was a safe distance from the other paratroopers.
Below, he could see a few spotlights shining up, a few antiaircraft guns firing. He saw the enormous bloom of flame as a 747 crashed.
The rushing of the wind stabilized. He checked his beacon, then popped his chute.
The familiar crack of silk. The painful, familiar jolt of the parachute harness trying to pull him in half. The earth rushed up to meet him with darkness, trees and the distant popping of automatic weapons fire. He hit the ground and rolled, unsnapping his chute, flinging his breathing gear away. On the other side of a stand of trees, he could see the flashing light of their cargo container. It had landed near some kind of statue. He scrambled towards it frantically. Chinese paratroops dropped unarmed, their weapons secure in cargo containers. His was just in front of him.
He reached the container, threw it open and pulled out his Type 95 rifle, grabbing a bandolier holding 30-round clips of 5.8mm and slammed one magazine into his his rifle, jacking the bolt. Only then did he look around.
He’d landed on the edge of a huge lawn, elegantly landscaped on rolling hills. The grass was like a green carpet. They must be on some landlord's estate. He looked up. He'd been one of the first to land. Most of his paratroops were still a thousand feet above him.
A military truck pulled up on a nearby road. Men bailed out of it, aiming their weapons skyward. They opened fire, blasting on full automatic. Pak levelled his rifle at them from behind the cover of the statue, flicked it to full auto and opened fire.
The rifle hammered, strobe-lights of muzzle flashes that destroyed his night vision. He focused on the truck and the muzzle flashes of the enemy, emptied his clip of ammunition and dropped behind the statue to change magazines. The survivors on the truck fired back. The statue he was behind shook. It, began to come apart as bullets chipped into the concrete, slowly demolishing it. At least they weren't shooting at his comrades, he thought. Which was good. On this impeccably groomed lawn, most of them would have no cover at all when they landed.
He saw a sign in the muzzle flashes of the guns, a billboard like the ones going up everywhere in China's countryside. "NAKAMURA DRIVING RANGE".
Who in hell would drive a car on grass like this?
That thought would bother him for the next few days.
* * *
In all, 25,000 paratroopers were dropped on northern Taiwan that night. The 747's sowed two thick belts of 2500 paratroops each, north and south of Hsinchu, cutting the coast roads. The slower transports following them dropped thousands more, not as densely packed, often far from their drop zones in the confusion of night flying. It did not matter. Armed with light antitank weapons, mortars and machine guns, the airborne troops would be able to isolate the beach defenses and destroy their artillery support for the next 24 hours. It became a soldier's battle, with no guidance possible from above. Thousands of men hunted each other over the hills and coastal plains, in hundreds of small firefights as dawn neared.
At sea, the densely-packed columns of ships had come together, sixty kilometers from Taiwan's coast. At forty kilometers, the ROC defenders volley-fired their anti-ship missiles from fixed emplacements and trailers that had lain hidden for weeks in bunkers and tunnels.
Skimming in at wavetop level at just under the speed of sound, the HSIUNG-FENG missiles chose their targets, their guidance systems trying to ignore jamming, false images and clouds of chaff. The outer screens of frigates and missile ships opened fire as the missiles came in, a curtain of anti-aircraft fire visible for miles. As missiles continued to close, the air filled with jamming. Electronic warfare operators tried to jam the targeting signals, jumping from frequency to frequency as signals were cut off. It was called Frequency Active Jamming, or FAJ. The missiles jumped up and down the spectrum at random, using dozens of different frequencies to track — Frequency Active Guidance, or FAG. FAJ chased FAG in an electromagnetic dance that could be picked up across half the planet.
Half the missiles were destroyed. Half were not. They switched to passive IR guidance and hit the nearest ships, usually escort vessels. The frigates and missile boats of the screening force did their final part of protecting the transports then, by dying. The largest casualty was the Type 52 “LUYANG III” class destroyer DENG HSIAO-PENG, hit by two missiles. One of the 200kg missile warheads punched into the magazine and went off, blowing the ship in half. Only fourteen crew escaped as the broken hulk sank.
From the decks of transports and landing craft, thousands of men watched the burning ships in fear and awe. They knew their turn was next.
* * *
Shannon woke to the sound of gunfire.
He'd heard guns before, fired in the distance. This was different. Close and heavier than he'd ever heard before, hundreds of weapons in every direction, all firing. The noise of gunfire became a wave, rising and falling.
He rolled out of his sleeping bags and gave Hammond an elbow in the ribs. Both of them were sleeping in the utility wagon. Coleman had pitched a small pup tent he carried with them, while Soo-minh was sleeping in the nearby farmhouse.
The Taiwanese farmer who was putting them up had fed them a solid farmers meal when they came in, then kept them up past midnight with questions about America, with Soo-minh translating. The old guy and his wife had been the only people in the farmhouse. They'd sent their children and grandkids south. The farmer had proudly showed them pictures of his two sons serving in the ROC Army. It reminded Shannon of how his own father talked about his brother in the Guard. Shannon had even taped a short man-in-the-street (well, man-in-the-rice-paddy, here) interview.
He checked his watch. Four A.M. The door to the passenger's seat opened and Coleman came in. Hammond finally woke. Like the rest of them, the news director had been sleeping fully clothed. He looked around nervously. "Where's all the shooting? Should we be out here?"
"I don't think so, man. Remember, the Chinese are threatening to shoot us as spies. I think I saw some parachutes when the shooting started. Maybe they're dropping troops."
"Let's get the hell inside then!" Hammond threw the door open, stepped out into the farm yard.
There was a burst of rifle fire, then another short burst. The window exploded as bullets hit it. Hammond screamed and fell. Voices barked commands in chinese from one of the outbuildings.
"Chu Hoy!" shouted Coleman. He opened his door, came out hands in the air. "Chu hoy! Don't shoot, man!" Shannon stepped out with him, hands in the air, glanced at Hammond. He silent held his leg, curled up in pain.
"Coleman," whispered Shannon, holding his hands even higher. "What does Chu Hoy mean?"
"`I surrender' in Vietnamese. Sure hope it sounds enough alike."
Four men in camouflage battle dress stepped out of the shadows. Three held some very futuristic looking bullpup assault rifles with magazines in the stocks. Shannon had a brief surge of hope when he saw they weren’t carrying AK47's. Then he recalled that the PLA no longer used the AK47. The forth held some kind of machine gun with a drum magazine. One of the men stepped forward, holding a pistol as well as his rifle. That seemed a tad excessive to Shannon just then. "You speak english? You are American?"
Shannon breathed a sigh of relief. Someone who spoke english. "We're reporters from America. I have-"
"You are spy!" barked the man with the pistol. His voice cracked. Shannon now realized the kind of trouble they were in. This was some kid, hyped up, nervous and very dangerous.
Coleman was a little calmer. "Man, everybody accuses us so often, we might as well be spies."
"Silence!" The paratrooper barked the order, then a string of liquid mandarin syllables to the others. Then he spoke to them.
"Walk!" He pointed with the pistol. They started walking.
Gunshots, two weapons firing from the farmhouse.
The speaker died, then another of the paratroopers. A string of pistol shots came from the farm house, punctuated by the boom of a rifle. The paratroopers fired a few wild bursts before they were cut down.
The door to the farmhouse flew open. The farmer jumped out, holding an ancient Mauser rifle almost as big as he was. Soo-minh was in ROC camouflage uniform, holding a big .45 automatic that looked out of place in her tiny hands. She and the farmer looked to either side, weapons aimed. The lieutenant spoke. "Drag the bodies inside!"
Hammond ran into the farmhouse under his own power. They dragged the bodies inside, then slammed the door shut. There was no electricity. They checked Hammond out in the light of a couple of flashlights. The news director had a number of cuts from flying glass, but no bullets had hit him. Soo-minh wiped the wounds down and gave him some bandages while the farmer stood watch at the window.
"That wasn't necessary," said Hammond as she worked on him. "They were just capturing us. We're neutrals."
"They were going to shoot you. Their officer said for you to move so that their bullets would not hit our vehicle."
Shannon helped the farmer drag the bodies to a side room, trying not to look at the faces. He'd seen enough corpses covering the city beat. As a matter of fact, he wished he was back there right now. When he and the farmer re-entered the main room of the peasant's house, they found Coleman had picked up one of the Chinese rifles and several bandoliers of ammunition. Shannon stopped, dumbfounded. "Dale, what the hell are you doing?"
"They think we're spies, man. We're in the middle of an airborne drop. That means we got chink paratroopers killing everybody they see for about ten miles. No zipperhead's collecting my ears, man!"
Soo-minh looked out the window. She'd picked up one of the assault rifles too. "We should wait until daylight. Then we will leave."
Shannon tried to keep calm as realization of their situation hit him. It was like being caught in any other emergency, he told himself. Focus on the job, he told himself. He wasn't a soldier, he was a reporter. He spoke quietly. "John, do you have your cell-phone?"
"Yeah, pocket of my vest. Why?"
"I'm calling Kathy in Taipei. We'll file a report over the phone."
"Shannon, have you noticed that I've been shot at?" Hammond tried to rise, gave up. Shock was fading away, Shannon knew. Hammond would really begin feeling the cuts soon.
"John, we have a job to do, remember? I'm sorry the Chinese shot you. Now will you give me the damn cell phone?"
Half-a-million men already knew the invasion was underway. The rest of the planet started learning twenty minutes later, as Shannon began a live feed from the battle zone over a cell phone.
* * *
On the beach, the light of pre-dawn was beginning to grow. In the commander's seat of his tank, Sgt. Soo tried to think if he'd forgotten anything. The infantry lieutenant commanding their support platoon had already sent a squad to break out their reserve ammunition, cached to their rear. The gunfire in the hills behind them had remained steady, as had the torrent of calls on the radio. Orders had been passed down the line already: stick to the pre-set fire plan. Open fire at 3000 meters. No firing until then. One worry kept eating at Soo. That firing plan had been drawn up when they were supported by the 105mm cannon of the "Brave Tigers", firing shells twice as powerful as his tank's 76mm gun, deadly accurate out to five kilometers. Now, not only were those heavier weapons gone, but their absence left gaping holes in the defenses.
Soo listened to gunfire and scanned the horizon with binoculars. He’d ordered his crew inside the tank. He felt nervous without a sentry outside the tank, but with an invasion fleet about to hit the beach in front of them made any threat from behind seem minor.
There! A shape on the horizon. Then another. Running lights beginning to appear. They'd be approaching the coast with the sun in their eyes, if they waited until dawn.
A flight of jets flew overhead. Soo had noticed that the Communist jets never attacked anything individually. They always acted as groups. He'd guessed, correctly, that they were under strict orders from their base command. They'd be sent against big, stationary targets. A lone target like his tank was relatively safe from them.
He felt a sudden desire to talk to his mother. Or father. He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and looked at it. No signal. The local cell tower must have been hit, or perhaps the armor of the tank was blocking his phone.
The light continued to grow. So did the number of ships on the horizon. Many had extinguished their running lights, becoming low, dark shapes in the night. He checked his watch. 4:35 AM.
A ripple of lights among the ship. Soo shouted “Incoming!”
The first barrage of 130mm shells hit seconds later. The noise of the gunfire was lost in the fury of their explosions.
* * *
The pre-invasion bombardment was not the firestorm of gunfire that had preceded Tarawa, Iwo Jima or Normandy. Those had been barrages fired by dozens of gun-armed cruisers and battleships, cannons firing two-ton projectiles from thirty kilometers. In an age when the deadliest weapons ships carried were missiles, those ships no longer existed. The gun line for this invasion was 12 LUDA-class destroyers. Most had been decommissioned before the war and had only re-commissioned in the last month after the loss of so many of the new destroyers. Crewed by new trainees and the survivors of ships that had been sunk, each LUDA mounted two pairs of 130mm guns, water-cooled automatic cannon firing 17 rounds per gun, per minute. Firing 33 kilogram shells at a range of 15 kilometers, each ship dumped 1100 kilograms of steel and high explosive on the beach per minute.
The lighter JIANGHU-class frigates passed them by, closing to within 8 kilometers of the shore, then opening fire with their 100mm guns. Some of the frigates came in too close to shore and hit sandbars, a perennial problem in the shallow South China sea. Those frigate crews struggled to get their ship off the sandbar in the receding tide, while their guns continued to fire.
Between the two gun lines, a line of tramp steamers went broadside to the beach. Trucks had been parked on their decks. Now, the backs of those trucks elevated to reveal Type 90 multiple rocket launchers, descendants of the Katushya "Stalin's Organs" of World War II.
At a radioed signal, all the rocket launchers fired. Ripples of actinic flame lit the sky, blinding light as the 122mm rockets launched, 40 rounds per truck, three trucks per ship. They tore across the sky with a shrieking noise, raining down on the beach defenses, scattering a destruction both random and overwhelming. When they were done firing, the ships that had carried them seemed to vanish into darkness. Then, slowly rolling ships emerged from the clouds of propellant fumes as crews began reloading the tubes.
One battery of ROC 155mm guns still had contact with it's forward observer. From the center of a perimeter lined with dead paratroopers and the scorch marks of fougasse blasts, the battery commander ordered the gunners to load their few, precious "seeker" rounds. The shells were IR-guided, targeting masses of metal.
They were fired at the ships, followed by standard 155mm rounds as fast as the gun crews could load their weapons. Radars on the PLA Navy ships backtracked the trajectory of the shells, fed information to a squadron of Jian-7's loaded for ground attack to suppress the guns.
Off the beach, the seeker rounds came in. Their fins deployed. The seeker warheads chose a target. Target chosen, small booster rockets fired, shooting them down into the ships. One warhead plunged deep into the guts of a freighter. It detonated among stacks of 122mm rockets.
The blast vaporized the ship, capsized a dozen landing craft and blew shock waves felt a kilometer away. It lit the western sky like a new sun. Six kilometers away, Marshal Zhou felt the blast rattle the windows of his ship. He ignored it. He'd expected the Nationalists to shoot back.
Other ships took hits from the special shells, then more hits from the standard 155mm rounds. The freighters, not designed for combat, suffered the worst. One freighter, burning furiously, opened the petcocks and scuttled. The naval reservists manning the ship were picked up by landing craft and cursed their luck. Every landing craft that day was heading to shore. They had just become infantry.
From concealed firing positions dug into hills above the shore, the last hoarded HSIUNG-FENG launchers along the coast fired missiles. One battery launched from 20 kilometers away, virtually point-blank range. The frigates and destroyers responded with their own missiles but had little effect on the dug in weapons, while more of the screening ships exploded, their final role to guard the transports. before the HSIUNG-FENGS blew it apart. Other frigates fired their 100mm guns at targets ashore, at any movement or muzzle flash they could see.
The first wave of the landing passed the frigate line and headed towards the beach. There were hundreds of landing craft in the first wave, most of them little different from those that had stormed the beaches of Normandy or Iwo Jima. Slow and lumbering, they nonetheless put on every bit of speed they could, each Navy crew eager to drop off their cargo of troops and get the hell out of the combat zone. Most were the YUNNAN-class LCU's (Landing Craft, Universal), each carrying an armored personnel carrier and two platoons of men. Interspersed among them were the Type 72 LST’s, each carrying a mix of tanks and Marines, storming onto the shores. From their superstructures, Navy gunners fired the twin 25mm and 57mm antiaircraft guns at the beach defenses, adding to the firestorm they were hoping would silence the defense. On the flanks were Type 63 amphibious tanks being kicked out the rear of the ALLIGATOR class tank landing ships. Darting among the columns were the gunboats that had been assigned to guide them to the beach.
On the flanks, Type 84 and Type 86 armored personnel carriers plunged through the water. Designed for amphibious assault, they made heavy going through the waters of the straits. Several unlucky ones hit waves heavier then they were designed for, capsizing and taking their cargoes of PLA Marines to the bottom of the straits. Among them darted small assault boats, launched from ships further out in the water. Loaded with more PLA Marines, they also stayed out on the flanks to avoid being swamped by the bigger landing craft.
* * *
On board GANSU REVOLUTION, Zheng Yiguan huddled behind the tiller, mentally thanking his uncle for insisting they armor the pilothouse with sand bags and steel plate. Through the windscreen of the pilothouse, he saw Formosa, silhouetted by the dawn. Darkness waited for them there, lit by the naval bombardment sailing in. He could see one huge fire where jets had dropped napalm. Blazing like gigantic torches, burning buildings began to light the beach. At the front of the boat, their forward gunner kept laying down cover fire from the big twin 14.5mm machine guns. Behind him was the Marine Lieutenant who'd been assigned to their boat when it was ordered to be a guide boat for the invasion. Despite exhaustion, despite his growing weariness, Zheng could sense the glory of the moment. They were here! They were actually doing it!
"Go two points starboard, Comrade," said the Lieutenant. "You should have pulled the glass out of the windscreen."
"I did, comrade. It's plexiglass." He rapped it with a knuckle. "No flying glass for us. Comrade Tian warned us about that."
The Lieutenant lit a pipe, looking back at the landing craft following them in and signaled the lead craft with a hand-held flasher. "Only one kilometer to go, comrade, then we break off. The landing craft can do the final kilometer by themselves."
Zheng saw a ripple of flashes along the shore and the hills above it. Reflex saved him then, his knees dropping from under him. "Incoming!"
The storm of defensive fire hit the attackers at three kilometers. Along twelve kilometers of Taiwan's coast, the defenders opened up with everything they had. Recoilless rifles, heavy machine guns, mortars, automatic cannon and tank guns pouring out a storm of fire. Most spectacular were the the KUNG FENG rockets. They were Taiwan’s own successor to the Russian Katushya, launching salvos of the rockets, their noise a bone-chilling cross between a scream and a roar. On hills overlooking some beaches there were batteries of trailer-mounted KUNG-FENG's, capable of firing 40 rockets in 16 seconds. One lucky fusillade of rockets caught a PLA Navy destroyer squarely, leaving it a smoking, burning wreck. Other scattered explosions capsized landing craft or hit the gun line.
Zheng looked up, unbelieving. It was worse than Kinmen! Hundreds of streams of tracer were pouring from the distant shore, hitting the first wave. Bigger flashes indicated heavy weapons, their muzzle flashes indistinguishable from the explosions of the bombardment. Zheng heard a screeching roar overhead and braced himself.
The 81mm mortar shell hit the water and exploded, heaving the patrol boat a foot out of the water. The noise from the growling diesels changed. Then the phone at the tiller buzzed. He picked it up. His uncle's voice. "Zheng, we've lost the left shaft! That damned mortar shell warped it! We're taking on water too! This piece of shit boat is coming apart!"
"Use the pumps! We only have a little ways to go!" He hung up the phone, shouting over the roar of the engines and the storm of explosions hitting the landing. "Comrade Lieutenant, we have to break off. We're taking on water."
"You cannot!" The Lieutenant whirled on him, his expression shocked. "We must guide in the landing craft! I order you to continue! I will report you for treason if you do not!"
Zheng's face took on an odd smile at that. This unblooded boy was threatening him? For his part, the Marine fell back. This Militia bumpkin was grinning like a madman!
Zheng spoke gleefully and turned back to his helm. "Fine, soldier! Get a rifle, because if we can't leave now, we have to go all the way to the beach! Get ready to see how Militia can fight!"
Zheng rammed the throttle to full power, laughing with the glory and the madness of it all.
* * *
The beaches and mudflats south of Hsinchu were normally favored by kite flyers, people digging clams or windsurfing, tourists and families visiting the beach. For the last month, they had also been under watch by 3 Home Defense Battalions, an Army Air Defense Battery and a company of Brave Tigers tanks and supporting vehicles. Following the orders for their emergency night move, the only M48 Brave Tiger left on the beach was commanded by Sergeant First Class Lu Kung. SFC Lu had spent most of the night contemplating ways to strangle his driver, when he wasn’t digging in wet sand and mud or scraping himself on track sections.
When the movement order came, he’d waited for their place in the order of march, then ordered his driver to move forward out of the revetment that the tank was dug into and turn left. The driver had done precisely as ordered — except when it was time to turn, he’d done a neutral steer in the wet sand and mud, trying to pivot the tank by having one track go forward and one backward. That was a driving move intended for driving on concrete or paved roads. In wet sand it was guaranteed to throw a track, miring the 52 ton vehicle deep in the sand. SFC Lu had explained that fact to the driver for the rest of the night, using many colorful metaphors and commentary on which farm animals were most likely the driver’s father, mother and ancestors.
Fortunately, an M88 tank recovery vehicle belonging to the Brigade had come by and winched them out of the hole they’d dug for themselves. Then, laughing, they’d taken off to catch up with the rest of the Brigade, leaving SFC Lu and his crew to un-link or “break” the track, work it back over the roadwheels and refasten the track. Not an easy job in wet sand, when a single section of track weighed over a quarter ton. By three-thirty in the morning, the track was re-set, they were all wet and covered in sand, all gear had been stowed and SFC had decided that tomorrow would be a fine day to catch up with the brigade. They’d all gone to sleep, exhausted.
To awaken an hour later to the noise of the pre-invasion bombardment.
“Oh donkey crap.” SFC Lu peered into the darkness. There weren’t many shells landing nearby but to the south, he saw the flashes of light as the bombardment rockets flew across the sky. The muzzle flashes of guns filled the southern horizon. The roar of jets was a continuous noise.
Around them in the beach fortifications, many of the Home Defense troops were missing. Not surprising since they lived locally and their unit commanders frequently let them spend the night at their homes. Looking back at the road near the beach, he could see cars running by and dropping off individuals and small groups who went running to their positions.
“Why aren’t they invading here?” The gunner was already shrugging on his body armor. How he moved around in the cramped gunners seat with that on, Lu had no idea. “I mean, these beaches are perfect for landing craft.”
“The mudflats aren’t.” Lu’s father had been a fisherman. He remembered having to slog through mudflats just like this one. “The landing craft will run aground on them half a kilometer out. And whether the tide is up or down, most of those flats and beaches can’t support the weight of a vehicle. All they can land is troops, who would have to walk through mud for a kilometer under fire from the defenses. They’d have to be crazy to try landing here.”
“That’s good.” The driver, at least, seemed cheery. “We get to watch the show.”
A new sound began coming in off the sea, like jet engines or maybe rockets? Lu wasn’t used to not knowing what he was hearing. It made him nervous.
He saw flashes out to see, obscured by the mist, but briefly showing ships in the distance. He knew there were minefields outside the harbor. If a landing was planned, the PLA Navy would probably use minesweepers to remove them. Dangerous work to do under fire.
He saw the racing darts of flame that were the Hsiung-feng antiship missiles. Sharp flashes as two of them exploded against ships. Deadly!
But never enough. A storm of green tracer, missiles and rockets went back at where the missiles had come from.
The SFC made a decision.
“The hell you say. Driver, get in your seat and back us into the revetment. Loader, ground guide him. Driver, I swear if you throw another track, I will kill you myself. Then we button up and load Sabot.”
That got him some nervous looks from the crew. Lu took care that the tank was backed into the revetment properly. The revetment concealed the lower half of the tank as well as protecting it, Only the turret could be seen or hit.
Around them, the Militia were standing on top of their sandbagged bunkers and entrenchments, looking south. The roaring out at sea began to grow louder, echoing across the mudflats and beaches. From the air defense battery dug in behind them, SFC Lu began hearing panicked orders yelled. Then his own gunner yelled at him from inside the turret. “Sergeant, check the night vision! Something is out there!”
Peering through the night vision, Lu cursed modern technology. Something was throwing up an enormous amount of spray and there was just enough pre-dawn light to fog up his night vision. He switched to thermal. Not much better, but something was definitely out there, big and with heat spots on it that burned white hot in the sensors.
Then he saw heat flashes on top of the biggest shapes, heat flashes that sprayed upwards into the sky, the white hot of rocket motors arching up into the sky in serried ranks.
A lot of them.
There was something he was supposed to yell, he knew, but despite fifteen years of army service, he was suddenly having trouble remembering the words. Then he remembered. He bellowed out the warning twice, screaming at the top of his lungs.
“Incoming! Button up! Incoming!” He dropped back into his seat, pulled the hatch shut over his head and dogged it, then plugged in his CVC helmet and barked into the vehicle intercom. “Crew check!"
“Driver ready!"
“Gunner ready!"
“Loader?"
The tank rocked as the first rocket landed. Loud. Too loud. He looked over. The loaders hatch was still open!
“Peng, you stupid-"
The loader plummeted in through his hatch, along with a spray of sand and gravel as a nearby explosion rocked the tank again. He bounced up again, pulled the hatch shut and dogged it. He was a tall skinny kid who was already balding. He wasn’t wearing his CVC helmet. He had a long bloody scratch on one cheek. He slammed on his CVC helmet and keyed it.
“Loader ready!"
SFC Lu smacked his head.
None of them knew they were being shelled by the 140mm bombardment rockets of the Ogon System, as mounted on the Zubr-class air cushion vehicle (ACV) landing craft. The Zubr’s, the largest ACV’s in the world, sped across the mudflap on cushions of air held in my heavy skirts, riding easily over the mud that would have bogged down boats or conventional vehicles. Packed with troops and tanks, the immense ACV’s came towards the beach at 50 kmph, throwing out massive sprays of water and mud in every direction.
None of Lu’s crew knew the Zubr mounted two launchers, firing 22 rockets each. All five of the Zubr class ACV’s were using them as intended, to bombard the beach and rattle the defenders just before landing. They just knew that dozens of huge explosions began, scattered all over the beaches. Proximity fuses detonated the warheads three meters from the ground, maximizing the spread of the fragmentation.
SFC Lu ignored the noise. He ignored the screams of shock, ignored the rocking of his vehicle from the blasts. He had a tank and he could see some really really big targets racing across the mudflats.
“Gunner, can you ID target?”
“Negative ID!”
“From my position then. Loader, firing SABOT, load HEAT!”
“SABOT loaded!”
Lu tried to track one, then another of the biggest things out there but they were all moving ridiculously fast. Then he realized one of the biggest ones was heading straight towards him. That made things simple. “On the way!”
BOOM!
The 105mm rifled gun blasted out the shell, it’s “shoe” or “sabot” of light aluminum falling away, having channeled the force of a 105mm main gun round behind a much smaller 40mm solid tungsten-carbide penetrator. At well over Mach 2, it slammed straight into the nose of a Zubr class Air Cushion Vehicle. Designed to pierce the thick frontal slopes of tanks, it punched easily through the light armor, then the landing deck, then into the well deck packed with tanks and troops preparing to land.
Screams and death and the penetrator ricocheting off one of the tanks, glancing up into the superstructure of the ACV and punching through the housing for one of the huge turbofans that drove it. Metal smashed into metal, the penetrator punching clean through and rocketing out into the sky. In the well deck, the remains of a dozen men struck by the penetrator in it’s passage were still spraying outwards onto their comrades.
“Up!” shouted the loader as the 105mm breech slammed shut. It had taken three seconds, a personal best for the crew.
“Target identified!” shouted the gunner.
“Fire!” bellowed Lu.
The next round fired was High Explosive Anti-Tank, or HEAT. It focused the blast of the shell into a deadly cone that burst through armor even as the blast killed those around it. This one detonated on the superstructure, shattering wiring and fuel lines and vaporizing one of the AA gun mountings. Four seconds later, the next HEAT round hit the canvas and kevlar skirts of the ACV, shredding them in a huge gap that released the cushion of air that held up the huge craft. The nose of the massive vehicle dipped suddenly, plowing into the ocean and a sandbar at 50 kmph. Metal screamed as the vehicle jolted to a halt, everyone aboard thrown forward as the frame ruptured from the impact. The next moment, the jet engine whose housing had been shattered by the first shot broke loose, eating it’s own fuel and blasting it out like a dragons breath as it disintegrated.
Lu and his men could not know they’d just destroyed one of the worlds largest hovercraft, or that most of the 140 marines, plus it’s naval crew and the three tanks it carried, would not escape the blazing wreck it had suddenly become. They just cheered at the really big explosion they’d caused.
They also didn’t know that they’d achieved just about the only success the ROC army would get on Hsinchu beach that morning.
The mudflats outside Hsinchu, impassible to any other craft, were perfect for an assault by air cushioned vehicles. Throwing up sprays of water and mud, they came roaring across the mudflats at 50 kilometers per hour, all guns firing, trusting to speed and their firepower to suppress any defensive fire.
Four other Zubr-class ACV’s led the assault, spotlights on to blind the defenders. Each mounted a pair of 30mm six-barreled AA guns. They were aimed downward for this attack, spraying death at the rate of 100 shots per second. The 30mm slugs punched through the thickest earthworks and shredded the men on the other side. Green tracer from bouncing shells sailed inland into Hsinchu, a gift of death from the PLA Navy. Scurrying among the giants came the smaller Yuyi-class ACV’s, each of them carrying another tank and a platoon of Marines. The crew of these ACV’s were firing their two dual 14.5mm AA guns wildly, spraying the shore defenses with thumb sized bullets. Together the wave of ACVs raced over the mudflats and beaches, right up to the tidal wall, still blasting as they cut their engines and dropped to release their cargoes of troops and tanks right on top of the defenders positions. The PLA tanks came down the ramps shooting, blazing away with machine guns and cannon, followed by the Marines tasked to support them, screaming and spraying fire in all directions.
Shaken by the bombardment and the speed and fury of the assault, most of the militia broke and ran. A handful of Home Defense troops stood their ground in a savage close-quarters fight. Bullets filled the air as both sides blazed away at half seen targets. But the applique armor on the PLA type 96 tanks defeated the LAWs rockets and recoilless rifle shells of the defense, while the blast of their main guns vaporized whole bunkers. With armor and fire support from the ACV’s, they overwhelmed the remaining defenses. ROC survivors fled towards the Air Force Base at Hsinchu’s waterfront, the only firm spot in the defense. There, ROC Air Force personnel who no longer had planes to service had been issued infantry weapons and held in their positions, throwing fire back at the attackers.
Out at sea, there was an explosion as one of the tank landing ships hit a mine that the minesweepers had missed. More were coming in.
Inside his tank, Lu and his men yelped in shock at 30mm shells bounced off their armor, detonating the blazer armor that had been fastened to the outside of their tank. The tank’s original steel armor beneath the applique, easily deflected shells designed to kill aircraft.
Lu watched the gunner pump two more rounds into the crashed hovercraft as it turned into a flaming shambles. He looked out the vision blocks and saw how few of the troops were standing and fighting. Time for a decision.
“Gunner, cease fire. Loader, load SABOT. Gunner, once we are moving, engage targets at will. Driver, on my order, we are going to pull out of here as fast as we can and make a run for the air base. If anyone is standing and fighting, they’ll be there. Don’t slow down or stop for anyone. We have to move fast before we’re totally overrun. Questions?”
The interior of the tank was lit by red lights, designed to be less visible if hatches were open at night. In the dim illumination of the battle lights, they all looked a little scared, but ready to do their job.
“Okay then. Let’s do this.” Lu hit the button for the smoke grenade launchers, canisters that sprayed burning red phosphorous in an arc around the tank to make an instant smoke screen. “Driver, advance! Gunner, fire at will!”
The tank lurched up and forward out of the revetment, the big diesels roaring at full power. A second later, the 105 blasted out a SABOT round that punched through the armor of a Type 96. The PLA tank exploded as the solid shot detonated it’s main gun ammo. The tank turret literally shot skyward in a roaring column of flame. Yu’s tank burst from the cloud of smoke like a rampaging dragon, blasting out death. Yu threw open his hatch and reached up to grasp the spade grips of the big M2 heavy machine gun mounted near his hatch. He poked his head just far enough out of the commanders hatch to see. “Driver, turn right! Then don’t stop for anything!”
He held down the grips of his M2 and felt the big machine gun buck in it’s mount. Then he spun the weapons to fire in the opposite direction of the main gun, to kill anyone attempting to attack them from behind. Sparing a glance forward, he spoke. “Driver, straighten it out and drive like hell!”
Their tank plunged forward through the chaos of the battle.

CHAPTER 14

On the ridgeline above the beach, from the commander's seat, Sgt. Soo used his laser rangefinder one last time. He took aim at the closest landing craft. If he'd had something bigger than the tank's 76mm cannon, he'd have tried for one of the big LST's, but his gun had little chance of stopping one of those. "Gunner, HEAT, landing craft!"
His gunner barked, "Identified!"
The targeting reticles in the sights set squarely on the center of the craft. Four times the size of a tank, at less than a kilometer it was an easy target. The clank of the breech shutting. His loader pulled a second 76mm HEAT round from the racks, stood clear of the gun's recoil path, took the weapon off SAFE and shouted "Up!"
Soo fingered his cell phone but left it in his pocket. He had work to do.
"Fire!"
"On the way!" The cannon fired. The shell blew a fountain of water into the sky, narrowly missing the landing craft. Stinking propellant fumes, the clank of metal as the brass casing flew from the breech.
Soo cursed again, knew they should have waited until the enemy was at point blank range, cursed the "Brave Tigers" for leaving, cursed his officers for insisting on following the original fire plan. "Gunner, right, one mill. Fire!"
The loader slammed another shell in, grabbed another round, released the safety that had automatically switched back on after the gun fired, stood clear.
"Up!" The cycle repeated over and over between gunner and loader now as fast as shells could be fed into the breech. Soo listened to the gun fire at a steady pace of one round every four seconds, hit the vent fans as fumes built up. He planned to pop his hatch and man the .50 caliber outside when the landing craft were about to hit shore. Just then, the tank jolted from a near miss.
A 100mm round, aimed at their muzzle flash, had hit the berm a few feet in front of their vehicle. The explosion rocked them back. Time to switch positions. "Driver, start engines! Gunner, cease fire! Driver, reverse!"
The engine had already been running. The tank leapt out of it's fighting position in reverse, dropped behind the hill. "Sergeant, I'm getting buried in shell casings!" called the loader.
Soo looked down, amazed at how many had already been fired. "Throw them out the loader's hatch. Don't stick your head out. Driver, bear right, go to the second firing position!"
The tank lurched into motion as the loader popped his hatch and heaved out empty casings.
* * *
The first assault boats to hit the beach were massacred, hitting a storm of machine gun and rifle fire. The unarmored guide boats died. But there were gaps in the defense, gaps that should have been filled by the guns of the departed 3rd Brigade. In those gaps, the landing craft neared shore quickly, eager to get out of the storm of fire. Even in areas covered by other units, the defensive fire was not what it should have been. Most of the ROC artillery support was under attack from airborne troops. Some defenses had been hit by the bombardment. Older bunkers, their concrete weakened by the sea air, were particularly vulnerable. Several crumbled under near misses.
As the first wave of the assault made it's final approach, the landing craft cut loose with suppressive fire. Some landing craft carried nothing but rocket launchers, rank after rank of them. Many of the larger landing craft had one or two BM21 multiple rockets mounted on them. Volley after volley of screaming rockets shot across the sky like flaming comets. They rained down on the defenders, explosions seeming to cover the hills above the beaches. Then the helicopter assault began.
The PLA helicopter assault came in late. It had been planned to hit the beach at the same time as the assault boats, dropping troops on the heights overlooking the beach in a vertical envelopment. Instead, it came in just as the first landing craft hit the beach. Hundreds of Zhi-5 transport helicopters, the Chinese copy of the Soviet MiL-4, came in at low altitude. Each carried a dozen infantry and a nose-mounted machine gun. Half carried rocket pods that they volleyed into the beach defenses, clearing their landing zones.
The defenders returned fire with everything from small arms fire to Stinger missiles. Deadliest of all were the Quad — .50 caliber machine guns mounted on the backs of old half-tracks. They had been set behind the hills facing the sea, immune to the bombardment. Now they emerged from cover, pouring out streams of thumb-sized bullets that punched clean through the Zhi-5's. Dozens of helicopters rained down on the beach in flaming crashes, barely half of them dropping off their loads of troops before they were destroyed.
But the helicopters had done their job. Defensive fire had, for several minutes, been diverted from the landing craft, giving the invaders a chance to make it to the beach. Even then, some didn't make it. Dozens of landing craft, including 2 LST's, hung up on the iron girders of the beach obstacles, dropped below the tide line to rip the bottoms out of landing craft. The first wave took 12500 men onto the beaches in all craft, including 17 Type 72 LST's. Bow ramps began to drop.
* * *
General Yan Sheng sat impatiently in the commanders seat of his Type 79 Main Battle Tank, waiting. It was in the belly of a creaking old Yunnan class Landing Craft, Medium, part of the first wave of the assault. Above him, he could hear the hammering of the 14.5mm dual heavy machine guns that the landing craft carried for self defense. Approaching the beach, the Navy crew were sending as much fire as they could inland, to keep the defender’s heads down. One of his ideas was firing from behind the pilothouse — a pair of 82mm mortars, dropping rounds on the defenses, including parachute flares to light them up.
It was one of hundreds of the old landing craft pulled out of reserve. If they didn’t make the return trip, nobody would mind. The PLA Navy had been intending to scrap the Yunnan class for years. They were expendable.
Another of the General's ideas when they put this together had been the Type 79 MBT's. He could no longer stomach going into battle protected only by the thin armor of a Type 63. The Marshal had tried to make him use the Type 99 MBT's, but Yan Sheng had pointed out that the Yunnan couldn’t carry the heavier Type 99. The older Type 79 was light enough for the Yunnan to carry. What really mattered to Yan was that the Type 79, a copy of the old Russian T-54, had a human loader on a four man crew. After Kinmen, Yan Sheng wanted to stay as far as he could from tanks with autoloaders. The Type 79 was older but adequate, with blocks of reactive armor bolted onto the sides and a rifled 105mm gun.
As he watched, a Nationalist shell hit the superstructure and blew one of the AA gun mounts to oblivion. Then the ship jolted, the impact of the landing craft onto the beach. He dropped into his turret and barked orders on the radio. "Start engines! Open ramps! Advance at maximum speed. Glory to the People's Revolution!"
The two squads of infantry who were waiting in the landing ship with him tensed, waiting for the bow ramp to open. Yan Sheng grinned savagely. These were the picked survivors of the 246th. They wouldn't fail him.
The gate-like bow ramp began to open as the tank engines raced, drivers eager to get into the open. Seawater began to rush in. Then the ramp jammed. The General had been ready for this. "Driver, advance!"
Engine roaring, forty tons of steel hit the gate and smashed it down. The 105mm cannon barked once, blasting a round inland. At Yan Sheng's shouted orders, the driver hit full power on the engines and the tank began plowing through the water to the beach. The turret swung from left to right, gunner and tank commander both looking for targets. From inside the turret, with his hatch dogged shut, Yan Sheng could hear the 12.7mm machine gun outside his hatch firing. Excellent! Some infantryman riding on the back of his tank was taking initiative and using the tanks weapon.
He spotted a stream of tracer coming from a small round shape. He grabbed the commander's override. "From my position, HEAT, fire!"
The loader jumped clear. "Up!"
"On the way!" The big cannon roared. The target vanished in a massive explosion, reappeared as a blazing hulk. The rifled 105 might not be as big as the 125mm smoothbore of the Type 99 but they hit what you shot at. "Target, cease fire! Gunner, fire at will!"
The tank turret rang like a bell!
Someone was firing solid shot at them. It hadn't penetrated. This time. The tank jolted again as a shaped-charge weapon, probably a rifle grenade, hit the reactive armor and detonated harmlessly. They were still racing over the beach, diesels roaring, trying to get to cover. On dry land now, Yan Sheng prayed to whatever gods there were that they wouldn't hit an antitank mine.
* * *
Each of the Yuting-class LST's carried six Type 96 tanks and four other vehicles: tractors, specialist APC’s mounting antiaircraft weapons and mortar, command vehicles, anything that could not be risked swimming through the waves by itself. Packed into every spare space were PLA Marines, keyed up, ready for the attack. The gates on one of the craft jammed immovably as it hit the beach. A storm of defensive fire pounded it into flaming scrap, trapping the men and tanks inside it. The two LST’s caught on underwater obstacles were swamped as they opened their landing gates, water pouring in to cover the tanks. There were few casualties, but their cargoes were not getting to the beach today and every man aboard had become infantry.
The others LST’s took damage as well, but now the defenders were also trying to stop the tanks and the waves of infantry charging ashore out of them. Seconds later, the first amphibious tanks hit the beach, adding their firepower to the attack. For the PLA Marines, burdened with massive loads of body armor, gear and weapons, hell began as they hit belts of barbed wire and punjii sticks. Pioneers tried to clear paths with wire cutters and demolitions and were cut down by small arms fire. Most horrifying were the Fougasse, 55-gallon drums of gasoline thickened with waste oil. Explosive charges blasted them out over the attacking troops. Ignited by thermite grenades and gunfire they became blasts of orange flame, turning men into screaming torches all along the beach.
Rockets came screaming down out of the sky, more of the KUNG FENG’s. These ones were launched from 10–20 kilometers away, bombardment rockets from truck mounted launchers. Proximity fuses in the rockets detonated them in flight, filling the air with lethal sprays of ball bearings, killing hundreds of PLA Marines who were already struggling through the surf.
The first wave of troops slowed then, on the beach, decimated as the defenders threw everything they had at them. Had there been mines, it might have been different. Had the additional firepower of the 3rd Brigade's heavy weapons been there, it might have been different. But there were not there and so, at tremendous cost, the attack succeeded. Troops poured through gaps left by the 3rd Brigade, then attacked the defenders from their flanks. Where there were tanks, the armored vehicles simply plowed through the barriers, trailing long, dangling strings of barbed wire, tearing paths for the infantry to follow.
The second wave hit beaches covered with dead bodies and burning vehicles, lit by a smoke-streaked dawn. Most of the second wave were the (Landing Ship, Men), each carrying another Type 96 MBT and a hundred Marines or more of the YUNNAN-class LCU's, each carrying a pair of armored personnel carriers and 200 Marines. With the YUNNAN's, someone had made the mistake of putting 6-wheeled armored personnel carriers on half of them. The huge wheels hit the water-soaked sand and, time and time again, instantly bogged down where tracked vehicles had passed. Troops dismounted and charged forward, eager to get off the kill zone that was the beach.
The landing craft crews, those who could, pulled their lightened, empty craft off the beach. They headed back to the invasion fleet to pick up their next loads. Those who were stuck on the beach or trapped on landing obstacles soon died under the fire of the defenders.
* * *
At the platoon ammo point, Sgt. Soo fed a new belt of .50 caliber into his machine gun and scanned the hills for targets. Beside him, a squad of infantry and his own crew hurriedly broke 76mm shells out of their cases and loaded them into the tank. Soo was furious, at himself this time, for having blindly followed the fire plan. They'd fired at the landing craft for fifteen minutes and then, just as the landing craft got to optimum range, barely 500 meters away, they'd run out of main gun rounds. So here they were now, loading with ammo as the most crucial part of the battle went on without them.
The platoon sergeant's tank came off the hill, rolling towards their position, turret rotated to watch the hill behind them. As it rolled, the loader's hatch opened and brass casings flew out. Platoon Sgt. Ken popped his hatch, stuck head and shoulders out and looked over to them.
Behind him, Soo saw a familiar shape crest the rise from the beach. Turret shaped like an inverted wok, low chassis, DshK machine gun on the top.
"Tank!" screamed Soo. "From my position!"
He fired what had been their last round of 76mm, a white phosphorous shell. It hit the Type 79 squarely, bursting in a chrysanthemum of white burning metal. "Man the guns!"
Soo knew he was going to die. The WP round was intended to act as screening smoke and was horrible death to unprotected troops. It wasn't designed to defeat armor. Then he saw the hatches on the tank fly open and the crew leap out. He thanked the Almighty for the miracle and raked the vehicle with .50 caliber fire, cutting down the crew. Unknown to him, the PLA tankers had thought their tank was catching fire and bailed out. They paid for panic with their lives.
The infantry ran from the ammo point, eager to get away from the heaped explosives. Corporal Huang and the rest of the crew leapt on board. Soo watched the ridge line. "Loader, load Sabot! How many shells did we get?"
"Forty-seven, mostly HEAT." The breech clanked shut as the loader fed in one of the needle-nosed SABOT rounds. After having worked with 105 mm rounds, they seemed toylike to Soo. He had been told they could penetrate the armor of an MBT. He doubted that. He did not doubt what the guns of the PLA tanks would do. They were 125mm smoothbore high velocity guns. They would tear his light tank apart like a children's toy.
Human forms crested the ridge. Retreating ROC infantry.
The Platoon Sergeant's tank pulled up to the ammo point as Soo's crew took their places. Sgt. Ken's voice came over the radio. "Good shot, college boy! Now have your crew load us up! Over!"
"Negative, Green One. Will cover you while you load. Over!" He switched to the tank's internal mike. "Driver, move out. Get us behind cover — that low spot in the hill, bear left."
The radio crackled. "Green three, get your damn men out and load us! That's an order! Over!"
An order. Soo felt almost physical nausea as he spoke. "No, Green One! Load yourself! Over!"
Soo's tank slid behind the cover of rocks and bushes, turret traversing to cover the ridge line. Around them, retreating men stopped and took cover, heartened by the presence of the tanks.
Armored shapes came over the ridge line. Long, low shapes with small turrets and stubby cannons. "Gunner, ZBD, fire SABOT, load HEAT!" The 76mm cannon barked. The SABOT slug punched clean through the light armor of the ZBD, setting off racked ammunition inside it. The ZBD exploded. As Huang chose his next target, Soo fired his .50 caliber at the other APC's. The Platoon Sergeant's tank fired. Another ZBD died. One ZBD got off a wild shot that went over Soo's head, detonating behind him. Huang got the third one as the infantry around them cheered.
The Platoon Sgt's tank lurched back into motion, neutral-steering to face the ridge. PLA troops fired small arms and Type 69 rockets at them from the ridge. The ROC infantry returned fire. The two tanks raked the ridge line with machine gun fire. At the Platoon Sgt's tank, the loader jumped out and, using the tank for cover, began heaving loose 76mm shells from the ammo point onto his tank.
A pair of Type 79 MBT's crested the ridge in a rush, stopped just below the ridge on the military crest. Soo felt terror again. "Gunner, tank, fire HEAT, load SABOT!"
The cannon barked. The shell burst against a Type 79, detonating harmlessly as it blew a crater in the blocks of applique armor. The Type 79's both fired in return, hitting the Platoon Sergeant's tank and the ammo point. Piled shells detonated furiously, flipped the M-41 over even as internal explosions shredded it's thin armor.
"On the way!" called Huang. The 76mm gun barked, firing the Sabot round at twice the speed of sound. It hit the sloped armor of the Type 79 and bounced off with a ringing noise, tolling doom.
Soo watched the orange tracer ricochet off into the sky. "Driver, reverse! Gunner, fire at will!" He hit the smoke grenade launchers, firing a burst of red phosphorous grenades in an arc to the front of his tank, an instant smoke screen to cover their withdrawal. Then he braced himself as his tank lurched backwards.
* * *
At Command Central, General Sung watched his worst nightmare take form. He had enough troops to crush this invasion easily, if they could get to the beach. But every route to the battle zone was under fire by Communist paratroopers. Units he sent to the beach would be hammered continuously by airstrikes as they approached. Still, he had to try. On the phone to the commander of one of his reserve divisions, he had to give orders both of them knew were just short of suicide.
"General Lin, I am faxing you orders. Advance immediately on the landings to make a hasty attack from the north. You have two hours to get to the battle zone. Combat-loss any equipment you leave behind."
"Yes sir." General Lin’s voice was calm, soothing. "But we have no written authorization. With the present movement restrictions, no one will let us move into the battle zone without them."
Sung looked at the phone in shock. What kind of idiot would not let units move into a battle zone? "Kao, all units are moving in! You will begin moving immediately! That is an order."
"Yes sir." Lin’s voice was soothing. "My men are packing now. As soon as we get orders to the advance units, we move out."
Something clicked into place in Sung's mind. General Lin didn't want to advance into that battle zone. No rational man would. But in this situation, rationality would doom them all. "General Lin, put your second in command on the line. Now."
A new voice. "Brigadier General Piao here, sir."
Piao. He remembered Piao. The man had been an underclassmen the year Sung graduated from military academy. "General Piao, relieve General Lin of his command, immediately. You now command 23rd division. Have your division moving south in one half hour. Leave behind anything that doesn't move. Abandon your tents, supplies, everything! We must hit that beachhead before the Communists can reinforce! Kill anyone who gets in your way! The fate of the Republic is in your hands!"
He put down the phone a minute later, turned to face his staff. "Check on all units ordered into the battle zone. Relieve any commander who hesitates. I don't care if our soldiers must push their artillery into the battle with their bare hands, every unit must attack now! Not tonight, not tomorrow, now!"
The staff went to work. His phone line to the Navy operations center rang. He picked it up and heard the mournful tones of the ROC Chief of Naval Operations. "General Sung, we have lost our last submarine. It was trying to penetrate the screening force of the invasion when we lost contact. There are Communist planes and ships everywhere. They are also laying minefields of their own, to protect the landings."
Sung listened to the report, said a few words of sympathy, hung up. A Marine General walked up to him, saluted. "Reporting, General Sung."
General Sung nodded, looked at the map. "Yang, we don't have time for formalities. What is the status of your Marines?"
General Yang swelled with pride. He was a short, bull-necked man, a Corps weight-lifting champion in his youth. "The landing ships are loaded. We can be underway in an hour. Are we going ahead with `Northern Lightning'?"
Northern Lightning was the plan for seizing Nanjitao Island off Foochow under cover of darkness, a pet project of Yang's. Sung had considered it as a possible diversionary attack.
"No, Yang, I need your Marines. The First Division is off Suao in the north, correct?"
"Yes, but-"
"Yang, unload them, cross the island on Route 7 tonight and attack the Communist beachhead from the east tomorrow at dawn."
Yang gaped at him. "That's an Army job! Besides, we'll be bombed as we cross. The Communists have bombed every bridge on Route 7 and that's a mountain road!"
Sung nodded. "The Communist planes will be busy elsewhere today. They have to use their aircraft to support the landings. That means they won't have planes for deep strike missions. When this air campaign started, I ordered every engineer unit to reserve spare bridging units, even at the cost of letting bridges go unrepaired. They will spend all day today patching the Route 7 bridges. Tonight, your Marines will be able to drive straight across the island."
"But why not Army troops?"
"Yang, all my armor is tied up on the beach defenses. It can't move without being bombed. Your Marines still have their armor and the combat reserves of fuel. The Army is attacking the flanks of the landing, to pull their heavy units away from the center. Tomorrow at dawn, your armor can punch a hole in their perimeter and drive them into the sea. But you must begin unloading now!"
Yang shook his head. "You are wasting my men! We can't win this war by defense! We need to strike back at the Communists! Take some of their islands! If we take Nanjitao, their beachhead is cut off! This will leave one of my divisions strung out across half Taiwan tomorrow! We'll get cut to ribbons!"
Sung felt an intense prickling in his forehead, the rage that had been building for days. He forced it down, spoke reasonably. "General, before our ships got near Nanjitao, Communist missile boats and bombers would sink every one of them. We no longer have aircraft to cover you. The battle is here. I need your Marines here!"
"But that is a waste of-"
"Do it!" barked Sung. He struggled to control his emotions, calmed his voice somewhat. "Do as you are ordered, General! Or must I find someone who will?"
Yang glared at him angrily. He spoke with equal anger. "I hear and will obey, General." The Marine did an about-face and left.
Sung sat at his desk, sipped tea. There was a murmur in the room, a new note in the babble of voices. Sung soon realized what they were saying. "The President is speaking!"
Sung sat up suddenly. He hadn't been consulted. Had Ch’iu lost his nerve? He knew he should have clamped down on that fat vote-grubber! He shoved forward through the crowd, vowing to himself that if the President tried to surrender now, he'd lead the attack on the Presidential Building himself!
Chiu's face was on the television screen linked to outside channels. An aide said the President was broadcasting over every radio and TV station on the island and had instructed all radio stations to boost their power. They were picking this up on the Mainland! The TV's sound was turned up and still barely carried over the babble of voices.
"— that this is not the end. The Communists have landed. My own son is fighting them! Your sons and brothers and fathers are fighting them now! They are counting on you to help every way you can."
"If we surrender, if we run away now, the world will laugh at us. We will spend our lives among foreigners and they will point at us and laugh and say `There goes someone who would not fight when his own home was taken away!' But if we stand firm, if we fight, the world will look at us with respect! Our grandchildren and great-grandchildren will speak of us with pride. Our bones shall rest in the lands of our ancestors and when future generations need courage, they will think of us and our memory will make them brave!"
"We can still defeat this invasion, if we hold firm, if we fight! We do not fight for some warlord or for money. We fight for everything we have built here! All that is China, we have brought here. All that is China, the Communists will destroy. And we fight for more than that. We fight for our freedom! We fight for our homes and for our families! We fight for the graves of our ancestors! We fight for our children and their children yet unborn! We shall fight for every hill and every stone and every inch of land! And we shall win!"
"Be strong. Do your duty. Do not panic. Help our army all you can. They are your sons, your fathers, your brothers! They are counting on you. Victory will be ours!" The screen went to the Presidential seal, with the National anthem playing.
General Sung looked at his staff, struck silent by the speech. Some openly wept. "Enough of that! Go to work!"
They went to work. He looked at the TV screen again and nodded. He'd always liked Ch’iu.
* * *
President Xiao looked at the television screen and restrained a physical urge to smash the thing. The man was mad! His Air Force gone, an army on the island and yet he still fought on! What would it take to defeat this lunatic? Surely not everyone on Taiwan was as insane as him!
To make matters worse, the Ministry of Information had just informed him that some American reporter was calling in reports from within the battle zone. Anti-Chinese, pro-Taiwan reports.
His phone rang. He answered it. It was Premier Li, calling from his house at Zhongnanhai. "Comrade President, good morning. When we agreed to this invasion, you said the Nationalists would quickly surrender. What do you say now?"
"Ch’iu is making pretty speeches, that's all." The President thought quickly. One lesson party politics had taught him was, always go on the offensive. "What concerns me is why your Party Militia are not responding to the mobilization. The Army tells me they are a hundred thousand men short of the requested numbers. Are your Militia afraid to do their duty?"
"My militia will be where they are needed to defend the revolution, never fear." The Premier’s voice stayed infuriatingly calm. "Have a good day, Comrade President."
* * *
Premier Li Wolan hung up the phone and took a moment to control his anger. The fat fool had dared suggest his Party Militia lacked will?
He calmed himself, speared a scallion pancake off the plate in front of him and ate it thoughtfully. His Party Cadres were not responding to the call for volunteers with the kind of enthusiasm he'd expected. But Party Militia had to take part in this fighting, for his credibility.
Across the table from him, the Minister of the State Security Bureau took a steamed bun from a tray and considered it thoughtfully. The two men had begun working together after Tiananmen. They shared a hatred of the way they saw China going, along with hatred of The Smiling Man and the Capitalist Roaders he represented. "Comrade General Secretary, perhaps the shortage of volunteers for the Militia can be solved by less conventional means."
The Premier finished his pancake. "What do you mean?"
"In Beijing alone, the police deal with thousands of unregistered workers every day. They are men in from the countryside, seeking work in the city but with no residency permits. Why should they stay in Beijing while loyal Party cadres march off to fight the Nationalists? They might not be the highest quality volunteers, but consider some of the methods used during the Civil War, or in battles against the Yankees in Korea."
Premier Li ate slowly, thoughtfully. "You are correct. I leave the matter in your hands. What is the feeling towards the President among your Ministry?"
"He has his followers. His popularity has been aided by this landing. The Army backs him firmly. If he continues to be successful against the Nationalists, it will be difficult to move against him."
"If he continues to be successful." The Premier shook his head. "It is a success that may destroy the Revolution. Do you remember the Red Flag Limousines, Comrade?"
The Minister smiled and nodded as he ate. "Those elephants! When I began working for the MSS, my commander had one. The damned things were nearly seven meters long and three wide! One of the drivers told me that they used a truck engine in those things!"
The Premier scowled. "They were Chinese! Every official of the People's Republic had one once! Now the Red Flag factory is sold to a bunch of foreign dogs and all of us drive Mercedes and Cadillacs!"
The Minister calmed down, realizing what the Premier was getting at. "It would not be popular, making leaders give up their foreign cars. Our leaders have grown used to their privileges."
Li sneered. "Mao would not have worried about popularity! He'd have given the order and they'd have done it, or he'd have their heads chopped off like so many cabbages!"
The Minister nodded approvingly. "We use bullets these days."
* * *
The Mayor of Hsinchu looked out the windows of his office, flinching each time they rattled from a nearby explosion. They were doing that every few minutes now. In between the explosions, there was a constant rattle of small arms fire, grenade detonations, sirens. The sounds of war in the city.
The most noise was coming from the docks. There were the regular army units assigned to the defense of Hsinchu. An artillery battalion, a battalion of combat engineers, antiaircraft units and the naval support detachment, now armed with rifles and fighting as infantry. To the south, there were the sounds of heavy weapons from the Air Force Base. Apparently it was still holding out. Defense of the rest of the city was in the hands of the Home Defense Battalions. The Mayor thanked the gods that when the HD battalions had been formed, he’d had the foresight to make sure that he and his supporters controlled two of them.
“This is madness.” Bai Yat-Sen was one of the richest industrialists in the city, one of the Mayor’s chief supporters. For the last month, he’d been watching a lifetime’s work go up in flames. “Haven’t we done enough of this? A month of this, food running low and now we’re expected to fight the Mainlanders? When does it end?”
“For Hsinchu, it ends now.” The Mayor went to his intercom. “Is my son back yet?”
“Coming up the stairs now, with guests.” The secretary sounded as frightened as the Mayor felt.
The Mayor looked out the window. His office was on the second floor of Hsinchu City Hall. The city hall of Hsinchu was a sturdy red brick building built by the Japanese when they occupied Taiwan before WW2. Now it was surrounded by Militia and it’s entrances protected by sandbagged bunkers.
A city bus had stopped in front of the municipal building and men wearing raincoats were coming out. The raincoats did not hide the weapons and gear the men were carrying, but it did make it harder to see the PLA digital camouflage uniforms they were wearing.
For a moment, the Mayor felt doubt about the wisdom of what he was doing. Then he reminded himself, he was committed.
His son came into the room in a moment, wearing the older camouflage uniform that most of the Home Defense Battalions wore, with a red armband tied around his sleeve and a second around his helmet. Following him was a PLA Major, a slender man with a grim face and watchful eyes. Last was a man who wore no rank on his PLA digi-cams but had an air of casual assurance. A man who had secrets.
The PLA Major nodded curtly. The third man smiled and shook the Mayor’s hand. “Mayor, I have been speaking with your son. I commend your wisdom in taking his advice. I am Agent Ling.”
The Mayor nodded. “I only want to end the killing. Are those the only troops you have with you?”
The Major barked out a short laugh. “No. My main force is with the militia vehicles, attempting to enter the dock areas. Several of your son’s officers are with them and should be able to get them inside the Nationalist defenses to take them from behind. Your son said the other militia battalions are prepared to surrender. The men in the bus are here to secure your city hall. I’ve instructed them to stay concealed until your Colonel Bo is here.”
“That tired old man commanding the city was easy to push aside, General or no.” The Mayor’s son spoke, proud of his accomplishment. “The Colonel commanding the docks, however, is a hard nosed bastard.“
The Mayor nodded. “My son is discourteous but truthful. Colonel Bo is very stubborn. We need him to surrender peacefully, however. His troops have the entire docks wired with explosives. “
“My boys will be able to seize the docks if we cannot persuade him.” The Major looked out the window towards the distant cranes and towers of the docks. “Better if you can persuade him to surrender, of course.”
The third man made himself comfortable in the Mayor‘s chair. “We need those cargo facilities to support the landing. If you can get them for us intact, Mayor, the People’s Republic and the Party will remember. Once they are safely in our hands, we will need you to announce the surrender of the city. This is your opportunity to save many lives.”
“That is my only intent, Agent Ling. ”
The intercom buzzed again. “Colonel Bo is here to meet with the Mayor.”
The PLA Major and Agent Ling drew back into the shadows.
Colonel Bo was a solidly built man who had gone bald early. Normally he looked like a mild-mannered accountant. Only his hands, scarred from a blasting accident, marked him as something else. This morning, however, he was every inch the soldier, his face set in grim determination. “Mayor! Your honor, why can’t I reach any of the Home Defense Battalions? The National Police captain says half the river crossings north of the city have no guards at all! There’s no defense line at all connecting my units on the docks and the Air Force Base! I need your militia to occupy….”
He ran out of steam as he looked at the Mayor’s son and the red bands around his helmet and arms.
“What the hell are you wearing?”
“Those red bands signify his new loyalty to the People’s Republic.” Agent Ling emerged from the shadows, his pistol aimed at the Colonel’s back. The Major of Paratroops came out as well, his assault rifle up and aimed. The Major of Paratroops, his rifle still aimed at Colonel Bo’s head, plucked the Colonel’s pistol from it’s holster. Outside, there was a brief flurry of gunshots. “Colonel, I believe the men who came with you are dead. I gave our paratroopers clear instructions to attempt to take their surrender. I can only assume your compatriots resisted adapting to the new situation.”
“The new situation? You mean this spineless worm switching sides just when his nation needs him the most?” Colonel Bo glared with naked hatred at the Mayor.
“Realism, Colonel. The Mayor, like all of Taiwan, has fought bravely. But enough is enough. Those who adapt quickly to the situation will do well. It is time for responsible men to preserve as much of Taiwan as possible. If you surrender the docks to our forces, intact, you will be a hero of the People’s Republic and those docks will be a valuable asset in rebuilding Taiwan after the war.”
“And during the war, they’ll help you keep your troops supplied. You need a working harbor to keep your armies supplied, now that they have landed.” Colonel Bo gave a wicked grin.
Comrade Ling nodded sagely. “Amateurs study tactics. Real soldiers study logistics.”
The Engineer Colonel kept smiling wickedly. “Engineers study demolitions. Also booby traps.”
There was a beeping noise from the pocket of the ROC Colonel’s uniform. The Mayor looked confused. “Your cell phone is ringing.”
“It is not my cell phone. It is a remote beeper, to tell me that someone is attempting to remove the radio and dispatch case from my Hum-Vee.”
The Patroops Major snorted derisively. “What good does that do? You are here and it is being taken. Even if it was not us-”
The Colonel shrugged. “If it was not you, I’d use my remote to disarm the ten kilos of C4 explosive that are set to go off if it’s moved.”
The Major’s eyes got very wide at that.
Placed under the radios in the Hum-vee, the explosive was to prevent the capture of the Colonel’s radio with it’s codes and codebooks. Also, the Colonel didn’t trust the Mayor as far as he could throw him. Everyone on the Colonel’s vehicle had known this. But they were now dead and the timer had hit zero.
Flame and thunder as the window was blasted into the office, shaking the building. Broken glass fragments sprayed over the Mayor and his son. Everyone staggered back from the blast.
Except the Colonel, who had been waiting for it. He fired off a snap kick straight into Comrade Ling’s groin, the toe of his boot connecting brutally. Comrade Ling screamed like a girl, curling inward on his agony. Without missing a beat, the Colonel put his hands up in a martial arts stance and threw an open-hand strike straight at the Major.
Who held down the trigger of his assault rifle and fired a clip into the Colonel from less than a meter away. The spray of bullets caught him and Bai Yat-Sen, the 5.8mm bullets throwing their bodies back against the wall in a spray of blood.
The Major shook his head in admiration. “A very brave man. But too inflexible.”
Outside, new explosions shook the air. Different explosions, blasts that shook the ground. Coming from the direction of the docks. The kind of explosions made by massive demolition charges intended to destroy docks and huge cranes.
The Mayor staggered back and fell into his chair, looking at the bloody corpse of his best friend and advisor, slumped to the floor in a pool of blood next to the dead colonel.
The Major shook his head. “It appears you were unable to deliver on your promise of getting us the docks intact, Mayor. I am sure Agent Ling will report that to his superiors. It would probably be best for you if you surrendered the city to us now, to show that what has happened is not because of treason.”
* * *
The sound of gunfire had not slowed since dawn. Most of it had shifted to the west, towards the beaches. It was punctuated by the hammering of a lot of big, serious guns, real window-rattlers. But there was gunfire in every other direction too. A constant rattling of machine guns, rifles, grenades.
Shannon listened to it all and tried to figure out what to do. No situation remotely like this existed in his mental list of how to handle emergencies. Nobody in the farmhouse seemed to know what to do, except the Grandmother. She'd fired up a little wood stove in the corner and made them a chinese breakfast full of things Shannon couldn't identify.
Coleman ran into the false safety of the house. "The truck's had it, man. The engine's all shot up."
"It would be too dangerous to travel in a vehicle anyway," said Soo-minh. She'd changed into full battle gear now, somehow looking stunning in cammies and equipment harness. The journalists all wore civilian clothes, along with flak vests and steel helmets they'd picked up after Kinmen had fallen. "Most of the fighting will be on the coast roads, north and south. If we head east, we should be able to avoid it."
"I say we sit tight here!" Hammond stood with his back to a corner, frowning. "Wandering around a war zone is not a good idea!"
"Screw that." Coleman was carrying both his camera and one of the Chinese rifles they'd taken the night before, alternating between carrying one and slinging the other. "I ain't sittin' in a house with four dead commie paratroopers in it when the whole Red Army comes through. That could get kinda touchy, y'know?"
Hammond's only comment was a muttered "Oh, shit."
Soo-minh spoke with the farmer and his wife. They both threw bundles over their backs. The farmer had taken one of the rifles too. Soo-minh spoke next. "They are coming with us. We are leaving now. Gentlemen, I am responsible for your safety. I cannot guarantee that safety if you stay here."
Shannon stood. "Let's go then. Dale, you want me to carry the camera? If you carry that rifle, it might get in your way."
"He shouldn't be carrying the rifle at all!" Hammond slowly stood, trying to avoid jostling his cuts. "We are not soldiers, dammit! We are here to cover this war!"
Shannon spoke as he took Coleman's camera. "John, they were going to kill us last night, remember?"
Hammond didn't respond to that right away. He waited until Soo-minh was speaking to the farmer then spoke in a low tone, almost a whisper. "Mike, you don't know what they were saying. We have to take the word of our interpreter over there and, hey, guess what? She's on the opposite side of those paratroopers! Mike, I know it's easy to get caught up in this, but we are neutrals here."
Coleman sidled over to the two of them, added his voice to the conversation. "Hey, guys, look. This is the fall of Saigon all over again, y'know? If we survive the next few days, the ROCs will surrender and we'll get video of lots of happy little zipperheads dancing in the streets before the ChiComs boot us out. Let's just keep our heads down."
They moved out a few minutes later. Soo-minh led the group.
* * *
On the beach, the survivors of the crew of "GANSU REVOLUTION" watched their boat burn. Small arms ammunition banged and popped as it cooked off in the fire. Occasional artillery shells, harassing fire from Nationalists inland, dropped out of the sky.
The beaches were covered with dead bodies and wreckage. They'd had the bad luck to come ashore at one of the few minefields at the coast. The sand was spotted by half a dozen burning ZBD's and amphibious tanks. Some of the mines blew off tracks. Others detonated when vehicles were directly over the mine, blasting a steel cap clear through the thinly armored bellies of the vehicles.
Group Leader Zheng shook his head mournfully as he watched his command burn. Thick, oily smoke poured from it, joining the pall of smoke and fumes hanging over the landing zone. "It was a good ship."
Tian wrinkled his nose at the smell. "It smells like rush hour at Beijing around here."
The men were glum. One spoke. "My television was on that boat!"
Tian looked at Zheng, puffing on a cigarette. "So did you ever send home that TV and VCR like you said you would?"
Zheng nodded, turned around to look inland. "I gave them to Comrade Li Hong, with a package of other items. He is sending them home. I sent our money back through the mail, private money orders as you suggested."
Government money orders had been distrusted since the 90's, when local governments began redeeming them with IOU's that were never paid.
Tian grinned. "I'll make a capitalist roader of you yet, boy! Come, let's find a boat off this rock and get back to the mainland."
The twenty-odd men hoisted their rifles and ambled to where landing craft were dropping off troops and vehicles. Marine detachments worked with engineer tanks to keep the beaches clear. As landing craft became stuck on the shore in the receding tide, the tanks, mounting bulldozer blades, shoved them off the beach into the water. When not doing that, they pulled stuck APC's out of the sand. One after another, the APC's were unjammed, their big wheels churning wet sand into slurry as they scrambled for traction. Sometimes an APC got traction and leapt forward before the tank released the tow cables, slamming into the tank's rear with a booming sound of metal on metal.
As they walked, Zheng looked at Tian. The bandage on the old man's arm looked clean and freshly changed. Nonetheless, he used the arm only when he had to. Tian carried a captured Nationalist submachine gun, one that was easy to fire one-handed. "How is your arm?"
"It still hurts like hell." Tian shrugged. "No infection though. That's what scared me. I traded three watches to make sure they gave me decent antibiotics. The damned fool at the Army hospital wanted to stick pins in me! I told him if I wanted someone to stick pins in me, I'd look up my second wife!"
Zheng laughed at that. By now, they were at a landing craft, a big LST that had just unloaded tanks. A pair of Marines at the bow ramp halted them. "Wait one minute, comrade. Let's see your orders."
Zheng looked at the Marine. Another boy. Children seemed to be giving him orders all the time these days. Now he knew what the older folks had felt like when being ordered around during the Cultural Revolution. "Soldier, I am Militia, not PLA. Our boat was destroyed guiding you ashore. We must return to Xiamen."
The Marine shook his head. Zheng noticed he wore the rank of sergeant. "No one returns to the Mainland without orders. Stragglers will join combat units as infantry, Comrade."
The Major commanding the freshly-arrived tanks walked up to them, obscenely cheerful. "Comrades! My tanks need infantry support! Have your men climb on the back of my tanks!"
Glumly riding on the back of the lead tank, Group Leader Zheng Yiguan and Comrade Tian split a cigarette.

CHAPTER 15

Aboard the command ship ZHENGE, Marshal Zhou Laijiun watched his staff coordinate the landings. Satisfied, he looked out a window at an ocean covered with craft of every variety, lit by the morning sun. By now the LST's had dropped off the armor and gone back to take on new cargo, the beginning of a massive shuttle that would continue until this fighting ended. Smaller landing craft ferried troops and supplies from anchored transports to the beach. Transports unloaded their human cargo as fast as they could, eager to get away. Overhead, helicopters shuttled in more troops and supplies.
"Comrade Marshal." General Deng, his ever-present energy seeming to increase as the landings went on. "The commanders at the beach report heavy armor attacks from north and south. They are withdrawing behind the defensive belts, as you instructed." The defensive belts were zones seeded with thousands of air-dropped mines, dispersed from cluster bombs or fired in from the Type 90 rocket launchers. They were small, but powerful enough to blow the tracks off a tank.
Zhou nodded, smiling thinly. "Has the ammo transfer on the destroyers been completed?"
"Yes, Comrade Marshal. The squadron commanders report they have sixty rounds per gun." The quick-firing 130mm guns of the LUDA-class destroyers had fired off their entire loads of ammunition in half an hour that morning. Anticipating that, Zhou had ordered them to take no reloads for their missile launchers, instead filling their missile magazines with additional ammunition for the guns.
"Excellent. Have two squadrons cover our southern flank, two cover our north. The Nationalist troops will stop and bunch up when they hit those mine fields. That is when the destroyers should open fire. Tell them not to worry about ammunition conservation. Fire those shells as fast as they can. Also, order air strikes on the coast roads."
Deng detailed one of his aides to pass on that order, kept pace with Zhou as he paced the length of the command room. Zhou looked at the distant beaches and the pall of smoke that hung over them. He smiled. "Now begins the race. Can we land troops faster than the Nationalists can kill them? Can we kill the Nationalists faster than they can come after us? The next 48 hours will be crucial."
Deng cocked his head attentively. "Comrade Marshal, surely this has settled things! It is only a matter of time now!"
The Marshal shook his head. "With the force we had, I could have made a landing anywhere along the coast I wanted to, treasonous general or not. But we can only land so many tanks. It takes time for our ships to pick up more heavy equipment on the mainland, then to come back here. Their crews will not be eager to return, so they'll take their time doing it. It's the same way with everything else. For the next 48 hours, we fight this battle with what we brought with us, nothing else."
"But Comrade Marshal, the Peoples Air Force is decimating their units before they get to us!"
"True. To get at us, they must leave their concealed positions, exposing themselves to air attack. Yet they will get to us, Comrade. And in this place, there are many more of them than us." He smelled the air. "It is odd. I have dreamed all my life of this. I command the largest operation the People's Liberation Army has ever mounted. I am fulfilling my life's ambition. Yet all I can think about is that, back at home, spring is coming. The birds are returning. I took up bird watching during my retirement, did you know that?"
Deng twitched his left knee nervously. Zhou recalled Deng's father had been a Hero of the Long March. Promotion had come early for him. He'd never had to fight his way up from the ranks. "Comrade Marshal, we must concentrate on the landings."
Zhou nodded. "Of course. Forgive an old man's wandering mind."
* * *
The ROC Captain's camouflage fatigues were spotless. Glancing at the man's boots, Shannon guessed they'd been spit-shined when the day started. Now paddy mud covered them.
The Captain was speaking to the newsmen as his company marched by on the road, weapons ready, kitted out in battle gear. They looked tough and ready to fight, as did their Captain. Soo-minh was translating as Coleman filmed. "We were in the combat reserve to the rear when the invasion began." Sing-song Chinese, followed by Soo-minh's translation. "This morning, Communist jets bombed our trucks, so now we march to the battle."
Shannon grinned. The tapes they were making would be great, if they ever got them back. Coleman was using his last one now, filming the battle as Soo-minh tried to guide them out of the battle zone. It was getting on towards noon. Heat was building up. Gunfire came from all directions, punctuated by strings of explosions. They'd started to ignore the noise, even ignoring shells when they went overhead.
The Captain spoke again. Soo-minh grinned as she translated. "Could I say hello to my family in Chiayi, please?"
Shannon was about to agree when he heard helicopters.
The reporters had been in the combat zone all day. They dived for cover at the sound. The marching soldiers had just entered the battle zone. They waited crucial seconds before the Captain screamed something you didn't need a translator to understand. Seconds later, the helicopters swept overhead at treetop level.
Shannon didn't waste the effort to look up. He just pounded towards the nearest trees, where the older couple Coleman had dubbed "Mamasan and Papasan" waited with their gear. The others ran too. They heard the rattle of small arms fire as several ROC's opened up. Then heavy machine guns fired, long hammering bursts that made the sound of rifles seem toylike. There was the shrieking roar of rockets and explosions.
Soo-minh, running with her rifle, strayed too close to the berm around a rice paddy, slipped off the side, fell into the water and muck. Without thinking, Shannon reached down, grabbed her harness, heaved her out with strength born of pure panic and kept dragging her to the woods until she got back on her feet. Covered with mud, she still beat him back to the trees as the storm of gunfire grew.
By the time Shannon was under cover and looking back, most of it was over. Dead bodies littered the road. A few soldiers still ran or fired at the helicopters. One ROC with more guts than brains stood in the middle of the road with an M60, firing the big machinegun from the hip Rambo-style. From the Chinese helicopters, door gunners salted down the ground with fire from their light machineguns while the choppers hovered and spun to bring their heavy weapons to bear.
That was when Shannon saw Hammond. The news director was bogged down in a rice paddy, thrashing through towards the cover of the trees. Bullet impacts kicked up water and mud around him. He stopped, turned and raised his hands, showing he was dressed in civilian clothes as he surrendered. Coleman aimed his camera and began filming the surrender. Shannon wondered how Hammond would enjoy his neutrality as a prisoner of the Chinese. "Looks like we'll need another news director."
The helicopter fired. Bullets burst out of Hammond's back in a spray of red. One hit tore off an arm.
"Fuckin' bastards!" screamed Coleman. He kept filming, even so.
Rage shut off Shannon's mind, rage and visions of Hammond's body coming apart. He grabbed for the rifle Coleman had put down.
Soo-minh body-checked him. Held him down. Kept him from the rifle. He thrashed inexpertly. She threw a choke-hold on him, cursing in Chinese before she spoke english. "Do not shoot! You will draw their fire! You will kill us all!"
The old farmer took the rifle away from Shannon and helped Soo-minh restrain him. Coleman finished filming and dropped behind the cover of a tree. Then he looked at Shannon. "Let it go, man. He's dogmeat now! Gettin' our asses shot off won't bring him back!"
Shannon stopped struggling, restrained a sob. Then he took control of himself again, focusing. He smelled the earth, closed his eyes, unclenched his jaw, took a breath. His throat hurt from Soo-minh's choke hold. Focus. "Okay. I'm all right now. It's okay."
They carefully released him, watching to make sure he didn't go berserk again. By now, the helicopters were moving on. Relative calm settled over them. Shannon looked back to where Hammond had died. The body was hidden by growth. From the west, the roaring of diesel engines began, grew. A few troops who'd stepped back onto the road jumped off again, took cover.
Coleman slung his camera, picked up the rifle. "Those are tanks, man. Time for the old bugout boogie."
They began marching east, as they had been all day, fleeing the sound of the guns, sticking to the cover of the trees. Behind them, there was a popping of small arms fire, the booming of a cannon, the loud bangs of antitank weapons, more cannon fire. The noises drove them on faster.
After they left the battle behind, Soo-minh, walking beside Shannon, spoke quietly. "I am sorry I hit you, Mr. Shannon. Does it hurt?"
Shannon looked at her for a moment, shook his head wonderingly. Thanks to her fall into the rice paddy and their subsequent wrestling match over the gun, both of them were covered with paddy mud. "Only when I laugh. Thanks for stopping me from getting us all killed. But could you find some way to protect me other than by hitting me?"
"I shall try, Mr. Shannon."
"Call me Mike."
"I shall try, Mike." They walked on steadily. The stillness around them seemed to grow, counterpointing the noise in the distance. "Thank you for saving me at the rice paddy."
Shannon shrugged. "No big deal. Will we get out of this today?"
"We shall try."
* * *
All day long, attacks continued against the north and south ends of the beachhead. The pressure was constant, but after a month of air bombardment, most ROC units were low on fuel and anti-aircraft weapons. They had to approach over roads with blown bridges, over rivers flooded by blown dams. As Zhou had expected, the armored columns stalled in the minefields, then were hammered by naval bombardment and aircraft. Infantry survivors continued to attack, despite horrendous losses.
Inland, the fighting was more confused, attack and counterattack. Groups of PLA airborne troops disrupted ROC rear areas, harassing columns of reservists moving up to attack the beachhead. The ROC's had little armor inland and most of that was destroyed by the paratroops with light antitank weapons before it got to the front. Both sides were harassed by large bodies of the other side's troops behind their lines.
The tanks of Yan Sheng's reinforced brigade drove inland. They took heavy casualties doing it, losing tank after tank to antitank guided missiles, recoilless rifles or antitank grenades. While the weapons blew the escorting APC's into flaming crematoriums, the lighter weapons rarely killed the tanks. Instead, they blew off tracks or jammed turrets. Yan Sheng burned up the airwaves calling for reinforcements, continuing his advance with anything that could move and shoot.
Back on the beach, landing craft continued shuttling troops ashore. Long columns of infantry trudged steadily off the landing craft and into the perimeter of the beachhead.
* * *
Dusk was falling on the mountain road. It went straight to nowhere, blasted out of the marble cliffs that formed the backbone of Formosa. It led to a tunnel concealed by camouflage nets. Inside, ROC air police stood guard behind sandbagged machine guns. Behind them was the cave complex, one of several the ROC air force had prepared long ago for this day. Planes and ground crew waited in the side tunnels, including a pair of F-104 Starfighters waiting for the order no one wanted to hear. The bombs slung beneath them looked like standard 500 pounders, until you saw the radiation trefoil on them.
The Starfighters were immaculate, gleaming. The other planes in the cave were as battered and worn as their pilots. Not all were military. In one side cave, beneath a single light bulb, gathered members of a shrinking fraternity. Living ROC Air Force pilots.
"Meet your fifty, raise you a hundred," said Major "Day". His promotion was a week old. He was now second in command of the Flying Tigers, assuming the Colonel was still alive. If not, he was in command. He didn't worry about it for now. He was concentrating instead on his cards.
"Finally, a real bet!" Tucker O'Bryan looked at her cards, ran a hand through close-cropped red hair. "Meet you, raise y'all a hundred." She tossed in a handful of money — all American dollars. They'd initially played with Taiwanese dollars, but the novelty of betting in thousands and tens of thousands had quickly palled and the big bundles of bills got annoying after a while.
Colonel Ch’iu Peng Chen puffed on his cigar and laid out his cards. "Read 'em and weep, yankee imperialist dogs! Full boat, jacks high."
There was some good-natured grousing as Ch’iu raked in the pot. Tucker O'Bryan shook her head. "Tain't fair. Y'all get to be the highest scoring pilot in the ROC air force in a damn commie jet an' you're lucky at cards, too!"
She pulled a long, thin cheroot from her pocket and lit it.
"We still have our bonuses and a better pay scale than our running dog lackey of Wall Street here." "Day" said, shuffling the cards. "Just shows the advantage of a strong union, I say."
"That is how we get our money back from you big-noses!" One of the Starfighter drivers spoke. "We pay you lots of money, then have our card sharks set you up! It's our insidious oriental minds at work."
He'd become an Ace in his F-16 before losing his last dogfight. The burns on his arms were healing nicely. Assigned to the Starfighters after seeing most of his squadron die, nobody had doubts that he would cheerfully dump a nuke on Beijing if anybody gave him a chance.
"Stop talking and deal cards." The other Starfighter jockey was hampered in the game by a limited english vocabulary and an uncontrollable urge to draw to an inside straight.
In the middle of the next hand, Flight Sergeant Hong came up behind Day. He looked at the game for a moment with complete disinterest. Mah-Jong was his game. "Major Day, we cannot use the JATO units any more. That airframe is beat! It was never built for this kind of flying!"
The Major studied his cards, folded. "Shit. What about that new generator?"
Their last generator had burned out in mid-flight, forcing a landing with a darkened cabin full of electrical fumes and sparks.
"Generator is okay," Hong said, sitting down.
Lieutenant Wing raked in the pot on the next hand. He lit a long, ropey indonesian cigar they'd picked up on their last flight south. "Generator isn't so important. Engines are going bad. Too much high speed. Those are civilian engines. Not rated for this kind of use."
The Commander of this base, a weathered-looking General, walked up to them at that point and waited for someone to shout "Attention." Nobody did. Most of the pilots didn't even look at him as the next hand was dealt. He gave up and spoke in English as a courtesy to the Flying Tigers present.
"Ladies and gentlemen, I have your orders. A coordinated air and missile strike is planned against the beachhead shipping at 2100 hours. Coastal batteries will launch missiles. Your aircraft will take advantage of the confusion to attack the shipping."
"Day" sighed. "You know I charge double time-and-a-half for suicide missions?"
* * *
The day was dying in fire.
Houses burned, trees burned, field burned. Men and vehicles burned, the vehicles with the stench of octane, the men with the sickly-sweet smell only human flesh smells like.
Sergeant Soo Kuo-K’ang, ROC Army, almost dozed off for a moment as his tank drove towards the sunset. His eyes burned, from propellant fumes and diesel vapors and the smoke of a burning countryside. Then the tank flew over another bump in the ground and Soo snapped to alertness.
Speed had been their salvation all day, as they fired and ran, fired and ran. The M-41 "Walker Bulldog" might be too lightly armored and mount an obsolete gun, but it was one of the fastest tracked vehicles ever built. Ammo was running low, but they'd bagged several Communist APC’s and at least one more tank. Now Soo looked for another concealed fighting position, one they could fire from in ambush, then flee.
To one side, he saw burned wrecks of trucks and scorched artillery pieces. Ahead, he saw plowed fields and moving figures. A human figure ran in front of them. The driver stopped. Soo wondered why.
Oh yes. The man was in a police uniform. He was also wearing a black flak vest and carrying a rifle. Somewhat pudgy around the middle, he still vaulted onto the tank once it stopped. "Who is in charge here?"
"I am. What's going on?"
"The plowed fields are mined. I'll guide you across."
That took a second to get through Soo's exhaustion. Then he explained over the intercom to his driver. Perched on top of the turret, the policeman guided them across the field nervously, continually looking west. As Soo's mind continued to work, he realized something. "Mines? Why didn't we have these mines on the beaches?"
"Because these aren't mines," said the policeman, looking ahead now to make sure they were on the path through the minefield. "A big artillery battery was here, with an ammo dump. The Communists bombed the guns but missed the ammo. So the Colonel turned the artillery shells into mines."
Soo thought that over. Then they were through the minefield. The policeman dropped off the tank and guided them to a concealed fighting position.
"You're the only tank on our side for kilometers," said the policeman. "Don't run on us."
"Run where?" asked Soo. The policeman left without answering.
Watching the band of plowed fields, Soo could see handfuls of retreating troops being stopped, then led through the minefields into new positions. The troops in the defenses were a mixed bag — Army, police, armed civilians, male and female, even a few Air Force and Navy. Not everyone became part of the defense, however. To their rear, Soo heard several policeman interrogate an Army Captain who they'd caught fleeing the battle by himself, without papers. They laughed as the Captain claimed he'd only come back to check on orders. One of the policemen scornfully barked "You did not have radios? You did not have runners? Can you tell me where your unit is now? What is happening to your men?"
The Captain said nothing.
There was a single gunshot.
Soo’s cell phone rang.
Amazed that it was working, Soo flipped it open. “Mother?”
“Kuo K’ang! You are all right! I was so frightened for you! I have been trying to call you all day.”
“Mother, there is a war on! I’m right in the thick of it. I can’t get every call you make!”
“Kuo, don’t you talk to me that — what — husband what are you-”
Soo heard the phone change hands. Then a different voice. “Boy?”
“Father! Is mother well?”
“Of course she is well. Don’t worry about calling us. You’ve got man’s work on your end and I won’t let her bother you. Concentrate on staying alive and stopping those damned mainlanders.”
“Yes father. I’ll call if I get some quiet time.”
There was a quiet moment on the phone. When Soo’s father spoke again, it was with difficulty. “Boy, I know I’ve been tough on you sometimes. Maybe I should have been tougher. I do not know. But I’m very proud of you. The whole family is very proud of you. Now get to work.”
The phone cut off.
Then the rumble of diesel engines to their front. The men on the other side of the defenses came running back and took cover.
Soo called to Huang. "How many main gun rounds left?"
"Twelve," The corporal answered. "Six HEAT, two SABOT. The rest are Beehive."
Soo cursed as he checked used the laser rangefinder. "Very well. Set Beehive rounds for 100 meters, load HEAT." A clank as the loader fed a 76mm HEAT round into the breech. Then he pulled the Beehive rounds from the racks and set the slip rings on their pointed noses to "100".
The Communist tanks and APC's came out of the west, infantry riding on top, firing at any possible cover with rifles. Overeager ROC missile crews fired first, launching a pair of wire-guided missiles at the tanks. The Communist vehicles seemed to explode as the infantry riding them dived off, ran for cover. Cannons roared, automatic weapons chattered. But the heavy armor was on the side of the Communists and Yan Sheng's tankers had been ordered to advance. Further, their Type 79's had withstood everything the ROC's threw at them this day. The only weapons they really feared were the missiles. They sent a hail of 105mm shells at where the missiles had come from.
Soo waited patiently until one tank turned it's turret flank to them. "Gunner, HEAT, tank!" Seconds later, the gun fired. The shell blasted through the thin side armor of the Type 79, setting off stored ammo. The tank disintegrated, it's turret flying up into the air.
The armor kept rolling forward, each vehicle trailing a mob of soldiers. The tanks and APC's rolled across the plowed fields and began blowing up.
The ROC Colonel, faced with a surplus of 155mm shells and a shortage of guns to fire them from, had been determined to use them. The shells had been fused, then buried with only their fuses pointing up from the earth of the plowed fields. Now, as hobnailed boots and tracks drove over them, they went off.
It was most spectacular when tanks missed mines, which their following infantry stepped on. The big shells then went off, throwing bodies and parts of bodies through the air. The survivors began running from the sheltering armor. Soo grinned. "Gunner, Beehive, troops in the open!"
"Identified." The Beehive round was in the breech.
"Fire!" The gun barked. The shell flew through the air for 100 meters, then burst, throwing a cone of steel needles forward, filling the air with their humming sound as they scythed through the troops, striking sparks where they glanced off armor.
Vehicle after vehicle exploded, filling the fields with death. Buried shells vaporized whole sections of tracks. Often they flipped the lighter APC's clean over. As the main gun fired steadily, Soo fired his own machine gun into the carnage in front of them. After two minutes, the main gun stopped firing, replaced by a steady chatter from their coaxial machine gun sending a stream of 7.62mm bullets out. The loader's hatch popped open and private Hu, the loader, came out with a submachine gun in his arms. He aimed it at the attackers and began firing.
Soo gaped at him for a moment. "Get the hell back to your gun!"
"No more main gun rounds, sergeant!" Hu squinted over the stubby barrel of his weapon, firing burst after burst, changing clips as fast as he emptied them. A 105mm shell exploded next to the tank, rocking it to one side. Soo caught a faceful of gravel and dirt, looked over. A Type 79, it's tracks and roadwheels smashed into wreckage, had rotated it's turret. Less than a hundred meters away, Soo could swear he saw the rifling on it's barrel. Knowing it was too late, he prepared to jump out of the tank as the Communist gunner lined up for a second shot.
The Type 79 exploded.
Soo went back to firing his machinegun.
The attack broke, PLA troops and surviving vehicles streaming back. Tanks and APC's rotated their turrets to face the rear and kept firing as they retreated, running over any infantry who didn't move fast enough. After a few minutes, the battlefield was left to the dead and the victors.
Soo dismounted and checked the tracks. The 105mm shell had blown a crater big enough to use as a foxhole, shattering the track. Worse, the idler wheel, the guide for the front of the track, had been blown off. The broken end of track hung from the nearest support roller, a small wheel above the road wheels that held the track in place.
Huang dismounted, stood beside him. "Looks like we're stuck here."
Soo shook his head. "No. We can short-track it. Run the track through the front support roller to the front road wheel. Skip the idler. It'll let us get back to the depot, anyways."
Huang shook his head skeptically. "I don't know, it seems-"
"Do you want to stay here and hope someone gets ammo up to us?"
"I'll get the tools."
* * *
Standing behind his command track, Major General Yan Sheng considered the situation. His vehicles were low on ammunition and fuel. Many had shed their tracks or broken down. Night was falling.
He looked at the map. His armored spearhead was eleven kilometers inland, the deepest penetration. From radio chatter, his intelligence officer believed the beachhead was twelve kilometers wide. He risked being cut off if he went much further inland. And that damn minefield! He'd watched the tank in front of him go off like a bomb, turret flying into the air as an 8-inch round went off beneath it.
His executive officer spoke. "Comrade General, it is Marshal Zhou himself calling!"
Marshal Zhou! He remembered listening to the old man, back when he'd been a company commander and Zhou had been a Senior General. Now he called for him! For a moment, the thrill hit Yan again. For a moment, he'd have assaulted Taipei by himself if asked to. Then logic set in. Controlling his voice, he took the radio mike and spoke. "Comrade Marshal, this is Major General Yan. Over."
"Glory to the People's Revolution, Comrade General. Or should I say, Comrade Lieutenant General? You have done very well, Yan"
Comrade Lieutenant General! "Thank you, Comrade Marshal!" Around Yan, his staff quietly cheered and clapped him on the back. It was a few seconds before he could hear the old Marshal's words.
"— have achieved the deepest penetration into the Nationalist lines. But I must order you to withdraw your armor to the landing areas, to act as a mobile reserve. Over."
Yan Sheng thought it over for a moment. "I understand, Comrade Marshal. But many of my vehicles are disabled. Over."
"Pull back what can move. Leave the rest in place to assist local defence. Do not destroy any equipment — we worked too hard to get it there. Take your organic infantry with you, but make sure all stragglers are left behind to thicken the defense. Also, use any captured weapons and supplies as you see fit. Over."
"Yes, Comrade Marshal!"
* * *
In Central Command, they had spent the day on two tasks. One: keeping up the attacks against the flanks of the landing. Two: opening Route 7.
General Sung checked the map a final time. Night was falling. The attacks were continuing. The road was open. He picked up a phone, the secure line to General Yang's headquarters at Suao that had been kept open all day. After fifteen minutes of trying, he'd finally gotten hold of the Marine Commander. "General Yang, begin moving. Do not bother with blackout lights tonight. We are launching diversionary attacks to draw off their air support. If any vehicles break down, shove them off the road and keep going. Nothing must stop you."
Yang's voice was almost hesitant. Alarms began going off in Sung's mind. "General Sung, we have a problem. There were difficulties unloading the vehicles, some problem with the heavy equipment."
Sung's voice remained calm, betraying no emotion. Now, of all times, he needed to remain calm. "Go on, General."
"None of our armored vehicles have been unloaded, just our non-combatant vehicles. There is no way we could unload the armor in time to cross the island for the attack."
Sung was silent, his face frozen, unreachably far beyond rage. His mind was now in icy places, cold places where emotions were not needed. Neither was humanity. "Is that so?"
"General Sung, this is an opportunity! I can still load the men back on the ships! We can slip through their ships under cover of darkness. We can still take Nanjitao! I know this isn't how you had it planned, but we can still do it."
Sung restrained an urge to shoot someone. To smash the phone. To scream out his anger.
"No, General. You will attack at dawn, with every Marine you can take across the island. At dawn tomorrow, you will be the first man, in the first squad, to attack that beachhead. I want you in the front line! Do you understand? WITH A RIFLE IN YOUR HANDS, LEADING THE CHARGE!"
He noted he was screaming into the phone and brought his voice back under control. "Take every vehicle in Suao, military or not. Get every man, every gun moving, now. Or I will have you shot. I will have your family shot. I will have your entire staff shot and then I'll execute THEIR families! If I have to kill every officer in your precious Corps to get you moving, I will do it! Do you understand NOW?"
Strange. He was screaming again.
Yang's voice shook. "I–I understand, Sir."
"THIRTY MINUTES! GO!"
Sung slammed down the phone with force that shattered the receiver. Then he looked at his staff.
They were hand-picked by Sung, men and women who'd been working with the General for the last month, seeing him drive them hard, but drive himself harder. They too, had put all efforts this day into making this happen. Now they looked back at him with horror. Sung spared a second to wonder whether that horror was at the situation they were in, or at what he was becoming. Then he decided he didn't care.
The Commander of the National Police stepped up, an approving expression on his face. He'd served in the National Police when threats like Sung's weren't spoken — they were simply done. Sung was certain the man missed those days. "Shall I have their families arrested, General?"
Sung sat in his chair, exhausted. "No. At Waterloo, Wellington didn't execute Gneisenau."
The Commander of the National Police cocked his head. "What?"
"At Waterloo, the British and Prussian armies were split. Napoleon attacked Wellington's British, who called for aid from the Prussians. The Prussian Chief of Staff, Gneisenau, didn't believe the British would last. He delayed his army to avoid arriving at a lost battle. The British were almost overwhelmed, despite heroic efforts, because of that. I fear I have an Army of Gneisenaus."
The National Police Commander nodded. "Wellington did not execute this Gneisenau afterwards?"
Sung shook his head. "Gneisenau went on to win glory. But then, Wellington did win the battle. On the other hand, if Gneisnau had been correct and preserved his army when Wellington was destroyed, it would only have been a few days before Napoleon's army smashed him too. "
* * *
Colonel Ch’iu Peng Chen, ROC Air Force, hopped his SU-27 over the last range of hills and closed on the beachhead at the speed of sound.
The odd thing, he thought, was that the worse things became, the safer he was. This was the first night he'd flown over Taiwan that some ROC gunner hadn't fired at him. Other than small arms fire, of course. He checked his weapons packages again. A cluster bomb disguised as a drop tank, under his plane. Four Sky Sword heatseekers under his wings, as well as a pair of rocket pods and, of course, a full load of 30mm shells.
The beachhead spread out before him, lit by hundreds of headlights, fires and vehicles. And tracer fire. Every ship was pouring out wild sprays of anti-aircraft fire, joined by streams of tracers from the machine guns and cannon of the troops on the beachhead. Ch’iu gave a tired grin, knowing all that flak had to come down somewhere, most likely right back on top of the troops who'd fired it. To complete the illumination, two ships were burning in the water, roaring blazes of ammunition and fuel. The missile attacks had scored some hits!
His threat alarm warbled steadily, flickering on and off as targeting radars scanned him. His transponder told them he was a good little People's Liberation Air Force J-10. He looked for the densest concentration of radars on the beach, sailed overhead and released his cluster bomb.
The bursting charge sprayed hundreds of bomblets over the missile batteries and radars. They began exploding, destroying equipment, killing men. Some flew into the supplies stacked on the beachhead and secondary explosions began.
Ch’iu didn't know it. He aimed his jet up at the Communist air cover, tried for lock on — got it! Two missiles away, before he banked and headed towards a ship, a big support ship judging from it's cranes. He cut loose with everything, rockets and cannon pouring into the ship, a brief savage storm of fire before he hopped over it.
In his ears there were panicked screams, orders shouted. Missiles began to launch wildly. He stayed low. Many PLA missile crews were disabling the IFF transponders on their missiles. Good for Taiwan in the long run — they'd shoot down their own planes. But bad for him.
The flares of missiles was all around him. He chose another target, a long, low shape whose guns fired steadily. Another volley of rockets, another burst of cannon fire. Then a quick bank and course change, the Sukhoi nimbly responding to his controls.
His plane shuddered. Red lights danced across his board.
He wrestled with the controls, trying to figure out what the problem was. He'd been clipped by something. Time to leave. The Sukhoi was not famous for it's ability to survive battle damage.
He hit afterburners and shot out of the battle area skimming the waves.
Tracer fire! Cannon shells passing by his jet. The PLA jets were coming down, engines roaring with all guns blazing, diving from above.
He cut afterburners, throttled back his engines, danced the plane on the edge of stall speed. Caught with their engines wide open, diving, the Jian-9's shot past, the flares of their jets an inviting beacon. Chiun got lock on, fired his last two missiles. On the edge of his vision, he saw one target explode. Then he ran for the coast.
* * *
"Xinhua, the Chinese Government news agency, said that Hammond was killed by accident, because he was with Nationalist troops." Kathy Spencer's voice was calm. Which made sense, Shannon thought. She was safe back in Taipei.
"Kathy, that helicopter crew knew they were shooting a civilian." Shannon spoke into the cell phone, hoped the batteries would hold out just a little longer. "John was in civilian clothes, with his hands in the open. They gunned him down in cold blood."
"We're all sorry back here about John. We're praying for the rest of you, Mike. If you can give us a few more minutes, I think we can get your father on the line."
For a second, Shannon ached at the thought. Then he looked at Soo-minh. Checking her watch, she shook her head. "Sorry, no. Time's up. Can't let them get a fix on us. Tell my Dad I love him. This is Mike Shannon, somewhere on Taiwan." He killed the phone.
The culvert was quiet for a moment. It had been drainage for a reservoir inland. Now, with one end collapsed, it was dry.
"Two minutes," said Soo-minh. She listened, talked to the old farmer, who'd been scouting while Shannon spoke from a hole blasted in the roof of the culvert, hoping the signal would carry. "Mr. Lien says the lines are a kilometer away, but there is much fighting. We cannot get through."
"Shit." Coleman leaned against one rounded wall, the Chinese rifle in his arms. His camera batteries had run dry an hour ago. The discs rattled in his knapsack. "This'd be a hell of a lot more fun if I could get some good dope. My luck to be in the only country in Asia that doesn't smuggle drugs into the 'States."
Shannon chuckled. His eyelids were heavy with exhaustion. "Dale, if we get back to L.A. alive, I'll buy you all the dope you can smoke."
The cameraman laughed quietly. Soo-minh looked at them. Shook her head. "Crazy Americans. Coleman, you hate us all. You call us many names. Why did you come here?"
"It's a gig, man."
The cameraman huddled into his jacket. It was getting cold. The damp concrete didn't help. Finally he shrugged, embarrassed. "I don't mean nothin'. You're good troop, you and Papa-san back there. You saved our lives. Thanks. I'm just cold, tired and horny. I want to go home."
Shannon looked at his cell phone, the red "low battery" light blinking slowly. "I wish I could have talked to my Dad."
Soo-minh shook her head, the young woman now seeming only a shadow among many shadows in the darkness of the culvert. Light from a distant flare came in the hole in the roof. "Cell phones can be tracked on radio."
Shannon shrugged, yawned. "Okay then. I guess we should huddle together for warmth, huh?"
"That is a good idea," said Soo-minh. She huddled against Shannon, curled up, her back to him.
"Good idea, man." Coleman moved closer too, pulled his baseball cap over his face. "Wake me up for my guard shift." He was snoring in less than a minute.
The old Chinese couple came in too, huddled together under a quilt the old woman had brought. Enough of it extended to cover Soo-minh. The old man propped his rifle on his lap and watched the entrance to the culvert.
Shannon sat, bemused. To one side, he could smell Soo-minh's perfume, a scent of jasmine. To the other side, he had a pungent reminder that Dale Coleman didn't use deodorant. He tried to ignore it, found his mind concentrating more and more on the small bundle of warmth that was Soo-minh, huddled against him. Gradually, exhaustion took him and he slept.
* * *
Silent, unmoving, pretending she was asleep, Soo-minh heard Shannon's breathing grow steady. All of them were exhausted. Still, she was amazed the American could sleep. But if he didn't know — She turned to him, slowly putting her arms around him. His breathing remained steady. He mumbled something.
She rested her body against him, her arms around him, marvelling at how broad his chest was. She drove those thoughts from her mind. Still, his chest was so wonderful to rest her head against-
She went to sleep there.
The old man, Mr. Lien, looked over at them, grinned, and looked back at the entrance he was guarding. Young fools!

CHAPTER 16

That night, while much of Taiwan was in darkness, Route 7 was a river of light. The Marines came on, headlights glaring, driving with the reckless abandon they'd have shown on Taipei streets. They drove Army, Marine and Air Force trucks, civilian trucks and busses, commandeered cars. If something broke, it went over the side of the road. Every vehicle was crammed with men and weapons.
How many men and civilians died on that wild ride, no one would ever know. The first truck to make it pulled into the battle area at 2 a.m.. The first man out was General Yang, carrying a rifle. Shouting NCO's and officers rousted out the men. National Police and MP's guided the dense columns of troops forward. Towed artillery pieces were brought up, set up to cover the attack along with every mortar they could find, mobile rocket launchers and a single battery of self-propelled 8-inch guns that had come in from down the coast.
Walking wounded, civilians and anyone else who could carry a weapon went into the line. Long columns of troops went forward, the fresh Marines looking at their Army comrades who were already exhausted by a day of hard fighting. They gathered ever-denser, ever thicker, sticking to cover. Just before dawn, the order was given to fix bayonets. The bombardment would begin simultaneously with the attack.
At dawn, with a rising sun at their backs, they charged.
* * *
The Militia had collapsed, exhausted, around a tank with a broken track. The tank crew slept too, waiting for spare track sections to arrive. Only the sentry, manning the turret machine gun, saw it coming. He didn't bother shouting. He just levelled the big DShK machine gun at the oncoming troops and opened up. That woke everyone.
Zheng Yiguan, confused, grabbed his rifle and checked to see the survivors of his crew were safe. They were grabbing their weapons too, many of them rifles taken off dead Nationalist troops. From the tank turret, the gunner screamed. "They're coming!"
His head vaporized as a bullet passed through it.
Zheng and his men took cover and fired at the oncoming troops. The storm of fire was answered by ROC Marines firing their rifles from the hip as they charged. The eastern horizon seemed full of them.
The tank gun fired, deafening thunder, once, then again. Before it could fire a third time, the turret exploded. Fragments of metal scythed through the men.
Zheng's rifle clicked empty. "Retreat!"
They began retreating, first firing and moving, then simply running, running for the beach, running away. Those who stood and fought were overwhelmed as ROC Marines and soldiers poured over them, swarming the defenses. Overhead, rockets screamed in bombardment, falling on the beachhead, mortars and cannon firing steadily. Strong points of the defense were cut off, surrounded, eliminated.
Zheng did not know all this. He tried to keep an eye on his men, tried to organize them for a stand. Only old Tian stayed with him as chaos grew, taking every chance to fire back at the advancing Nationalists. Tian became Zheng's compass that morning, guiding him where to go as battle thundered around them.
* * *
Sergeant Soo rode head and shoulders out of his tank's turret, enjoying the wind, enjoying the speed. Enjoying the feel of his .50 caliber firing at anything that moved.
Anything the defenders could call an armored vehicle had been assembled in a single column to charge down the highway, straight at the heart of the beachhead. Tanks, armored cars, APC's, even armored recovery vehicles packed the road, driving with wild abandon, shoving all obstacles aside.
They'd only been able to give Soo's tank half an ammo load, but that was enough. There was plenty to shoot at. Communist troops were everywhere. Every burnt-out building and grove of trees seemed to shelter a squad of men with RPG's. Steady attrition whittled away at the flying column.
Now Soo was at the front, firing short bursts at any cover he saw. The coaxial machine gun chattered steadily. A HEAT round waited in the gun barrel for a worthwhile target. In the distance, he saw columns of smoke. He saw the ZBD. Swung the turret to bear. "Gunner, HEAT, ZBD!"
"Identified!"
The cannon on the ZBD barked. It's 100mm shell burst to their right.
"Fire!" The wire-guided missile on the ZBD launched at them. Corporal Huang was faster. He fired. The 76mm shell blew the ZBD apart. Guidance dead, the missile plowed into the ground, exploded.
Soo never saw the RPG team that got them.
The RPG shell hit their engine with a "Bang!". The force of the blast stunned Soo. The tank careened off the road, rolling into a ditch as the wrecked drive sprocket chewed track into scrap. Smashed fuel tanks spilled diesel onto hot metal. The engine burst into flames.
"Out!" bellowed Soo. He leapt from the tank, grabbed his knapsack from the cargo rack and ran for cover. Behind him, Huang and Private Hu began to come out of the turret.
A second RPG shell hit the turret, detonating the ammunition.
The tank exploded and burned. Soo watched his crew disintegrate.
He stood there for a second. Then he dropped to the ground and drew his pistol. Wishing he had a better weapon, he headed for the rear.
Other tanks took their place and drove on.
* * *
Gunfire woke them in the culvert.
They hardly noticed gunfire anymore. But now there was a new torrent of gunfire and a new sound — voices cheering. The old man threw off the quilt and crept to the mouth of the culvert. Dozens of PLA soldiers were running by, some with weapons, some without. He chattered excitedly.
Soo-minh smiled. "They are retreating! He says the Communists are running away!"
The old man fired his rifle at the retreating troops, deafening thunder in the closed space of the culvert. Soo-minh crawled up beside him and fired her rifle. Coleman grabbed his jacket and jammed it into the hole in the roof.
"Be bad if somebody dropped a grenade in through there," he said.
Shannon watched and felt useless.
The cheering grew louder. The old man shouted something and was answered. A ROC soldier halted at the mouth of the culvert, spoke with Soo-minh and popped off a quick salute. Then he was off and running.
Soo-minh picked up her knapsack and slung her rifle. "They are attacking the beachhead. We should head for safety while we can."
They scrambled out of the culvert and headed east.
* * *
On the hills above the beachhead, Lieutenant General Yan Sheng surveyed his line. Fifty-some tanks and APC's, set just under the crest of the ridge, only their turrets showing to the direction of the attack. Among them, the mechanized infantry of the 246th. In front of them were the fleeing troops of the People's Liberation Army, being stopped and placed behind cover. Between the two groups was a line of dead men, PLA soldiers who had tried to retreat past Yan Sheng's tanks. Stopped in their rout, the PLA soldiers took cover, ever mindful of the ranks of machine guns and cannons at their backs.
Yan Sheng looked at the beach behind him. Nationalist rockets and artillery had blown it into flaming chaos. It would be hours before anything more came off those beaches. His only link to the outside world was his radio link with Marshal Zhou. The radio crackled. "Comrade Lieutenant General, this is Marshal Zhou. What is your situation? Over."
"Comrade Marshal, this is Yan Sheng. We shall stand here. Prepare for fire missions. Over."
* * *
The attack bled. It bled for eight thousand meters of attack, over the blasted, burning countryside. It bled wherever PLA troops made a stand. It bled when troops rallied around guns and tanks. It bled under mortar fire, under fire from the flanks, under bullet and bomb and shell. It's blood were the bodies of ROC soldiers and Marines. The attack slowed as it bled, men forced to the limits of their endurance. Then, it hit the wall of steel and guns and men that Yan Sheng had set up.
The attack died. It died as ranks of Marines threw themselves against the line, charging tank guns and PLA troops terrorized into making a stand. It died under a steady rain of air strikes and naval gunfire. Armor might have given them the last bit of power to go up that long, final slope. But the Marine APC's with their automatic grenade launchers and heavy machine guns were still being unloaded at Suao. So were the M-48 tanks assigned to the ROC Marines. Without armor leading the attack, the infantry were stopped. When they stopped, they died.
They did everything human flesh could do. It was not enough. Among the dead was Marine Lieutenant General Yang Moon, dead with a broken rifle in his hands.
* * *
The President had come to Central Command to observe the battle and General Sung. By noon, the situation had become clear. Sung glared at the maps silently, thinking.
President Ch’iu stepped up to him and put a hand on his shoulder. "General Sung, enough. The attack has failed. Is there nothing else we can do?"
Sung glared at him. Ch’iu looked back, feeling like a lion tamer trapped in a cage with the lion. Then Sung's anger faded, his face taking on a distracted expression.
"Mr President, we have not lost. There is still the monsoon."
"General, that is six weeks away."
"Then we must preserve our forces for six weeks. Once the monsoons hit, the Communists cannot use their air power, or bring supplies across the beaches." Sung turned to his staff, his expression calm now, in control. "Halt all attacks. Withdraw exposed units and order all units to prepare a defense in depth. And get me some tea."
His staff went to work. General Sung sat in his chair, his shoulders slumping. "Mr. President, you are a Christian, are you not?"
"Yes, General. Why do you ask?"
"I need you to pray. My ancestors aren't listening to me."
* * *
They came into Taipei with a police escort, riding in the back of an Army truck, sleeping the sleep of utter exhaustion. The sun beating down on the canvas above made the interior of the truck into an oven. The heat felt great to Shannon. When the truck stopped, the MP's who stood at the rear of the truck shook them awake.
Shannon got up from the roll of canvas he'd been sleeping on and dusted himself off. He no longer felt dirty and grubby. He'd passed that point long ago. Soo-minh and Coleman looked the same way. Through the open back of the truck, the towering Grand Hotel looked inviting.
"Dale, which'll it be first?" asked Shannon. "Beer or a bath?"
"Both," answered Coleman, hefting his bag of discs and moving, with the rest of them, to the back of the truck. The metal gate was unchained and dropped. "First though, I gotta get these discs to-"
A solid wall of cameras, lights and reporters waited for them.
ROC MP's held back most of the mob. Cathy Spencer got through, dressed in khakis and a bush jacket that looked ridiculously clean. She turned to them. "Mike, you other two, come with me. We've got a press conference scheduled. We have to talk."
Reporters shouted questions as a wave of ROC MP's escorted them into the hotel. Entering the lobby, all grew quiet. Until they were stopped by Major Wei. He looked at them, smiling. Soo-minh threw him a salute, which he crisply returned. "Lieutenant, you have done well. I will debrief you. Miss Spencer, I must insist we be given copies of all the video. They may contain vital intelligence."
The newswoman seemed to bristle at that. "Major, we already agreed to give you copies of the discs, but our people will make the copies. Do I have to take this up with General Chen?"
Shannon noticed Wei glance at Soo-minh. She shot him a quick shake of the head. The ROC Major smiled. "Copies will, of course, be acceptable. Please have them for us as soon as possible. Lieutenant, please come with me."
She left with Wei, looking back briefly. When she was gone, Shannon felt a sudden emptiness.
He didn't have time to feel it long. Spencer got them moving again, a rush that took them back to the hotel room Hammond and Shannon had shared. Coleman and Shannon flopped down on the bed, utterly exhausted. Spencer handed Coleman's tapes to an assistant, looked at them. "Well, you two have stepped in it. Do you know you're both under a death sentence now?"
Shannon looked up. This was new.
The newswoman began pacing. "Xinhua announced this morning that you were all paid spies of ROC Intelligence. You have all been tried in absentia for crimes against the People's Republic of China, at which you were all sentenced to death."
That perked Coleman up, though he didn't move from his exhausted sprawl. "Groovy. But they've been trying to kill us for the last couple of days. It's kind of superfluous, y'know?"
Kathy Spencer shook her head. "Coleman, shut up. I worked with John Hammond for five years and now he's dead. You two may not realize it, but your reporting has inflamed a lot of people back in the US. Seeing your reports, I'd believe you both were agents of ROC intelligence. Both of you are on the next plane off this island."
"Hell no!" Shannon rose from his bed at that. "We've been here since the start! We'll be here until it's over!"
"You're going home, Mike! You've completely lost your perspective!"
"Fuck perspective! We've been reporting the truth!" Shannon was furious. After coming out of the field, seeing Mike Hammond die, surviving what he'd survived — "I did not kill John Hammond! Some marxist dork gunned him down in cold blood! If that gets people mad, good!"
Kathy Spencer stepped back, hands held out in a peacemaking gesture. Her voice grew calmer. "Mike, calm down. Look, you're tired, you've been through a lot. Let's take it one step at a time. Think of your career. You've been featured on every major network back home for the last 24 hours. The world has been following you. Once we get you back to L.A., we'll get the complete story out. But we have a news conference in an hour. We need you cleaned up and calm. For now just tell them that you're okay and that you're heading back to the US."
Shannon grimaced. "If I don't?"
"Mike, don't make me do this. Let's-"
"What if I get up there and call the Red Chinese a bunch of murderous bastards?"
It was Kathy's turn to grimace. "Then the network yanks your credentials and asks the State Department to revoke your visa. You will never work for our network, or any other network again. I've already spoken with the executives and they agree — We are not going to be the first television network to start a war."
It was too much for Shannon. He shook his head. Looked in a mirror. A grubby, tired face looked back at him.
Kathy kept speaking. "Mike, I'm sorry to come down on you like that. You're tired, you're stressed out…Look, just take a shower, clean up. Your hair's a mess. We'll do the press conference, you can get some rest and then you can get the hell out of here."
She left.
Coleman looked at Shannon from where he'd flopped on the bed. The big cameraman shrugged, looked up at the ceiling. "Yo man, you're alive, there's hot water in the showers and beer in the fridge. Sometimes that has to be enough, you dig?"
He stood and went to his room.
* * *
Zheng had never seen so many dead bodies. Not even at Kinmen, when the corpses had formed rafts bobbing in the water. The ground in front of him was covered with dead men, burning vehicles, burning buildings.
He heard a bullet whine overhead and dropped down into his foxhole. "Stinking Nationalist dogs!"
Tian chuckled. "You think it's bad now — Wait a day for those bodies to get ripe! Then you'll know what a bad smell is!"
They were part of a straggling line of foxholes, shallow trenches and broken vehicles sheltering a thin line of worn-out PLA troops. A few hundred meters away, an equally exhausted, equally straggling line of ROC troops deepened their fortifications.
A PLA lieutenant moved down the line, sticking to cover. He dropped into Zheng and Tian's foxhole. "You two are militia?"
Zheng nodded. Their olive drab uniforms set them apart among the camouflage uniforms of the PLA. "What now?"
The lieutenant seemed offended at the tone. "All militia are being sent back to the mainland. Orders from the Party. Leave your weapons with someone here and get down to the beach."
Zheng and Tian had never moved so quickly.
* * *
It was his first time on the receiving end of a press conference. Shannon, feeling strange in clean clothes, looked at the waiting journalists from the shadows at the side of the podium. There were a lot fewer than there had been a week before. Either they were out in the field, or the threats from Beijing were thinning out the pack.
Coleman stood beside him. "Know what you're going to say?"
Shannon shook his head. "I don't feel right about leaving. Have you seen Soo-minh?"
"Naw. But everybody's talking about our reports. You're a star, man. War correspondent from behind enemy lines, all that good shit."
Shannon shook his head. Coleman made it sound fun. Kathy Spencer walked up to them. "It's showtime. Don't worry, we'll keep this quick. Mike, here's your prepared statement. Don't take questions."
She handed a slip of paper to Shannon.
He looked at it in distaste. "Are you-"
Air raid sirens went off outside. The building's lights flashed, the warning they were all familiar with. Kathy looked up, annoyed. "Of all the times for an air raid! Well, let's-
The building shook. The lights went out.
"That was close," said Coleman.
The building shook again. Explosions above them, lights flashing, deafening thunder, screams and shouts. Fire alarms began going off. An explosion blasted in one of the doors. The steel fire door cut two journalists in half.
"Get the fuck out of here!" bellowed Coleman. They ran for an EXIT sign as more explosions went off above them, a string of hammering blows. The ceiling began to cave in as screams grew louder. Coleman hit the door, budged it an inch or two. It jammed, the frame warped as the building shuddered.
"Dale, hit it with me!" shouted Shannon, over the roar of collapsing masonry. "One, two, three!"
Both men threw themselves against the door, rammed it a few inches back. They hit it again, then Shannon wedged himself in the door and shoved, hearing metal screech, terror giving strength to his arms. It was open! He jumped through. "C'mon!"
He could see the light, daylight, safety-
The roof fell in. A chunk of concrete and rebar fell squarely on Kathy. She had time to scream once. Coleman's arm was gashed, bloody. He ignored it, shoved Shannon towards a broken window. "Get moving, man!"
They both emerged into daylight kicking aside broken glass, ran from the Grand Hotel as fast as they could, through the gardens around it.
Screams of jets and rockets, hammering AA guns, the cries of the dead and dying were all around them. Once they were at a safe distance, they looked back.
The towering Grand Hotel, standing out on the Taipei skyline from where it was built into the hills, was a smoking ruin. The exterior was pockmarked by craters, the roof collapsed from a bomb hit. As Shannon watched, a trio of jets poured cannon fire into the ground floor, completing their firing pass with a volley of rockets.
That seemed to do it. The roar of jets faded. It was replaced by sirens and the screams of casualties. Shannon gaped at the hotel in horror. Coleman scratched his head. "Man, only fucking chink pilots could think that place was military. Fucking gooks, bombing a hotel-"
"That was no accident." Shannon checked himself, checked Coleman. No new wounds. Have to get the cameraman's arm checked when they had a chance. "They knew we were holding a press conference there. The Communists decided to send their own message."
Coleman shrugged. "We ain't gettin' the fuck out of Dodge, are we?"
"Let's find a camera, Dale. We've got a report to file." They walked towards the hotel.
For the next fifteen minutes, thought of filing a report was lost as they helped the rescue workers. They carried stretchers, helped people into ambulances and joined a team of Taipei firefighters trying to open a jammed door. Then Coleman found the body of a cameraman with a 23mm shell through his chest and a working videocam. They were setting up when a small form in a green uniform rushed through the confusion and leapt at Shannon.
Soo-minh hugged the newsman tightly, crying. "Michael, when I saw they had bombed it, I knew you were inside, they said you-"
He put his arms around her, held her tight. "It's okay. I'm okay. We were lucky."
"Yeah, I'm okay too, thanks for asking." Coleman fiddled with the camera. "Hey, we going to take this shot or what?"
Soo-minh took control of her emotions, stepped back. "Of course. Michael, go ahead with your report."
Shannon looked into the camera, gripped the microphone. "Terror struck here in Taipei, terror aimed not just at the Taiwanese people, but at the eyes of the world. During a scheduled press conference…"
Shannon made his report. They filmed the ambulances and the casualties. Major Wei found them. General Chen had been killed in the bombing. Getting the discs sent out was difficult. They managed. Network had Shannon do a live satellite feed with the still-smoking hotel in the background. There was no more talk of going home.
That done, they were escorted to a new hotel. Soo-minh, efficient as always, arranged for fresh clothes in their sizes to be delivered to their rooms. They also had other escorts now, a pair of intense young men wearing the suits-and-sunglasses look of bodyguards. Soo-minh disappeared. Shannon and Coleman both tried, unsuccessfully, to dial for room service, gave it up and went to their rooms.
Shannon kicked off his shoes and sat on his bed. For a moment, there was silence, calm. He took a deep breath, clearing his mind, keeping his eyes open. Whenever he closed them, he saw screaming people and bloody corpses. He was sick of watching death and suffering.
A knock at the door. Soo-minh came in, carrying cans of soda and a tray of food containers. "I have dinner for you and Coleman, Michael. I am in the hotel too, at the end of the hall."
At the smell of food, Shannon's stomach did a happy little dance. "Soo-minh, you have just qualified for sainthood. What have you got?"
She laid out the food, opening the containers. It smelled wonderful. "Fried rice, tofu, shrimp and — here, try this." She gave him a container and a plastic fork. He looked at her, cautiously tasted the meat. Then he started shoveling it into his mouth.
"Chicken! Jeez, this stuff is great." He spoke with his mouth full, his body reminding him he hadn't had a real meal in two days.
She kicked off her shoes and sat in a chair with her feet tucked demurely under her, smiling nervously. "It is not chicken, Michael. It is snake."
He stopped for a second. Then he started eating again. What the hell, it tasted like chicken.
As he ate, Soo-minh made small talk, all the time sitting in her chair. He finished off most of the food, stopping only when he felt really sated, sat down and looked at her. Sometime during the afternoon, she'd found time to clean up, apply makeup and put on perfume. Shannon felt a surge of desire and suppressed it. She'd established her status as a very proper girl when they first met.
"So, you are still leaving?"
He shook his head. "Here for the duration, I guess. I'm too tired to think about that now. Are you still assigned to us?"
"If you want me to be." She untucked one tiny foot and kicked her shoes under a chair. "If you want another liason officer, one can be arranged."
"Naw. You're part of the team now." He lay back, closed his eyes.
"Part of the team?"
That seemed to hit her wrong. Shannon looked up. "Yeah, one of the guys. We couldn't have gotten this far without you."
"I am not one of the guys!" She jumped up, grabbed her shoes. "Stupid big nose! All you think of is filling your belly!"
She slammed the door as she left.
Shannon goggled at the sudden departure. What the hell had he done? He got the feeling he'd missed something. Had she — No, he remembered her reaction when he tried to put his arms around her. Then what?
Suddenly unable to sleep, he got up, went to Coleman's room. Coleman was plowing through his own tray of food. "Yo, Mike, how's the food? Soo dropped this off for me, then went over to your room."
"Good stuff. Did she feed you snake too?"
Coleman's face became watchful. "Did you say snake?"
"Yeah. What? You haven't been shy about any other food since we got here. She fed me snake. Then we talked and she got mad at me for no reason. Go figure." Shannon dropped into a chair.
"Uh, Mike, she didn't bring me any snake. Did little miss fortune cookie happen to kick off her shoes while she talked with you?"
"Yeah." Shannon thought. "Funny. She never did that before."
Coleman laughed, guffawed with a mouthful of shrimp and fried rice, spraying food everywhere. Then he got control of himself, finished his mouthful of food. "Mike, man, you gotta start doin' more research before you go on these assignments! Soo-minh's a good little chinese girl, right? Very proper, well brought up, all that shit. Right?"
Shannon nodded. "Turned all three of us down in the first week, slapped Hammond. Why?"
Coleman shook his head, sipped a beer. "Mike, these people think snake is an aphrodisiac. And when a good little chinese girl kicks her shoes off and sits there, that's an invitation. What she did was the same as your average california babe taking off her T-shirt, waving her bodacious ta-ta's in your face and screaming "Do me, baby, do me hard!" And you turned her down! Ooh, she's gonna be pissed at you!"
Shannon was out the door a second later.
He ran down the hall, his mind a jumble of emotions, thoughts, ideas. One bodyguard followed him as he went to Soo-minh's room. He knocked on the door. "Soo-minh?"
"Go away!"
The bodyguard smirked. Shannon glared at him. The bodyguard's smirk disappeared. Shannon tried to open the door. It was locked. "Soo-minh, we have to talk!"
"Go away! I am tired of talking! All you do is talk! Get another liason officer!" A torrent of chinese Shannon was sure he didn't want translated.
Shannon turned to the bodyguard, ready to wipe any smirk off his face — to see the bodyguard holding up a key card. The man fed it into the door lock. Shannon went through. The door shut behind him.
The woman had been crying, mascara smearing her face. She looked up and threw a compact at him. He ignored it as it bounced off his chest. "Soo-minh, stop! I'm sorry."
"Go away!" She sounded betrayed, ashamed, alone.
"Soo-minh, I've never met anyone like you. I want you so bad it hurts. I love you."
She raised an arm to slap him. He gripped the slender wrist and looked into her eyes. "I love you. I may be a big-nosed foreigner. I may not know what's going on here or how this is going to end, but I know I love you."
He pulled her into his arms and kissed her.
She drew away, looked into his eyes and stroked his face with a hand that suddenly felt tiny and delicate. "Your nose is not too big."
The tone in her voice, the look in her eyes set his mind racing. His heart hammered in his chest. Suddenly, the air in the room seemed hard to breath. He had seen enough of death. He held life in his arms and he never wanted to let her go. "Soo-minh, marry me."
Her eyes grew wide. "You do not have to-"
"Oh yes I do. I have to marry you right now or I'll die. I have a good job and an apartment in L.A., I've never been married, my family owns a farm in Ohio, I like my steak well-done, I don't like seafood, I've been told I snore and I'll try to learn Chinese but don't hope for too much because I'm really bad at languages. Marry me!"
He'd blown it. He knew it. She looked up at him and smiled and he knew he'd laid his cards on the table too soon, she was going to say-
"Yes, I will marry you." She dropped her eyes shyly. His heart felt like it would burst from his chest. "I love you too, Michael."
They kissed again, their bodies coming together. His hands ran over her body, lithe and curved beneath the uniform. When he came up for air, he was already planning. "There's a Catholic church in Taipei, isn't there? Let's find a priest!"
Finding a priest in Taipei late at night was difficult. Finally they found one, a tired, careworn man working in a church filled with sleeping mats and civilian casualties. But when they told him what they wanted, his face lit with a smile. A tiny chinese nun was the maid of honor. Coleman was the best man. They returned to the hotel.
So, on a night when fire and death raged across Taiwan, two people found shelter in each other's arms and the pain and suffering of the world went away for a time.
* * *
It was just before dawn when they pulled into Fuchou.
Zheng and Tian trudged off the LST, exhausted. It had been loaded with casualties. The voyage had been an endless cacophony of cries for help, cries of pain, cries of anger. After an initial spell of anger that they weren't going directly back to Xiamen, Zheng had run himself ragged taking care of the wounded. Tian noticed the boy had worked considerably harder than the Army medics. Tian had caught what sleep he could, having long ago decided he could not solve the world's problems.
They stepped onto docks crowded with sailor and soldiers and casualties in a confused flurry of motion. The militia were directed to the gates of the Naval Base and given train tickets to Xiamen. That was when Zheng first really saw Fuchou.
Flashing neon lights were everywhere. The streets were crowded with cars, the sidewalks thronged with well-dressed civilians. Once they left the naval base, it seemed as if the war had gone away. Zheng gaped at it all, stunned. Tian reminded himself that the boy almost never left their farm in remote Gansu. The train taking the volunteers to Xiamen from the provinces had gone around cities.
"Close your mouth, boy." Tian spoke in a low voice. "People will notice."
Even at this pre-dawn hour, dozens of women waited at the gates. As they saw the Militia uniforms they came forward, shouting questions about missing relatives.
"Do you know of Huang Chung-sin? He was in the Red Victory Brigade?"
"Were you at Kinmen? Do you know of Xu Hua? From the street of the Lotus in Shanghai?"
Others, mostly young men, shoved them aside in the confusion, their questions more pointed. "Anyone here got watches? Do you have jewelry, anything to trade?"
"Do you have any currency from Taiwan? We give the best exchange rates, for American dollars or Taiwanese!"
Tian shoved Zheng through the mess, out into the city streets. They left the confusion of the gates behind them. The cluster of Militia scattered, some stopping to talk at the gate, others wandering off. Tian and Zheng soon found themselves walking alone. Zheng spoke. "Uncle, why are those women asking? Why don't they wait for the lists to be posted?"
"Would you, if your only child was gone to war?" Tian looked for street signs, found none. "Damn, we're lost. You know, we don't have to rush back to Xiamen. The invasion could go on without us."
Zheng was too exhausted to be shocked. "We are needed there. Besides, we have no money."
Tian grinned, patted his knapsack. "Oh yes we do, nephew. You may have ignored the corpses we passed, but I checked them. I've got rings, watches, jewelry, even some yankee dollars. We could have an emperor's holiday in this town for a few days! Think of it! A hot bath, some good meals, drinks, women-"
"You cannot buy women in the People's Republic!"
Tian grinned, yellowed teeth in a quick flash. "I don't want to buy any of them, just rent one for an hour or two. Boy, the Party itself operates brothels in this town! So does the Army!"
Zheng shook his head, tripped over an uneven paving stone, staggered. "No, I am married, I could not — I am married to your niece!"
"She's a woman. We are men far from home." Tian looked at Zheng and shook his head. "Never mind. Let's just find a room and get some rest. We've earned it."
Too exhausted to argue, Zheng finally gave in. They found a small rooming house, bought their way in and fell onto the beds. Tian took care to wedge the door to their room shut with their only furniture, one of the beds. Then he checked the pistol he'd brought back from Taiwan and went to sleep with it under his pillow.
* * *
As dawn rose over Hsinchu, the Mayor was afraid to look out over his city. Through the broken windows of city hall, he could still hear the sound of rifles in the distance. Much fainter than they had been during most of the night. The noise had been replaced by the sound of troops marching by or talking. It sounded like an entire army was marching by, the sound of boots and soldiers talking broken only by the rumble of armored vehicles passing by. His son’s soldiers, the newly proclaimed “People’s Militia of Hsinchu” guarded the building, but more and more PLA officers and men were moving in. They shouldered his son’s militia aside, checking the phone systems, setting up radios and taking over room after room for their own use.
In the distance, the thunder of the cannon had never stopped.
“My father is in here, Comrade General.” His son’s voice.
The PLA General was in full dress uniform, escorted by a squad of his soldiers in battle gear. As the Mayor’s office grew crowded, the General dismissed most of his guards, keeping only one who looked like an aide, busily working on a handheld media device. The Major of Paratroops was in the room as well as Comrade Ling.
The General looked around the office and nodded to the Mayor regally. “Good morning, Comrade Mayor. I am Lieutenant General Lee Jeung Chu-Hai. You may refer to me as General Lee, J.C.H. I’ve been speaking with the Major and Ling. They both speak highly of your cooperation, despite your failure to hand the docks over to us intact.”
The Mayor looked at the blood still on the walls. At least it was over. For his city, the war was done. “I…I did my best. I am sorry you will not be able to use the harbor facilities.”
“Oh I didn’t say that.” The General still seemed cheerful. “True, the heavy equipment was destroyed. We still have the docks and a secure harbor. Supply ships are already coming in. Until we can rebuild, we’ll have to unload our ships by hand, with human labor. Fortunately, there are thousands of strong backs available.”
The Mayor cocked his head in confusion. “You brought that many troops with you already?”
All the PLA officers laughed at that one. “No, Mayor, I mean the population of this city. We need to begin drafting your people immediately for labor battalions, to unload our ships and clear the docks. It’s time for your people to bear some of the burden for this effort. I’ve already given orders for my men to collect laborers and assemble them at the civil stadium. Then we’ll march them down to the docks and put them to work. We are already collecting POW’s at the stadium. I have suggested to your son that he might recruit additional troops for his People’s Militia there as well.”
The Mayor instantly saw what the General was talking about. “If they can reload relief supplies, that would be wonderful. In the last month, supplies and fuel and food have grown very short, what with the disruption of roads and the bombings. No one is starving yet but many are close to hunger.”
The General actually thought about that a moment. “I’ll request relief supplies as soon as possible, of course, but right now my army needs ammunition and fuel. We are at war, comrade Mayor. Of course, we all hope that those madmen in Taipei will see common sense and surrender soon, but until that time, military supplies will have to take priority. In fact, until supply lines stabilize, our forces will have to subsist off local supplies as much as possible. We must all sacrifice to get through this together.”
Looking at the well-fed General in his impeccable uniform, the Mayor had a dangerous thought. For a brief second he was tempted to ask the General what exactly HE was sacrificing. But common sense restrained that impulse. Still…
“General, I understand the requirements, but some of our residents cannot work at the labor battalions, yet need vital supplies. Medicine, baby formula for our youngest, that sort of thing. Some care must be taken for the elderly or the very young, those who cannot work.”
“Fear not, Comrade!” The General slapped him on the shoulder. “That has been anticipated. Mothers with young children and those needing medical care will be assembled down by the docks as well. Our ships returning to the mainland will take them to refugee camps. I have been informed that they are already set up and well supplied.”
That was when the horror truly set in. That was when the Mayor realized that, for Hsinchu, the war had only begun.
He jumped as a volley of machine gun fire went off down the street. He looked for his son in panic. “An attack! There is a new attack!”
The General had jumped too. He calmed himself quickly when there was no more gunfire. “Do not worry. That was no attack. That was an execution. We have found a number of your people attempting to sabotage our efforts, or resisting after the surrender. When my troops catch them, they will be shot and their bodies displayed prominently, as a warning to others. Extreme, perhaps, but after all there IS a war on.”
The Mayor’s son had leapt at the door when the shooting started. Now he and his father exchanged worried glances.

CHAPTER 17

In his private quarters aboard the command ship ZHENGE, Marshal Zhou Laijiun looked at his untouched breakfast and spoke to the President over the phone. "Your intelligence specialists have their heads jammed up their asses! I don't care what they say, the Nationalists are fighting like demons! We barely held the beachhead yesterday. We must build up forces before we can think of a breakout."
The Smiling Man didn't sound as if he was smiling. "My analysts say the Nationalists are near collapse! One more hard push-"
"Those are the same damned fools who told you the Nationalists would surrender once we took Kinmen! They've been telling you a horse is a deer for a month now! Send them to my front lines. I'll show them how eager the Nationalists are to surrender!"
That shut him up. One of the old tales of the Emperors was of the one who took his nobles into his garden, pointed out a horse and asked his nobles to comment on what a beautiful deer it was. Whoever pointed out that it was a horse was executed. When the Smiling Man spoke next, his voice was calmer. "Zhou, I am under tremendous pressure. The provincial governments are complaining about the casualties and how long this is taking. We need a quick victory."
"Tell those mating worms that we have landed on Taiwan! This beachhead will hold! It is the biggest victory the PLA has had since Liberation!"
"But when you landed, everyone expected it to be over."
"Tell them to stop acting like children! This is a war and the Nationalists are fighting!" Jets roared overhead, drowning his voice. He waited for them to pass, thinking about what to say next. "Comrade President, our beachhead is secure but if we try to attack now, we'll just lose more men. Give me two weeks and I'll send an armored column all the way to Taipei."
When he hung up the phone a few minutes later, the old Marshal looked at it in distaste and pushed away his breakfast. All appetite was gone. He rose and went to the morning staff meeting. His staff were busy comparing reports even before they sat down. The reports on the fighting were encouraging. The perimeter was holding and ROC attacks were weakening. The supply situation was not as good.
General Deng had landed the evening before to inspect the front. "Comrade Marshal, most of our men on that beach haven't eaten since they landed. They're starving, eating whatever they can pick up."
"Every man was to have gone ashore with two days field rations."
"Half the field rations are rotten. Someone has been diverting the allocations, probably selling them on the black market. It's the same with the supplies for the field hospitals. Half their medicine is missing or defective. Rusty needles, cornstarch switched for antibiotics, everything. Our men die in the field hospitals because of fake medicines!"
There were murmurs of outrage around the table at that.
"This is preposterous!" shouted one corps commander. "None of my commanders have reported this!"
"Your commanders are lying, as they lied to me!" Deng didn't give an inch. "They gave me a guided tour when I went ashore. I sent my orderlies out to talk to their orderlies, or to the doctors in the hospitals. That was how I discovered the truth. None of those commanders want to admit they were robbed blind. By the seven little demons, half of them probably helped those robberies!"
"Comrade Marshal, you must silence General Deng immediately!" The commander of the naval escorts snapped out the words in outrage. "This could be catastrophic for morale!"
The Marshal was overcoming his shock. He trusted Deng completely. Yet to accept that such corruption had occurred… "Calm down, Comrades. First, I believe General Deng, so far as his report goes. I've made a little grey money in my time. It appears as if someone has decided to make black money from this, which is unacceptable. Inform all unit commanders that if I discover any diversion of resources to the black market, I will order immediate executions."
Deng was not satisfied. "Comrade Marshal, men are dying now! Men are starving now!"
Zhou nodded. It was Deng's first exposure to real bloodletting. A shocking experience for any man. Still, immediate action was called for. "All helicopters are at your disposal for the next 72 hours, General Deng. Have them shuttle in rations and medicine. Inspect everything before it is brought in here. We don't have the airlift capacity to waste on spoiled food. Also, ships are to send ashore all their rations and medical supplies before they leave the battle zone. Ships anchored here will send hot food to the troops on shore."
The Naval Commander protested. General Deng smiled. Both actions indicated to the Marshal that he'd done the right thing.
* * *
Commissar Li Hong had met them at the train station, driving a small, battered car. It's registration looked new. Zheng concentrated on what the bespectacled party official said.
"We don't need patrol boats any more. Now we need Militia, comrades who can carry the revolution forward on their bayonets. The Party is organizing Militia brigades, under reliable Party members."
So he was being sent back into the fray, thought Zheng. Exactly as Tian had said. He looked over at his uncle, who listened without expression. The old man perked up at Comrade Li's next words.
"That is where you come in, Comrade Zheng. The Party is making you a Major of Militia. You will command a battalion of volunteers, train them and then take them to Taiwan! You'll show them what real Party faithful can do!"
He handed Zheng the collar insignia of a Major.
Zheng's head was spinning. "Command a battalion? Me?"
"You've earned it! I tell you, when they told me my old comrade Zheng was lost on Taiwan, I knew that no Nationalist could…" As Lee spoke, Zheng thought of the possibilities. A Battalion!
Then the size of the task hit him. He'd never organized something this big. Perhaps if he was younger, when he'd known everything and been capable of anything, but now?
"Don't worry, nephew, I'll walk you through it." Tian whispered in his ear. "We're going to have some real fun now."
They arrived at the Militia encampment a few minutes later, shortly after Li Hong informed them that he would be the Commissar for their Brigade. He dropped them off at their "Command Post". It was a tent in the middle of a sea of tents. Around them were milling men in faded green uniforms, the stink of backed-up latrines and the distant blare of patriotic music. Zheng and Tian watched the little Commissar leave and, armed with orders Li had just given them, stepped into the command post.
A pock-faced boy wearing Captains' rank on his faded uniform was screaming at two other militiamen. "You heard me! Executions! I want all five of those men shot and hung on the fence! That will show them what desertion means!"
He turned to Zheng. "What do you want?"
"I am taking command here, Comrade Captain." Zheng handed his papers to the young man and pinned his rank badges on. Then he grinned at the militia captain. "All executions are canceled. Muster my battalion in one hour. I want to see a complete roster of men, weapons and equipment. Also, stop screaming."
The young man instantly turned unctuous and snapped out orders to the two men he'd been screaming at. Then he looked at Zheng. "Comrade Major, I am Captain Zuo Dechang. I apologize, but it has been a madhouse here. These gutter trash are-"
"You will not address them as gutter trash! They are your comrades, militia volunteers!"
Captain Zuo shook his head. "No, Comrade Major. We have only two companies of real militia. The other three companies are all gutter trash, men without residence permits who were picked up by the People's Armed Police in Beijing and sent here. I've had to post our reliable men to guard them with rifles, or they'd escape."
With a sinking feeling, Zheng knew he'd been used by Li Hong again. Tian was smiling though. "We'll bring them around, Comrade Captain. What are the other problems?"
Zuo nodded. "We are supposed to be paid as regular army, but we've been getting half pay since we arrived here. We only get IOU's for the rest. Someone is skimming our pay."
"Pay?" asked Zheng. "Are all Militia being paid?"
"Yes. It's being handled through the Commissars."
Tian and Zheng looked at each other in shock. During a month of service on the patrol boat, they'd never been paid. Tian spoke. "Nephew, after we get this bunch straightened out, we'd better call on Comrade Lee."
Such matters were set aside as they went to work trying to organize the battalion. Zuo had a few assistants who'd been helping, as well as five harried company commanders. After an hour of furious work, they stepped outside to meet the battalion.
Five hundred men, drawn up in five companies, waited for them in ragged formation. Zheng knew there were at least seventy missing, mostly among the men sent from Beijing.
"Comrades!" Zheng bellowed out, in a voice he'd learned from Tian. "Do you wish to live?"
That got their attention.
"There are many ways to die. You can try to leave here and you will die. You can disobey Party discipline and you will die. You can ignore what Comrade Tian and I have to teach you, and when they send us to Taiwan in a week, you will die. Or you can do as you are told, listen to what we have to teach you, serve the Revolution well and you will live."
"Many of you do not wish to be here. That does not matter. You are here now. I do not demand Mao Zedong thought from you, only that you obey me. Those of you who serve well shall be rewarded. We will hold political education classes in the evening for those who wish to attend. But a bullet does not care whether you are politically aware or not. The Nationalists on Taiwan are not politically aware, but they will kill you in a heartbeat if you let them. We shall teach you how to fight them and live."
"Obey Comrade Tian as if he were Mao himself! Disrespect shown to him, or to any officer, is disrespect shown to me. I will punish disrespect by the harshest means. Remember that. Now clean up this area. Each company will send a squad to dig new latrines immediately. Any man found not using a latrine will be assigned to cleaning out the existing ones. A formation will be held after the evening meal to inform you of our training schedule for tomorrow. Be there. That is all. Dismissed."
They scattered, clumps of men talking furiously. Tian cracked his knuckles in anticipation. "Nephew, I'm going to enjoy this!"
* * *
On a battered airstrip in the Pescadore islands sat an equally battered Learjet. In the pilot's seat of the Lady Diane sat Major Daniel "Day" O'Reilly, waiting as ROC soldiers unloaded his cargo — flat bluish-green metal cases with cyrillic markings. Emptied, the cabin of the converted jet looked huge, particularly where their jamming equipment and spare generators had been. He consoled himself with the fact that most of what had been pulled out didn't work any more anyways. Heavy use and high-g maneuvers were not good for tube-style electronics.
Lieutenant Wing vaulted in the door to the jet, yanked it shut and ran to his seat. "Crank it. Everything is off and Communist jets are inbound. Man, those grunts were mad at getting SAM-7's again!"
"Hey, they're cheap and easy to use," said O'Reilly, looking out over the battered airstrip. He ran the power up in the engines, listened to the tower. "Occasionally they even hit something."
"Can we help it if they're all that's available on the black market this week?" Wing asked, strapping himself in. "I told them if they want us to stop making these supply runs, we'd be happy to oblige."
"Yeah, no shit. Hang on!" "Day" gave the engines full power, threw the plane down the runway. The Lear vaulted into the air faster than it's designers had ever intended it to do, then went back down on the deck as it's pilot aimed them back towards Taiwan and relative safety. He firewalled the engines and watched his controls. They were overheating quick these days. Not surprising, since they had been overdue for replacement for a week.
Since the landings on Taiwan, a week before, they'd been skipping the combat missions, flying small, vital cargoes in and out of Taiwan and especially to the Pescadores. "Day" knew that Taiwanese agents were buying up every black market weapon they could get. It was an increasingly difficult job as the Chinese began to put the squeeze on international arms merchants who'd been their best customers for a decade. Shoulder-launched antiaircraft missiles were at the top of the shopping list. Since, despite popular rumor, Uncle Sam really did keep close tabs on how many Stinger missiles it sold, the ROC's had to buy whatever was available.
Wing tried to operate his controls and grimaced. "Jamming pod won't come on again. That fucking connection's going bad."
"Okay, run a patch." Wing unplugged himself, went back to work on the electrical connections to their sole remaining jamming pod. O'Reilly checked his threat detector. Not a peep. Nobody targeting them on radar. Then he checked his rear-view mirrors, wishing he had the visibility of a bubble canopy instead of cockpit windows.
He saw the small dot closing from above, shouted "Wing, get up-"
Tracers shot past the plane, big globes of green fire. The plane jolted. "Day" watched lights go red as he banked, saw his starboard engine go out. Wing cursed as the maneuvers threw him around.
Day looked around wildly, tried to spot his attacker — bingo! A museum piece, a real no-shit MiG-17 flying clean, no missiles, just guns. Flying pretty good, too. Probably some canny old fart of a flight instructor brought out for this duty, thought O'Reilly. "Bastards are getting cute! They're hunting for us!"
The MiG climbed out of his field of vision. "Day" banked and tried to reacquire it. In the back, Wing grimly hung on. "Day, will you shoot that commie bastard down, please?"
It caught them first, cannon shells slamming into the jet, blowing gaping holes in the cabin. One 30mm shell hit Wing in the chest. He came apart, blood spraying everywhere. "Day" felt a sudden jolt of emotion at the sight. He ignored it as he wrestled for control of his plane, feeling it’s power drain away. He was reminded again that he'd gone to war in a plane that didn't have an ejection seat.
The MiG roared past, waggling it's wings in defiance. "Day" ignored it, concentrating on trying to ditch his jet, waves coming closer-
At 300 knots, the water might as well have been concrete. It tore off huge patches of the plane's belly, ripped off the left wing. The plane spun wildly, stabilizing slightly as the right wing came off, accumulated metal fatigue finally taking it's toll. Strapped into his seat, "Day" was still flung around like a rag doll and knocked unconscious.
Seawater woke him.
It was pouring in the shattered windows as the jet began it's plunge to the bottom of the South China sea. "Day" unbuckled his harness, tried to go out a window that water was pouring in and was forced back. Sudden terror as the tail of the plane dropped and the last air rushed out. But then he could get out, rising with the last spray of bubbles.
He hit the surface dog paddling and looked around. Nobody in sight. He inflated his Mae West, bobbing in the water as the CO2 cartridge filled it. Now, he could only wait.
As he bobbed in the water, he thought of Wing, his body entombed forever now in the wreck of his plane, plunging to the bottom of the sea. He'd liked his copilot. He'd even met the guy's family on a brief visit. He had to visit them again now. At least he could let them know he'd died doing his duty.
“G’bye pal.” he said in a quiet voice. “I’ll see you on the other side.”
He would do his real mourning later. Now he had to concentrate on survival. He checked his gear. Pocket flares, shark repellant, his .45, a "ditch bag" — a gas mask pouch filled with items he thought might be useful if he had to ditch, each item in it's own plastic bag. He pulled out his rescue radio and checked it. Soaked. Useless.
What if the Chinese picked him up first?
He'd thought about that. He took one of the bags from his ditch kit, checked it quickly, snapped it to the harness on the small of his back. He knew what happened to POW's, especially mercenary POW's, of any Communist dictatorship. He really didn't want to be reeducated, especially if it involved torture, starvation and forced confessions. Hell, he had enough trouble with calisthenics, dieting and mandatory check flights.
A patrol boat approached. He watched, trying to figure out which side it was on. Couldn't. Until it was right beside him. Then he could see the AK-47's aimed at him and a whole bunch of hard, unsmiling faces.
"Put your hands up!" A voice on a loudspeaker. He grimaced and stuck his hands in the air, catching a faceful of water as the boat came close. Two PLA Navy sailors leaned over the side, grabbed his harness and pulled him aboard. One kicked him in the head as he came onto the deck. The other gave an exultant cry.
"Ha! Yankee, you try to smuggle weapon on board!" and grabbed both of the grenades "Day" had stashed at the small of his back. He yanked them off where "Day" had clipped them.
Actually he yanked off everything except their pins. Those kept dangling from "Day's" harness.
Which would have been fine. Except that the fumblefingered sailor then let one of the spoons fly off one of the grenades.
"Day", his head still spinning, heard the pinging sound and rolled back over the side of the boat. The sailor panicked and dropped the other grenade. Another spoon flew off.
"Day" grabbed onto the side of the boat, held himself under water and hoped real hard that nobody had the sense to kick the grenades over the side. He'd intended to use the grenades to take over any Chinese boat that picked him up, holding them with the pins pulled so that, if he was shot, they'd go off. But this seemed to be working okay.
The second Chinese sailor had the presence of mind to try to kick the grenades over the side. He also had the bad luck to get tangled up with fumblefingers. The rest of the boat crew panicked for three more seconds. Then the grenades went off.
The white phosphorous grenades covered the decks of the patrol boat with burning metal, spraying white fire for thirty meters in every direction. The boat crew died screaming. Some of them leapt over the side. It didn't help. The flakes of white phosphorous kept burning, even underwater, eating into their flesh.
"Day" shucked his harness because the Mae West on it kept pulling him to the surface, a surface where flakes of deadly, unquenchable fire fell like snow. He sheltered beneath the boat as he felt the heat build, clung to it as his own lungs began to ache. Need for air forced him to the surface.
The boat burned furiously. A few screaming sailors splashed in the water, streams of smoke and steam pouring from them. "Day" kicked off his boots and swam, putting as much distance as he could between himself and the boat before the fire cooked off the fuel and ammo.
He hit something hard, metallic. It was a wing section from his Lear, still floating. Clinging to the last piece of Lady Diane, he floated in the South China sea and waited for rescue.
* * *
The President of the United States looked out through the bulletproof glass windows of the Oval Office and watched the protesters.
It wasn't fair, he thought. When he'd grown up, all the protesters had been on his side. Now that he was president, they'd changed sides.
"Mr. President, that puts three carrier battle groups south of Japan." General Kandel was speaking. "Plus about half the Japanese Air Force and those two wings of F-22's we sent in. The question is, what do they do?"
"Have there been any more overflights?"
"Nothing as close as yesterday." The day before, Chinese jets had buzzed a US Navy frigate patrolling the outer edges of the war zone. The day before that, they'd strafed a freighter chartered by the Red Cross, within sight of a Japanese destroyer.
"Then my warning worked. We will continue to stand by." After the overflight, the President had announced that US Navy commanders were authorized to use whatever force they felt was necessary to protect themselves.
"Mr. President, `standing by' is not doing the job." The President's Domestic Affairs advisor spoke, snapping out words like bursts of machine gun fire. "These damned reporters, especially that Shannon fellah, they've got everybody riled up. Congress is squawkin' too — nobody has any ideas there either, but you bein' johnny-on-the-spot, it's real easy for them to criticize you for doin' nothin'."
The President nodded. His VP was barely speaking to him, the Minority Leader in the House — from his own party, damnit! — was accusing him of failing to provide leadership, both sides in the war weren't even responding to his efforts to negotiate a peace. Now he had protesters wanting him to give aid to Taiwan. Terrific.
"Fine. They want leadership, I'll give 'em leadership. Call Wade in the House. Have him submit that resolution for economic sanctions against China. Then get me the State Department. Have them lean on whoever they have to, but get our allies to go in on this with us. Maybe now some of them will be scared enough to get serious. We'll embargo China."
"Now you're talking!" The Domestic Affairs Advisor grabbed a phone.
General Kandel shook his head. "Mr. President, we used economic sanctions on Iraq for six months before Desert Storm, without budging them an inch. They were far more dependent on foreign imports than China. What makes you think an embargo will do any good?"
"It's taking action, General." The President grinned. Amazing how the military had such skewed perceptions of what mattered. "We want the world to see we're taking action. That's the important thing."
* * *
Suao was the last major city on Taiwan that had not been hit hard by the war. As Taiwan’s most secure port, it was the stop of choice for the ships that were the lifeline of the island now. Granted, it’s population had been doubled by refugees. It would have been worse if the city and Navy had not been moving as many refugees as they could out into the Rift Valley or up into the hills. Supplies were tight, but so far no one was starving, the hospitals were fully functional and the docks were swarming, day and night.
On one of the Navy Piers, Admiral Guo Feng grimly looked over a Knox-class frigate that had just come in. The forward 5-inch gun was completely gone, while where the bridge had been was a smoking, blackened rip in the superstructure. The main mast tilted ominously forward. The Sea-and-Anchor detail handling the ropes was hesistant and confused, the sign of men who’d been put on the job too recently.
“We lost most of deck division when the bridge took the hit. The blast also penetrated the deck into CIC, so we lost half our people there as well. The gunner’s mates flooded the forward 5-inch magazine before it set off the shells, but that also means we have a few hundred tons of water on board to be pumped out. Pretty much everything forward of midships is gone.” Lt. Commander Ang was the senior surviving officer, the ships’CHENG, or Chief of Engineering. He looked exhausted. His eyes had deep shadows under them and his hands visibly trembled from exhaustion. Nonetheless he was in immaculate dress whites to meet the Admiral.
“You brought her back to us, Lieutenant Commander. That is an impressive accomplishment in itself. PLA Navy strike aircraft did this?”
“Yes sir. So far we’ve kept them at a distance with the missiles, but we don’t have anymore missiles to use. That missile there?”
He pointed to the dull-green missile on the frigates single-rail missile launcher, it’s “one armed bandit”. The Admiral saw that. “Why didn’t you use that one?”
Lt Commander Ang blinked. “It’s inert. Our display rocket, for tours and port calls. We don’t have a single live missile on board. Can we get any resupply?”
The Admiral gave his most reassuring smile. “We are working on that, Lieutenant Commander. Meanwhile, do what repairs you can. I can promise you, your ship isn’t going out for a least a week. Perhaps ever. But that is not your fault. You did a hero’s work.”
Guo walked down the pier as his staff fell in behind him, looking at the other ships. The destroyers and frigates were keeping Taiwan’s lifeline open, the route for the merchant ships bringing in food, fuel, medicines, weapons and spare parts. Everything that kept Taiwan fighting. But all of his beautiful ships, the ones that were left, were showing battle damage. Much of it was damage that would have put them in the repair yards for months or even years in peacetime. Now there was time only for hasty welds and patchwork.
His cell phone rang. He opened it, trying to shake the sense of doom that was coming over him.
“Admiral, this is the Harbor Master! Can you please come to Pier #3? I need your knowledge on these.”
Then he hung up.
The Admiral put away his phone and told his driver to go to pier #3. As his car drove over, it was followed by two Hum-Vees with his staff and marine guard. He considered the possibilities. The harbor master would not have called him for something trivial. He was far too busy for that.
Driving by the piers, the Admiral noted that all were in service. That was good. It seemed like every small tramp and coastal freighter in the Pacific was running cargoes into Taiwan, as well as the ships of Taiwan’s own Merchant Marine. ROC Navy ships tried to guard the merchant ships in convoys. There had been losses. Serious losses, including several of the big container ships. But there had been a worldwide glut of shipping space for almost a decade.
By purchasing many ships that were close to scrapping age, they had kept their tonnage up, even with the demands of the war. Many of the smaller ships didn’t even dock at Suao, but were escorted to other ports, up and down the coast, by ROC missile and patrol boats.
Now, Guo asked himself, the question was how long they could keep it up? Under massive pressure from China, no one would sell Taiwan any Standard Missiles. Their own production of HSIUNG-FENG’s was suffering from PLAAF air raids. His Navy had survived so far by using profligate amounts of firepower, but what would happen when there was nothing left to shoot?
Lost in his thoughts, Admiral Guo didn’t even realize the door to his vehicle was being opened. He was at Pier 3, looking up a loading ramp into the guts of a container ship that had just come in. The Harbor Master was standing there, looking confused. “Admiral, I thank you for coming. I don’t know what to do with this. Please follow me.”
It was a medium sized container ship, one of the newer ones. Guo noticed there was no battle damage on it yet. The harbor master spoke as they walked between long rows of steel cargo containers that towered over them on both sides. “The captain of the ship says they took on thirty of these containers in Jakarta, but they have no idea who shipped them. Shipping was paid, but the shipper appears to have given a false name and address. The cargo manifest simply says “supplies for ROC Navy”. Like all ships, this one was searched before we let it into the harbor. That was when the Captain opened the containers, with a Navy ensign standing by. Then he ordered them closed again until they were docked.”
Guo could see an extremely nervous ROC Navy Ensign standing at attention, next to the Captain of the ship, some swarthy caucasian. Greek or Italian perhaps. The ship itself was of Panamanian registry but that meant next to nothing.
As Guo approached, the Ensign threw open the steel door at the end of one cargo container. Guo recognized what it contained instantly. He stepped forward, looking at the long, rectangular shipping cases piled up in the shipping container. All of the containers were painted a featureless grey. There was no writing on any of them. The Captain of the ship threw open one shipping case that had been pulled out. A long, dart-shaped object colored dull green lay packed in the container. Guo looked up. “Ensign, that is a Standard Missile! What is it doing here?”
The young officer looked like he was about to have a stroke. “I don’t know Sir! Each of these containers has eight of these shipping containers in it. But the markings, serial numbers, anything that might identify the point of origin, has all been removed.”
The Harbor Master leaned over, grinning slyly. “I know about your problem with the Standard Missiles. I checked this one — it’s an older model, one that would normally be destroyed or used up in training. But it should be quite useable. All of them should be.”
“Who — who are these from?”
The Captain stepped forward and spoke in english, which Guo understood. “We cannot tell. I simply took the cargo on. It had been paid for and it was only under close study that we realized the papers are either forgeries or simple lies. Half the nations on the Pacific Rim use this type of missile. A law enforcement forensics team might be able to deduce their origins, but as far as the papers go, we have no idea. There was, however, one additional note.”
He handed it to the Admiral. It was in flawless Cantonese.
“Gifts from a friend. Use them well.”
The Ensign spoke. “Shall we call an investigative team, Sir?”
Guo gave his first real smile in days. “Don’t be a fool. Call Naval Ordnance and get these missiles offloaded immediately. They are our top priority for the day! We will check each missile for sabotage but then they are to be distributed to the available ships evenly. Expedite all procedures. Captain, nothing comes off this ship until all of these containers have been removed.”
Guo smiled as he walked to the end of the pier and looked out over the Pacific. The missiles were good news, the best he’d had in weeks. But they told him something else. The world had not abandoned Taiwan as much as the People’s Republic thought they had.
* * *
Zheng and Tian drove their battalion hard for three days, real Party members no less hard than the migrant workers dragooned into service. Tian found an abandoned factory six kilometers away from the
encampment and they trained there. While other Militia listened to political lectures, Zheng, under Tian's profane guidance, trained the sweating men in fire and maneuver drill, field fortification, patrolling, ambush and counter-ambush techniques. Even the long hike to and from the factory was training, as Tian taught them marching and ambush drill.
Among the rusting ruins of State Tractor Factory #18, out of sight of Party watchdogs, the militia battalion stopped being a gaggle of armed civilians and became a unit. Those who excelled were promoted to squad and platoon leaders, regardless of origins. At the same time, Zheng fought a constant battle to keep Commissar Li away from the Battalion, visiting him only when necessary at the house Commissar Li had just purchased. But while he was there, he did reconnaissance. After three days, he and Tian agreed — a few picked men of theirs were ready for their first mission.
* * *
It was past midnight outside Xiamen, as dark at it ever got.
Nung, the shifty car thief from Hong Kong, finished his work on the door lock. He signaled to the rest of the squad, the hand signals they had all been drilling on.
The men came out of the shadows, geared for scouting work: few weapons, dressed in dark clothes, their faces smeared with mud or covered by masks. Two slipped into the shadows to stand guard. The other four men went in, quietly.
The squad leader spotted his target — heard him actually. Snoring in the next room. With the Militia girl from Hunan who'd decided she'd rather work on the Commissar's staff than fight the Nationalists after all. He signaled two men, one of them Nung. They slipped into the room quietly, waited. The other men made sure shades were pulled over all the windows.
Li Hong woke with a knife at his throat. Only flashlights lit the room. He tried to scream, found a hand clamped over his mouth. A whimper escaped from someone next to him — his secretary!
A face appeared in front of him — covered by a black ski cap with eyeholes cut in it. The man in black spoke. "Stay silent. If you make any noise, my man will cut your tongue out." Commissar Li nodded. The hand was removed.
"Where are your bankbooks?"
Commissar Li pointed to a cabinet. The man went there, went through his cabinet. He found a bank book and a roll of money — 50 and 100 Yuan notes. He looked through them, then at Lee. "Is there any other money here?"
Li shook his head. The hand covered Li's mouth again. The man in black pulled out a bayonet, one of the Nationalist weapons so prized as trinkets these days. He slammed the point into Li's kneecap.
Commissar Li shrieked, the noise choked back by the hand over his mouth. He thought quickly. He'd been greedy and the criminal gangs had noticed him! He choked back his scream, still whimpering with agony. The man in black spoke. "Where is the rest of your money?"
Commissar Li pointed out where the rest of it was hidden, rolls of thousand Yuan notes, gold and silver coins, bankbooks. He saw his accumulated wealth of the last month disappear. The money he'd kept from the boat squadron's pay. The bribes he'd accepted to volunteer them for extra duty. The money he'd made from selling all the things they'd given him to send home. Even the money he'd skimmed from selling their supplies. All gone.
The other men tore apart the little house, searching for valuables, smashing the TV and the DVD player, the Stereo he'd kept from what the boat squadron had sent back. He'd been lucky to have someone as trusting as Comrade Zheng working for him, he thought. He should have known that luck wouldn't last.
The man in black looked at him again. "Do you have anything else?" Commissar Li shook his head. The man behind him tightened his grip over the Comissars' mouth.
The man in black slammed his bayonet into Li's other kneecap.
This time Li's screams were barely contained. The man in black ignored him, speaking in a voice that was becoming familiar. "You have nothing else?"
"Nothing!" sobbed Li, his voice muffled. A gag was thrown over his mouth. At a signal from the man in black, a second gag was thrown over the mouth of the secretary. The man in black removed his hood.
It was Zheng.
Comrade Li almost fainted, first with shock, then relief. Then he wondered — "Comrade Zheng?" he said, his voice muffled behind the gag.
"Yes, Commissar Li. I will not waste time. I do not do this for vengeance. I do this because you have betrayed the spirit of Premier Mao, the Revolution, but worst of all, you betrayed your Comrades."
He slashed hard with the bayonet, cutting across the secretary's throat. Blood gushed like water from a cut hose. Zheng stood back from it and looked at Li. "Now for you."
He came at Lee. The man holding his head jerked it back, exposing his throat.
Cutting, searing pain. The world fading away, pain fading away, light fading away. Voices speaking.
"Good work with that knife, nephew."
"Just like cutting the throat of a pig, uncle. Only I can eat the pig afterwards." A flickering yellow light, orange red in the growing shadows. Someone had started a fire. "Let them try to figure out what happened after this place burns down. Let's go!"
They let go of him. He dropped to the floor then, barely feeling the heat as the flickering orange light grew. The world faded away.
* * *
The flash of explosions was the only thing lighting the night as Sgt. Soo Kuo-K’ang led his squad of reinforcements up to the battle lines. The area they were passing through was built up — shops and stores and houses, now empty and dark. Most of the men following him were raw recruits, pulled out of training early and still unsure of how to use the weapons they held. Soo shook his head at how young they were, before he realized most were only a few years younger than he was. He was beginning to feel ancient.
“Are — are we lost, Sergeant?" One of the recruits, Huang, a big fellow who seemed a little less afraid than the others.
“No. Highway One is directly ahead. That’s the main line of resistance. Our company is just to the left. Headquarters is set up in a big Carrefour, so get your shopping lists ready."
There were a few nervous chuckles at that. Carrefours were both department and grocery stores. Tonight, it was a touch of normalcy in the middle of the war.
Ahead of them, the firing increased. The PLA was putting more and more pressure on the Highway 1 defense line. The horizon was lit by the fires of burning buildings as they neared the battle line.
“Stop! Everybody, stop!” Huang barked out the words. The recruits stopped. Soo looked back. Huang stood there, holding his rifle. “Fellows, this has gone far enough. It’s over. The PLA is taking Taiwan and if we keep fighting, they will kill us all. Sergeant, why should we go up to the line to get killed? No one is around. We can just hide in one of these abandoned buildings. Wait for the PLA to take this area and then we can surrender. We’ve done enough."
Soo felt a sudden confusion. For a moment, he contemplated hiding. Waiting to surrender. Letting it all go. Then afterwards…. What would happen afterwards? His family had been so proud to see him off when his unit activated. What would life be like afterwards?
He thought about all the men he’d seen die in the last few days. Men doing their duty.
He aimed his rifle at Huang and flipped off the safety. “Huang, the only duty you have done is to crap in the latrine. One more word out of you and I will kill you. Drop your weapon."
There were murmurs from the other replacements. Some of disagreement, some not.
Huang grinned nervously and dropped his weapon. He slowly walked towards Soo, his hands spread out. “Sergeant, come on! It’s over! We just have to-"
“Shut up and step back, Private Huang. You are under arrest."
Huang grinned even more broadly and kept slowly walking forward. He had the natural confidence of a big man talking to a smaller man. “Come on, Soo, you are an okay fellow! You aren’t going to shoot me!"
Soo held his rifle steady. “Private Ming, pick up Private Huang’s rifle. Private Huang, step backwards. Last warning."
Huang stopped a few feet from Soo, grinning. Hands still held out. “Okay sergeant, I’m just buying soy sauce."
Then he grabbed for Soo’s rifle.
Soo squeezed the trigger.
The short burst hit Huang squarely in the chest, easily punching through his flak vest. He was thrown back.
After the short burst of fire, the quiet seemed overwhelming. The only sound was Huang as he gurgled for a few minutes, then died.
Soo put his rifle down, resisting the urge to aim it at the other soldiers. If the others decided to shoot him, it would have done no good. He looked over his squad. Several of them had their weapons ready. All looked shocked. In the pale light of the distant flares and explosions, their skin looked pale and sickly. One bent over suddenly and threw up.
He spoke, trying to put some steel into his voice. “Any soldiers caught in the rear area without orders are subject to summary execution. The crime is desertion. Our enemy is at the front and the Republic needs all of it’s soldiers. Private Ming, pick up his rifle. Take all his ammunition as well. We will need it. If you are going to get sick or crap yourself, do it now. There won’t be time once we are up at the front. We move out in two minutes.”
Private Ming picked up Huang’s rifle. The other soldiers stripped the body of ammunition and grenades. They moved out. As they walked, Soo brooded on what would happen when he reported that he’d killed one of his own men. His mind was a storm of possibilities, all of them bad. One hand slipped into his pocket. He felt the outline of his cell phone, his fingers running over the smooth plastic. It had been so long since he’d been able to send or receive a call! Almost — three days?
Had that been all? It seemed like it must have been years. But it had only been three days.
It was fifteen minutes later when they walked through a hole torn in a chain link fence and onto the parking lot of the store. Even in the few hours they’d been gone, Soo could see big differences. All the lights were out. A fire was burning in the automotive shop of the store. A steady line of people with loaded wheelbarrows and shopping carts was moving from the store to a big parking deck across the street.
As they stepped into the darkened megastore, the sounds of explosions and distant gunfire faded to a minor background noise. Soo noticed some shelves were bare. When he’d left, the stores’ cafeteria had been manned by army cooks and civilian volunteers, feeding troops passing through. Now it was dark and empty. The shelves of groceries had already been looking half empty after the last month. Now they were stripped. So were shelves of tools and clothing. Shelves of home decorations were untouched. The First Sergeant and the company clerks were where Soo had left them, but even here clerks were packing up laptops and papers. The First Sergeant looked up as Soo gave him the papers for his men.
“Soo? Good, you’re back. We were worried. You have all your people?”
Soo steeled himself for what might happen next. “One of the soldiers, Private Huang, tried to desert. He tried to induce the other soldiers to desert as well. When I arrested him, he tried to grab my rifle. I shot him. He is dead.”
The Sergeant’s face got cold. He looked over the replacements. “All of you. Is that what happened?”
Most of them said nothing. One private spoke up. “Huang tried to grab the Sergeant’s rifle.”
Several of the recruits nodded and made noises of agreement.
The First Sergeant nodded.
“I will list him as a combat loss. There is no need to shame his family. You recruits, stack rifles and help my men pack up the gear for the command post.”
One of the recruits spoke. “Why are we leaving this place? It’s a Carrefours, it has everything!”
The First Sergent chuckled grimly. “Everything except overhead cover. Look up.”
They looked up at the sheet metal roof. Half a dozen large holes had been punched in it. Three were over the automotive section, where the fire was slowly growing.
“That’s a sheet metal and tar roof. Just solid enough to detonate a mortar round, not enough to stop it. We had three mortar rounds drop right into the garage. Killed half the motor section. We’re just lucky they haven’t dropped a serious concentration on us yet. The parking garage is all steel and concrete. Good protection, just not so comfortable. Now, get to work! Soo, come with me."
Soo followed the First Sergeant as he stepped out of the confusion of the command post. He stopped when the older NCO handed him some papers. “Brigade wants us to send back anyone we pick up who has armor training. The computers must have spotted your name on a list we sent back. It looks like you’re going back into tanks. Too bad. You were a pretty good infantryman."
Soo stared blankly at the papers. “First Sergeant, I don’t… I don’t know if I can keep doing this.”
“You can and you will, Sergeant. We don’t have time for anything else, not if we are going to beat these mainland bastards.” The First Sergeant sat down on a nearby counter and lit a cigarette. “Sergeant, do you smoke?”
“No, First Sergeant.”
“Maybe you should start. Or do something else to handle the stress. Feeling like it’s too much?”
“Yes.”
“Then don’t look at it all. Concentrate on the job you have in front of you. Right now, you need to get back to Brigade. Once that’s done, worry about the next job. Finish that one and then you can worry about the one after that. One step in front of the other, Sergeant. Now, grab your gear. We put it over in the corner. The aid station is sending a truckload of wounded back to Brigade. Move fast and you can hitch a ride with them. Stop thinking, just go.”
* * *
The next two weeks saw heavy fighting around the beachhead as a steady flow of PLA reinforcements came into Taiwan. As forces built up, Marshal Zhou expanded the beachhead in a series of powerful local attacks until the beachhead was ten kilometers inland along twenty kilometers of coastline. ROC troops fought bitterly for every piece of ground but, were pushed back by weight of numbers and firepower. PLA air strikes continued until every road leading to the battle zone was littered with smashed, burnt-out vehicles. PLA attack helicopters began to appear over the battlefield, shuttled across the straits.
The situation grew worse as PLA artillery landed. ROC gunners won most gun duels at first with better fire control, but were often destroyed by air strikes once they exposed themselves to fire. The PLA gunners went to work smashing any troop concentration they could find. ROC gunners and rocket batteries were forced to adopt "shoot and scoot" tactics, firing a few harassing rounds, then moving before return fire could come in.
It was, as always, worst for the grunts in the line. The ROC troops could only move at night, bringing up supplies on their backs, fighting with little support, often unable to evacuate their wounded. For the PLA infantry in the line, fire support was available, but supplies often were not. They grew used to not eating for a day at a time as rations "disappeared". Medical treatment became a joke in the beachhead as the field hospitals turned into charnel houses, doctors trying to work with little or no medicine or anasthesia. PLA soldiers joked they were glad ammunition could not be sold on the black market, or they wouldn't have anything to shoot, either. But most of the PLA soldiers were peasants, used to suffering and to a capricious and uncaring leadership. They tightened their belts and fought on.
Fighting in the towns and built up areas, the ROC rifle grenades came into their own. The Type 69 rocket launchers carried by PLA troops fired a powerful round, but also had a deadly backblast. In the close quarters of city fighting, the backblast often killed whoever was in the room with the rocket launcher. The rifle grenades were not as powerful as the Type 69, but they had no backblast and could be fired from within a room. Further, they made no more noise or light than a normal rifle when fired, so they didn't draw return fire.
Two weeks after the landing, Marshal Zhou made his promised breakout. General Yan Sheng's 246th Red Guards Tank Division spearheaded the assault, two hundred tanks driving north under the cover of three hundred guns. The attack hammered through for ten kilometers, through savage fighting every inch of the way. Every building was turned into a pillbox, every bridge blown, every road mined. General Sung's carefully hoarded armored reserve, fifty "Brave Tigers", hit the spearhead of the attack and smashed it in a bloody slugging match on the hills south of Taoyuan Airport. An amphibious landing at Chuwei, intended to flank the defense, died under the guns of disabled tanks that had been emplaced as bunkers.
In the south, Miaoli became the linchpin of the defense, a continuing bloodbath that consumed brigades at a time. There, the "Brave Tigers" had disappeared, except for disabled tanks used as bunkers. But the ROC troops had plenty of firepower and were operating in rich farming country. PLA prisoners in the south began surrendering to eat. Attacks to the south continued nonetheless.
By late April, the beachhead was fifty kilometers wide but barely fifteen kilometers deep. Marshal Zhou ordered an offensive inland, to cut eastern Taiwan in half. On both sides, one matter began to be the subject of discussion: The summer monsoons. On both sides, when they were not trying to survive the day or prepare for the night, men watched their calendars, counted the days and listened to weather reports for information of one thing. The monsoons.
* * *
Former Sergeant, now Platoon Sergeant Soo Kuo-K’ang studied the countryside in front of his position. It was a beautiful summer day and Taiwan was as green as only Taiwan could be. If it had not been for the distant gunfire and the column of smoke rising in all directions, Soo would have mused on what a beautiful day it was.
“Platoon Sergeant!" Lieutenant Ang, his platoon leader. Not a bad kid, Soo thought, even if he had only half completed his ROTC course before the invasion got him an early graduation. “They brought up some tea."
“Thank you sir." Soo siped the tea. It was thin, but better than nothing. “Was Sergeant Bo able to find any rations?"
The Lieutenant shook his head as he sipped his own tea. Tea and water were the only things they’d had for two days since the communists began driving inland. “Everyone here had time to evacuate. Of all the vehicles the damned mainlanders had to hit, why the mess truck?"
They were both filthy, their hands black with the grease and oil that mark an armored crewman out in the field. Around them, the survivors of Task Force Fang dug in, readied their weapons and watched. They were filthy too, from a week spent in the line. Most had Army camouflage uniforms. Some had the older camo patterns or even the OD-Green uniforms that had gone out of the system decades ago. Some just wore whatever civilian clothes seemed appropriate.
Task Force Fang had started out the week as two companies, one of Home Defense Troops, the other of Army survivors of units that had been destroyed. They’d been given whatever equipment was available and put into the line defending Highway Three. Three days ago, the PLA drive inland had begun. They now had about a company remaining, even with the Major’s orders to pick up all stragglers and add them to the unit. They’d been driven back ten kilometers in the last three days.
“We should just be glad the Army is such a hoarder.” The Lieutenant finished his tea and crumpled the paper cup. “My father is in the scrap metal business. Half the stuff we’re using is gear he wanted to buy and melt down when the Army stopped using it. Do you know how much money a single troop carrier is worth as scrap metal? But they hung onto it, even when they knew it was obsolete.”
Soo nodded. “Better that than nothing.”
“Okay. I’ve spoken with the Major. He has a battery of 155‘s on the line. Nobody fires until he fires, so watch for the tracer from his 20mm. When we get hit, we fight until he hits the air horn. When we hear his air horn, we bug out. The 155‘s will drop an artillery concentration right in front of us to give us time to pull out. But go fast. The artillery will only be giving us four rounds per tube. That’s as long as their heads will be down. Make sure all your squads know the withdrawal signal and the rally point.”
“When do we stop bugging out sir? We are already getting into the hills. A few more withdrawals and we’ll be in the mountains.”
“According to the Major, the final defensive line for us is the line of Hengshan and Route 122. And if we get driven off of that, we get another final defensive line.”
Soo chuckled at the Lieutenant’s joke, then stopped as he looked at the road. A couple of motorcycles had just raced over the hill in front of their position and were racing down the country road towards them. “Sir, looks like the scouts are coming in.Time to kill some more communists. I had everyone work out their evac route so the artillery doesn’t catch us bunched up again. Rally point two kilometers to the rear. After that, the mainlanders have cut all the east coast roads to the south.”
The Lieutenant shrugged. “I always liked the train better anyways.”
He ran over to where his crew had dug in a TOW missile launcher, near his Hum-Vee.
Soo climbed up into the turret of his vehicle. His squad leaders were waiting at the side of the vehicle for instruction. Army and militia alike, he’d come to know his squad leaders well in the last few weeks. None of them were heroes but none were cowards either. The cowards had already run away. He briefed them on what the Lieutenant had told him.
“One last thing, to my squad. When we get the order to withdraw, I’m pulling back to the reserve position over there.” He pointed to the spot where his vehicle would be completely shielded from incoming fire. “I will stay there precisely two minutes. If you aren’t on my vehicle by then, you have to find your own transport. That’s it. Get back to your squads.”
His platoon sergeant work done, Soo moved on to his vehicle commander work, dropping into the turret of his APC. It was eight-wheeled APC with a small turret on top mounting a 105mm cannon. The Yunpao “Cloud Leopard” mobile gun system was Taiwanese built. It wasn’t a tank. Soo was painfully aware of that every time he looked at the three 30mm holes punched in the steel roof. A PLA jet had strafed them. Thankfully, no one had been hit, but the light cannon shells had easily punched through the vehicle armor.
But the 105 gun was powerful and deadly accurate and the Cloud Leopard was mobile with a great big capitol “M”. Right now it’s overhead protection was a tree. It was backed against an old, abandoned gas station, main gun pointed over it’s back towards the enemy.
He fingered the cell phone in his pocket. It had been out of signal bars for two days. His phone didn’t even have voicemail anymore. His last message from his mother had been on his voicemail and he could still remember it.
“Kuo K’ang, this is your mother. You didn’t pick up! I’m so worried. Today I was at the fish market and I saw one of our ships come into harbor. It looked terrible. I’m so glad you aren’t in the Navy. Call me when you get a chance!”
“Look! A drone!”
Soo looked in response to the call, shifting the .50 caliber machine gun at his mount in case he had a good shot. He spotted the drone, but couldn’t tell whose it was. Just a buzzing silver arrow, high up in the sky. Not that it would mean much. Both sides in this war were using drones and both sides were getting very good at hijacking and misdirecting each other’s birds. It got particularly nerve-wracking when the drone was armed.
Soo could hear the rumbling of dozens of engines over the hill, but none appeared. His driver could hear them too, so long as the Yunpao’s engine was shut off. He was a kid from Khaoshiung. Soo had grabbed him because he was also a real gearhead. “What are they doing? It sounds like they’re having a big truck rally over there.”
“That drone probably spotted someone over here. Maybe heat sensors, I don’t know. So instead of coming over the hill on the road, they’re deploying out of our sight. They’ll come at us in attack formation. Just hope they don’t have artillery support on call.”
“They didn’t the last couple of attacks.” His loader was kind of a know-it-all, but as fast a gun feeder as Soo had ever seen. “Maybe they’re short of artillery ammo like us.”
Debate ended as the ridgeline to their front was suddenly occupied. Tanks alternated with APC’s coming over the crest. Infantry rode atop all the vehicles. Through his gunsights, Soo could clearly identify the smaller vehicles as the ZBD-97, the PLA’s copy of the Russian BMP. Except they’d given it a bigger 100mm gun that was rifled, wickedly accurate and fired laser-guided antitank missiles as well as explosive shells. They came over the ridge line abreast, at least eight vehicles, than another eight and another eight after that, grinding over the countryside towards Soo. The air shimmered with diesel fumes and the heat from their exhausts.
To Soo’s front, there was sudden movement. A four-wheeled armored car, a V-150, broke from cover and roared up the hill on the road that ran right through the middle of the defensive live. Swerving to the left and right, the V-150 had it’s turret pointed back at the attackers, the 20mm cannon in it seeming toylike compared to what they faced.
The whole PLA force opened up, a wild volley of shells fired by gunners who were keyed up and on edge. The shells impacted all over the slope, half a dozen hitting near the careening armored car. It vanished in clouds of smoke and dust, then reemerged. It’s speed had been it’s best armor, this time.
Then it fired, spraying out a long stream of 20mm like a blessing upon the enemy.
Soo took final aim at a tank. “On the way!”
The 105 barked, rocking the eight-wheeled vehicle back several inches, even though the brakes were set. Through the haze, Soo saw the tracer of his sabot round hit his target. The solid shot ignored the applique armor bolted on the exterior of the tank. Punching through the steel armor of the turret took more of it’s velocity. It was still moving at lethal velocity when it entered the turret and struck the racked main gun rounds in their loading carousels.
The tank exploded spectacularly, the turret thrown into the sky as 125mm shells detonated.
The loader slammed in another round. “Up!”
The PLA tanks had all fired. That meant it was 15 seconds until the tanks, at least, could fire again. Eleven seconds by the time Soo was ready to fire. He’d already chosen another tank. “On the way!”
Another PLA tank exploding.
WHAM!
The building they hid behind exploded, one wall disintegrating. Somebody on the other side had spotted them. Even with only the small turret exposed, Soo knew what that meant. The crumbling, vine covered bricks of the building would absorb the blast of the 100mm shells from the ZBD’s. The solid penetrators fired by the enemy tanks, on the other hand, would not even slow down going through the brick building. It would punch clean through the Yunpao, killing everyone in it.
“Up!”
“On the way!”
He didn’t try to see who was shooting at him. There were simply too many who might be.
The valley in front of him had become a valley of death. More PLA vehicles were burning than he could count, but they were still charging forward. Soo became aware of explosions that had taken place to left and right. More columns of fire rising up. The PLA gunners were making their own hits now.
WHAM!
Another near hit, close enough to rock Soo’s vehicle. Too damned close.
In between the drumming of explosions, the rattle of machine guns and rifles.
Also the sound of an air horn.
“Driver, pull out! On the way!”
The vehicle jerked as Soo fired. Which probably meant a miss. Well, he couldn’t blame the driver, he HAD told him to move out. They’d parked with the Yunpao’s rear to the building, which meant the driver simply drove forward to get away. Soo kept his main gun pointed over the back deck. Swinging a turret while driving through trees was a good way to break your traversing gear. Instead, he stood out of the hatch and manned his .50 cal, looking for targets.
They pulled into the fallback position. Soo could only see four of the soldiers who’d been riding in his vehicle. He’d had six. They jumped in the side hatch as he looked for others. His squad leader yelled up. “We lost Michael Joong and Lee from Taichung. A shell caught them! Let’s go!”
“Driver, go!"
With tires spraying dirt and gravel, the eight wheeled armored car raced down the narrow dirt lane they’d chosen as their escape route. After them came a pickup truck with hastily applied camo paint. You could still read the advertising beneath from the original owners who proclaimed themselves “The Fastest Body Shop in Hsinchu!” Five men rode in the back of that. Then a battered Hum-vee dragging a trailer and another civilian truck drafted into military service. Soo mentally relaxed just a bit. He’d gotten his whole platoon out.
There was a tearing sound across the sky. Massive explosions sounded back where they’d come from. The promised 155‘s, thought Soo. Nice timing.
For the next kilometer and a half, it was pretty quiet. They were sticking with radio silence — the mainlanders were too damned good at getting onto the radio net. But oddly, Soo’s nose picked up a different smell. Burning wood, yeah he’d smelled that a lot. Burning plastic, that too. Way too much.
Roasting chicken.
He smelled roasting chicken.
Granted, there was a distinct hint of burning feathers as well, but it was definitely roasting chicken.
His empty stomach grumbled.
His gunner sniffed and spoke. “Is someone roasting chicken?”
Soo could see smoke rising over a hill to their left. He gave hand signals for the others to follow and the driver took them to one side, down a narrow lane that left the road.
Coming over the hill, he saw a farmhouse and outbuildings, a small stock pond, a couple of largish gardens and six long low buildings, obviously chicken coops.
The chicken coops were on fire from one end to another. The smell of roasting chicken was coming from them, mixed with the bitter smells of burning feathers and plastic.
“What in all the hells is going on?” his loader asked. Soo wanted to know that as well.
They pulled into the farmyard, the other vehicles flanking Soo’s vehicle. Everyone got out, weapons ready. Soo stepped over to the Hum-Vee. “Sir?”
Corporal Huang, the Lieutenant’s assistant, stopped him. “The Lieutenant caught some fragments. His vest saved him, but he’s still messed up.”
Soo noticed the corporal was wearing the Lieutenant’s vest and that there were a couple of big rips in the side. The rips had blood stains on them.
The corporal shrugged at Soo’s suspicious glance. “You’re such a motorbike! I had to take it off him for the medic to treat him. He won’t need it any time soon.”
Soo looked in the back of the humvee. The copper smell of blood was heavy. The Lieutenants shirt was torn off. The medic, Chung, was done putting dressings on his wounds. He looked back at Soo. “I gave him two morphine. He won’t be giving orders for a while. Looks like you are in charge, Sergeant.”
Soo nodded. He could not fault the corporal for taking the body armor. There was less and less of the stuff available. Less than a third of the platoon had any body armor at all, other then steel or kevlar helmets. “Okay Chung. Soon as you are done here, check the other men.”
“Yes Sergeant. Is that roasting chicken I smell? I haven’t eaten since yesterday and-”
“Wounded first, Chung. Belly afterwards.”
Soo tried to ignore how the smell was making his own mouth water as he stepped to the front of the formation. He drew his pistol and waved it forward. “Stay together. Watch for surprises and don’t touch anything!”
It only took a few seconds for them to see long plank tables laid out behind some fruit trees. Sheets were used as tablecloths, with plates holding down the corners. Heaped on the tables were large platters of roast chicken, big bowls of rice, steamed buns, vegetables and brightly colored pitchers of what had to be some kind of fruit drinks. As cries of joy rose from the troops, Soo saw a placard near one table — “Welcome to the brave liberators of the PLA”
Outrage at the treason in front of him froze Soo for a second as his men broke ranks, jumping forward, shouting in joyful anticipation.
“Food!” “Look at that!” “That platter is all mine! Mine I tell you!” “I’m going to eat till I explode!”
“STOP! Don’t touch that! Stop!”
That voice was new, a loud bellow coming from the house. Soo’s men crouched suddenly, rifles and machine guns aimed at the voice. It belonged to a middle-aged man with a rifle slung over his back, dressed in an old camouflage uniform. “Don’t touch that! Any of that!”
Sudden sounds of anger and outrage.
“It’s all poison!” The man interposed himself between the soldiers and the feast on the tables, ignoring the guns pointed at him. “Soldiers! Don’t touch any of this! It’s all poison!”
Soo aimed his pistol. “Halt! Everyone, halt! Sir, you better have a good explanation!”
The older man smiled. “Sergeant, this is — was — my chicken farm. Chicken farms have a lot of chicken feed. That means a lot of rat poison to keep away the rats. Guess where all my rat poison is now?”
He indicated the food heaped on the tables.
The groans from Soo’s men drowned out his next words. Soo saw two more people, a young man and woman in their late teens or early twenties, emerging from the farmhouse as well. Both were also armed, but in civilian clothes. Rough but clean clothes, the kind you’d wear for a long days work on a farm.
The older man laughed at the soldier’s disappointed groans. “Don’t worry soldiers, I thought this might happen! Before she left, my wife cooked up all the food we had left. It’s out back. Steamed vegetables, some big pots of rice, noodles and roast chicken that doesn’t have poison in it! Take all you want! My son and daughter will show you!”
At a command from Soo, the men put down their weapons and followed the pair. He called after them. “Make it quick! We still have the whole PLA on our tails!”
“Okay Sergeant, we’re eating take-out!” His squad leader started to go, then stopped, reluctance all over his face. “Sergeant Soo, I can wait here if you-”
“No, just come back quick. I’ll keep an eye on the vehicles. Make sure everyone gets something and make sure those greedy monkeys leave something for me!”
“Careful Soo, you’re starting to sound like an officer!” The squad leader threw a mock salute, then ran after the other men.
Soo turned to face the older man. He was looking at the long sheds that were burning furiously. His face now looked sad. “Sir?”
“Forty years of work, Sergeant. I started this with my wife and some eggs I had to borrow money to buy. I built it into the biggest chicken farm in three counties. That’s my lifetime of work you see burning out there.”
He turned to Soo, his face set stubbornly. “But I’ll burn every stick and feather before I let the damned communists have it.”
Soo could tell what it was costing the man to do this. “I’m sorry about this sir.”
The farmer shook his head. “No apologies needed. I can tell you and your men have been fighting. But I must ask you for a favor, honorable Sergeant.”
“Anything I can do, Sir.”
“The boy and the girl, they are my two eldest. My wife and our youngest kids left for Lotung this morning. They should be safe. I want you to take my other two with you. They’ll be a help. They know the country. They can shoot. As long as you are firm with them, they know how to take orders.”
“What about you sir?”
“I need to stay here, Sergeant. To keep any of our boys who pass by from doing what your men almost did. Also to make sure my present here gets to the people who so richly deserve it!” He gave a bitter laugh. “It probably won’t kill many of them. It takes a lot of rat poison to kill a human being. But the greediest ones will die and the others will be sicker than dogs. The rest will never be able to trust anything they steal from us after that.”
“And you, Sir?”
He unslung his rifle. Soo noticed he was wearing a harness with spare magazines for the rifle. “I know places here I can hide. Good places. They can look for me for years and never find me. At night, I’ll come out and slit a few throats. If your men could leave me some grenades, I promise I’ll put them to good use."
Soo nodded. “If you are sure, sir. They are coming right after us. I don’t think there’s much risk of anyone else finding this. You could come with us."
The farmer shook his head. “Thank you sergeant, but no. This is my land. No communist son of a whore will ever force me off it.”

CHAPTER 18

Rear Admiral (Upper Half) Mike Boardman sat on the flag bridge of the carrier USS ENTERPRISE, sipped coffee and looked out over the sea.
An awesome spectacle was before him. Two more carriers flanked his ship. Guarding them were frigates, destroyers and cruisers, ready for action. Each carrier had doubled it's combat air patrols.
There would be no repeat of the STARK on Mike Boardman's watch. He spent a lot of time reminding his captains that they were on the edge of a war zone. Chaff launchers and Electronic Warfare stations were manned continuously. Lookouts were doubled — only the lookouts on the STARK had seen the Iraqi missile coming in. Full loads were near every gun. Live missiles were on the rails. If the Chinese wanted to start something, by damn, Mike Boardman intended to finish it!
He remembered Iran and the hostages. He remembered the failed mission. He'd been a Commo Officer for the carrier that launched that effort, listened to the message traffic between Desert One and the White House. The Commander of Delta Force, the man who'd fought tooth and nail to take command of that elite unit, calling on the radio for permission to go ahead with his mission. When he was already inside enemy territory! Asking for permission like some boot Ensign! No wonder it had been a disaster.
He looked over at the Japanese Navy Commodore who served as Liason on his bridge. The Commodore was angry that his own government had been sucking up to the Chinese, an attitude Boardman had sensed from every other Japanese officer he'd met in the last month. They'd taken it as a personal insult when the Chinese strafed a ship they'd escorted into the zone. Their ships and planes were never far off either.
Boardman looked towards Taiwan. He wondered if the Chinese realized how much anger was north of them. Or how much firepower it controlled.
* * *
Another night was settling over Taipei, a night of bombing and fire and alarms. In the basement studio, Mike Shannon checked his script. He could feel the impact of bombs through the floor. They were felt more than heard over the constant studio noises. At times it seemed his whole life had been in the studio with the ever present noise of phones ringing, voices babbling in english and chinese, air thick with cigarette smoke. But it was still better than being on the streets.
He'd been told the Chinese were using transport planes for terror bombing, dropping pallets loaded with a ton of explosives and a contact fuse out of their planes. It sounded crazy, but something was making damned big craters all over Taipei.
Soo-minh brought him a cup of coffee, wrinkling her nose in distaste. "Michael, this coffee smells good, but it tastes so terrible! How do you stand it?"
He shrugged, grinned as he took the cup. "It's an acquired taste. Have you heard from your father yet?"
She shook her head, looked around the studio. They'd tried to keep their marriage secret, for fear of reaction from Shannon's network. Most of the people in the studio knew what was going on, but they weren't flaunting it. "No. My cousins in Taichung will let me know as soon as they hear. Have there been any new weather reports?"
Shannon shook his head. "Soo-minh, you told me yourself that the monsoon starts in June. Worrying about it won't bring it here faster."
There was a sudden rumble. A near miss, a ton of explosives going off a block away. Dust drifted down from the studio ceiling. Shannon covered his coffee with one hand to keep the dust out. Soo-minh leaned against him without thinking.
The lights flickered, stayed on. The rumbling stopped. The director, a Taiwanese who'd directed movies before the war, called to them. Shannon brushed dust out of his hair, gulped his coffee, handed the cup to Soo-minh and sat down. The camera light came on.
"Good evening. This," pause one second, "-is Taipei." Thank you, Edward R. Murrow, wherever you are, thought Shannon.
"Fighting continued in Taiwan today. Chinese guns shelled Taipei's suburbs as-"
Bomb impact, nearby. Lights flickered again. More dust drifted down. The camera light jiggled a little. "Just a moment. Bombs are going off over my head right now. It may interrupt the transmission."
He waited a moment then went on with the report. They cut to tape from the battle zone. Ever since a People's Court in Beijing had tried him in absentia and sentenced him to death, the ROC's had been keeping him in Taipei. But he had a couple of Taiwanese video crews that were sending back unbelievable footage.
Network was giving him two fifteen minute spots a day to report on the war. When he had the time, he glanced at reports from the US. There were protests in support of the Taiwanese, even a trickle of volunteers and aid. But not enough to change the issue. Worse, the Chinese blockade might have failed but Taiwan was rapidly running out of money to keep fighting.
He saw the video segment end on the monitor, even as he heard a low moan from the corner of the studio where the teletype printed news. Shannon ignored it, looked at the camera.
"And that's it from Taipei. Back to New York." The camera cut off.
Shannon got up, unclipped his microphone. "Okay, what's going on?"
Soo-minh looked at him, her face stricken. "It is the latest long range weather predictions. From the US weather service. There will be a late monsoon this year."
* * *
The sky over the Formosa Straits was clouded this night, rendering the water beneath even darker. Only the lights of Taiwan, a few kilometers away, gave any light at all. Hsinchu shone out most brightly, a beacon for the long line of ships heading for that harbor.
Lt. Jien, Republic of China Marines, looked up at the sky as his zodiac boat bounced over the waves. It was one of three zodiacs with five Marine Frogmen in each one on this mission. Ahead and to the sides, he could see the running lights of the Chinese freighters and supply ships on their endless run. He smiled.
The ROC Marine Corps frogmen/commandoes had a long history, almost back to the day Chiang and his refugee army had landed on Taiwan. For years, their training and headquarters had been on Kinmen. Only the direct order of the Admiral of the Navy had been able to make them leave, a few months before the attack. Like most of his men, Lt Jien added that indignity to the long list of reasons he wanted vengeance against the Peoples Republic. Tonight he aimed to get a bellyful of it.
He’d read the intelligence reports on the situation, studying them minutely to prepare for this mission. The harbor facilities at Hsinchu were backed up with ships but still constantly driven to bring in more supplies. The PLA ground forces on Taiwan were experiencing shortages of everything, to the extent that they were rationing artillery ammunition and tightly rationing fuel. With most of the unloading at Hsinchu done by human muscle, they needed to use their landing craft as well, to supply the invasion across the beaches. Except they had lost a lot of craft in the invasion and of what remained, most of the older landing craft were breaking down from weeks of overuse. They were using the captured airstrip at Hsinchu to airlift in supplies as well, but only a limited amount of supplies could be brought in through the single strip.
Lt. Jien and fourteen Amphibious Recon Group frogmen could not do anything about the airlift. But they could do something about Hsinchu harbor.
They navigated carefully by GPS, scanning the ocean with night vision goggles while the silenced electric motors drove them. Each raft was covered by a sheet of material designed to minimize heat signature to evade thermal tracking. The shipping lanes from the mainland were patrolled by the surviving, battered gunboats and patrol boats of the PLA Navy but it was a big ocean and Jien’s group had easily evaded them. Now they waited for their prey.
There it was! Just as their contact in Xiamen had promised. A long low shape. Three barges, pushed by an ocean-going tug. They cranked their motors to maximum power and shot across the waves towards it.
Rafts and small boats may seem fast, but any decent sized ship can usually outspeed a small craft. Jien’s group was not attempting to catch up with the barges and the tug. They had positioned themselves ahead of it and went into it’s path as it approached.
Jien breathed a sigh of relief as he saw the ship’s ladder hanging over the side of the second barge. His Marines could go up the side of a barge if they had to, but the ladder made it a hell of a lot easier. Particularly since each Marine was packing more than twenty kilos of gear in addition to their basic combat load.
“Starboard lookout has still not noticed us, Sir.” Gunnery Sgt Loo, behind Jien, was watching the bridge wings of the big tug. He was Rukai, one of the mountain tribes of Taiwan. Almost half the Frogmen were from the tribes. “I think the lazy slug is asleep. Hell of a way to run a bridge crew, if you ask me.”
Like any ocean going vessel, the Chinese tugs were supposed to maintain lookouts at all times. An alert lookout might have spotted Jien’s rafts regardless of camouflage and stealthing. They had debated leaving the third raft with two snipers 500 meters from the boat, in case they were spotted. Jien had decided that the chance of a sniper making that shot from that distance, sitting in a raft bobbing on the surface of the ocean, was about as good as Fa Mulan herself descending from the sky and taking him out. So all three rafts had made the run to get in under the lee of the barges as quickly as possible. The raft crews clamped magnets to the rusted sides of the barge. Two men per raft handled lines to the magnets, letting the lines out our taking them in as the rafts bobbed up and down against the barge.
Jien went up the ladder, silenced pistol in one hand. Up and over, his body moving like a panthers, shimmering from the water. His dark form more resembled that of a seal as he dropped to the deck of the barge, between close-packed bales. He aimed his pistol, looking for anyone nearby as he spoke into the hand-free radio that was part of his suit. “Next, go!”
Gunnery Sgt Loo was next, the oldest of the team moving as fast as the youngest, his blocky form disappearing into the shadows. Two more of the Frogmen, then a pause as the next raft came up, then four more. That gave Jien a moment to stab his dagger into the heavy bales on the cargo pallets. It was tough plastic, hard to cut through. Once the hole was big enough, heavy grains began spilling out. He rolled them in his fingers and sniffed.
Just as he’d been told. Artillery propellant, bagged and ready for use. The barge was stacked with it. Tons of it. If Intel was correct, the first barge was stacked with more of that, while the third barge was piled high with artillery shells.
Jien and his team moved out as the first man from the second raft came aboard. Each raft was left with one man in it, slowly dropping back as the barge passed. They would follow the tug to pick up anyone who went over the side.
The second team set up at the back of the second barge. Now their sniper rifles were stabilized, watching the brightly lit bridge of the tug and the lookouts. Jien led the first and third raft teams across the walkway to the last barge, the one closest to the tug, without incident. Then they made the jump from the barge to the tug, Jien leading the way.
Five of them were on the tug when a PLA Navy sailor, his rifle slung, stepped out on the weather decks to smoke a cigarette. He looked to his right and saw the dark forms coming over the side of the tug.
“Intru-” was as much as he yelled before a .45 bullet punched through his forehead.
The cover team in the second barge took out the bridge crew and the lookouts, the suppressed weapons still making a series of loud cracks as they fired. Jien didn’t care at that point. His concern was taking out the radio room. The next few minutes were a confused jumble in his memory as he moved by reflex, killing anyone who stood between him and the radio room. The chatter of automatic weapons, the bang of pistols and grenade blasts were peripheral things to him, unimportant if they didn’t cross his path. He killed three men getting to the radio room and two men who had just unlocked the door.
In his earbud, Loo’s voice sounded. “Bridge is secure. No one used the radio up here.”
Jien let himself smile for the first time of the night. “Anyone making hostile contact?”
“Team three, engine room secure. One wounded.”
“Team three, hold position. Team two, up to the bridge. Possible hostiles still loose.”
“Roger Team One.”
Jien fired three slugs from his pistol into the radio, three more into the backup radio. Then he turned to face the man who’d been following him. He hadn’t spoken a word or looked back at the Frogman during the entire assault. He’d known his man had his back. Now his backup pulled off his black face mask. He looked worried. “Sir, you know there are a lot of civilians working at Hsinchu harbor as well."
Jien nodded. “If there was any other way to do this, I’d do it. It’s war, Sergeant Peng. “
“Yes sir."
The tug’s bridge stank of blood and released bowels. The bridge crew were all down with head shots. Gunnery Sgt Loo and his man had pushed the bodies aside. Team two was there already, unpacking their gear. They began setting up as Jien’s team did a sweep and clear of the superstructure of the tug. They found three more PLA Navy sailors hiding, without weapons. In a merciful mood, Jien had his men bind them after they’d put on life vests. Two other sailors fled and were shot down. Only one was armed, but given what was in the barges, they didn’t need to be.
“Team Three, seal the engine room and plant secondary charges. Team One is going to the bridge.”
“Roger that, Team One.”
Now Jien was really grinning. He could see visualize Team Three, dogging the hatch into the engine room then setting thermite charges that welded the doors shut. No chance for some stay-behind sailor they’d missed to get into the engine room and shut them down.
The quiet rush of the ocean, the growling of the engines and the creak of metal as the barges rocked became the only noises he could hear again.
On the bridge, Team Two had finished their preps. The devices set up on the helm and lee helm controls of the barge looked odd. Probably because many parts of them were hand made. The only parts Jien recognized were the cameras. One of Team Two’s men came onto the bridge, grinning. “Satellite dish set up. We have signal."
Team Two leader spoke into a microphone and gave Jien a thumbs-up. “Testing now.”
Everyone stepped away from the devices. A red light came on. Electric motors on the devices whined and the helm of the tug rotated ever so slightly. Experienced sailors that they were, every ROC Marine felt the movement.
“Secondary charges set!” Team Three had distributed backup charges, both time devices and booby traps, among the barge cargoes. Even if the primary plan went bad, there was still a backup. Jien believed in always having a backup.
“This is Team One Leader. Good work everyone. All personnel aft, into the rafts. Move.”
Gunnery Sgt Loo used more thermite charges to seal the doors before they left the bridge. They cut the bindings of the captured PLA sailors and threw them over the side in their life vests. Then it was all over the sides and into the waiting zodiacs.
Eight kilometers ahead of them, the lights of Hsichu harbor showed brilliantly.
* * *
“This must be what the building of the Great Wall looked like.” Major Xin Jie looked out over the swarming chaos that was the Hsinchu docks. From the harbor observation platform, he could see up and down the docks. While the city of Hsinchu was dark, portable generators lit the docks bright as day. Shps were haphazardly moored wherever they could be fitted in, with ramps rigged up. Long lines of laborers moved up and down the ramps, or waited as cranes and winches moved pallets of supplies over the side. Other laborers were on the shattered wrecks of the great overhead cranes and freight moving equipment. The light of their cutting torches was like a galaxy of stars fallen to the ground. The noises of portable cranes, forklifts and trucks were constant, with the calls and mutterings of thousands of people an undercurrent beneath them.
“And this is what it looks like at 3 in the morning!” Lt Colonel Liu Geng-Hong nodded his head in agreement. “At least we’ve taught these islanders to just do their damned jobs and quit whining to us. Between that and getting the portable cranes in here, we can actually move cargo now.”
On the second day of unloading, a group of Hsinchu natives had attempted to protest the forced labor. Their bullet-riddled bodies still lay at the gates, shoved aside only far enough that they would not block traffic. Close enough that the other laborers could see them as they came into and out of the loading areas.
“Just be ready for changes in orders. Logistics command still can’t decide whether they want us to use the cranes to unload the ships faster or to pull out more of the wreckage.”
The radio squawked. Liu picked it up and listened. His eyes went wide. “This is unforgivable! The captain of Tug #45 is ignoring instructions and coming right in! Major Xin, sound collision alert!”
Liu picked up his binoculars and looked at the tug. Then he looked again, shocked. In the harbor area, the engines on the tug were roaring, their throttles wide open. The massive load was doing at least 15 knots right into the harbor. In the close quarters of the harbor that was insane. Two patrol boats were desperately trying to pull alongside so their crew could board the careening barges.
The collision alert sounded, Xin holding down the button as he spoke into a radio. “Yes it is an actual alarm!”
Then one of the patrol boat captains radioed in. “There’s no one on the bridge! We see dead bodies!”
The harbor was dissolving into panic. The labor battalions fled in terror, often with the guards who were supposed to keep them at their jobs. With a sudden sick feeling of horror, Liu realized the careening barges and tug were heading straight towards two small fuel tankers. Both were half empty. Both had their huge cargo tanks half full of fumes.
Then Liu recognized which tug and barges were about to crash.
He threw his radio away and ran.
It did no good.
Guided by remote control the barges smashed into one of the tankers at 15 knots, the fastest they had ever gone. Then the charges placed among the tons of propellant began exploding. The tanker was next, the fumes in the tanks exploding like fuel-air munitions. Then there were simply too many explosions for anyone to tell which was which. Blast waves swept across the harbor. Flaming pieces of wreckage hurled through the air. The second tanker exploded, spewing flaming diesel across the harbor and the docks as orange-yellow flame bloomed upward into the sky. Hundreds of artillery shells began exploding, rupturing the seams of a nearby Ro-Ro vehicle transport ship with a Brigades worth of vehicles still on it. The top-heavy craft began to list as water poured in through the sprung seams. Shockwaves from blast after blast swept over the docks and harbor, throwing human beings and wreckage outward in greater and greater arcs.
Lt. Colonel Liu Geng-Hong’s body twitched once. At least his right arm did. The rest of his body was out of sight beneath a battered cargo container that had been flung out by the explosions, to land squarely on him as he ran.
* * *
“This is Mike Shannon, reporting from the Nankan River Defense line, south of Taipei.”
Mike Shannon tried not to squint in the dawn light. To his eyes, the Nankan looked more like a big foul smelling creek. Cutting through the built-up suburbs of Taipei, it had sloping concrete banks to both sides for flood control. Two weeks before it had been swollen with flooding from the broken dams upstream. Then again, two weeks before, the buildings to each side of it had still looked pretty nice. Now, the ones on the east bank were mostly burnt out while the ones on the west bank had been demolished to deny cover to any attackers.
The day was sunny. In the distance, there was the popping and banging of weapons at the main line of resistance. Smoke from burning buildings drifted across the sky. All along the west bank of the river, behind Shannon, hundreds of soldiers, Home Defense troops and civilians dug in the ruins, stringing wire and setting up bunkered positions. Directly behind Shannon, a crew of men and women were stacking broken slabs of concrete from the wreckage on top of a half-buried steel cargo container, the kind that had been piled up near every dock on the island. Welders had cut doors in the side away from the river and firing slits in the side facing the river. Once a protective layer of dirt was packed on that, the defenders would have one of a series of armored pillboxes covering the river. A dirty but very cheerful ROC Lieutenant stood by Shannon, as did Lt. Tang Soo-Minh.
Mike turned to the Lieutenant, trying to remember the pronunciation he’d been practicing for the last couple of minutes. “Behind me, you can see a bunker being emplaced, one of hundreds that are being put in place. With the available materials and people, they are putting them in very quickly. This morning, what you’re looking at was simply a hole in the ground. I’m speaking with Lt. Guo Ming of the Republic of China Army Combat Engineers. What are we seeing here, Lieutenant?”
“This is a permanent defensive position, Mr Shannon. Our forces to the south are conducting delaying actions and falling back on this line. Here, utilizing prepared defenses and the terrain, we can stop the PLA attacks with a minimum of force, freeing up our troops for offensive action elsewhere.”
The ROC officer spoke excellent English. Which was probably why he’d been chosen to speak to the long-nose Yankee reporter, thought Shannon. But then the young officer dropped his formal military stance. “Would it be possible to say hi to some friends of mine in the US? My uncle and cousins in San Diego are watching this, I hope!”
Shannon laughed. He was discovering one thing that was universal — soldiers on TV wanted to say hi to the folks to show they were okay. “Certainly. I’m curious though, about the large number of civilian laborers on this line. How did you get them?”
The Lieutenant nodded, all business now. “We asked for volunteers from the civilian population. There have been many. Most people have at least a few relatives in the army. Many people are angry about the Mainlanders bombing our city. They want to do their part. We also have some labor details of convicts or POW’s but we don’t use them unless we have to because it requires guards. We have also hired many local construction firms and the city has hired more.”
“Are the Americans watching this?” a screeching voice cut off the Lieutenant’s words. They came from a woman dressed in dirty work clothes. She was an older woman, but still strong enough to push aside the Lieutenant as she peered into the camera. “Where are the Americans? We are digging, we are dying, we are fighting the Communists! Isn’t that what the Americans do? Why are we fighting alone? All my life we hear that the Americans help everyone else but my oldest son is killed by the Mainlanders and no one-“
Two burly Military Police from Shannon’s escort came up then and took the woman’s arms. She pulled at them with surprising strength. The MP’s for their part, were clearly reluctant to push around an old woman. She shouted again. “Where are the Americans?”
The Lieutenant took her hands and began speaking to her in Chinese in a low voice, the two of them arguing in rising tones as the MP’s slowly moved the woman away from the camera.
Shannon went over to Soo-Minh. “Soo, what’s she saying? What is he saying?”
“He is telling her that he is sorry she lost her son but she is shaming us. She is making Taiwan look like a rude beggar, demanding a handout. That if America is not going to help us then we will defend ourselves. How will they feel if they see this in the United States, Michael?”
Shannon looked around. The disturbance had caught the attention of most of the Taiwanese nearby who were watching and talking among themselves. To Shannon, their gazes looked accusing.
“I don’t know, Soo. I don’t know. Sometimes I wonder where the Americans are myself.”
* * *
“Marshal, can you hear me?"
Marshal Zhao looked at the computer screen with amazement. Radios still amazed him. Here he was talking with the President of the People’s Republic on a computer screen. Actually seeing the man’s face! “I am here, Comrade President."
“Is this line secure? I ordered that a secure link be established. We have confidential matters to discuss."
Zhao looked around. His office on the command ship had been searched for listening devices. “My communications people say this conversation is secure, Comrade President. I’ve seen some of it. Randomly chosen codes, scrambled communications — I’m very sure the Nationalists aren’t listening in."
That did not seem to reassure the President. He was a shadow of the man who had Zhao had spoken to when this began. “The Nationalists may not be our greatest problem here, Comrade Marshal. Many people in Beijing are not satisfied with your progress on Taiwan. They are even beginning to blame me for the difficulties. Even worse, someone released the casualty figures without my authorization. There have been actual protests and riots in several of the provinces."
“Not satisfied with my progress?" Anger boiled up in Zhao, fury at being questioned as he thought about the sacrifices being made by him and his men. “Let them come here and fight the damned Nationalists if they think they can do better!"
President Xiao stepped back as some of the old Marshal’s anger came across. “That’s what I try to tell them, Comrade Marshal. But they don’t understand. We all expected the Nationalists to fold weeks ago. Political considerations here in Beijing require that you put in one final effort to finish off the Nationalists, as soon as possible."
The Marshal struggled to control his temper as he spoke. “I’m making the plans for a final offensive now. That disaster at Hsinchu has totally destroyed my logistics plans, but give me a month and I can launch the final attack on Taipei. Once the Nationalists lose Taipei, they’ll have to surrender."
President Xiao goggled in shock. “A month? Marshal, we don’t have that much time! Besides, Hsinchu isn’t as much a disaster as was first reported. I’ve spoken with the commander at Hsinchu and he assures me, the harbor will be in full use within a day."
Something broke in the Marshal, one frustration too many. He roared out, his voice a shadow of what it had been. “The commander at Hsinchu is a well-connected idiot who took the command so that he could fuck Taiwanese girls and ship home lots of loot! I've seen the harbor! It's completely jammed with wrecked ships! They just put out the fires an hour ago! For the next week, the only supplies my troops will get will be brought in by landing craft or airlift. That is not enough for a general offensive! We've lost too many landing craft and the airfield at Hsinchu is not big enough for the really large transports."
The President actually staggered back at those words. Marshal Zhao suddenly realized how bad the situation really was. Worse, his fate was tied to the President's. The Smiling Man would doubtless try to throw all blame onto the Marshal if things fell apart. to the wolves. Zhao didn’t think that would save the President, but his fate if the President fell would be no better.
The President looked through the computer screen with desperation that finally got across to the Marshal how bad things were. “Marshal, I need options. We both need options! Quickly!”
Zhao nodded. “Very well. If I strip the southern and western sectors, order the troops there to hold fast and consolidate their positions, I can put the fresh troops and what supplies I have into an offensive at Taipei. I will still need three days."
“You have two days, Marshal. Two days."
* * *
The 53rd Volunteer Brigade, People's Militia, walked off the beachhead led by the Red Storm battalion, singing as they marched. At the head of his battalion, Major of Militia Zheng Yiguan marched
proudly with his men. Their departure from Xiamen had been delayed for a week, which Zheng had used as additional training time.
Comrade Senior Sergeant Tian was in the rear, bringing up the small truck they had been allotted to carry their personal gear and the battalion equipment. It also carried the medical supplies that Tian had purchased on the black market with the money he'd taken from Commissar Lee. Beside Tian rode a former medical student they'd found among the men from Beijing. The boy had been disgraced at college and expelled from school. He had become a migrant laborer before being then picked up by the police and shipped to Xiamen. To become a doctor for the Red Storm battalion. Zheng pondered the odd quirks of life as he marched.
Two of his companies, the Party Militia, carried Type 56 automatic rifles, machine guns and rocket launchers. The three companies of street people who'd been pressed into service carried only the semiauto Type 56 ten-shot rifles. It was that way throughout the Militia, with the men from Beijing distrusted and despised. Most battalions kept their Beijing men under guard. Zheng had even issued his Beijing men ammunition. His men were as ready as two weeks of hard training could make them. The other battalions were full of bluster, but he could tell how woefully unprepared they were.
They stepped off the landing craft onto the beach, climbed the blasted hills and marched north. Every building was smashed. Burnt-out vehicles were everywhere, with PLA soldiers swarming over them, stripping them for parts. The beachhead was packed with men, PLA soldiers and militia everywhere, encamped or going through the ruins.
Battle Police kept the marching men off the road, reserving it for vehicles. A steady stream of trucks went forward and back, raising clouds of dust.
Zheng loved it all, loved the sun on his face, loved the sight of the battalion he led, loved the smell of cordite as they passed artillery and mortar batteries. Beside him marched the flag bearer, a 16-year old volunteer from Shanghai waving a red silk banner nearly as tall as he was. "Isn't it glorious, Comrade Major?" said the boy. "We'll show those Nationalists!"
"Yes we shall, Comrade. You can tell the others, they are marching very well today. They should be proud."
"They are proud to serve you, Comrade Major. You are not like the other officers, who rob their units and make big speeches. You treat them like men. We know you have taught us well."
Zheng tried for a moment not to let bourgeois pride take over his emotions. Then he gave up and enjoyed it.
After several hours of marching, they neared the front. Each battalion split off, guided by Battle Police to join with PLA battalions they'd been assigned to. Zheng led his men to a command post among tanks and APC's. Nearby mortars fired every few minutes. Harassing fire, Zheng recalled from instruction by Tian. Zheng halted his men and had them scatter to avoid any return fire. Resting, they waited for Comrade Tian to catch up with them. Eventually he did, his truck bouncing on the rutted road. Tian and Zheng walked to the command post.
The CP tent was hot in the afternoon sun, a pair of radios chattering continuously, their operators answering. A handful of PLA officers in grubby camouflage uniforms pored over a map. Zheng stepped into the tent and walked up to the highest ranking person there, a weary-looking Major. He saluted. "Comrade Major Zheng with one battalion of the People's Militia, reporting!"
The weary-looking Major looked back at him. His gaze was, at least, not hostile. Several of the officers in the tent were hostile. The Major looked at the salute as if it was some oddity in a freak show. "We don't salute up here, Comrade Major. The fucking Nationalist snipers will shoot your eyes out. The surest way to kill someone is to salute them, because then the snipers target the man who was saluted."
Zheng's arm snapped down. "I understand, Comrade Major. I shall instruct my men. My battalion has been instructed to support you."
The weary Major nodded. "We've been waiting for you. We attack tomorrow at dawn. Your troops lead off the attack, followed by my armor and mechanized infantry. You may keep two companies of your men in the rear to act as a reserve."
Zheng thought that over for a moment. "Major, my men are not sufficiently trained at infiltration. If they attack in front of your tanks, the Nationalists will exterminate them."
The PLA Major shook his head. "Comrade, someone has neglected to inform you of the situation. Half your men are street sweepings, right? Homeless men and migrant workers picked up by the Police?"
"Yes, but-"
"Those men are considered expendable. They will be used to probe the Nationalist defenses."
"Besides," a bitter-looking Captain said, "They wouldn't move forward if we didn't have guns at their backs."
Zheng looked at them, shocked. "My men go where I tell them."
"Which is why you have permission to reserve two companies of your men," answered the Major. "Send the street sweepings off to die. Nobody will miss them. Keep your Party Militia in the rear. You can pick up more "Street Sweepings" as they are brought in. The Sweepings can do some service to the revolution as they die."
Zheng flushed with outrage. "That is murder! Those men you call "Street Sweepings" — I trained them! They can fight, if you support them! They are not goats to be slaughtered!"
"It is a lawful order. If you disobey, I have the authority to shoot you and have your second in command take over." The weary Major looked at Zheng. There was nothing behind those eyes, nothing at all.
Zheng looked at the other PLA officers. Some grinned. Some were angry. Most showed no reaction. The bitter Captain spoke. "We've been in the line for a week! Half of us are dead. If you think you can walk in from the world and have us protect your precious Militia-"
"Silence, Captain." The PLA Major spoke again.
"Comrade Zheng, this is how it will be done. If you persist, I will order you arrested. I will not have you executed. I will put you into one of the lead companies as a private and let a Nationalist bullet do my work for me. If you are so loyal to your men, your entire battalion can lead off my tanks."
Zheng tried to speak. He could think of nothing to say. Then Tian shouldered him aside.
"We understand, Comrade Major." He grabbed Zheng, turned him away. "Our men shall be ready."
They walked away from the command post, Zheng's head spinning. Tian cursed. "Stinking dogs! I was afraid this might happen."
Zheng spoke, his voice stunned. "But what can we do?"
"We can obey orders and live. Because I promise you, that Major would kill you and never spare a second thought about it." They returned to their battalion.
* * *
At Central Command, President Ch’iu came in followed by Danny Huang, a small, dark woman and an intense-looking 5 year-old boy. General Sung looked at them from his desk, whispered a few final commands into his phone and hung up. "Mr. President, why the unannounced visit?"
The President smiled. "I promised my grandson I would show him this place. Ch’iu Yat-sen, this is General Sung."
The boy walked up to the General, extended a hand. "Good morning, sir. I am doing a report about you for school, when classes begin."
Sung gave a thin smile despite himself, shook the offered hand gravely. The President noted the deep shadows under the General's eyes, the new creases in his face. Pale from lack of sunlight, the General was growing almost gaunt. "General, when was the last time you left Central Command?"
General Sung looked at him quizzically, thought a moment. "I hadn't thought about — I haven't left this place in a month! Merciful heavens, has it been that long?"
"Come with us, General. I am going into Taipei to inspect bomb damage. It would be good for morale if you were with me. It would also do you good to get out of this concrete burrow."
Sung looked at his desk. "Mr President, I am very busy."
"Your being here won't change the weather reports about the monsoon," said Chiu, smiling sadly. "But you out on the streets where people can see you, that may lift spirits that a fat politician cannot."
Sung still wavered.
"General, do I have to make this an order? Then you would have to either start obeying me or overthrow me, a great nuisance either way."
Sung laughed and picked up his hat. "Very well, Mr. President. I have a few hours. It would be good to get out."
The Presidential Motorcade went into Taipei on the main highway, often detouring around bomb damage. For Sung, it was a shattering experience. He hadn't seen the city for a month, since just after the start of the air campaign. Every bridge was blown. Most skyscrapers had at least a few bomb hits.
It got worse when they went into the side streets. A stick of bombs had dropped on one of the night markets, blowing bodies everywhere. Crews were still trying to piece together the dead as they drove by.Civilians gazed at them with expressions ranging from dull acceptance to actual excitement. Then, worst of all — they stopped. The President got out. The smell — of explosives, of death, of fire — came in as the door opened. Sung looked at the boy and his mother. Neither showed any more reaction at what they saw than the President had.
General Sung got out of the car. He looked at the President in shock. "How can you face this all so calmly?"
"I've been facing it every day for a month," whispered the President, the smile never leaving his face as he waved at reporters and civilians. "Now smile, damnit! These people need to get their hope from us!"
Flanked by bodyguards, the President walked to where wounded were being treated. He called out cheerful greetings, took out a pack of cigarettes and offered them to the casualties. The General followed, hit by image after image. The smell of death. The wreckage. The bodies, obscenely still. The wounded — not figures on a chart, but women and children and men, bandaged, bloody, stunned or crying or, worst of all, happy to see him. He found himself looking at a heap of wreckage where rescue workers tried to shift some masonry.
A young man with a cigarette jammed into one corner of his mouth and a bandaged stump where his right arm had been, approached the General and threw him a left-handed salute. "Private Ho requests permission to speak, sir!"
Sung reflexively returned the salute. "Permission granted, Private. Where did you get hit?"
"Lion's Head Mountain sir. But I got the bastard who did it!"
Desperately, Sung tried to think of what to say. "That's the spirit, Private. We'll make these communist dogs regret they ever came here."
A sudden cry from the work crew, cries of "They've got her! Heave!" The rescue crew heaved on a line, pulled human figures from beneath the masonry they had propped up. A rescue worker who'd wormed his way under the masonry was dragged out feet first. In his arms, a dead woman. In her arms, embraced in death, a child. A thin wail came from the child as the sun hit it's eyes.
The wounded soldier cheered, his cigarette dropping from his mouth. "It's little Huang! They got him out!"
The General bent over, recovered the soldier's cigarette. He brushed off the dirt, took a quick puff and gave it back. "Little Huang?"
"The Huangs owned that shop, sir. That must be mother Huang, there. Papa Huang was pulled out an hour ago. He's dead too. Elder brother Huang died on Matsu. I hope they find that baby's cousins."
Distracted, Sung began to step forward. He stopped. Fumbled in his pocket for a pack of cigarettes. Gave it to the wounded man. "Private, take these. I'm giving up smoking."
"Thank you sir! These things are good as gold these days! Send those mainland bastards to hell, sir!"
Sung went to the rescue workers helping the child. They strained to pry the dead mother's arms from around the filthy baby. The child had soiled itself in it's terror, but was too weak to cry much. It's whimpers hit Sung like daggers. Finally they got the child loose and began wiping it off.
"Let me through!" A woman's voice, behind him. Not shouting, a polite woman unable to make herself heard. Sung turned from her, saw the small, dark woman who'd been with the President trying to shoulder her way through. In her hand she held a small baby's bottle with milk.
Sung turned, snapped out "Stand back! Give this woman room!"
His tones cut through the confusion. He led the woman to the baby. They finished wiping the child off, handed it to the woman in a blanket. She nestled it in her arms, gave it a bottle. The baby stopped crying and drank thirstily.
The woman looked at Sung. "Thank you, General. I sometimes have difficulty shouting."
"How did you know to bring a bottle?"
"There are always babies at these bombings, General. Sometimes their mothers are alive, sometimes not, but they are always hungry." They stood there, the child suckling hungrily. "Here, General. Why don't you hold it?"
As he protested, she gave him the baby.
He held the child in his arms — a boy, he noted. A tiny, warm bundle, dark eyes open now. Something deep inside him seemed to twist. A corner of his mind noted that cameras were taking pictures. He ignored them. Here, amid death suddenly made real, this tiny bundle of life seemed to be the whole universe.
"Everyone back into the car!" The President waved at the cameras. "We've done our work here! Mai Lin, why don't you and young Ch’iu go in the second limousine. I must talk with the General. Sung, smile at the cameras. Why don't you keep the baby? No sense disturbing him now."
The General waved and went into the limousine. The flashes of cameras, thudding of car doors. They were gone. The baby stopped drinking. Sung felt a second of panic, then realized the bottle was almost empty, the child's eyes drooping.
"Don't forget to burp him," said the President. "It's a hell of a mess if you let that milk sit in his stomach before he burps. Hell of a mess."
The General looked at the President. "Burp him? But-"
"Oh, give him to me. It's something you don't forget." The President gently put the child over his shoulder, patted the back. The baby gave a very audible burp. He handed the boy back to the General, sighed. "Another orphan. But I suppose it doesn't matter."
Sung gazed at the tiny face at it's eyes closed, smiled as the child snuggled into him, went to sleep. "What do you mean?"
"We'll all die when the bombs hit. After we launch the nuclear strike."
Sung felt as if he was being torn in two. One half wanted only to hold the child. The other half spoke. "What do you mean?"
"The strike that begins at midnight. Our missiles targeting the missile fields on the mainland. Half our nuclear armed planes delivering airbursts to destroy the communist's electronics and aircraft with EMP, the other half going in after those blasts to hit the airbases again. And two warheads on Jade Mountain outside Beijing, to kill the Communist leadership."
Sung looked at the President. "How did you find out?"
"Two can keep a secret, if one is dead." The President shrugged. "Don't worry, General. The men you placed in command of the nuclear weapons will carry out their orders. A few of the men who work with them have doubts."
The other Sung spoke, seemingly a million miles from the Sung who nestled a baby in his arms. "Our strike will destroy the Communist nuclear weapons on the ground and throw them into chaos. We have calculated that there will be no retaliation."
"War is one long series of miscalculations, General. They pay the price." He waved at civilians they passed, out the limousine window. "All we have to do is miss a few targets. I have seen your plan. Suppose they have nuclear armed bombers outside the areas of EMP burst? Suppose some of our planes cannot penetrate their air defenses? If that happens, everyone you saw today will die. I am willing to die for Freedom. I can even order others to die for Freedom. But I cannot let everyone out there die for Freedom."
General Sung felt that twisting feeling inside himself again. "You cannot stop me."
"No, I cannot. I can only hope you are not the kind of man who would look into a child's eyes and let it die."
"But what then? With the monsoons late, our last hope is gone."
The President sighed then. General Sung looked up then, saw him looking wistfully out the window.
"China has survived madmen before. It survived the Manchus. It survived the Mongols. It survived Mao. China endures." The President looked out the window. "If I were not a Christian, I would say you have been cursed, General. You have made no mistakes. You have fought well. In a fair world, you would have won. But the world is not fair."
The two halves of Sung were one again, in the limousine, holding a sleeping baby in their arms. "What shall we do?"
"I have had my son placed under arrest and brought to Taipei. There will be no more refusals to go. We shall board a train to Kaohsiung. Planes still fly out of there."
Sung felt a new emotion for him — resignation. "So it's over."
The President nodded. "What about you? Will you come with us?"
Sung looked up, shook his head. "I will stay here, to buy time for people to escape. I can still die with honor."
* * *
Acting Lieutenant (formerly Sergeant) Soo Kuo-K’ang, ROC Army, huddled in the foxhole and scanned the distant PLA lines. He took a drink from his canteen. The corporal of his squad stared at him with blank eyes. The corporal was dead. After the last few weeks, it didn't bother Soo much.
His scratch company had been driven back into the mountains. About half were the survivors of Task Force Fang. The others were men and women they’d picked up in the retreat. Now, dug in on slopes in broken country, they’d been able to stand off the last couple of PLA attacks. They were even getting some supplies now, over a narrow, twisting mountain road more fit for goats than trucks.
His hand reached down into his pocket. His cell phone was still there.
His Company Commander, an Air Force Captain who was learning ground combat quickly, crawled over to Soo's foxhole, followed by two men who seemed far too clean to be in the line. One carried a scoped hunting rifle. The other carried an M-14. The three men flopped into Soo's foxhole.
The Captain spoke. "Lieutenant, you will help these men spot targets. They are snipers. Send them back to me tonight."
He left.
Both visitors seemed unsettled by the dead corporal but with an effort, ignored him. The visitor with the hunting rifle looked Chinese. He shook Soo’s hand.
"Tommy Shang, from Seattle," he said, in halting Chinese. He crooked a thumb at the man holding the M-14, a caucasian. "Round-eyes over there is Bill Simms. Who do you want us to kill?"
Soo gaped. "You are Americans? Is America in the war?"
"No," said Shang. "I'm here to defend the homeland. My mom and dad were from Shanghai. Bill says it's been too long since he shot a communist. We came in together. There's a lot of people on Taiwan's side, back in the US."
The caucasian was already scanning over the lip of the foxhole with a pair of small binoculars. Soo noted the man used cover well, exposing little. He said something in english, too fast for Soo to follow. Shang translated. "Bill wants to know if that recoilless rifle position is bothering you?"
Soo shook his head. "Yes, but it's too far away for rifle fire. Nearly a kilometer."
Shang grinned. "Bill and I shoot at those ranges every year at Camp Perry. Watch this."
The Chinese-American rose up over the lip of the foxhole slowly and took aim with his rifle, peering through the scope. The other man fired. Shang snapped off words in english. The caucasian adjusted, fired three more quick shots, then dropped. From the Communist lines, dozens of rifles fired wild bursts of automatic weapons fire. Shang squeezed off a shot, then dropped behind cover too.
"One communist gun position down, a million to go!" said Shang.
"By the way, Bill got his targets too. That ricky rifle won't be bothering you for a while. It's nice how they've got their tanks parked so far forward. We'll nail a few tank commanders for you."
Soo looked at the two men. "Who are you?"
“We’re tourists." Shang topped off his magazine with jacketed hollowpoint rounds. The caucasian popped the clip out of his rifle, fed in three new rounds.
Shang gave a knowing smile. "And educators. We'll stay a few days to teach those guys to leave you alone. Anyone who doesn't, we kill them. We make the front lines quieter."
Soo was skeptical. "Don't the communists shoot back?"
Shang smirked. Soo began to notice that the man was older than he'd first appeared. "Those PLA yokels can't hit the broad side of a barn at this range. Stupid bastards won't let their troops fire live ammo because it's too expensive, then send them into battle with automatic weapons. Go figure. Good for us though."
The caucasian spoke. Shang nodded and turned to Soo. "Bill's spotted a machine gun position we can hit. We'll be about thirty meters over. See you tonight."
The two men flopped out of the foxhole and, clinging to the earth, crawled away.
Soo watched them depart. He shook his head. Tourists? You met the oddest people in wartime.
One of his soldiers came up then and took over the foxhole. Soo flopped out, sticking to cover. He moved back, dragging the body of the corporal.
His command post was set back thirty yards from the main line — practically a rear area in the compact spacing of the battlefield. His 8-wheeled Yunpao AGS was there, camouflaged and dug in. They were completely out of 105mm for the main gun, but the radio still worked and it was still shelter. The daughter of the farmer they’d met — had it been only a week ago? Ten days? It seemed like an eternity — was sleeping inside. Her name was Mary and she had turned out to be their best scout. On most nights, she was creeping around forward of their position. Twice, she had warned them of upcoming attacks.
He went inside the Yunpao and listened to the radio while he looked at her, sleeping. She was filthy and smelled awful, like all of them after the last week. There was nothing useful on the radio. The sector was quiet today. He put the earphones down and took out his cell phone. One of his men had hooked up an electrical connection in the vehicle, so Soo could keep his phone charged. Several of his people had video games with rechargeable batteries and used it constantly. He had some games on his phone, but mostly just looked at it.
“There are still no bars.” Mary looked at him through slitted eyelids. “Why do you even carry that thing?”
“It reminds me there was a time before this war. That there were bars on this once and I could call my family any time I wanted. Or they could call me. Someday this will be over and there will be bars on my cell phone again and my mother will be able to call me and tell me how much she worries about me.”
She snorted. “You hope. If you live that long.”
He nodded. “Yes. Yes, I hope.”
* * *
Major Daniel “Day” O’Reilly stepped into the CO’s office, flexing an arm still stiff from a recently removed cast. From a wheelchair behind his desk, Colonel Zachary Fleming looked up. “Day! You cleared to fly yet?”
“According to an exhaustive 45 second examination by a man who claimed to be a ROC Air Force flight surgeon, yes. Million dollar question is, do you have anything for me to fly?”
Fleming nodded and pushed himself from behind the desk. “Danny, walk with me. Talk with me. You have simulator time in the F4 Phantom, right?”
“Day” nodded. “They had some of the last F4E simulators at Del Rio, back when I was an instructor. Just for shits and grins I logged, I don’t know, twenty or thirty hours maybe.”
They stepped out onto the battered tarmac of Taitung Air Force Base. The ROC fighters here had been protected by large round concrete bombproof shelters before the war. The Chinese had made a determined effort to destroy the shelters and succeeded on about half of them. In five that were still intact, “Day” could see a familiar shape.
“Excellent. That makes you our fifth most experienced Phantom driver.”
They were already in ROC Air Force markings. Ground crew were working on them. A stocky, dark-haired man in pilot coveralls was walking towards them.
“Where the hell did these come from? I know for a fact the F4‘s we started with were lost over the Pescadores.”
“Our honorable employers inform me that they found these on the tarmac this morning, fully uploaded. They just need fuel. No idea where they came from. Oh, and four of them have all instruments in english. The fifth one is all in Japanese which our newest Flying Tiger is, most fortuitously, fluent in. Meet Captain Willy Loman. I understand that he is one hell of a Phantom driver."
As he approached, “Day" could see that the man was older than he’d originally appeared, with grey streaks in his jet-black hair. He was also quite clearly asian. “Herro. I am Wirry Roman.“
“Day" shook his hand. “Because all Flying Tigers are American, of course. Where are you from, Willy?”
“Toredo."
“You chose that name just to fuck with our heads, didn’t you?"
“Willy Loman" grinned.
* * *
The warehouse in Fuchou had seen many endeavors. It had been a hospital during the Civil War, a rallying point for students during the Cultural Revolution, a barracks when PLA troops occupied the city. Sometimes it had even been used as a warehouse. But not today.
Today it bustled with soldiers and businessmen, as trucks pulled in and sweating men unloaded green-wrapped bundles that bore PLA serial numbers. The bundles were cut open and their contents — bandages, drugs and antibiotics — were repackaged in civilian boxes for shipment out. In one corner, sacks of Army rice were cut open and the rice poured out into civilian brand bags for resale.
Brigadier General Chan Peng Chuan watched the scene, grinning with pride. Behind him, he heard the clicking of abacus and keyboard, the ringing of phones as orders were taken and shipments arranged. Beside him, Mr. Liou went over their lists. "The shipment to Fuzhou will be going out tonight. We have orders from hospitals in Harbin for more bandages and sterile needles. They say the last batch we sent them was contaminated and want it replaced."
General Chan was about to respond to that when he heard a sudden booming noise. With a sudden splintering of wood, an armored personnel carrier smashed through the main door of the warehouse. It was followed by squads of Battle Police carrying rifles.
"What idiocy is this?" snarled Chan. He ran down the stairs to the warehouse floor. On the floor, PLA troops were throwing workers to the ground. His operation was grinding to a halt.
"What is going on? Who is doing this?"
"I am, Brigadier!" shouted a Major General that Chan was sure he'd seen before. Oh, that's right — Deng. The Marshal's lap dog.
"Damn you, you fool!" snarled Chan. "Do you know how much of my schedule you're putting off? My father is on the Military Committee! He'll have your head for this!"
Deng didn't seem to appreciate his situation. He walked forward, his pistol drawn. "Chan Peng Chuan, you are under arrest for the theft of medical supplies from the People's Liberation Army!"
Furious, Chan stalked forward. "Damn you, didn't you hear me? My father is on the Military Committee! Get your toy soldiers out of here!"
He swatted away General Deng's pistol.
General Deng shot him. In the belly. Then Deng shot several times more. His mind clouded by shock and massive trauma, Chan died.
* * *
General Deng looked at the corpse of the thief. An aide ran up to him. "Comrade General, what have you done?"
"Shot a rotten sack of goat's droppings who was stealing medical supplies from our comrades" snarled Deng. He holstered his pistol, raised his voice. "Clean this mess up! Get these supplies back to the beach! Your comrades are dying without them!"
* * *
Colonel Ch’iu Peng Chen, ROC Air Force, sat in his bed on the Presidential train as it went south. Beside him was the small, warm, form of his wife. Their reunion had been tearful and passionate. Now she slept. He'd slept riding to Taipei under guard. Unable to sleep now, he read his book. The book by the englishman with the strange name. Tolkien. Since the war started, he'd re-read it a bit at a time, working his way through the huge story. He neared the end.
"I tried to save the Shire, and it has been saved, but not for me. It must often be so, Sam, when things are in danger: some one has to give them up, lose them, so that others may keep them."
He closed the book. His two escorts were Presidential Guards, now standing outside the door to the compartment. They had already told him that they would regret using force to subdue him, but they would subdue him nonetheless if he attempted to escape.
His wife stirred beside him, murmured. "Go to sleep. You have read enough."
She went back to sleep.
He closed the book and thought of dead squadron mates, of bombed cities. Of all the dead he'd seen. All for nothing, because the world didn't care that one small Republic was being destroyed. Would they care in thirty years, he wondered, when Chinese troops were on the Dneiper, or the Rhine, or at Hawaii? Would they care when China absorbed the Philippines and conquered Indonesia to get at Australia?
The train slowed, coming into a station. The whole trip south had been stop and go, where rail sections had been bombed and repaired. He looked out the window and smiled. They were near his base at Hsincheng.
Explosions! The roar of a jet.
He leapt out of bed, threw open the door to their children's compartment and yanked his son and daughter out of their beds. Shouting with surprise and fear as they were jolted awake, they shouted even more when he threw them to the floor. Then he pulled his waking wife from the bed and threw her on top of them. Finally he grabbed the mattress and holding it over himself, lay down over them to protect them.
"Father!" His son, almost crying. "What is-"
"Silence! Be quiet!" Ch’iu heard explosions and cannon fire, prayed as he heard them grow closer.
A bomb blast killed the lights. The car lurched, then fell over on one side in a cacophony of screams, breaking glass, thunderous detonations. The children screamed with terror as they were thrown, tumbling in the sudden darkness.
Then it was over. Ch’iu stood up and looked at his family in the dim red glare of the emergency lights. "Is everyone well?"
His children and wife said yes. He checked the door. It was jammed shut. He kicked it, once, twice. It gave the third time. One of his guards was unconscious, the other gone.
He looked back at his family for a moment, for one last time. Then he left, running into darkness lit by fires and the flashing lights of ambulances.

CHAPTER 19

Preparatory bombardment began at 4 a.m. Dawn was rising over the battle lines as Zheng Yiguan looked at his militia battalion. Most of his assembled men were impassive. Some were crying, some angry. He looked over at his uncle, who was showing his age this morning. Exhaustion was simply wearing the old man out. The front lines were no place for him. Zheng smelled the morning air. He felt the new day coming even through the smell of the battle lines.
He had to shout to be heard over the sound of the artillery barrage. "Companies 3, 4 and 5 shall lead off the attack. Advance in two-man teams as we trained you to do. Companies 1 and 2 shall remain behind as a reserve. Captain Zuo Dechang commands the reserve companies."
The pock-faced Militia Captain nodded through his fear, discipline holding him steady.
"Move out now."
The militia stood there for a second. Many of them twitched their left knees in nervousness, flinching as cannons fired. The three Beijing companies fingered their semi-automatic rifles and looked at the assault rifles and machine guns of the Party Militia. They shouldered their rifles and moved out, squad leaders shouting orders.
Zheng watched them, pride burning in his chest. Then he turned to Tian. "They are going."
Tian shrugged. "I've seen it too many times before, nephew."
Zheng nodded. "I know. You taught me well, uncle."
Then he shouldered his rifle and began walking to the front lines.
Tian looked up. "Nephew, where in the seven hells do you think you're going?"
Zheng didn't look back. "I'm going to lead my men, Comrade Tian."
"Comrade Major!" Captain Zuo had just seen what was happening. "Comrade Major, where are you going?"
Zheng just waved, jogged forward and shifted his rifle to port arms. He passed the dejected ranks of Beijing draftees filing forward and began to jog forward. He yelled back at them. "Follow me, Comrades! I'll show you the way!"
They cheered then, unslung their rifles and jogged forward with him. Zheng looked back. Tian was trying to catch up. The old man ran a little ways, stopped, then walked forward slowly. He waved at Zheng. Zheng waved back as he led his men into the lines.
* * *
Tian watched his insane nephew lead the street sweepings away. He cursed his old legs, cursed himself for being too tired to realize what the boy was doing. He turned to face the Party Militia. They looked at everything except him, left knees jerking nervously.
"You cowardly worms!" barked Tian. "You make me want to vomit! Stay back here and molest farm animals! We'll show you how men can fight!"
He trudged off to one last battle, hoping he could catch up before the shooting started.
Behind him, first one of the Militia, then another, then a third stepped out of ranks, running forward to catch up with the men they'd trained beside. As a horrified Captain Zuo watched, his militia companies came apart, men running forward singly or in groups, even as he shouted at them to stop. He was left standing with less than three squads of men, watching their comrades go forward.
* * *
Zheng grinned as he led his men forward, through the waiting armor and PLA troops who gaped at him in surprise. He waved cheerfully, feeling burden after burden slip away from his shoulders. Ahead, he saw the battalion commanders’ tank, the weary Major sitting head and shoulders out of the turret. The Major looked down at him as the barrage ended, in a moment of sudden quiet before the battle. The PLA officer shouted. "Comrade Major! What are you doing up here?"
"Leading my Party Comrades, Major!" called Zheng. He had a sudden wicked thought. "Don't worry. We'll open a hole for you! Long live the glorious People's Revolution!"
Then he threw the PLA Major a salute.
The Major began to return the salute. His eyes went wide with shock. His hand froze.
The sniper's bullet hit a second later.
Blood sprayed briefly. The Major gave only a brief cry as the bullet punched through his chest.
Zheng didn't stick around to watch. He turned to his men, shouted. "Load rifles! Fix bayonets!"
They checked their magazines, switched their weapons from SAFE to FIRE and extended the long spike bayonets that normally folded back under the barrels of their rifles.
The Militia they'd left behind caught up as they passed the front lines of the PLA troops. Gunfire began from the Nationalist lines. Zheng dropped to the ground, followed by his men. They began low-crawling forward. He checked his watch — almost time for the attack.
To their left and right, whistles and bugles blew, signaling the attack. Mobs of the Beijing conscripts moved forward slowly, many of them not even aiming their rifles at the Nationalists. Bursts of machine gun fire from the PLA troops at their back urged them on. Gunfire began from the Nationalist lines, cutting down the exposed men.
Zheng switched his rifle to full automatic and bellowed out, "Charge!" He leapt to his feet, threw himself forward, aimed at the nearest clump of cover and fired his rifle on full automatic.
Behind him, his men charged forward, firing into the dawn.
* * *
Lieutenant General Yan Sheng studied his maps, listening as his staff coordinated the attacks.
His Group Army had been placed in reserve for the drive north. Three infantry divisions and a reinforced tank division, waiting for the units in the line to punch a hole that he could attack through. But no one was opening a hole. The Nationalists were fighting from house to house, on every one of Taiwan's many river lines. His own troops in the line were less aggressive every day.
One drag on that aggressiveness was loot. Every wrecked building contained wealth that dazzled the peasant-born PLA soldiers. Every house had a washing machine and a television and radio, mounds of good clothes and shoes, wealth that staggered the minds of soldiers who'd been raised in mud brick huts and told the people of Taiwan were exploited by the Nationalists.The looting was also interfering with the mission. Yan Sheng had lost count of how many trucks that should have been carrying casualties to the rear had been stopped loaded with loot. He'd even heard there were buyers on the beach and landing craft crews getting rich off of it.
The confrontation with the lie was sapping the morale of his men. So were the constant shortages of food and medical supplies. Scavenging the ruins for food was consuming even more of his soldier’s efforts.
He thought about the land north of the beachhead. It seemed every building had been smashed flat, every bridge blown, every field littered with burnt-out vehicles. He pondered how much damage the Nationalists could do to the men packed into the beachhead, if they had more artillery. As it was, fire from their few remaining guns and rocket batteries did damage out of all proportion to it's size.
"Comrade General!" One of his staff, covering a section of the front, a field phone in one hand. "There's been a breakthrough! Just south of Hukou!"
The General forgot other thoughts as he pounced on the map. He took a quick look, calculating. It was classic strategy, from the Mongols to the Russian tank tactics they'd been taught — exploit victory. Once you have a break in the enemy's line, shove every unit you have through it and fight the battle in the enemy's rear! Yan Sheng decided. "All units, advance on that area immediately! Artillery, shift fire to following areas…"
* * *
"Do you remember that pool player, uncle?"
The battlefield was quieter now, a vast waste covered with wreckage and the dead. To the north, the sounds of battle continued. Over near the road the sound of trucks and APC’s moving forward was a constant rumble. Overhead was the sound of artillery shells passing above. But a hush had fallen over the battlefield.
"Yes, I remember the pool player, nephew. You beat his ass four games straight! I didn't believe it!" The rural pool sharks were a fixture of back-country China. Since no village had it's own pool tables, the pool players drove their pickup trucks, with pool tables in back, from village to village, taking the yokels for their money.
"I was supposed to lose, uncle. Didn't you say that?"
Tian nodded, tapped out a cigarette. "Yes, you're supposed to lose. That's how you show what a big man you are. Lose big and laugh it off! But you never figured that out."
"I beat him and he never came back to the village again. You were so angry with me!"
Tian looked at his nephew-in-law and shook his head. The boy really was a mess. He'd caught a little something from the Nationalists in the attack. Now they both waited for the stretcher teams to come get him.
"I never told you how proud I was of you, did I? You beat that Shanghai-born bastard at his own game!" He chuckled. "Just like here. We got the Army their breakthrough. Hope they get off their asses in time to exploit it!"
"Comrade Senior-Sergeant?" A voice from behind Tian. Oh yes, that pock-faced little party shit with the Yunan accent, Xuo Dechang. Wearing Captain's rank, no less! "What is it, Comrade Xuo?"
"We must head back to the beach to pick up reinforcements." The boy was hesitant, nervous for some reason. Tian spared a moment to wonder why. The shooting was finished here.
"Dammit boy, your Major is lying here wounded! Where are the fucking stretcher teams?" Something nagged at the back of his head, some reminder. He ignored it, shouting at the boy. "Where are the damned stretcher teams? My nephew needs to get to a hospital!"
"It's all right, uncle." Zheng, speaking in that reasonable tone he'd always taken when he had to explain some party idiocy or other. "I'll wait here. They'll patch me up in the hospital and I'll catch up with you."
Tian looked at the terrified Militia Captain and shook his head. "All right, boy. But don't dawdle!"
"I won't, uncle."
Grimacing, the old soldier marched off with the Militia Captain.
* * *
Captain of Militia Xuo Dechang looked back at the body of the Major and shuddered. A burst of machine gun fire had nearly cut the man in half, just as they were coming through the line. The Major's body was a gory mess. But worse, the Major's uncle had been sitting there talking to the corpse, as if he were being answered!
Well, no loss. He'd make sure that insane old Tian led the next attack. Let him die a hero of the revolution.
He looked back again. Major Zheng's body had disappeared in the distance, among the general wreckage. That was a relief.
* * *
The F4 Phantom jets came over the Hsueh Shan mountain range and began their target run, hugging the earth.
In the fourth jet, Major Daniel “Day" O’Reilly was white-knuckling his controls, struggling to make sure that the big plane didn’t hit a tree at Mach 1.2.
Colonel Fleming had tasked his original group of F4 Phantoms to high cover, the role the Phantom had always been best at. That hadn't lasted long. The PLAAF J-11‘s were also high altitude birds and using the latest technology. Against them, the Phantoms had simply been outclassed. Even with their veteran pilots, they'd barely been able to hold their own. Attrition had claimed the original four.
Fleming had decided to use the new Phantoms differently. An experiment, with live ammo. Amazingly, his five Phantom crews had gone along with it — although “Day", for one, was experiencing some serious doubts now that it was too late to back out.
The F4 Phantom had always been a high-altitude bird. But in 1961, a lunatic US Navy Lieutenant colorfully named Huntington Hardisty and an equally deranged backseater named Earl De Esch had performed “Operation Sageburner", flying their Phantom at 1,452kmph less than 40 meters above the ground for a distance of over 3 kilometers. It could be done. So, update the Phantoms with the latest terrain avoidance radar and computer guidance systems, choose a route with a minimum of obstacles above 40 meters in height and put experienced pilots on the stick. Easy, right?
Day kept repeating these obvious truths to himself, feeling the plane beneath him. It was almost like sledding down a mountain. The slightest heat or air pocket rocked the plane, even through the computer assist. The world was a blur passing by him, only the blue sky and clouds above staying still, his view ahead a window into eternity. His heart was hammering in his chest with that mix of terror and elation a true pilot knew when they were riding the edge.
“Day, you know that Sageburner was run with the planes clean? No external weapons packages?" His backseater, a weathered looking old prune named McKelvey, was ticked off because he wasn’t allowed to drive. Some fiddling little technicality about McKelvey having lost both of his legs below the knee when his own plane was shot down. So he was jealously trying to ruin Day’s good time.
It didn’t help that “Day” actually did have to constantly adjust for air turbulence that tried to grab the missiles and ordnance packages on his plane.
“McKelvey, it is not my damned fault that you were the guy who had backseater experience. Now gimme our ETA!"
McKelvey checked the controls. Targeting and navigation radars, remote satellite feeds, threat detectors and ground mapping. And a really nasty assortment of weapons. “Airspeed at 700 knots, target release in two mikes. Threat radars still negative lock. Maintaining radar silence."
Even with the two big GE J79 jet engines pouring out almost 12,000 pounds of thrust per second, even in their shallow dive, the five jets were slowing as they went into the lower, heavier air. But one advantage of their age was kicking in. Modern aircraft were made from high-strength graphite composites and other space age materials, of high strength and low density. The old fashioned titanium and steel metal of the Phantom made it heaver and denser. It punched through the air where a lighter jet would have been thrown off.
There was a reason the two most popular nicknames for the Phantom were “The Lead Sled" and “The Flying Brick".
“Naval targeting radars scanning us! No lock on yet! All radars going active! Target release point in 30 seconds. 25 seconds. 20. 19. 18….."
“Day" armed his 20mm cannon, the one weapon he alone controlled. Even he could sense the ground flattening out onto the coastal plains, the blue of the ocean ahead. The sonic booms of the other Phantoms were beginning to rock each other, as the planes slowed down ever so slightly for the target run. All of them had been practicing radio silence. Now, there was no point. A massive wave, the concussion of multiple sonic booms, had been following them down out of the mountains. Now, forced to slow by the heavier air, they were riding it's edge. It was a thundering, deafening roar that shattered windows and more than a few eardrums. The troops on the ground were responding with a fantastic display of AA fire, green and red tracers arching skyward everywhere.
“Day" felt his plane suddenly lighten as the four cluster bombs released.
“Bombs away! Arming missiles!" McKelvey's voice was full of an exultant joy.
All five planes banked, two left, three right, shooting out over an ocean dotted with landing craft, doing everything they could to skim the coastline.
Behind them, twenty CBU-87 cluster bomb units, still flying at approximately 500 miles an hour, impacted, each spraying out 202 explosive bomblets.
One drop was a total miss, the four CBU’s going into the oceans. They still disintegrated as they hit the water — at 500 miles per hour, hitting water is pretty much the same as hitting cast iron. The bright yellow bomblets scattered widely, dropped into the water and eventually killed a large number of fish. Several dozen of the bomblets still hit landing craft and cargo ships in the waters off the beach, killing several unlucky sailors and starting a fire on one fuel barge.
The other 16 CBU's hit the ridges above the beach and sprayed their showers of bomblets toward the ocean. Over beaches piled high with supplies and swarming with troops unloading them from landing craft and loading them onto PLA trucks. Masses of fuel and ammunition, tent camps of troops organizing and shipping it all, fleets of trucks and soft-skinned vehicles.
The crackling bursts of the exploding bomblets were almost immediately lost in the roaring blasts of secondary explosions.
The screams of the dying were completely drowned out.
In his plane, Major “Day" had no time to look back. “McKelvey, give me a hole!"
McKelvey, in the back seat, was busy dropping flares to distract missiles, hitting his jamming radars and otherwise trying to keep them from dying. He spared a moment for his screen. “Fifteen degrees left! Only two planes there. Seven hostiles targeting now!"
“Day" hit full afterburners and pointed his plane upwards. Both of them were rammed back in their seats as the massive boost from the afterburners threw them into the sky. The Phantom had also set records for high speed climbs. He flicked the buttons for his missiles as a light went red.
“I have lockon!"
* * *
The railyard was chaos, crammed with refugees and wounded. The news crews were to one side, being escorted onto their own train south. From the west came the crumping sound of artillery and mortar fire as PLA armor ground through the Taipei suburbs.
Mike Shannon watched the chaos, hefted his bag and climbed onto the train. Soo-minh, who'd been keeping a watchful eye on him, moved aside to give him room on the seat she'd saved. "Why do you want to look back, Michael? We have seen too much of it already."
"I know," said Shannon. "I feel guilty at getting out of here while they're trapped here."
"Yo man, we're the guys with the death sentences on us, remember?" Coleman spoke, looking out the window. "Man, I never thought it would go this far. I thought the ROC's would fold long before this."
"Do you think we love freedom any less than you?" asked Soo-minh, a flash of anger in her voice. "If this were Los Angeles and Communists were taking it by force, would you give it up rather than fight?"
"Man, if this place were L.A., I'd hand 'em the keys to the city and boogie," said Coleman. "Now Seattle — Seattle I'd fight for. Except the grunge bands. Or-"
"Dale, drop it. We're not safe yet." Shannon shook his head, held Soo-minh. He'd come to love this city in the last month, but for her, this was her world. A world that was ending.
She wept as the train pulled out of the station.
* * *
At the command center beneath Taipei, General Sung held the baby boy in his arms. He looked into enormous dark eyes. The child looked back. He had just fed. Slowly, the baby dozed off.
"Sir, there are reports of armor on the west back of the Tamsui. Communist armor, sir."
General Sung nodded. Back to work. He handed the baby to the nurse he'd had brought in. For the last few days, he hadn't been separated from the child. Not as he'd given the orders for the nuclear weapons to be dismantled. Not as he'd coordinated the defense. Not now. And every time he'd wondered what he was doing, he'd looked at the child and all doubt had left. The nurse took the child back to quarters he'd had set aside for her.
"Very well, colonel. Are the bridges blown?"
"Yes sir. We are pulling in the reserves off the north coast, but they report heavy casualties from communist airstrikes."
Sung looked at the map. His tactical situations were getting simpler. More hopeless, but simpler. "They'll try a river crossing next, a hasty attack. Move all forces into the river defenses. After we repel the attack, pull all forces back except for listening posts. When we stop their first attack, they'll bring up artillery and blow the hell out of the riverfront. Then they will cross. Have our forces ready for a counterattack then and we can smash them while they are still disordered from the crossing."
His staff went to work. An aide brought him a phone. "Lieutenant General Kuan, from Kaohsiung."
General Sung gave a thin smile, picked it up. "Kuan Kung, how are your worshippers?"
Kuan’s father, a christian, had named his son after the old war god, a joke that, temperament-wise, had come true.
"Why the hell did you have the nuclear weapons disabled?" asked Kuan. "You had a good plan! It would have worked!"
General Sung shook his head. "We have no time for that now. General Kuan, my command center is beginning to lose communication lines. We'll have street fighting in Taipei in a week. I am giving you overall command of all ROC forces from Kaohsiung, until further notice."
That shut Kuan up, the General noted. A first.
"Why?"
"Kuan, you are the most stubborn man I've ever met. We need that to fight these mainland dogs. I'm taking local command in Taipei. We'll bleed these Marxist bastards as long as we can, see if we can make them strip their southern defenses. Then, when the monsoons come, you hit their beachhead from the south."
"What the hell, it might work!" Kuan sounded pleased, even at this desperate time. It wasn't every day you took command of a million men. "I'll meet you at Chiang's tomb for Dragon Boat Festival!"
General Sung was smiling as he hung up the phone. He made a decision. "Major Sung!"
Sung Shan was one of the youngest officers on his staff, a former soccer star at the Military Academy. Now, just short of middle age, he'd kept his athlete's build. "Sir!"
"Major, I have a special mission for you. You know of the nurse and the orphan child I have had brought in. Escort them to Hualien to where my wife is staying. Follow her instructions from there."
"But, sir, I-"
The General's face went stern. "Those are my instructions, Major. Be ready to leave in one hour. I will have orders and travel papers for you by then."
The Major nodded.
Sung's expression softened. "Thank you, Major. This is very important to me. If any soldier on this staff can get this child to my wife, it is you. Now go."
The Major left. The General sat at his desk and wrote a letter to his wife explaining how they finally had a child.
* * *
Chan Ru-yu was a veteran of the Long March, a survivor of the Cultural Revolution, a living monument to Mao. Yet looking at him now, the Premier couldn't help but think that he just seemed like another crying, senile old man. But he was on the Military Committee and his eldest son had just died. That made him useful.
"That madman Deng shot him down like he was a criminal!" Chan wept the bitter tears of a parent who has outlived his child. "They accused him of these wild crimes, theft and treason! It's all a lie! My son would never do that! It's old Zheng who's doing the stealing, then trying to blame it on my son!"
Li patted the old Party official on the back. He was quite sure that the younger Chan, a pampered son of the old guard, was guilty of far more than what he'd been shot for. But dead, he was a useful martyr. "I agree with you, comrade. But it goes farther than that. Deng and the old Marshal are both mad, but it was the Smiling Man who gave them power!"
The elder Chan's turned canny. "We cannot move against the President! The Army is behind him because of his success in Taiwan."
"Then we must wait for the proper moment" said Li. "There are other comrades who see the President for the madman he is. But we must wait for the proper moment."
* * *
East of Taiwan, south of Japan, the USS MARE ISLAND steamed north at 12 knots, heading north to join the ENTERPRISE Battle Group. The ship was an LSD (Landing Ship, Dock), a floating amphibious base whose interior held a well deck crammed with assault craft, machine shops, armories, control centers and over a thousand Sailors and Marines.
Standing on the port bridge wing, watching as the sun climbed to noon was Seaman Apprentice Chad Womack. The young sailor stood watch, wearing sound powered phones and scanning the horizon with binoculars. Sea breezes ruffled his sandy hair. Sunlight beat warm on his skin as the ocean stretched away forever. In his ears buzzed conversations on the line from CIC and other lookouts.
Womack checked the time. Fifteen minutes until his watch was over. He decided he'd skip lunch and go straight to his bunk to listen to some Will I. Am. He was the biggest W.I.A. fan on the ship, in the US Navy and very possibly in that entire hemisphere. In his locker were crammed every CD and DVD that Will had ever collaborated on, from the Black Eyed Peas on.
He was just deciding he'd listen to one of the old BEP albums when he spotted the small dark shape on the horizon. Music forgotten, he keyed his microphone. "Central, this is Port Lookout, air contact inbound, relative bearing 260, target angle 1, over."
The words came over the phones. "Port lookout, this is Central, what is the true bearing, over."
True bearing was the angle to magnetic north, relative bearing was the contact's angle to magnetic north. It would have taken the idiots in CIC all of two seconds to figure it out for themselves, Womack thought. Instead, he had to look away from his target to check the compass on the bridge wing.
"Central, true bearing is 315." He looked for the plane again, saw it. Down on the deck, coming straight in. "Air contact inbound!"
A maddening pause on the lines. "Port lookout, this is Central. There's nothing out there. Over — uh, what's the bearing on that?"
* * *
Lieutenant Colonel Ch’iu looked at the American ship in the gunsights of his SU-27.
The last desperate plan had occurred to him as he lay with his wife. He knew the American and Japanese forces north of Taiwan had to be nervous. Intelligence said that the militaries of those two nations were already in favor of aiding Taiwan, whatever their government said. It would only take one provocation, in the heat of battle. One PLAAF jet strafing one American ship…
Or one that looked like a PLAAF jet…
He hadn’t wasted time thinking about it. He hadn’t wanted to. He’d acted.
The transponder trick wasn’t working anymore. The PLAAF pilots who’d lived this long simply ignored IFF signals and trusted their eyes and reflexes. Shooting towards the American fleet, he’d passed between dozens of PLAAF planes operating in the air around Taiwan. One flight of Chengdu J-10s had just barely missed intercepting him and he’d been forced to shoot down a couple of Q-5 attack planes that had blocked him. His threat detectors were beeping steadily and he knew he had only seconds. The American ship was in his sights.
Americans. Not the people who were attacking his country. They weren’t helping it much either. But he was about to kill a bunch of them who were just doing their jobs. Who would have helped him if they could. Who had wives and families of their own.
His mind saw the image in a split second. Of the orphans he would make.
He couldn’t do it. Not even for Taiwan. Not even if it was their last hope.
“I’m sorry, father.” he whispered to himself. He took his finger from the firing controls and banked his plane to take him away from the American ships.
Then 23mm cannon shells tore through his body.
The PLAAF, like many air forces, gave it’s pilots chemical stimulants during extended air operations. Dosages were planned so that they extended the time pilots could spend in the air and strict rules were set limiting how much could be used. Most squadron commanders gladly issued the stimulants and completely ignored the rules. They wanted to report as many hours of combat time as possible and besides, this was the People’s Republic of China. Rules only counted if you got caught.
The four J10 pilots had, on average, exceeded the safe use limitations on their stimulants by 300 percent. Coupled with the strain of the last month of operations, each one was ripe for a psychotic episode.
Even as the J-11 they were pursuing exploded in a hail of 23mm cannon shells, the shells kept going into the American ship. So did two of the four missiles they’d fired.
* * *
Womack felt a cold chill as he saw the plane grow in his vision, pods slung under it's wings. Then he saw it explode and come tumbling towards the ship in a fireball. He heard the impacts as dozens of 23mm shells hit his ship. The world seemed to have gone into slow motion as he said "Missiles inbound! Vampire, vampire! Missiles inbound!"
The wrecked plane hit the ship like an exploding comet, followed by more missile impacts striking the ship. Womack stood still for a second more, then dived to the deck and took cover. He screamed into his phones. "It's out there, you stupid fucks! I don't care if you can't see it on your fucking radar!"
Rockets and cannon shells were impacting MARE ISLAND as the jets roared overhead on full afterburners, shattering windows in a sonic boom.
* * *
"Starship, this is Starfighter lead 2–2, vampire acquired. Heading into battle zone. Request missiles free, over."
The voice was calm as it came over the speakers. Admiral Mike Boardman listened approvingly, hearing years of practice take effect. Over other speakers on the flag bridge of ENTERPRISE, he could hear other sounds. Messages from MARE ISLAND announcing fires, damage, calling for help, calling for cover. Messages from other ships in the battle group going to General Quarters. Metal splinter shields had been lowered over all the windows of the flag bridge, but even through the steel walls he heard the roaring of launch after launch as ENTERPRISE put it's planes into the air.
The CIC phone talker spoke. "Sir, CIC says they are heading back towards the large Chinese air contact north of Taipei. Radar squawks Vampires as Chinese."
"The sons of bitches are heading for cover!" growled the CO of ENTERPRISE, who'd come up to the flag bridge immediately after GQ sounded. "Every plane we had in the air is after them. They must have thought they could hammer MARE ISLAND before it was under our fighter cap. Next thing you know, the Chinese'll say it was an accident!"
The radio feed from the two CAP (Combat Air Patrol) jets that had been closest to the attack spoke again. "Starship, this is Starfighter 2–2, we have lock on. Vampires are jinking and kicking out flares. Threat detectors going off. Request missiles free! Over!"
Boardman knew what that meant. Chinese radars were already scanning the two F-18's. Their fleeing quarry was heading towards a group of nearly thirty Chinese jets. It had obviously been a warning by the Chinese that the Americans should stay away.
Bad idea, thought the Admiral. "Missiles free, I say again, missiles free!"
Boardman's voice was filled with a savage anticipation.
* * *
The air battle started small but grew fast.
Each F-18 fired a pair of missiles. The fleeing jets which had attacked MARE ISLAND was now bouncing across the sky in wild evasive maneuvers. They lived long enough to pull the American jets into the war zone. Then missiles blew them out of the sky.
By that time the Chinese air group north of Taipei was scanning and arming missiles. They fired a volley of missiles at the two American jets. One was hit. A flock of Japanese and American fighters swept in behind a wave of missiles and began killing Chinese planes. Chinese ships made the mistake of turning on their targeting radars. American cruisers and destroyers launched immediately. A hail of Harpoon and Standard missiles began hammering the Chinese ships. The Chinese began firing back and missiles filled the air.
Above the missile battle, more and more planes came in, guns blazing.
* * *
"You should not be up here, General!" The combat engineer sergeant was grimy and tired as he looked at General Sung. Sung wore the same camouflage uniform, but one that had not seen combat yet.
They were in buildings near the rapidly growing Communist bridgehead on the east bank of the Tamsui. In the crowded city streets, a constant thunder of gunfire echoed off the buildings. Despite that, the streets seemed empty. All civilians were fled or under cover. The soldiers were under cover too.
"I had to come here to see what was going on, Sergeant." Sung didn't say what he really felt. That he could no longer look at the counters on the map. That each time he did, he could see dying faces. Twisted corpses. Babies crying in the ruins.
Around them, ROC soldiers, Home Defense troops and Sung's bodyguard detachment waited, armed with a motley assortment of weapons. In front of them, behind a barricade of wrecked cars, a skirmish line of ROC troops waited. One of the troops in front of them signaled. Everyone dived for cover.
Sung saw what had prompted the signals a few seconds later. Type 94 tanks grinding forward through the ruins, spraying machine gun fire wildly, clumps of troops packed behind them in the narrow streets. None of the defenders fired at the attackers, now less than a block away. Made bold by the lack of resistance, the PLA troops moved faster down the winding street. They were almost at the barricade when, at a signal from the combat engineer sergeant, Sung covered his ears.
Then the combat engineer twisted the handle on his blasting machine.
Explosive charges went off in a dozen of the buildings that overhung the narrow street. The blasts filled the street with flying brick and glass, stunning the infantry, blinding the tank crews.
The buildings began to collapse.
They were a tidal wave of brick and masonry, crushing the PLA infantry, burying their tanks, the roar of collapsing buildings drowning out the screams of dying men.
Sung opened his eyes and looked at the blast. The combat engineer grinned and picked up his rifle. "We showed those sons of a turtle mother, eh Sir? A nice bit of blasting. I dropped those buildings right in front of our front line."
General Sung was staring through the clouds of dust, like the rest of the men. He was the first to see the muzzle flashes. "Down!"
He dove for cover, a new reflex he was learning. Seconds later, a pair of 115mm shells came sailing in and exploded against buildings. Storefronts crumbled. Sung crouched behind cover as the shells were followed by a rain of machine gun fire. He looked over at the sergeant who, if anything, had dived for cover even more quickly than he. "Nicely done, Sergeant. What a shame there always seem to be more of them."
The combat engineer's response was lost in a sudden roar of gunfire to their rear. A storm of automatic weapons fire erupted as camouflaged troops ran down the street towards them. The weapons in their hands told which side they were on. Sung's bodyguards opened fire, stopping the advance. Everyone blasted away, storms of bullets filling the street.
"How the hell did they get behind us?" snapped Sung.
"Probably used the storm sewers" said the Sergeant. "It looks like we're cut off, sir."
Sung nodded and looked at the pistol in his hand. It now seemed pathetic. He holstered it and looked for a corpse to take a weapon from as bullets flew overhead. He found a dead grenadier, his head half gone, a bandolier of rifle grenades slung around his body. Ignoring the gunfire around him, Sung jammed a HEAT grenade onto the end of the rifle, checked to make sure it was on single shot and looked past the PLA troops that had cut them off. He saw more emerging from a side street, probably the exit from the sewer.
He took aim and muttered "Time to make myself useful."
Then he fired.
* * *
Beneath Washington, the National Security Council watched the situation develop in a state of shock. Air and sea battles were erupting all over the China sea as each side was pulled deeper into the fighting. The President was on a direct link with the ENTERPRISE Battle Group Commander. "Admiral Boardman, what the hell were you thinking?"
"Sir, they strafed one of our ships! Then they jumped our combat air patrol! Are you saying that I should not have reacted when they attacked a US Navy ship and killed American Sailors? Sir?"
Ike Walton saw the Admiral's trap for what it was. He wasn't about to admit that was exactly what he'd had in mind. Not on the record. Unfortunately, he didn't have anything else to say either.
No problem. Everybody else was talking.
"Mr. President, the Chinese subs off Hawaii are holding position. We calculate the latest Chinese missiles could hit as far east as Las Vegas."
"Mr President, the Stealth bombers are in position."
"Cruiser HUE CITY reports two missile hits, fires onboard. Requesting a tow clear of the battle area."
"Sir, the Japanese Ambassador is on the line. His government is willing to back our play but they want to know what our play is. What do we do, sir?"
President Ike Walton ran down the options he'd been thinking over for the last month, ever since this thing got really serious. He knew that he was committed now. He couldn't order the troops to pull back in the middle of a fight. Root hog or die, he thought to himself.
"Everyone shut up." The table grew momentarily silent. "All US forces are to continue defending themselves. Stay clear of the Chinese mainland, but neutralize all Chinese planes over Taiwan and destroy all combat ships more than thirty miles from the mainland. Admiral, have our subs shadowing the Chinese missile boats ping the hell out of them. Let them know we have them spotted. Tell our sub drivers that if they hear missile hatches opening, they are to shoot. General, have the bombers stand by."
Secretary of State Wade Emmett Ross gaped at the President in horror. "Ike, you can't be serious!"
"Root hog or die, Wade. We're in it now, no sense to goin' in halfassed." He thought about what he'd said for a second. "Where’s the Japanese ambassador?"
* * *
The battle was not a walkover. The Chinese still had over a thousand planes near Taiwan, flown by men who'd survived six weeks of the deadliest air combat ever fought. The US and Japanese pilots who engaged them, however, had been watching the Chinese tactics. Even outnumbered, they flew the best fighter planes in the world, in a tactical structure that let them use that quality.
They were fresh and they were angry and they were eager. They blew everything with a red star on it's wings out of the sky. Then they went to work on any ship that dared to fire at them.
* * *
President Xiao Ying Tian sat in his office, listening to his aides argue and waiting for the only word he wanted to hear — that his helicopter was ready to take him to the command center at Jade Mountain. There, hundreds of meters of stone, steel and concrete would keep him safe from any weapon the Americans had. That had begun to seem important since the Americans went insane — had it been only an hour ago?
But nobody told him the words he wanted to hear.
"Comrade President, the Commander of the Tenth Air Army says none of his remaining aircraft are in condition to sortie!"
Well, at least that commander was trying to maintain appearances. Fifth Air Army CO at Fuchou had flatly told him he wasn't going to send any more men out to be massacred by the Americans.
"Sir, Air Defense reports no missile launches in the US or Taiwan."
"Command ship ZHENGHE reports fires out of control. Marshal Zhou has been safely evacuated."
A PLA General shoved through the crowd, shouting "Comrade President! Have you given orders for the People's Militia to take over guarding Beijing?"
That caught the Smiling Man's attention. "No! Who said I did? What People's Militia are-"
Outside the buildings there was a blast of automatic weapons fire. No warning, just dozens of rifles suddenly firing. Seconds later came the booms of anti-tank rockets.
Sudden silence fell in the office, making the noise outside seem larger. The PLA officer drew a pistol and looked out the windows. "It's those damn militia at the gate! Why aren't the phones-"
A spray of bullets fire blew in the windows. Shards of glass flew everywhere. Aides scrambled for cover, forgetting the President in their haste to escape. The President's bodyguards came in, guns in hand. Xiao looked at the PLA officer who'd been near the window. He was dead now, lying on his back in a steadily growing pool of blood. Xiao stared, fascinated by how much blood was pouring from the corpse.
"Sir, the phone lines are dead! So are the interior phones! We must evacuate immediately!"
That got Xiao's mind moving again. He left the office flanked by his bodyguards. Others joined outside his office doors, forming ranks around him, looking in every direction. "We shall go to the automobile garage!" said the President. "The palace is being sabotaged by counter revolutionaries. We can use cell phones in the cars to call for help!"
They went down the stairs, a wedge of men and guns intent on their goal. On the ground floor of the Imperial Palace, they heard machine gun fire and pistol shots in all directions.
Xiao never saw when it happened. He just knew that one minute, he was surrounded by bodyguards, the next minute, automatic rifles were blasting in all directions. His own guards fired back, fell around him, on him. He dived to the ground, deafened and stunned as gunshots built to a crescendo.
His first cohesive thought after the gunfire stopped was that someone was pouring warm syrup on his leg. He looked. It was blood.
A bayonet prodded at him. He looked up at a harsh, unsmiling face and the faded green uniform of a Militiaman holding a rifle with bayonet extended.
"In the name of the People's Revolutionary Party, I place you under arrest!" shouted the man. His accent was Manchurian.
The Smiling Man rose from a heap of corpses, hands over his head. Around him, Party Militia poured into the Imperial Palace, mopping up the last pockets of resistance.

CHAPTER 20

Yan Sheng knew things were going badly. He also knew his tanks were about to cut the last rail links between Taipei and the east. He knew which mattered more to him.
He was in the turret of his tank, in the middle of a hundred APC's and tanks grinding through the suburbs, cannon firing steadily. Each building got one cannon shell. That was the formula. Most collapsed as the 105mm shells detonated. Some burned. The APC's then riddled the wreckage with machine gun fire. It burned up a lot of ammunition, thought Yan Sheng, but it let them advance with minimal casualties. The formula was not an accepted one in the PLA, but the General was getting used to making up his own rules.
Ahead, he saw one of his tanks explode. A mine, probably. His other tanks drove around the flaming wreck. One survivor got out.
They moved into the open, crossing the railyards. Tanks and APC's bounced at they trundled over the tracks. They began taking heavy fire too, from weapons emplaced in a row of warehouses near the railyard. More fire came from the wreckage of a passenger train. The tanks stopped and began pounding the positions with their heavy guns. APC's stopped and deployed troops. Some men died as soon as they left their armored shelters. Others took cover and returned fire.
Yan Sheng got on the radio and tried to call in artillery fire. No answer. The net was down again, jammed with local commanders calling for help. The last call out of communications central had been that they were being bombed.
He was about to give up when he smelled diesel oil. Locked within the tank turret, he could not tell where it was coming from. "Comrade driver, do we have a fuel leak?"
"No, comrade General."
Was the smell coming from outside? Many PLA tanks had 55 gallon drums of extra fuel they carried on their back decks. Yan Sheng opened his turret hatch a bit and tried to look outside.
The stench of diesel was stronger. No bullets were nearby, here in the middle of his formation. On his radio, he heard his XO speak. "Comrade General, we must have overrun a fueling point!"
He quickly saw what the XO was referring to. Pools of fuel and crushed gas cans were everywhere, while the stench of diesel grew stronger. He saw a hose pumping out more fuel. Thicker looking. It smelled like gasoline, but had waste oil mixed in it, thickening it. Then he caught a whiff of kerosene.
A mortar shell landed nearby, a small one, 60mm. The small explosion splashed in the puddled fuel, as did the soldiers running between the vehicles and the hoses. Who would lay hoses like-
He grabbed his radio, called into it. "All units, Dragon Forward, advance! All infantry, board vehicles immediately! All vehicles, button up and move-"
The mortar shell went off 50 meters away. Guided in by the first ranging shot, the 60mm white phosphorous round burst, spraying fire in all directions.
"— out!" Done talking, he dropped back inside his turret, slammed the hatch shut.
Diesel and waste oil don't burn easily, but white phosphorous burns everything. In seconds, raging fires grew among the vehicles. Men screamed as fuel-splashed uniforms burst into flame. Carried on the gasoline and kerosene mixed in with the muck, ribbons of orange octane flame shot through the area Yan Sheng's armor had stopped in. Black smoke billowed into the sky.
Yan Sheng ignored it. Flame couldn't hurt a tank with it’s hatches shut.
"Driver, advance! Gunner, fire at will!" He got on the battalion push. "Advance! Attack now!"
He looked through vision blocks, trying to see through smoke and flame as the tank engine roared, the tank lurching as it bounced over railroad tracks. Finally, he saw a building through the smoke and flame, a building with windows from which men fired.
His gunner fired a 105mm round into the building. The explosion was satisfying. "Driver, take us straight in there!" The tank leapt forward, plunged into the warehouse, the turret swinging-
The turret jolted, yanked to one side, then another. Yan Sheng glimpsed the barrel of the main gun, jammed against a brick wall. He tried to clear it with his commander's override. No good. The turret had been jammed by the collision. "Driver, reverse!"
The machine gun fired. Yan Sheng looked out the vision blocks on the other side. He saw the ROC soldier who leapt from a stack of boxes onto the tank as they began to move. The man hung onto the turret for a moment, then dropped off. Yan Sheng laughed then, imagining the ROC soldier trying to ride the tank.
Then he noticed a satchel that the ROC had left hanging from his machine gun. "Driver-" He tried to think of what to do.
The satchel charge went off, vaporizing the hatch and General Yan Sheng of the PLA.
* * *
From the forward command post at Tunglo, Lieutenant General Kuan Kung looked north. His field desk was covered with reports of Japanese and American aircraft attacking PLAAF planes and radio reports of burning ships in the straits. His intelligence chief was speaking.

“All the deserters say the same thing. The southern units are being starved of supplies. Most vehicles have only an hour of fuel in their tanks and have been instructed to move only in an emergency. Their artillery units are down to ten rounds per gun per day."
His staff meteorologist spoke. “General, you told me to look for stormy weather, so that your units could attack when the mainlander aircraft were grounded by the weather. I tell you the weather is clear and will remain so for at least a week. I apologize for saying this, but we are having the clearest, driest monsoon season on record. We cannot change that. Attack now and your units will be completely exposed to air attack.”
Kung was not a tall man. He was short and blocky, with a wrestlers’build. When he’d begun to go bald, he had responded by shaving his head completely. The last month had been torture for him. His natural instinct was to attack, but he’d been ordered to gather his forces, build up supplies and hold for the signal to attack. But now the Chess Master had given him command, discretion to do as he thought.
He had nearly a quarter of a million troops under his command. Granted, too many of them were Home Defense Militia and new recruits, but all of them had been blooded. His damaged tanks had been repaired and put back into full armored units. His artillery was dug in, concealed and as close to the front line as possible.
He’d planned on attacking under cover of the monsoons.
The Americans and Japanese seemed to be doing a pretty good job filling in for the monsoons.
His chief of staff had been with him for years. He could almost read the General’s mind.
“Sir, we knew we might have to strike quickly. All units have their firing plans and movement orders. If you give the order, we can begin the offensive in one hour, all along the front.”
One of his corps commanders spoke. “But when we begin that offensive, it will be our last. To succeed, we must hold back nothing. But if it fails, there will be nothing more to give.”
Lieutenant General Kuan Kung grinned at that. “Then we will not fail. Gentlemen-”
He looked at all of them, his corps commanders, his staff, all waiting. All the comrades he had suffered with, fought with, worked with for the last two months. Behind them, he could almost see all the comrades who were not there, the officers and men who had died to buy time, to give him this opportunity.
“My friends. Go to your units. The attack begins in one hour.”
* * *
In the foothills east of Chienshih, Lieutenant Soo Kuo-K’ang snugged the M-60 into his shoulder and aimed at the oncoming troops.
It was a standard PLA attack. Clumps of militia moving forward first, dying quickly. But to kill them, ROC troopers had to reveal their positions, which let the following armor destroy them.
Sometimes the militia would run forward with their rifles held over their heads in surrender. If the PLA troops following them didn't shoot them in the back. Of course, that didn't get them out of combat. Soo's company commander generally stuck those prisoners back in the front line, with their own weapons. Some had deserted. Most, happy to be on a side that at least offered them a chance to live, fought well.
This time the militia had their bayonets fixed, rifles held forward. The tanks and PLA troops were coming up close behind them this time, driving them on.
Soo took aim and opened fire. The gun hammered into his shoulder, streams of tracer shooting out. He walked it into the oncoming troops, raked back and forth across the line, burning off his belt in four long bursts. Then he dropped below the lip of the foxhole.
Beside him, one of the replacements — he'd stopped learning their names, they died too quickly — handed him a fresh box of ammunition and made to pop up over the lip of the hole. Soo stopped him. "Wait a second, wooden head! They'll be firing back for a minute or two."
Above them, a spray of tardy return fire blew craters in the earth. Then an explosion shook the earth, something light — a type 69 rocket, perhaps.
"Now!" barked Soo.
Both men bounced back up, covered by the smoke of the recent explosion, aimed and blasted away at the oncoming troops. To both sides, other ROC troops did the same. The bazooka team fired their 90mm recoilless rifle, it's sudden bang followed by an airburst fifty meters to the front. The burst sprayed flechettes into the oncoming troops, scything them down. By that time, the bazooka team was already scrambling to a new position.
Soo fired the last half of his belt in one long burst. Exhausted, he kneeled lower and tried to look over the battlefield from over the lip of the foxhole.
"There's too many!" said the soldier beside him. "We can't stop that!"
"Then we die trying!" barked Soo. He fed his last belt of ammunition into the machine gun. "Keep firing!"
Soo hadn't imagined it could become worse. Until he heard the sound of jets behind him. That he heard them at all meant they were coming in low and slow, to drop their ordnance right on target. The only jets he'd seen for the last month had been communist.
He dropped into his foxhole and looked up at the jets coming over. Weapons pods hung heavy off their wings. Their landing gear down — and big red globes were painted on their wings.
Stunned, he watched them sail overhead. Then the pods released, the engines shrieked to full power and over the roar of the engines came the buzzing sound of miniguns.
Soo popped back up over the lip of his foxhole. He gaped as he saw the jets scream over the heads of the attacking communist troops, streams of cannon fire raking the enemy. Then the attack disappeared in blooms of flame and explosion as ordnance the Japanese planes had dropped hit the PLA front line. Jet engines roared to full power and the planes climbed into the sky, waggling their wings in salute.
Soo watched as the smoke from the explosions cleared. The ground in front of their positions was covered with dead men and burning tanks. The new guy spoke. "What in the thousand hells was that?"
"That was us winning the battle, wooden head!" called Soo. He levelled his machine gun at the backs of the fleeing enemy. Not used to facing airstrikes, the Communist troops broke and fled. "Took those Nipponese bastards long enough to get here!"
He squeezed the trigger.
* * *
The Mayor of Hsinchu had not believed in curses before the war started. Now he was beginning to believe the entire war had occurred just as a curse on him. He had surrendered the city to avoid bloodshed, hoping that his example would bring the war to an end. Instead, it grew worse and worse. Hsinchu looked like a ghost town now, with much of the population shipped off to refugee camps on the mainland. A looted ghost town, after weeks of PLA units moving through, or in the sections where PLA administrative and logistics units had moved in — and there were SO many support units and troops! Then soldiers of Taiwan had themselves blown up most of the harbor, killing hundreds of Taiwanese who had been forced to work there.
He looked at his son nervously. Hard as it had been for him, it had been worse for his son. For the first few weeks, things had not gone badly. Hundreds of locals joined his militia, once word got out that militia members and their families would not be shipped to the mainland. He had been made a Colonel of the People’s Militia. But then the PLA had started using them to execute saboteurs and forcibly evict their fellow citizens. Several companies had even been sent into the battle lines to the north and east. His son had driven himself to exhaustion, trying to win the favor of the PLA commander of Hsinchu, General Lee Jeung Chu-Hai. That had even included helping the General remove several large shipments of contraband — foreign currency looted from business safes, jewelry and precious metals — that were obviously black money for the General.
Then this last day! American and Japanese jets flying overhead, word of disasters from the fronts, more and more leaderless deserters from the front skulking back into town.
His son put down his cell phone, scowling. “Only one of my companies is responding anymore. That company commander admits he has lost a platoon to desertion. I shudder to think how many of his own people must have deserted for him to admit that! I wonder what our military genius, General Lee, JCH has to tell us!”
“Don’t talk that way, son!” The Mayor looked at the four militia escorting them. Personal friends of his son from before the war, but with things the way they were, there was no telling who was an agent of State Security.
“Well, he has plenty of troops at town hall, anyways.” His son kept walking forward, through the cordon of troops surrounding the red brick city hall. Then he lowered his head and whispered. “Father, these are the engineering troops who are supposed to be working to clear the harbor. What are they doing here?”
Paying attention, the Mayor realized his son was right. Many of the PLA soldiers surrounding city hall seemed unfamiliar with their weapons and were carrying the wrong assortment of gear.
His son’s bodyguards were ordered to wait outside the building and the two of them were marched into the office of Lieutenant General Lee, JCH — what had been the Mayor’s own office. More bodyguards searched both of them before they were allowed into the room. Lee was in his best uniform and had two pistols on the desk in front of him. He smiled at them and indicated they should sit down in two chairs placed on the opposite side of the desk. Then he dismissed his guards.
The door shut. The room seemed quiet, the sound of distant gunfire much fainter coming through the walls and the repaired windows.
When Lee spoke, his voice was tired. “Gentlemen, the Nationalists are on their way and the PLA are not going to be able to stop them. The Americans and Japanese have finally come to the rescue of their lapdogs and shot down all of our planes. Apparently they have also sunk most of our ships.”
He lit a cigarette, puffing deeply on it. It was an American cigarette. They were very popular among the upper level PLA officers.
The Mayor smiled weakly. “So it is over? The war is ended?"
“Ending, but not yet ended." General Lee left the cigarette in his mouth as he picked up both the pistols. “I have been in communications with the resistance. Several prisoners I quite wisely decided not to execute were sent to the Nationalists to establish communication. It’s always a good thing to keep your options open. I wish to surrender the city to prevent further bloodshed, but there is talk of war crimes. Apparently some of our security measures are being portrayed as unreasonable. Atrocities, even. Someone must be blamed."
The Mayor’s son spoke with the outrage of youth against a perceived injustice. “Blamed? We followed your orders! You were in command!"
The General shrugged. “I gave no written orders, Colonel. There is not a single scrap of paper to indicate I told you to execute prisoners. You were so eager to please your new Masters, we did not need to give them. As to verbal orders, well…."
The General fired his pistol twice. Both hit the Mayor’s son. He fell, twitched once and was still. His bowels released in death.
The Mayor gaped at his dead son. “Why did you — why-"
His mind could not accept what he was seeing.
The General put down one pistol and tapped out the ash on his cigarette with one hand. “It is all a matter of context, Comrade Mayor. In the excitement of peace, the Republic is willing to accept a PLA general who surrendered a city to save lives. Perhaps I shall even see the error of my ways and defect from the People’s Republic. That would go over well. What your Republic will never forgive is a Mayor and his son who betrayed them in their most desperate hour and helped their invaders. The only service you can perform now is to take the blame for all that was done."
The Mayor was still trying to think when there was a loud noise. He fell over, feeling a sudden pain in his chest. He looked up as General Lee came around the desk and aimed his pistol at the Mayor’s head. “The People’s Republic thanks you for your services."
* * *
The helicopter landed at Xiamen on little more than vapors. As it touched down, General Deng and Marshal Zhou Laijiun stepped off. The Marshal held one arm where it had been gashed by shrapnel. Deng had physically dragged him from the bridge of the ZHENGHE after the ship began to sink.
"Who would have thought the damage control on the ship would be so poor?" Marshal Zhou accepted his wound with equanimity. "I am too old for this sort of thing."
Deng helped the old Marshal towards a group of cars, shouting. "I called for ambulances! We must get the Marshal to a hospital!"
One figure stepped forward from the group, an old man. With a pistol in his hand. "Comrade General Deng, Marshal Zhou, I arrest you in the name of the Central Committee. Comrade Marshal, the charges against you are treason. General, you are charged with murder!"
Deng looked the old man in the face. "What is this crap? We have to get the Marshal to the hospital! I have murdered no one!"
"You murdered my son, you motherless worm!" Chan Ru-yu lost control of his temper and fired the .45 he'd carried since he took it off a dead Nationalist General in 1947. General Deng was hurled backwards as an ancient .45 round blew a hole in his chest. Zhou was thrown back too. He fell to his knees.
The Long March veteran grimly hobbled forward and held his .45 to Deng's forehead. He fired the final shot without hesitation. He had seen far too many men die to be bothered. He enjoyed his vengeance. Then he turned on Zhou. "Get up, Comrade Marshal. There is another helicopter waiting."
Bemused, the old Marshal was shoved into a car for the ride to another airfield.
* * *
Beneath Washington, the National Security Council kept track of the battle. "It's confirmed, Mr. President. The South Koreans launched their own attack as soon as the fighting started. They caught the North Korean aircraft on the ground. What isn’t clear right now is whether they’re done, or whether they intend to go north and clean house. Right now, I wouldn't be surprised if they tried to invade."
The Secretary of State spoke in an uncertain voice. “I don’t understand. It’s always been the South Koreans who advised restraint in dealing with the north.”
NSA shrugged. “They found out the north was planning on using them as a punching bag with Chinese help. I believe that took the bloom off the rose.”
General Kandel spoke. "Mr. President, all American and Japanese units have withdrawn from the battle area. We estimate six hundred aircraft kills, plus at least two dozen ships. Our casualties are three American ships, one Japanese, plus approximately fifty US and Japanese aircraft."
"Radio intercepts indicate all PLA units are in retreat" said the CIA director. “The ROC army launched a general offensive on the southern front a few hours ago. Their forward units are fighting in Chunan and we’re getting multiple reports of mass surrenders by PLA and militia troops.”
"On the mainland, Beijing isn't talking, but we have reports of gunfire in Zhongnanhai and the Forbidden City. There are also reports of large troop movements. Both Militia and Army units, with a lot of the People’s Armed Police tossed in. Recon satellites show the Chinese missile fields are all at maximum alert. Their strategic bomber wing is also standing by. Several regiments of tactical rockets that can carry nuclear weapons have fully deployed opposite Japan. Their three missile subs are keeping station west of Hawaii. We believe they now know they are being shadowed."
The President nodded sagely. Personally he was nervous as hell. “What options do you believe they are considering?"
NSA thought a moment. “They could be contemplating a limited nuclear strike. It’s part of their strategic planning. Possible nuclear strikes on Japan, South Korea, Taiwan… There’s no telling. They can hit most of our west coast but nothing east of the Rockies.”
“They would actually contemplate that?”
“They talk that way. Even our own people disagree on how much of it is just bluff and bluster.”
The President stood, his face somber. "Excellent work, gentlemen. Keep all forces on alert, but I think the worst has passed. I need to speak with a friend of mine."
* * *
The President of the People's Republic of China was brought before Premier Li Wolan in chains. A suitably imperial touch, thought the Chairman. They were in his office above the Great Hall of the People. Li looked at the man and spoke in his cultured Beijing accent. "Comrade President Xiao, it would appear things have not gone your way."
Xiao Yingtian, the Smiling Man no longer, grimaced at him. "Comrade Chairman, if you do not care for me, think of the People's Republic! We cannot be divided in the face of the Americans!"
"That conflict is already ending" said the Chairman, quietly. "You were foolish enough to engage an enemy where we were weak and they were strong. Let the Americans enjoy their temporary success."
The Premier touched a stack of papers looted from Xiao's office. "I have been looking at some of your plans. You may be pleased to know, we shall continue with many of them. Taiwan will be but a temporary setback. Of course, I shall have to purge the Army and the government of unreliable elements, but once that is done, your plans against Russia shall be most useful."
Xiao tried to smile, couldn't. He spoke instead. "What shall I do? Resign? I can still make myself useful to the Party."
Premier Li shook his head. "No. Alive, you might come back to haunt me. Certain elements will not be pleased with my intended purifications. They would rally to you. No, I am afraid you are far too dangerous still. We only wait for-"
A door opened. Central Committee guards dragged in Marshal Zhou. The old man clutched his wounded arm, seemingly disoriented.
Li didn't care what the old Marshal's condition was, just that he was in sight. "There we go. Comrades, keep these prisoners in a secure place. I have a meeting to attend."
The Premier rose and motioned. Guards led the prisoners to the door.
* * *
They were on the roof of a skyscraper in Kaohsiung, looking at the cloudy skies. The monsoons were coming in, finally. Shannon hadn't stopped grinning in hours, since he saw the first American jets over the city, spiraling in victory rolls.
Beside him, Soo-minh slumped against his side. Her voice was infinitely weary. "So you Americans do it again."
Shannon looked down. "What?"
"It was all for nothing. We fought and my brother died and it was all for nothing because all we needed was you Americans to save us."
Shanon shook his head. "You don't get it. Soo-minh, do you think those jets would have come in if Taiwan had surrendered?"
She looked up at him, a questioning expression on her face. Shannon gazed into her dark, unfathomable eyes again and smiled.
"Honey, everybody wanted to write Taiwan off. I'm an American. I know my country. We want everybody to get along and play nice. We like to pretend to ourselves that the world is full of people who'll be our friends if we just give them what they want. Because it's scary to think that there are ruthless, evil people out there."
"If your people hadn't fought, we'd have been happy to forget about them. The whole world was ready to let you be bulldozed under. But your people fought. They fought when everything was against them. They wouldn't let us forget about this place. They reminded us that there are some things worth fighting for. Then they kept on reminding us, until we listened."
"I have an uncle I never knew. He died over Schweinfurt, decades before I was born, fighting the Nazis. We won, but he died. It's the same with your brother. He died, but because he did, because a lot of other men died, Taiwan is free. Your children will grow up free.”
“You mean our children will grow up free.” Through her tears, she smiled.
He smiled back and kissed her gently. “Our children.”
They held each other and looked into the sky, contemplating all the tomorrows to come.
* * *
The Committee meeting in the Three Doors Building was not the complete group this time. There were extra representatives from the Security Ministry and the Army. Several representatives who had been close to the former president, or who had personal feuds with the General Secretary were missing. The Premier, however, was both present and completely in charge.
The Commander of the People’s Armed Police was speaking. “We expect the dissidents to be suppressed shortly. This still leaves the five provinces which question the legality of the Premier removing the President from office."
“Legality? Amazing.” Li Wolan shook his head, contemplating what he’d do to these treacherous fools once things calmed down. “The law is whatever I say it is. Now, I understand the Minister of Foreign Affairs has a message for us.”
“We are requested to give an audience to a direct representative of the President of the US, or so he says.” The Minister checked his notes. “He has been picked up at the airport and is on his way here now. Interestingly, he requested to see the leader of the People’s Republic. Not the Premier or the President or even myself. Simply the leader.”
“So even the Americans have noticed our recent activities? Finally?” The Premier grinned broadly. “We must make it clear to the Americans who leads the People’s Republic. Who they will be negotiating the cease-fire with.”
The Commander of the PLA spoke. “We had best get a cease fire quickly, while we still have a foothold on Taiwan.”
“Oh, we shall get it quickly. Notice that the Americans are sending a special envoy to us, not the reverse.” The Premier nodded and turned to the Minister of State.
“We will demand an immediate cease fire with all forces in place. That will give us time to reinforce our armies on Taiwan and replace our losses. Let the negotiations drag on. The longer our forces are on Taiwan, the more force we accumulate there, the sooner the Taiwanese will realize they must yield or be destroyed. My only fear is that they will demand our immediate withdrawal. Minister Xu, what can we expect?”
The Foreign Minister took off his glasses, thinking carefully before he spoke. “I have negotiated more than a hundred treaties with the Americans. So far as I know, we have not kept a single one. The Americans do not care. They have the memory of a child. So long as their negotiators can get a piece of paper with a promise on it, they are happy. Their state department people build their careers on such meaningless things. At the very least, if they issue a strong demand, we will tell them what they want to hear. Stall, delay, anything to get the immediate fighting to stop.”
Premier Li nodded sagely. “Once again, we are guided by the wisdom of Mao. It is merely another step in the Prolonged Struggle.”
There was a knocking at the door. Everyone grew silent. At a motion from the Premier, the doors to the chamber were opened and guards led in two men. One was obviously caucasian, the other asian — Li looked at his face and guessed probably from southern china — both in three piece suits. Neither carried any briefcases or folders.
Li spoke. “I am the Chairman of the Central Military Commission of the People’s Republic of China. We are glad the United States has finally sent someone to negotiate. Your nation’s interference in a purely internal Chinese affair is most dangerous and destabilizing. Nonetheless, the People’s Republic is always striving to find peaceful and just solutions to issues like this. Please, introduce yourself so that we may begin the negotiations for a cease fire.”
The asian turned out to be a translator, quickly telling the caucasian what Li had said in Chinese. Li spoke fluent english, but he certainly wasn’t going to let this decadent American pig know it. Once his translator was done, the caucasian nodded and spoke.
“Premier Li, thank you for your welcome. I am Steven Stirling, a personal envoy from the President of the United States. Mr David Wong is with me as a consultant and translator. We are not members of the US State Department. We do not have the authority to open negotiations, or to conduct negotiations of any kind. Our job is to communicate the policies and intentions of the US to you clearly. The diplomatic services have a tendency to shade messages in times of conflict, to soften their impact. They will, however, be contacting your Foreign Ministry to begin negotiations shortly. In fact, they may already be in touch. I can tell you that the government in Taipei has announced there will be no cease fire or negotiations so long as there are operational PLA units on or within fifty kilometers of the island of Taiwan, the Penghu islands and the Diaoyu islands. The governments of the United States and Japan will engage in no more offensive operations, but will act to protect themselves and to protect humanitarian flights into Taiwan.”
Li frowned. “If you are not here to negotiate, why should we even talk to you?”
A brief delay for translation, then…
“Our President believes that the situation is escalating faster than normal diplomacy can handle it. Further, some of the communications between the highest officials of our governments need to be kept confidential. Some communications draw far too much scrutiny from the press and have the potential to release damaging or provocative stories.”
Li smiled. Of course. The American President wanted to cement a secret deal, one that would save face for him as the US backed down. Li was very familiar with secret deals, including many that he had made and then broken himself.
“Confidentiality is a good thing, Mr Stirling. So is clarity. You can be very clear of this. China will not tolerate this foreign interference in an internal affair with the rebel province of Taiwan. We are not some rogue state or dictatorship. China has become again one of the great nations of the earth. The United States cannot dictate policy to us. No one can.”
To Li’s joy, Stirling nodded agreement. “Premier, the United States fully acknowledges that the People’s Republic is a great power. It has been the experience of the United States that being a great power can sometimes be far more limiting on our actions than liberating of them. Your nation’s experience may be different, of course. We agree that China is not some rogue state.The United States must deal with it as an equal.”
The Central Committee members discussed this among themselves in low tones, growing silent as the Premier spoke. “That is good to hear, Mr Stirling. But it seems to be in conflict with your earlier announcements. Your dealings with a rebel province and your unprovoked attacks upon our nation have brought us close to war, perhaps even nuclear war. I am sure that the United States is not willing to sacrifice it’s West Coast in order to save little Taiwan.”
As the translator spoke, Mr Stirling seemed to have a sudden headache, grimacing. By now, Li had been given an earbud through which a translator of their own gave him a running translation. When Stirling spoke again, he had visibly calmed himself.
“Mr Premier, the United States does very much wish to avoid war. As I said before, the United States must deal with China as an equal. We agree, we cannot dictate policy to you. That is why it is so important that you clearly understand what our policies are. Our nations cannot afford to misunderstand each other. The policy of the United States of America is this:
“If any Chinese nuclear weapon, even one, detonates over any American territory or military unit, or the territory or military units of any of our allies, the United States will launch a full nuclear strike against the People’s Republic of China. It will be a counterforce strike, directed at your military. However, since many of your military bases are near population centers, including this one, we estimate initial civilian casualties from the strike will be in the range of eight hundred million people. To clarify a point, the allies of the United States include, but are not limited to, the Philippines, Japan, the Republic of Korea and the Republic of China, on Taiwan. As a further clarification, any missiles or nuclear weapons originating from the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea will be regarded as having originated from the People’s Republic of China.”
Li blinked. The words were spoken in a brisk tone, as simple facts. As he heard them, his mind struggled to fit those words into what he knew of the world. He couldn’t.
As the translator’s words faded in his ear, he noticed that the two Americans were walking out of the conference room. He looked at the other members of the Central Military Committee. They all looked as stunned as he felt. The doors to the meeting room closed. In the silence, they sounded like cannon firing. In his ears, the voice of the translator started again. “Comrade Premier, listening devices in the hall heard the American say something to himself. I do not believe it was intended for us to hear, but we are translating.”
Trying to get a grip on the situation, the man who was both Premier and the General Secretary of the Communist Party of China spoke in a stunned voice. “What did he say?”
“His translated words are: Welcome to the big leagues.”
* * *
Soo Kuo-K’ang unconciously reached for his rifle. Then he stopped. He was an officer now, performing peacetime duties. His only weapon for this job was his pistol. He still felt kind of naked without his rifle, but he’d have to get used to that. He was beginning to find out that, for officers, it was sometimes important to just be seen and look like you were in command. He put his hands behind his back to cover the movement and looked out over the long lines of prisoners marching past into the POW enclosure outside Chutung.
He was standing on his battered Yunpao IFV, the men and women of his platoon armed and ready. One man was swinging the .50 caliber back and forth to cover the prisoners, to remind them of what would happen if they tried to re-start the fight. So far this day, Soo’s company had not had to use their weapons. The hundreds of PLA soldiers marching past them were stacking their arms peacefully. The stack was becoming immense. The PLA soldiers and militia paid more attention to the smell of food coming from the big field kitchens inside the fence of the POW camp.
Soo had been able to get Corporal’s rank for Mary when the Battalion Commander made him commander of his scratch company. Now she wore the proper uniform, even if it was battered and torn. She looked over at him, puffing on a cigarette and offered him the pack. “Do you want one? I took this off some dead Colonel. They’re real Golden Pandas. The very best!”
Soo shook his head. “I don’t smoke. I thought you didn’t.”
She shrugged. “I didn’t used to be a soldier either. How many of these mainlanders are we going to have to guard?”
“These are just stragglers, I think. Most of them fled for the coast when things fell apart. It’s going to be insane in Hsinchu. We’re almost done here. Where’s your brother?”
“Doing inventory of the captured vehicles. Most of them were out of fuel. We’ll need a fuel resupply before we can even move most of this PLA junk."
“Nephew? Where are you, you lazy slug?” The quavering old voice rose above the low babble of the POW’s. It drew Soo’s attention.
The man speaking was old, which wasn’t uncommon in the People’s Militia prisoners. But this fellow was ancient even for them, his aged face strained and looking lost. He was obviously exhausted. His arm in a filthy sling, he staggered from one group of POW’s to another. He cast angry looks at the ROC soldiers and began speaking to the other POW’s in low tones.
Soo didn’t know whether to be suspicious, appalled or sympathetic. But this man was disrupting the process and he did not want any disruptions. He walked up to the man, trying to sound stern. That stopped when he got one look at the old man’s face. “Grandfather, who are you looking for? What is your unit?”
The old man almost snarled. “Don’t ‘grandfather’me you Kuomintang dog! I am looking for my nephew. He was wounded, but he should have caught up by now. By now….”
His voice fading, the old man fell to his knees, his face suddenly vacant. “If you see him, you’ll tell him I was looking for him? Zheng Yiguan, that’s his name. Third Gansu Militia. Tell him Comrade Tian is….”
The old man’s head drooped. Soo called for a medic — until he heard the old man snore. He was exhausted and he’d gone to sleep.
Soo picked him up. He seemed to weigh almost nothing. He laid him down in the shade of a tree and had one of his people keep an eye on the old fellow.
There was a ringing.
His cell phone!
He pulled it out of his pocket and looked at the face. Three beautiful bars! It rang again and he answered eagerly. “Mother?”
“Sorry boy, this is your father. Your mother in in the hospital. Where the hell are you?"
Soo’s heart clenched in his chest at the word his mother was in hospital. “I’m in Chutung, father. What happened with mother?”

“During the last bombing raid, the Kwan’s house was burning. We got everyone out — my militia battalion was fighting fires — when we heard their little girl inside the house, screaming for help. Boy, your mother beat us all to it, charging into that house like a crazy woman. She got the little girl out, but she was burned herself. Almost all her hair was scorched off.”
“Mother did that? Mother?”
“You know how your mother is when she wants something boy. She’ll be okay. Maybe some scars. What about you? Oh, Mrs Ken is asking about her husband. He was your platoon sergeant?”
Soo shook his head. Since his reserve unit was formed of local men, of course their relatives would be by.
“Tell her I’m sorry, but her husband is dead. He died on the first day. But you can tell her he died fighting bravely.”
Holding onto the cell phone like a drowning man holds onto a rope, Soo kept talking with his father.
* * *
Zhou was barely lucid, his wound and blood loss making him delirious. Some moments he was being dragged by guards. At other moments he was back outside Mukden, dragging ammunition. One second the men beside him were his old comrades, the next they were the President and soldiers.
His mind cleared somewhat when sunlight and cool, humid air hit him. He looked up at the sun. They were in a courtyard. He heard a familiar chirp. He spoke. "Are there birds here?"
The President sounded impatient, nervous. He wasn’t talking to the old Marshal. Instead, for some reason, he was speaking to the guards in wheedling tones. "I can make you all rich men! I have bank accounts, any kind of wealth — just unshackle me and-"
A pistol shot. The President grew silent.
Zhou could hear a bird song, a thrush singing of spring. "Can you hear it, comrades?" he said to the soldiers around him. "It is a-"
There was a sudden thunder. The world went away.
* * *
The President smiled for the cameras and held his hands over his head in the pose of a victorious fighter. "We have just received word from Premier Li that China no longer lays any claim on Taiwan!"
The audience, mostly press, broke out in spontaneous applause. When they calmed down, President Ike Walton brought his hands back down to the podium and grew solemn.
"I'd like to take a moment to pray for the Sailors and Marines and Pilots who won't be coming back. They gave their lives to defend freedom. To all the brave American and Japanese fighting men, I salute you and the magnificent job you did!"
More spontaneous cheering.
This was turning into a pretty good press conference, thought Walton. Now for the final cap on victory. "There have been irresponsible reports lately of dissension within this administration. Nothing could be further from the truth. This administration was prepared to handle this situation and stood together in all aspects of this crisis. I would like to thank the Vice President for her support and advice. Now I think the Vice President would like to speak."
He turned the podium over to her, smiling. She smiled back. He grinned inwardly. Everyone wanted to be on the side of the winner, even Vice-President Monica Campbell. What a shame, he thought, that he'd have to support some other candidate — ANY other candidate — in the next election.
She picked up the papers that her speech was supposedly written on and looked steadily at the teleprompter. Walton kept grinning. They'd gone over her speech before the press conference. It was a beautiful piece of work.
Monica looked at the camera, smiled — and threw away the papers.
Walton nodded. A nice touch! Pretending to spontaneity. But you couldn't do it too often or-
"My fellow Americans." Walton stopped his inner reverie, waited for it. "The last few hours have seen a magnificent victory for this nation. We have faced a powerful dictatorship and beaten it back. Americans have died, but they died in defense of a free nation. We can only join in thanks that the cost was not higher, and pray for the families of those who gave their lives. And one more thing. I call on all Americans now to join together-"
A momentary pause. Walton marveled at the timing.
"— to demand the immediate resignation of President Walton."
Shocked silence. Ike Walton's head suddenly spun. But she had-
"For fifty years, we kept the peace in that part of the world, with courage and steadfastness. Then, to placate a few businesses and to get a few meaningless treaties, we abandoned twenty million free people to be enslaved by a ruthless dictatorship. That was done against my advice, on the word of President Ike Walton. All the deaths that have resulted since are solely because of that. Had we stayed firm, had we let the enemies of freedom know that we were ready, this would never have happened. But we did not and thousands of people have died."
"The tragedy is, we didn't have to do it. We were strong. But we forgot that when we let others be enslaved, we let ourselves be enslaved. In not standing firm for freedom, we encouraged those who wish to crush freedom. Ike Walton's leadership has cost this nation far too heavy a price! I demand that President Walton resign within 24 hours. If he does not, I shall call for his immediate impeachment myself. I can no longer tolerate this administration, or the thought that this administration is leading the most powerful free nation on earth. Goodbye."
She walked out. You could have heard a pin drop.
Ike Walton looked at the cameras. And tried to smile.
* * *
Mike Shannon held his earphone in one ear with one hand, holding a microphone in the other. Behind him, a sea of cheering Taiwanese were gathered at the Martyr's Shrine of Kaohsiung, waving the flags of the Republic. Shannon struggled to understand the question he'd been asked, then grinned. "It's been this way since yesterday, Dave, when the news came that the communists are withdrawing back to the Mainland. These people have simply been going crazy with joy!"
Another question. He looked at Soo-minh. She looked back. He shrugged and looked into the camera. "Yes, that's right, Dave. I have gotten married and I have my bride here. Soo-minh, come here so the camera can see you!"
She shook her head violently and stepped backwards.
"Uh, it seems my wife is camera shy. But this isn't my story, Dave. It's the story of the people of Taiwan that matters, that a free people stood up and fought for their freedom and defied the largest nation on earth!"
President Ch’iu Wang Chen switched off the television with a sad smile. "So this is victory."
His voice was quiet, still. The cell phone in his hand was still active, General Sung's voice coming out.
"President Ch’iu, we have about fifty thousand prisoners here who refuse to return to the Mainland. What shall I do with them?"
"I don't know, General. That shall be for the legislature to decide. Feed them for now. How are you doing?"
"The doctors say I will lose two fingers. I suppose I shall have to learn to use a fork. Chiu, I got a bellyful of this frontline crap. From here on, I stay at headquarters and let someone else be shot at."
The President nodded at the different voice. He had the impression that people wouldn't be calling Sung "The Chess Player" any more. He'd lost some reserve to his character with those fingers. Or perhaps he'd seen enough corpses to finally stop being shocked at them. Either way, he had done well. "That sounds wise, General. I am coming back to Taipei as soon as the rail lines are repaired. We shall talk."
He shut off his phone.
It was quiet then. The only sound he could hear was distant fans. He looked at the empty fighter bay, carved from solid granite, deep in the mountain that sheltered this, one of Taiwan's last airbases. Beside him, the red-haired American — what was his name, O'Reilly? Such an odd name. Beside him, O'Reilly spoke.
"This was the bay he left from, sir. I would have gone with him but my bird was just too shot up. Nobody here knew he was under arrest."
The President nodded. "Things were confused. Besides, had you been there, it would have ruined everything. My son knew exactly what he was doing. He always did that — realized what had to be done while everyone else was making up their mind."
The President did not say that the American might very well have shot down his son. Once the missiles started flying, it was hard to tell.
O'Reilly sighed. "He was a hell of a pilot. He flew that plane like it was a part of him. Funny how one of the last planes in the ROC Air Force was an ex-russian fighter."
"Can you forgive him? Some of your countrymen died because of his actions."
O'Reilly shrugged, not easy to do as he was sitting in a wheelchair. Both his legs had been broken in his crash landing. "I don’t go for those huge long involved chains of who’s to blame. He wasn’t the one who shot into Mare Island. He just gave the world a chance to see what these guys were really like. Besides, it’s too late to change things now. He was a brave man. I won't second-guess him."
The President laid a small wreath of flowers in the empty fighter bay from which his son had flown on his last mission. Silent tears coursing down his face, Ch’iu Wang Chen said a brief prayer, asking for mercy for himself, for his son and for all the dead. O'Reilly was decently silent during the prayer. Then the President turned to the American pilot. "Come, Mr. O'Reilly. We are needed in Taipei."
They left the fighter bay empty except for the wreath. Footsteps echoed off walls of stone.
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